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Abstract
This thesis is a study of the occupalional folkJife of a Norfolk lurchennan. an
individual who hunts using the type of cross-bred mnning dog known as a Iun:hc:r. The
study begins by expkx':ing the sociocul!ural world of the lurchennan in the rural county of

Norfolk. England. which has 011 rich ltadition of lun:hers being used by both poachers and
profeuional wam.ners. The origins of the lutcher dog an: discussed. highlighting its rok

as a counter-hegemonic fora:. Emphasis is placed uJX'n the lurcherman's worklechnique.
discussing tbe specific lools. informal knowledge and skills of the trade. Alongside Ihis is
the lutcher's cenlJ'a.l role within the work group. Ethnographic observation of the

lurchennan examines how work technique is put imo pruclice. Looking at the issues
surrounding lurcher breeding emphasises its nature as a folk. science. The study concludes
with a speculatHln of the lurchefman's future.
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Introduction
To use a local Norfolk expression. folklore fieldwork can be a "rum'un:,1 Given
the vagaries of fieldwork. a studenl of folklore might change the focus of his or her
research if a more viable topic emerges in the field, As Bruce Jackson advises the
folklorist going imo the field: "be prepared to dump your plan emirely if something really
fine presems itself.,,2 I can say from personal experience that Jackson offers some good
advice. The topic pursued on a whim. oftentimes turns out to be most exciting and
rewarding. This study exemplifies the paltem of changing plans when informanlS provide
unanticipated data. My initial proposal to my deparunenl was based on the idea of
undertaking a survey of folk!ore in Norfolk. England. my home (see maps I and 2). As
expected. the vagueness of such an idea was met with criticism from my depanm<:nt. but
my proposal was passed and along with my fellow folkJore graduate students, I was let
loose out into the field to begin my research.
Once in the field. it became quickly apparem to me that I would have 10 focus my
research lopic on one area of study if [ was to return to Newfoundland with sufficient
dala upon which to base the writing of a thesis. Serendipity played a crucial role in this
regard. On my return to England. I had been asked by the father of a fellow folklore
studem from British Columbia. to try and find him a Border temer from an established
line of working dogs which he could use for ratting and hunting nutria. which he does on
a regular ba"is down in Northern Washington slate. It was apparently extremely difficult
10 find any Border lerriers in North America from a working line. I also learned that
North American terrier men often consider lhe best working dogs to come from Great

Brilain. and when looking for a dog they prefer it to have the blood lines of a Britisb
terrier. In my quest for a womng Border terrier, it was suggested that I auend a special
Border Terrier weekend which was being orpnised in Nonhumberland. in Northern
England.
On allending the event I was imrodueed to the fascinating nature of rhe dog
world. Although the weekend mainly focused upon rhe "show dog" aspect ofrhe Border
terrier, it was the workinglhuming side 10 the dogs which I found most interesting. In a
talk given by working terrier expen David. Jones from Wales. I discoverulthe long
tnldition that surrounds the use of terriers as hunting dogs in Britain in their assistance to
fox hound packs. When a fox goes to ground, a lenler would be entered imo the fox's
den 10 either bolt it to the hounds. locale it for the terrier men to dig out and dispatch of.
or when circumstances require. 10 kill it I also discovered the dichotomy that rypically
exisls between the show dogs versus wori:.ing dog cultures and the deleterious effect that
the show dog has had on worting lines. As David Jones paimed OUI. the Border terrier
has lost popularity today as a woOOng dog because it is becoming increasingly difficult 10
find ant: that is capable of weding. While David described his work with terriers in
Waks. including lhe rescue of them from disused mines and quarries. along with
answering questions about the use of weding terriers. as a

f~kk>riSl

it started 10 becoltl(:

readily apparenlto me thaI use of dogs for hURting is a rich folk culture based upon a
tradilion of infonnal knowledge and skills. While 1unfonunately never did find lhe dog I
was looking for. all was nOlIOSI. Instead what I did find was an excitinglhesis topic.

My initial research on huming with dogs took me on a three week field trip
around England, Scotland and Wales. gradually learning morc about this fascinating topic
by intervicwing terricr men, Masters of fox hounds. and lurchenncn, while at the same
time reading extensively on the topic. The area [ found to be most interesting was the
skills and traditions associated with the lurchennan. The lurchennan is an individual who
hunts using the type of cross-breed running dog known as a lurcher. Ironically, this led
me full circle and the main focus of thesis became a Norfolk lurchemmn, Pete Carter.

Fig. I. Lurchemlan. Pete Carter with Rae.
one of his many lurehers over the years.]

Although I already knew Pete as a friend, this was not based upon his interest in dogs.
While I was aware that Pete had owned lurchers, it did nOl occur (0 me 10 identify him as
a lurchennan. and it was a side of him I knew Iiule about until now.
I first met Pete Caner about six or seven years ago. I was just learning 10 play
guitar and I heard that he gave lessons at the music store in the town of King's Lynn
which is about fifteen miles from my home. I got in touch with Pete and arranged 10 stan
having lessons from him. As I got to know Pete I discovered that being a musician was
how he made his living. During the 1960s. while he was still a teenager. the band he
played bass in. headed to Gennany perfonning on the cut-throat bar and dub circuit in
much the same way that the Beades had done just a few years before. Apan from the
occasional odd-job. Pete has supported himself and his family through music. He is a
multi-instrumentalist and gives lessons on almost any stringed instrument including sixstring guitar. bass. sitar, mandolin, banjo. the Turkish ud. and namenco guitar. Pete still
plays ba.<;s occasionally in a rhythm and blues band. although in recent years he has
concentrated on perfonning solo as a namenco guitarist. As he discussed with me though.
the lessons are his ''bread and butter." as the demand for namenco in nlral Norfolk is not
thai great. Pete has persevered. and along with a growing local interest in the music. he
has started to travel further 10 perform. This recently got him a gig on the sitar at an
lndian themed twenty-first birthday party which was held at a large manor house near
Leicester at which he perfonned amongst belly dancers and a sword swallower.
Alongside this he has recorded two CDs. one of traditional namenco pieces and the OIher
a collection of multi-instrumental recordings which loosely fall into the category of world

music. Pete is currently composing new tracks for another CD he hopes to record during

the summerof2001. It was only when I interviewed Pete for my thesis that I started to
leam of the other side to him-lhe passion he has for lurchers and rabbiting. I discovered
that Pele's interest in this has deep rooted traditions within his own family and the area in
which he lives, and the enthusiasm and knowledge he has on the subjeci even surpasses
that of his musical side. Not only is Pele well read on many aspects of hunting. but he has
also wriuen extensively himself on the subject. This was mainly in lhe fonn ofa regular
anicle that Pete wrote under the name Stag Caner, which for many years appeared in the

Country Man's Wt"ekly, a magazine for fieldsports enthusiasts that receives national
coverage in Great Britain. Largely drawing upon his own personal experiences as a
lurchennan, Pete's anicles have brought him nalion-wide recognition for his expertise in
the working of lurchers and other running dogs. While Pete describes himself. first and
foremost as a musician. in that this is bow he earns money, he attempts to live as selfsufficient lifestyle as possible, what he lenns as '"bocking the system," and sees his role
as a lurchennan being centmllo this ideology.~
This thesis is a study of the occupational folklife of Pete Carter as a lurcberman in
the twenty-first century. The use of the tenn fofkfife featured in this study comes from
the definition provided by Roger Abrahams which suggests: jofkJife commonly means
the ways the group work together and the devices deployed by the group in carrying out
that work:' s Because of the solitary nature of this occupation in which the work group is
typically made up of just the lurchennan and his dog. the use of oral genres which have
been traditionally collected by occupational folklorists do nOl. fall within the realms of my

study. Instead I will focus upon the traditional aspects of Pete's occupation as a
lurcberman with special reference made to work technique. To this end. I have
formulated my ideas of work technique from lhe previous scholarship in this field by
Roben McCarl--especiaily his pioneering theory of the

~cunon

ofwork technique

[which) refers to... (the I body of informal knowledge used to get the job done:.ti In
eumining Pete's canon of work technique I will reveal how this is constructed around
his informal knowledge of traditional skills used by both tbe professional warreoer/rabbit
catcher and the poacher, which both have deep rooted traditions within Norfolk. The
essential role of the lurcher in this work. will also be discussed. As E.G. Walsh has
wrillen. the lurcher "was and is a dog bred purely for work.: and that work has not
changed throughoutlhe centuries:·1 Developing the lurcher's central role as a working
dog, I will draw upon Jay Mechling's scholarship on "folk traditions between human and
nonhuman animals" and argue that the lurcher can in fact be seen as a member of the
lurcherman's work group.s Alongside this I will also discuss [be long tmdition that the
lurcber has of being the poor man's dog. often associated with rural labourers. Gypsies
and poachers. hence subversive and counter-hegemonic activities.
As a folklorist I came to this study of the lurchennan at a crucial time. Entering
into the twenty-first century. the work: of the lurchennan is clearly an occupation in
passing. Pete's great-grandfather had made his living as a professional
warrenerllurchennan. But already in Pete's own lifetime such a career is no longer a
viable option. The work of the lurchennan ha.. shifted from a professional occupation to
merely being a pastime. The main causes for this can be seen as both sociocultural

change and the effects of ecological issues. Although it could be argued that such
changes are inevitable in the shadow of historical evolution. this raises concerns for the
folklorist interested in traditional and infonnal skills and worlc te<:hniques such as those
used by the lurcherman. Funhennore. at the time I began my research. the threat to this
dying tradition of the lurchennan's work was funher exacerbated by the current British
Labour government's push to ban hunting with dogs.' Because of these issues. as a
folklorist I felt an urgency to document what remained of this traditional occupation
before it was too laIC. While some of the occupationaltcchniques of the lurcherman have
been included in obscure magazines and the occasional book. these writings are generally
hard to obtain for the average reader. As far as I am aware. no academic scholarship.
especially from a folkloristic perspective. exists on the lurcherman. Hence my own work
will be the

fi~t.

but hopefully not the last.

In undenaking this study, I have broken my thesis down into the following
chapters. Chapter I. "The Sociocultural World of Pete Caner:' serves as an introduction
to Pele and his role as a lurcherman. In doing so, issues of environmental and familial
influence will be discussed. The area of Norfolk in which Pele Jives has a deep rooted
tradition of using lurchers for hunting bach legally and illegally (see map 3). His greatgrandfather was a professional warrener in the area. and the infamous poacher Frederick
Rolfe. celebrated in the book I Wallud By Night. lived a few miles away. As a modemday lurcherman. Pete is seen as tradition bearer of the regional and family folk culture
which surrounds the occupation.

Chapter 2. "The luTCher," discusses tbe hisiOry, usage. and development of tbe
lUTCher dog. As I will discuss, the exact origins of Ihe lUTCher are speculative at best
CenU'a.l1O an examinalion of the lurcher lies its role as both a subversive hunter and
counter-hegemonic force, In looking at these aspects. I will explore the traditions of the
lUTCher witmn Norfolk and the various social groups who historically have used this dog.
Pete's own experience with IUTChers will also be discussed,
Chapter J. "The LUTChennan 's Work Technique: Tools and Knowledge of the
Trade," examines the folkJife which surrounds Ihis occupation, Drawing upon the ideas
of Roben McCarl, I will discuss the material culture of the Iurchennan's work. and the
construction and use of these items. This includes the lurcherman's es..'iCntial tools of the

"purse net" and the "long net" which are used to catch rabbits, and the esoteric
knowledge needed to successfully work with these items. As well, the role of the ferret in
the lurcherman's work will be explored. Alongside this is the crucial function of the
lurcher within this occupational sphere and the techniques used to train and work with it.

As I will argue, the lurcher must be seen as a member of the lurchennan's work group.
Chapter 4. "In the Field: An Ethnographic Observation of Pete al Work:' shifts to
the microcosmic perspective and examines Pete undertaking his work as a lurchennan.
My ethnography follows Pete from the field to putting the rabbit in the pot. In doing so I
explore Pete's use of informal skills and knowledge ba.<ied upon his experiences as a
lurchennan, to deal with specific situations encountered in the work environment. Once
again lhe central role of the lurcher in this work wi.!1 be focused upon including the use of

non-verbal communication between Pete and his dogs. This chapter also provides a
review of the fieldwork process.
Chapter 5. "The Art of Lurcher Breeding: Concepts of a Folk Science:'
investigates the crafting of the lurcher as a working dog. Central to this aspect of the
lurchennan's occupational folkJife is the quest for the perfect dog based upon each
individuallurcherman's specific needs. The infonnal approach that the lurcherman brings
to the issues of genetic,;; allows lurcher breeding to be seen as a folk science. The classic
dichOlomy that exists between the hegemonic world of the show/pet dog. and the counterhegemonic one of the working dog will also be introduced.
Conclusion. "The: Lurcherman's Future: An Occupation Hanging in the Balance:'
provides a speculative evaluation of whether this ltaditionaJ occupation will continue to
exist into the twenty·first century. and the implications this creates for the folkJorist. The
contribution that this study makes to folkJoristics will be addressed. along with ideas for
future study which derive from this work.. especially in the realm of occupational folkJife
scholarship and working animals.

The fieldwork for this thesis was conducted during the months of July and
August 2000, and completed in January 2001. As noted earlier, when beginning this
study I initially conducted interviews with various individuals who are involved in
hunting with dogs. In total these interviews amounted to approximately twenty hours of
recorded material. with almost half coming from the interviews I conducted with Pete and
other lurchennen, Sanuny Vaughn. John Stanway. and Derek. Clark.in. When I came to
evaluate these materials it became obvious to me that it woold not be feasible to utilise

such a large amount of data in the writing of my study. This problem was solved by my
decision to focus the study upon Pete's occupational folklife as a turcherman. Because
Pete was to be the central focus of my work I decided that it was important to transcribe
tbe interviews with him in tbeirentirety, which amounted to 120 typed pages. I found this
to be very useful in the identification and evaluation of the various aspects of Pete's
occupational folklife which he discussed during the interviews. The interviews with the
other lurchennen were transcribed selectively when

~uired.

As I discovered, the

process of working with large amounts of tape recorded data can be both painstaking and
extremely time consuming for the folklorist, but are an essential part of any study of the
nature conducted here, As I will discuss in Chapter 4, the use of photography as a method
of documentation was utilised extensively during my ethnographic observations of Pete
at work. This resulted in a tOlal of approximately two hundred colour photographs from
my time in the f}Cld with Pete. The work of the lurchennan has been very poorly
documemed using photography, and I therefore considered that an essential part of my
fieldwork would be to documem this passing traditional occupation visually while the
opportunity was still aVailable. 10

10

Map I. Great Britain. showing the location of the coonly of Norfolk.

Norfolk

Map 2. County of Norfolk. showing key places mentioned in the lext and major towns.
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Map 3. Pele Caner's local area. II
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I ~Rum'un~ refers l<:t §Omdhing constdered 10 be strange. abnonna.l. or unusual. II

can be used to refer to something or someone. as in '"be's a bit of a rum·un.- Keith
Skipper. Lam Y~lfNorfolk.: A Compnh~nsi~ Guide 10 'hI! Norfolk Dialect (Dereham.
Norfolk: Nostalgia PublK:ations. 1996) 82.
2 Broce Jackson. Fiddwork<Urbana and Chicago: U of UJinais P. 1987) 59.
} Pete Caner. personal collection.
.. Pete Caner. personal conununieation, 5 Sept. 2001.
, Roger D. Abrahams, "Towards a Sociological TheOI)' of Folklore: Performing
Services:' Worting Americans: Comemporary' Approoc/res 10 Occupational Folk/iff!. ed.
Robert H. Byington (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution P. (978) 20. emphasis in
original.
6 Roben McCarl, ''Oc<:upalional Folklore," Folk Groups and Folklore Genres: All
Introduction, ed. Elliot! Dring (logan. Utah: Utah SliUe UP, 1986) 71-2.

7 E.G. Walsh. LI,rcllf:rs and Longdogs (Saul. GloucesIcrshire: Standfasl P. 1978)

I Jay Mechling, '''Oanana Cannon' and Other Folk. Traditions betw«n Human
andNonhumanAnimals.~ Westem FoIkJon48 (1989): 312. Alsoonli~at: New
Dirrclioos in FoIkJofe. lnternec. 5 Ju~ 2001. Available:
www.temple.cdulisllcJncwfolklbananal.html.

9 Although a majority vote for a total ban of hunting with dogs was reached in the
House ofComrnons in February 2OOl.lhis was rtj«ted by lhe House onDroS. However,
at the lime of writing the push for a ban is still pan of labour's manifesto and the pany is
still adamant th3t. a futurt ban will take place. As expected this topic has been met with
much protest by Britain's many hunting supporten;. For details of this topic S« the
following internet sites:
Committee of Inquiry into Hunting with Dogs in England and Wales, online. Internet. 5
June 2001. Available: hup:/fwww.huntinginquiry.gov.uklmainscctionsJhuntingframc.hlm.

"Countryside Alliance welcomes Lords rejection of hunting ban:' (27 Mar. 2001); online,
Intemet, 5 June 2001. Available:
hup:/fwww.countrysidc·alliance.orglnewsllatestOIIOI0327coun.htm.
"New Poll Shows Slump in Support for Hunting Ban," (26 Apr. 2001): online. Internet. 5
June 2001. Available: hnp:l/www.rountryside-a1liancc.orglnewsllatestOIIOI0426hps.htm.

"Former Anli·Hunting Chief altacb hunling ban," (10 May 2001): online, [mernet.5
June 2001. Available: http://www.coumryside·alliance.orglnewsJIaleslOllOl0510cut.hlm.
"'Jury Slill Out' in Countryside over Labour Manifesto:' (16 May 2001): online. Internet.
5 June 2001. Available:
hltp:/lwww.coonlJ')'Side-alliance.orginewsJIaleslOllOl0516Iab.hlm.
10 The equipmenl used during this fieldwork was as follows: all interviews were
recorded using a Sony WM-D6C casselte recorder. The microphone used was a AKG 0
230 omnidirectional dynamic Iype. The recordings were made onto both Maxell UE 90.
and TDK 0 90 cassetle lapes with Dolby NR set to the off posilion. All pho(ogrdphs were
laken using a Canon EOS 300 single-lens reflex camera. 1be lenses used were either a
Canon EF 50mm I: 1.4, or a Canon EF 28-105mm I :3.5-4.5. depending on the situtllion I
wanled to photograph. All photographs were taken on Fuji Superia 400 colour print film.
For the application of the photographs in Ihis work. each prim was scanned using a
Hewlelt Packard scanjet at 200 dpi, and then manipulaled using Abode PhoIoShop 6,
before finally being prinled on a Hewlett Packard black and white laser printer.

II This map is a section taken from. Ely &: Wisbech. Ordnance Survey landranger
Ser, 143, map (Southampton: Ordnance Survey, 1997).
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Cbapler I

The Sociocultural World of Pete Carter
Pete Carter livcs in the small village of Banon Bendish.. sltualcd deep in the heart
of the county of Norfolk on the: east coast of England (see map 2 and map 3. point A).
Norfolk lies in the ""wheat-belt.. of Greal Britain. and the

nat sweeping countryside of ws

predominately rural county is renowned for its arable fanning (sec: figs. 2-S).1 Com
(wheal)

is grown on a large scale. as are many kinds of moe vegetables. aJong with fruils

and above ground prodLK:e during the summer months.! For many years agriculture: was
the main form of employment in the region, and although Ihis has gradually decreased

over the las!: two centuries with the inuoduction of mectlanized fanning methods, it is
still common in many villages to find a few individuals who woric on the local farms as

labourers. Historically. for the typical womng class family living in a rural counlysuch

as Norfolk. economic conditions were generally poor. Noc surprisingly. many men
participated in various activities to help support their families. The area in which Pete

lives was no exception to these conditions. as he recalled to me:"1

countryside here. and when I was very very young.

moSI

was brought up in the

of the people worked on farms.

A lot of them kept a lutcher because they always had a rnbbit on the lable. couldn't afford
to buy a Jo( of meal.") Norfolk has a long tradition of people living off of the land. be it
legally or illegally through the activity of poaching, The landscape with its acres of arable
fields, hedgerows. woodland and commons is a rich haven for rabbits. hares, pheasants
and Other game birds, and functions as a dynamic ecological force within this rural

environment. II was not just the average farm labourer woo poached either. Documented

"

poaching convictions in Norfolk during the ninelOel1th and earty tweotieth ~IUry also

li.sI fanners. gamekeepers. b1acbmiths., bakers. chimney sweeps. carpenlers. shepherds
and railway men amongst !he many persons who w~ found to be guiltyofpoaching.~
This perhaps reflects the general impoverished conditions of nuallife at the time. which
forced people 0010 the land in sean:h of extra food for !be table or. in some cases. extra
money for the pockel.
Very Iinle has been wrilten on lhe history of poaching in Norfolk. although
Michael J. Carter's booIc. PeoJanrs and Poachers does provide a good introduction.' A
brief summary of key historical events in ruraJ Norfolk is useful in placing Pele. lhe
modem day Iurchennan. info fhe context of the rural traditions Ihat lie at the hean of the
area in which he grew up and still lives (see fig. 6). The real need for the agricultural
labourer and small lime fanner to help subsidise his income began around 1765. Wages
had been on a gradual decline while food prices had began 10 rise. which was also
coupled with the land enc~ acts Ihal had started to lake place .. this time. The
inlention was that more money could be made from higher rents and puter and better

crop growth. Common land was fenced in and drained and lhe fanner users were nolified
usual.ly by the landlofd pinning his inlenlions on the IocaJ church door. uttle could be
done 10 object 10 these circumstances and although some labourers benefiled in lhe short.
lenn by being employed to plant hedges and build roads for the land enclosure. they losl
many oflhe necessities on which lhey relied such as paslure land for animals. and wood
for fuel and building materials. lOose that had depended on lhe common land now found
lhemselves at lhe mercy of the landlord. reduced
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(0

inferior simple wage labourers.lheir

rights overpowered by the greacer hegemonic forces of the larger farmers aod gentry who
benefited from the enclosure acts. The ~ following !he enclosures (lbe omc:ial
6

Enclosure Act was passed in 1812) saw greac social

Un.resl

occurring throughoul the

county of Norfo'k..
Prior 10 the Enclosure Act. even grealer i~ in food prices due 10 the effects
ofttle Napoleonic wars and two years ofpoorharvCSl in 1794 and 1795 kd to bread riots
in many towns and villages. In Brandon. a crowd of 200 people gathered at the markel
place and protesled for "Cheap Bread. a Cheap Loaf and Provisions Cheaper.'" At times.
greater force was used. as occurred in the towns of Downham Market. Ely and Norwich
when "mills where broken into. millers and butchers attacked and the food distribuled
amongst the crowd" (see map 2),' Later. the agrarian riotS of 1816 saw farm labourers

destroying fann impkments such as threshing machines and mole ploughs used for
drainage. These machines were seen as the main reason for winler unemploymenl. as
unlil thai: lime threshing and drainage by hand was the main wort available for labourers
during the winter months,' Throughout the nineteenth and early lwentieth century the
conditions of rural life did not improve a great: deal. with periods of social unrest
cominuing. Increased mechanizalion had foo:ed 149.000 people 10 leave Norfolk belween

18S I and 1861 in search of employment elsewhere. lo The Crimean War of 1851 had
caused an increase in food prices. and later the Firsl World War of 1914 also had a
similar impact on the rural areas. The wages of the agricultural labourer did gradually
increase during the Iwentielh century. although il ha.. remained a low paid form of
employmenl. with worker's incomes often supplemented by government assistance. 11

"

Considering lhc social and economic conditions of rural life allhe time. il is
perhaps noc: a surprise that poaching activities were so common place. as suggested in the
following statement by Lord Suffield to lhc House of Lords in 182S:
The recipe to make a poacher will be found 10 contain a very few and
simple ingredients. which may be met with in every game countJy in
England. Search out (and you need not go very far) a poor man wilh a
large family. or a poor man. single. ltaving his natura! sense of right and
wrong... give rum little more than a natural disinclination to go 10 work.
let rum exist in lhe midst of lands where the game is preserved. keep him
cool in the winter. by allowing him insufficient wages to purchase fuel; let
him feel hungry upon the small pittance of parish relief; and if he is nol a
poacher. it will only be by the blessing ofGod. I !

It has been reported that between the years of 18S7 and 1862 lhere was a tolal of 1,450
cases of poaching in Norfolk. and between 1863 and 1871 a tOlai of 2.IS6 persons were
convicted of poaching in the county.ll Justtnese documented figures alone give some
idea to the amount of poaching that went on in the county during those years; it can be
assumed that many other cases went on that have not been accounted for. For the people
of rural Norfolk lhese where desperate times. and 10 seek extra food for the table from the
wild animals that lived around seemed a perfectly natural activity. Landowners did not
see ilthat way though. with the 1816 Game Law Act reflecting their sentiments.l~ It was
deemed that any person found to be lrespassing at night while anned and in search of

game was liable to be sentenced to up to seven years transponation (0 Australia if they
were convicted. lnevitably this USUally turned into a life sentence as the return journey
from Australia was almost impossible.

I'

Being sem to Australia wa.~ nOl the only risk to poachers. as many landowners
resoned 10 man-traps and spring·guns in an effon 10 keep poachers from their land.

"

Although the man-ttap was designed to cause great pain and probably maim for life
anyone caught in ilS steel jaws. the spring-guns where designed to be deadly. Loaded
with shot. they where then hidden in bushes and connected to a trip wire which fired the
gun on any unsuspecting poacher or his dog. Notices where put up publicising that these
deadly traps where being used in an area. therefore placing responsibility on to any
victim who fell foul of such devices rather than the landowner. As Michael J. Caner has
pointed out though. many of the people who were caught by such traps were not poachers
but rather innocent men. women and children. Two examples being William Brownsell of
Neelon. near Swaffham who was shot dead by a spring-gun willie gathering some wood
along a cart road. and the Rev. Mr. lawson. Curare of Needham Market who while out
enjoying his pastime ofbOlany became caughr in a man-trnp where he remained for
almost an hour and a half before the gamekeeper was found 10 free him (see map 2).
Following cases like these Parliament passed an act to ban the use of such devices in

1827. 16
Perhaps the most well known of the nineteenth century Nocfolk poachers is
Frederick Rolfe. who became known as "the King ofTbe Norfolk Poachers:' and whose
life of poaching is celebrated in the book I Walked By Night. 17 Rolfe lived most of his life
in the Village ofPenlney which is only a few miles away from Pele Caner's home (see
map 3. poin! D). like many people living in rural Norfolk during lhe nineteenth century.
Rolfe was employed in agriculture and looked to poaching as a way to help supplement
his low income. Alrhough life was hard and the risks great. Rolfe recalls his poaching
days with fond memories:
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Poaclling is somelhing like drug taking--QRCC begun no goen back. it get
hold of you. The life of a Poacher is any thing but a happy one. still it is
exciting at times. and lhe excilement go a long way to sothe his concience
if il trubble him.... The Professnial man is of COl'S an Outlaw to the Laws
ofltlc Land, and nothing but a rouge and a Vagerbond in some People's
eye. but he is nOi so black as some people painl him----but black enough
perhaps. Be that as it may. I wold saner have a night out with either gun or
dog, than go to the best Diner Patly ever Provided.
Of COI'$C I have had a 101 of sumones. but that did lK>t trubble me as
long as I could pay, and I supose il have cost me a Hundred pounds one
time and another in fines. While I could keep out of Prison and keep my
freedom I did not mind that.
Weill had gOi the name of the King of The Norfolk Poachers in
them Days. and I expect Jearned it. I could run like a hare once I had gOi a
start-no one could catch me, and him who cant run cant poach.
I rember once I gOi disturbed at night. and had to run for it as there
were two Keepers close to me. in fact it was one of them as was given me
the I\In. I had to carry my bag and gun, but as sone as I gOlthe chance I
dropped the bag in a ditch. and made for the river Nar. I jumped in and got
out the other side, as the Keepers landed on the other Bank. so I got the
laugh of them again and a good ducking into the Bargin, but that did not
matter. I went back in the early morning and retreved my bag and the
game, as they never knew that I had dropped it (sic).lB
Although the continuing heritage of these fonnative years in Norfolk rural life is
not so evident today, it was still very much a pan of daily life when Pete Caner was
growing up during the 1940s and 50s. Poaching was not such a common nocturnal
activity as it had been one hundred years before but it still wenl on, and as Pete informed
me occasionally still does. To live off of the land on some level. either legally or
illegally, was an expected pan of rural life. It was not uncommon to find game such as
pheasant or hare served at the table. but it appears that in Pete's family at least, it was a
rabbit which found its way to the table most frequently: as he recalled from the days of
his childhood:
When I was very young I used to spend every Sunday at my gr.mdparents
house. because I used to go to the village Sunday school and then go there

"

for Sunday dinner; and regardless of what meat they had, !hey always !lad
a rabbit as well. [l1Jeydid) notlhrow the head away, the rabbil's head was
carefully skinned OOt as well and would be cooked with the rest of it; and
it was !he greatest delicacy, when my grandfather sal at the head of the
table, when he'd finished everything else, the rabbit's head was lasl and he
used to have that. He woold hold it in his hand with his two thumbs on top
of !he thin skull and crack it apart like a walnut and suck the brains OUI ...
That was like the treat. you gOl something you like and you always leave it
19
untillast.
Not only docs this narrative highlight the extent to which rabbit was at one time as much
a pan of the typical diet, just as chicken. beef or pork is for tbe average meat eater of
today; it also can be seen to reflect the socioeconomic conditions of rura.llife thaI Pete's
grandfather's generation experienced. As the old adage goes ~waste not want not," and
even the rabbit's head was considered worthy eating. 1lJc an of being thrifty has
continued through !he family gcncratioos and Pete still practices it today. He eats every
rabbit that he catches and although he chooses not to eat !he head himself, it is not wasted

and is given to his dogs, as is the skin and feet, along with the innards that are shared
between the dogs and ferrets. Although both Pete and his wife Margaret work, it was
evident when I visited their home that they try to live on a self sufficient basis as much as
their present day lifestyle allows.
Pete has separated his back yard into three sections to help wilh this. The first
section consists of a typical lawn area, which is also where the dog pen is for ea...y access.
Behind this. separaled by a fence is the vegetable garden and greenhouses. There is
evidence of Pete's frugality here, as the ground is covered with old carpet that has holes
cut through, into which Pete has planted various vegetables. He told me that his next door
neighbour is a carpet fitter and he brings home the old used carpets for Pete 10 usc when
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he needs lhem. II appears to be a very effective method of keeping the soil free of
unwanted weeds. and also helps to hold !he moisture in the ground. This may loot rnlber
suange. but it is not: about aesthetics. it is both a practical and cost free way for Pe:e to

grow his vegetabks as efftdently as possible.

The rear section of the yanI has some apple and prar trees and is wherr !>de keeps
his chickens (see fig. 7). Although he has ealen the occasional chicken in lhe past. these
are kept mainly for laying eggs. Again aesthetics are not: important here. and Pete tries to
keep the environment for his chickens as natural as possible. allowing them to roost in the
IreeS and amongst the bushes. Hence this section of the garden is somewhat of a
wilderness but it serves its purpose well. Another interesting fealure is the elevated
chicken coop that Pete recently made to protect his chickens from faxes. In keeping with
his prnctical philosophy. he constructed this from scrap wood which included two old

doors that he used for sKk: supports (see fig. 8). The drawback of keeping chickens is thal
they attract rats. In an allempt to combat this.

Pete places homemade rat traps around his

yanI. One is a metal cage type with a spring loaded door that his brother made. and
another is a sunken water type that he made himself from an old plastic drum. over which
was balanced a metal plate baited with polIc fat-the idea being that the rat steps on the
plate and falls into the water. while the smooth plastic sides of the drum keep it from
escape (see figs. 9.10). It is evident that these kinds of folk practices reflect Pete's goal 10
create an environment based around basic needs rather than the superficial wants of the
larger western world. Traditionally. an imponant aspect of rurdilife has also been to have
a food supply right outside one's backdoor. be it fruit trtts. vegetables. or poultry for

eggs and meal This is a family lnditiOIl that Pete continues which ex.tends back to at

It wasjUSl perfectly nann! wasn't iL ~y [Pete's grandparents) had
ducks and tudeys and chickens roaming around. I rerntmber walking
behind him once, he had these Muscovy docks. just walking in lbe yard
behind him and he just picked up this piece of wood and jUSl out of lbe
blue. bang. hit this duck across the head with this piece of wood and it just
went all wobbly. and he just picked it up and rung its neck and that was
it.:'O
In looking at Pete as the modem day lurcherman it can be argued that he is
attempting to continue two imenwining traditions from days past. The first of lbe.se is the
concept of self-sufficiency discussed above. Through this approach to life, Pete is not
only keeping to the basK: philosophy of his grandparents and family at large. he also
becomes pan of the Norfolk heritage of using a dog to help fill the pot, just as Frederick
Rolfc.lbe MKing of TIle Nocfolk Poachcr.>" had 000e. and countless others before and
after him during lbe last two and a halfccnturics of life in rural Norfolk. The second
tradition continued by Pete as a lureherman is one directly connected to his family and
the village ofShouldhant where he grew up (see map 3, point B). This is lbe OCCtlpational
techniques used by profcssaonal wamners to catch rabbits (see fig. II). In cxplaining
why he chooses to hunt rabbits to provide meat for the table. Pete has remarted: "Weill
suppose it is 'in my blood.' as they say. My great grandfather was a professional
warrener and a ccnain measure of his skills have filtered through sOlXCssive generations
oflhe family...JI
Because [rabbits) were pest proponions for the fanners. and also unlike
loday. they were actually worth money. he used (0 take hundreds and
hundreds at a time 10 lhe railway station and ~nd them to London. They
used long nets and ferrets; we don't get rabbit warrens like it now, but you

would get several acres that were notJUng but holes, and they would pul
long nets on link hazel stakes. Hundred yard long net. make it twenty-five
yards square.. then they probably put some bits across the middle as well.
throw in hatf a dozen ferrets. the rabbits would bolt and ron into the nets.
1hey would also have terriers and a mixture of leniers and lurchers or
whatever to nip them in the nets, or eateh them [rabbits] as they come 001
of the ho&es.:!..!
Pete's great grandfather's real name was CaslJedine William Matthews. but he
was known as Peter Matthews (see fig. 12). He owned a smaJlhoIding in the village of
Shouldham, although his trade was that of the professional wamner. With his son-in-law

Alec Thompson who was known as Jack, Peter travelled allover Norfolk and into parts
of Suffolk and Lincolnshire controlling the rabbit population for land owners and fanners

(see fig. 13). At first light they would load up their can wilh the nels, spades, traps, and
boxes of ferrets which they needed for the days work ahead of them. The family usually
kepi about eight dogs at a time to assist in catching the rabbits and the majority of these

ran to won: under the cart, including a large terrier named Joe who had a tendency to run
right behind the pony, the hooves flying either side of his head. It was not uncommon for
them to uavel fifteen miles on a daily basis to destinations around Shouldham, with
places funher afield usually requiring a stop over of several days. At the end of the day,
the can woukl be reloaded, this time with the extra weight of up to two hundred rabbits
and the dogs who were allowed to ride home after a day's rabbiting. Peter and Jack made
alliheirown nets used in the wort, along with Jack's wife Kate, who also could be
regularly found silting on a slool in the back garden gutting and skinning one hundred
rabbits at a time. Often Peler and Jack would take the running dogs out in Ihe evening,
including Peter's favourite lurcher bitch 1'rixie:' to drive rabbits inlo long riels. This was

often done al an area known as Shouldham Warren where il was known for the men to sec
up six hundred yards of long net at one time (see map 3, point C).23
II appears that Peter Matthews escapades as a warrener were well known amongst
the family, and Pele lells an inleresting story which shows how one of Peter's

occupationallechniques became pan of the family's folklore:
When I was a child, every Friday night saw my mother healing large pots
of water on lhe stove and then bathing each of the children in lurn, in the
old lin balh in fronl of a roaring fire .... Every time she poured a jug of
water over my head to rinse my hair, she would encourage me to hold my
breath by repealing the words, "don't breathe Trixie, don't breathe
Trixie." One balh night a.<; these words were accompanying the sensation
oflleing half drowned by jugs of hot water, I sought an explanation as 10
lheir origin. "'That's what your greal grandfather used to say 10 his liltle
dog when he was listening for a ferret," she explained. Apparently. this
saying has been used throughout the entire family ever since. ~4
This Slory refers to Peter Mauhews supposedly famous ability to be able to hear fem:ts
underground by Slicking his spade into the ground and putting his ear on the handle. II
was said Ihat not a blade of grass nor twig could louch the blade of the shovel and the
men and dogs around him were not allowed 10 move a muscle. resulting in him saying
"don'l move Trixie" to his InlSly lurcher bitch (see fig. 14).
Peter Matthews died in 1949 at lhe age of eighly-five, al the time Pele was just a
young boy. Ailhough he was unable 10 experience his great grandfather's days as a
warrener first hand. the tales and accounts of the era thai are found wilhin the family's
oral history have allowed Pete to gain a great deal of knowledge about this fascinating
man and his trade. In addition, Pete's first hand experience wilh Ihe next generation of
warreners around the Shouldham area have allowed him to expand on Ihis knowledge:
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Joby Rye, he was the lasl professional rabbil calcher; he is in his nineties
now. He used to do il for a living and I can remember when I was at
schooille used to have this big shed, his wife was a school teacher al the
primary school, and they lived next door to the school. So I used to go
round lhere with his son and on the beams of lhis shed would be just
hundreds of rabbil skins hung there. and lhey would all be inside OUI. as
when you pull it otT iljusl pulls otT like a jersey inside out. You hang lhem
up I~ to dry and there used to be an old man who would come around
and collect the rabbit skins from all the rabbit catclJers. he woold come
around once a week and collect lbe skins. J remember he used to have a
pony and Imp and he had one oftilOse saddle blankets.lhose multi
coloured blankets over his knees. [If Joby] used to sell a rabbillo someone
else 10 eal, he would selllhe rabbit to them but insisl on having Ihe skin
back because the skin was wonh money. I think Ihey were worth money
for the felt trade. lhey used them for hats and coalS and all sons.
Apparently the wild rabbit skin was better Ihan the tame rabbit skin
because the wild buck rabbit urinales allover the does and that was
sUpposedly a plus.!:!
Although Joby is now in his nineties and has trouble recalling his days as a
warrener in any greal delail, Pele had fortunalely gone 10 Ialk 10 Joby in 1992 when his
memory of being the last of lbe great Shouldham wam:ners was still vivid (see fig. IS).
During the visit Pete was honoured thaI Joby presented him with a gift of three onehundred'yard hemp long nets which had been hanging in his shed since his relirement.
Although Ihey where over thiny years old they were in perfect condition and have
remained so in Pete's use of them since. It lurns out that Joby's skills as a waJ'l'ener were
learned direclly from Peter Mauhews whom he spent every Saturday rabbiling with
between the ages of twelve and fourteen. When Joby left school at founcen. he was
employed on the Abbey Fann estale in Shouldham as assislant 10 the warrener Sammy
Porter. Some of the land they covered was next to Shouldham Warren which was known
allhe time for its infestation of rabbits. Joby and Sammy worked on full lime rabbit
control from September through to March and spent the rest of the year doing farm work.
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When he was eightccn Joby became a full time self-employed wam:ner. He teamed up
wilh anOlher Shouldham man who was known as "Luggy" Goby because of his
exceptionally large ears. and together they worked to control the rabbits on about four
thousand acres of land in the area.
Their work consisled of clearing rabbits from woodland as well as the large field
burrows that were found on pasture land. For the open burrows. they used the traditional
method of surrounding them with long nets and then entering ferrets. which Joby had
learned from his da~ assisting Peter Matthews and Sammy Poner. For the woodland.
they wood clear away some of the undergrowth and lhen put in sections of long net. A
single ferret was then used on a line and the rabbits were located and dug out, with any
that bolted going into the nets. Because much of his work was done in the enclosed
woodland areas. Joby prefened to use a mixture of assoned mongrelteniers to assist him.
such as his favourite dog Kim. who was the result of the unintentional mating between
his terrier bitch Mona and a collie dog from the local farm. Joby considered lurchers good
for working on open ground. but he saw the terrier type better for working in confined
woodland. Regardless of the dogs used. there is no douht that Joby was extremely good at
his job. as shown by the records he kept in an old tauered nOle·book which reveal that
during one season he caught a phenomenal 4,742 rabbits, the heaviest weighing four and
a quaner pounds after being gutted. Following his experience of working in woodland,
Joby was hired as a rabbit controller by the Forestry Commission in 1952 where he once
again worked alongside his old panner, Sammy Porter. Pan of their job wa~ controlling
rabbits in the summer in an effort 10 protect them from damaging the young: trets. Joby
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retired althe age of sixty. and for a while assisled the pmeteeper on the Luddingwn
c:slalC

near Shooldham on a pan·time basis. The method ofcontrol used lhough was

mainly gassing which did no! hold any appeaJ 10 Joby in comparison to the tradilional
methods lhal he had practised. By this time though. the disease myxomatosis had slaned

to devaslate the rabbit populalion and the days of the professional warrener were to be no

"""".~
Pete's interest in lurchers and running dogs in general possibly stems from both
family and wider cultural innuences. An important factor must be mat Pete's father was a
lifelong greyhound racing enthusiast, who both raised and raced his own dogs. and as

Pete remartced. "[bel used to go about five limes a week allover the place.- From an
early age Pete would have been exposed 10 running dogs and his father's passionate
interest for lhem, so it seems logical that this background has developed into similar
interests of his own. The second factor in crealing Pele's inlerest is the innuence of tile
rich running dog culture thai existS in Norfolk. especially around the area in which Pete
lives. The lurcher Iype dog is said to have originated within Norfolk and is synonymous
with the warreners, poachers, Gypstes and drovers who are pan of the counly's rural
history. There is also a king tradilion of hare coursing with p:yhounds in Norfolk.
Coursing is undertaken on open arable farm land. and bastcally consists of two dogs
running competively against each other in pursuit of a wild hare-the winner of the race,
being the first dog Ihat is able to pressure the hare into making a lum. Situated only a few
miles away from Pete·s village of Banon Bendish is lhe Swaffham Coursing Club, which
is the oldest in Britain dating back to 1776. Although the club meets once a week during
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the season. !he main event of the year is the Anglia Cup competition, This is the second
largest coursing event in Britain, and is based on a sixty-four dog stake which is run over

three days.27 Pete does noI belong to the Swaffham Coursing Club. but he knows many of
its members having rtpolted on their numerous meets, including the Anglia Cup, for the
magazines he used to write for.
Writing on the importance of the folklore of the "Grand Generation:' Mary
Hufford. Marjorie Hunt and Steven Zeitlin suggest that "many times the skills and
knowledge that older people have acquired become outmoded by rapid technological and
social change...28 In the role that Pete has as a lurchennan. it could be argued thai he has
become what C. W. von Sydow tenos an "active tradition bearer,',!9 Pete does not just
know of the history of IUTChers and rabbit catching within NOOck. he has become both an
active panicipant of that tradition and an expen on the subject in the process. Hence. he is
actively helping to keep the tradition alive. Through Pete's documemation and
knowledge of the folklore of his family and the region in which he lives, it could also be
claimed to a certain extent thai he too has become the folklorist. as Bamara KirshenblattGimbleu explains: "The field of folklore has been built from the memories of the elderly.
Folklorists, as expens in inscribing old folkways in the threshold of their dissappearnnce.
have long collaboraled with the 'grand generation' to tix in writing-and more recently
on tape and liIm----traditions that would have been forgotten with the passing of their
bearers,"JO

It seems apparent that for the majority of persons who are involved with hunting.

be it the poacher or the professional warrener, one's interest in such activities begins at an
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early age. As Pete considers. ~il is in the blood" and is an interest which can be secn 10
develop OUI of an inherit nature coupled with schoolboy adventurism. Just like Joby Rye.
and also presumably his great grandfather, Peter Matthews, Pete began his days as a
rabbit calcher early on in his youth:
My entire childhood and early teens were spent mouching around the
fields and woods around our village in the company of Judy. our lightly
built, working Border collie bitch.... From what I can remember of my
early years. I recall occasions when Judy would freeze upon detecting a
squatting rabbit before pouncing on it like a cat. This often entailed diving
into thick brambles and the bitch was never deterred by the heaviest of
cover. I also remember the odd occasions when Judy dug rabbits out of
shallow stops. and I have still not forgotten feeling as if I had found the
crown jewels wnen presenting my mother with a rabbit fOf" the pot.)l

In his autobiography entitled The Rabbit Skin Cap. George Baldry recounts his
experiences of growing up in rural Norfolk during the nineteenth cenlury. From his
descriptions. it appears that exploring the nearby fields on hunting adventures was as
much a part of schoolboy life then,

as il was for Pete one hundred years later. Baldry

writes:
Harvesllime was near and we was looking forward 10 running
rabbits in the big field along side the road home from school. I thought if I
could git a piece or two of Father's herring neuing and put over some of
the holes along the fence. the rabbits'd draw away there as the field was
cut.
One morning away come ten harvesters with their scythes on their
shoulders-no reaping machines then-and stan mowing by Ihe field gate.
I slips round to the other end with my netting ready hid up and puIS it over
the most likely holes I Ihoughl they would bolt into. laying it loose over a
stick to keep if from being pulled inside. Then I hides in the fence well
under cover. armed with a shol1 stick.
The cutters come along up the lOp end of the field and started a·
shouting, ~1»-lo-lo"-andbounce come a fa! rabbil into my net. Had it
in a moment and taps him sharp behind the ears with the side of my palm
which soon finished him. thaI being the only right way 10 kill a rabbi(done in a second. Wasn't long afore another slips OUI of Ihe standing com

"

and into one of my ooles and I soon bad him. Then I hid 'em both up in
different pJaoes. as I beard my Mother say. NHc: who hides can find. Nl~
Likewise, Sammy Vaughn. a retired professional warrener from Machynlleth in

mid Wales n:caJ1ed 10

me how he used to go rabbiting willi his father and grandfather as a

young boy and remarked, NI used 10 go around on !he shoukle:rs of my grandfalheT-1

was born right into it (see fig. 16 and map I). Just as lhe: IWO generations before him.
N

Sammy became a professionaJ rabbit catcher allhc: age of sixleen:

JP: So you were a professional?
SV: Yes. a professional rabbit calcher. I used 10 live on it.lhat was my
living.

JP: Where abouts was that Sammy?
SV: All around here:. Perhaps go thiny miles one day. I would have SOO
snares sel. check !hem twice a day. apart from ferreting in between.
JP: So would fanners hire you?
SV: Yes, thal"s right. and farmers being farmers I usually had 10 give them
a cur.
JP: So what dogs did you have?
SV: Alliurcl'lers., I would onJy ever Ialce IwO al a lime. and I used lmien
as well. Terriers go in Ihc: bushes and send lhe rabbits out. II
Like many othc:rprolessional warreners. Sammy's career ended in 1953 with Ihc:
outbreak of myxomatosis. He went into Ihc: police fortt in 1957. but all !he time he was
in the: police fOltt he always bad a lurcher and ferrets. Since his rdirement.. he does still
have a lurcher. bul because of health reasons he is no longer able to actively go OUI
catching rabbits. 50 he ceases 10 keep fel'Tets.
In his autobiography

Th~

Great Game: The U/~ and Times ofa Welsh

Poach~r.

Harold Wymatl describes the early Slart of his albeit illegitimate career. when his
grandfather taught him how 10 poach troul:
II was he who taught me 10 knock·in the nighl lines under lhe banks of lhe
local brook. where I broughl out many a spotled trout. He also taughl me
the an of tickling lhe troul that frequenled lhe crystal clear pools. The
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object of tJUs exm:ise was the insertion of the finger and thumb into the
gills, pinching them together, then it was simply a matter of lifting the fish
from the water". He showed me the best spalto find lhc trout. under the
root or an overfwtging tree. I found the trout used to dart under these
places whenever they detected any sign of dan~r. but they would soon
succumb to the soothing touch of a boys hands.).I

In examining the above examples ofhunting beginning in chiklhood. it can be
seen that they all function to provide a link to the past. Basically what is occurring here is
the process of upholding tradition. This appears to operate on twO levels: either the
tradition is physically passed on by the older family member and then is continued by the
younger generation. or the younger generation is seen to continue a wider culturaJ
tradition which is pan of the larger society in which they live. Harold Wyman is a clear
example of the direct connection to tradition through the familial experiences of being
shown the technique of how to poach trout. Sammy Vaughn also follows the familial
prt:JCI$S through his exposure to the work ofa professtonal warrener.ln contrast,

George:

Baldry's boyhood adventures stem from more ofa general environmental influence. in
that he is merely continuing the wKiespread tradition of catching rabbits and game,
historically found within ruraJ Norfolk, as a response to the impoverished conditions
experienced by the typical country dweller. In defining Pete's role within this process. he
can be seen to fall into both categories. His childhood rabbit catching adventures, just as
George Baldry's, are rooted within the larger h.iSlorical rural traditions of the area in
which he lives. But althe same time, for Pete there was also a degree of direct influence
through his exposure to the activities of professional warrener Joby Rye. as well as the
familial influence in the legacy of his great grandfather, the professional warrener Peter
Matthews. who exhibits a strong presence within Pete's family history. "appears that the

n

role of the younger generation plays an important pan in the continuation of traditional

activities. as folklorist lucy Long di!iCOVered during her wort on Appalachian cloggers.
long was amazed at: how old the doggers where. and was surprised thar the tradition did
not compIctc:ly die out. She then realised whal kept the tradition alive. when she saw

)'QW1g children dancing althe foct of their grandparents. As long's observation StlggestS.

it is through the early involvemenl of children thai skilled practitioners of traditional
activities are able 10 be replenished on a continuous basis.)!

In placing Pete within the context of being a lurcherman. one of the key shaping
factors in developing his outlook on life appean to be his experience of playing in a band
in Gennany. This occurred around 196511966 when Pele was merely twenty yean of age

and starting to develop his own attitudes on the way he wanted to live his life in the
future. This was an imponant time for Pete and one he spoke of at length when I
interviewed him.

1be band was playing in a bar which was situated right near a harbour. and all the
fIShermen from the trawlers used to come in and get drunk. Pete recalled that there would
be terrible fights. wrecking the bar. with bodies and chairs nying around the five fOOl
high stage on which the band performed. The band's contracts were arranged so that they
would receive just enough money each wttk to live on. and at the end of the month. they
would be paid the balance of the contract. It turned out th:lt the owner of this panicular
club had 10 go into hospital. while at the same time he was alro going bankrupt. Not
surprisingly. when the end of the month carne. the band

wa~

not paid the remainder of the

money owed to tbem. The band members had just enough money to get home to England.

but by this lime, Pete also had a pregnant girlfriend to consider. Some of the fishermen
said they could get Pete a job on trawler, which is what he decided to do:

So off I went. It was three weeks to lceland-gales and sleet and hail
stones, and working twenty~four hours round the clock. in very spartan
conditions. It was a nightmare really, but I wouldn't have missed it for the
world because it was such a great experience. But it completely just breaks
you in hair. How people did it for a living all the time? Lots of the crew
were people who had been in prison, couldn't get other jobs, or one or two
had been born into it. ... The conditions were terrible. It was a round the
clock thing. it took four days 10 get there and four days to get back. Me
and my friend used to have to catch a watch sleering the ship, and we used
to do four hours, eight 'til midday and then four hours. eight 'Iii midnight.
That was how we did it until we got there. But once you stan fishing it is
twenty four hours a day for three weeks. you get no sleep at all. and the
work is very hard. J6
The majority of Pete's time on the trawler was spent working out on the deck. The
fishing nets would be setout and the ship would drag them for approximately an hour and
a half, but occasionally this would be extended up to four hours. At the end of this time.
the nets would be hauled in and it would be suspended above the deck. Pete. or one of his
fellow deck hands would then slip the knot in the net and all the catch would spill out
onto the deck. Pete recalled: "You are wearing these big thigh length boots. and you are
standing up to your thighs in fish. You get your feet alilhe way down until you can feel
the deck and you are more or less anchored there in fish, so you can use both hands. and
you just have a very sharp litlle knife and you gut these fim by hand...31 After the fish
were gutted,lhey would be hosed down and cleaned and then shoveled down a hole in
the deck. The fish hold below the deck was lined with cow hides to help insulate it and
lhe fish would be stacked in boarded companments and packed with dry ice. Once
fishing started this was a continuous process. and while the fish was being packed below,

"

the dttk bands would be gutting the nexi caleh of fish. Pete commented that ')'au would
pr3y fortbe nellO be half empty so that)'OO could gel an hour's sleep...JI The wod was
so exhausting thai Pete cannoI ever remember being as tired as he was when doing this

work. as he described: "When )'00 are thai tired you lay down and the instanl )'OOr head
hilS !he pillow. you are deeply asJeep. uDCOl1scious. bang like thai.""
Allhough womng on !he !lawler was back-breaking. Pete regards it as an
incredible. once in a lifetime opponunily and has fond memories of the experience. His
twenty-first binhday was spent during a gale lhat Iasled four days, with conditions so
eXlreme thallhey had 10 Slop fishing. Each member of (he crew was allocated a eenain
number of items from the ships store which they had 10 pay for if lhey wanled them. This
included lh.ings like a bottle of lemonade, bars of chocolate. and a wide seleclion of
a1cobo' including a case of beer. a botlle or rum. a bottle of whiskey. a bottle of vodka.
bottles of wine. and as Pete recalled. a bouk of pink champagne. Many of the fishennen
would spend their free lime playing poker and drinking and. by the end of the fltSl: week.
!lad drank lhcir entire allocation. Pete did DOl: usually drink much of his so he would let

the others buy it. For Pete's binhday though. his fellow crew had a big cooking pot IWO
feel deep into which they poured the pink champagne and a mixlure of other drinlts. and
they all sat around together and drank from this. Pete vividly remembers though the
stonn during which his binhday look place. and he described 10 me his fascination at the
powers of the ocean and lhe wild life which lived in such conditions:
I remember Ihat gale. we were just slowly going around in a circle uying
10 hold a posilion. and you don'l really realise how rough it is because you
are on the boat and it is moving with (he sea like a cOlt. If you were slatic
and a wave that high came crashing over lhe lop of you. as big as a house.

it would be a horrendous sight. But when you are on the ship just bobbing
like a cort. you get these huge waves higher than a three storey house. one
minute you are on top of illooking down in this huge valley. then the next
few secoods you are in bottom Iook.ing up ar: it. You don't really gel the
feeling that tIleR: is a huge wall of water going to crash down on top of
you. h amazed me these gannets diving for fish. where the storm brings
the fish 10 the surface and chwns it all up. 1be waters there are relatively
shallow like all good fishing grounds are. These gannets ~re just holding
on the wind. and !bey would fold their wings and shoal: into the waler like
an arrow. h was fascinating 10 walCh them coming OUt with a flSh. They
40
just Lhrive in Ihosecooditions.
It

appears that Pete was able to thrive in those conditions as well. Through his

descriptions of this experience, it is clear that Pete had a slroflg sense of adventure
instilled within him. This was already evident during his childhood days of calching
rabbil5 with his 8ordercollie Judy, but the lime in Gennany seems to have reinforced
this. Pete's responsibilities had led him to try new tmngs,to seek adventure throu!h the
independence that he was given. His fellow band mates retumed home to England.
instead Pete opted to take a job on a German fishing uawkr-a decision which was very
admirable for a

t~nty

year old from the depths of rural Norfolk. As his descriptions of

the period show. Pete was open to new experiences, and perhaps in search of the
adrenaline rush which he found in them. After three trips on the boal between July and
November. Pete finally retumed home to England. Commenting on his return he said:
"When I carne back from Germany, when I was aboottwenty (-one). when I'd been there
with the band. I thought I'd get a dog and the obvious thing would be to get a lurcher you

see:~1 Not only wa.'i Pete choosing a dog which reflected the heritage of the area in
which he lived. he was also choosing one in which he would find lhe same imponant

values whicb he appreciated within his own Iife-mosl: notably, thai of self-sulTlcienl:
independence and a strong sense of advenwre. Pete·s days as a lurcherman had begun.

Fig. 2. Norfolk plowed field.
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'.
Fig. 5. Norfolk field at harvest time.
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Fig. 8. Pele's chicken coop.
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Fig. 10. Plastic drum rat Imp.

Fig. 12. Pete's great grandfather. Peter Manhews,
withlerriers. 44
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Fig. 13. Pete's uncle. Jack Thompson. with
lurcher (left) and terrier.4~
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Fig. 14. PCle demonSUaling his great grandfather's
ferrel listcning technique.
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Fig. 16. Sammy Vaughn at his home in Machyllneth. Wales.
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Chapter 2

The Lurcher
I quickly learned when beginning my research on the lurcher, that there are no
definitive facts and figures concerning the dog's history or description. As lurcher expen
E. G. Walsh has staled.

~[Ihe

lurcher) is an ephemeral being. with no recorded past. a

fleeting presence and, in many cases, no future.~1 The very nature of the dog and its use
lends itself to creating a shroud of mystery over exact delails of any lind. It appears that
up until recently. for anyone to know aDout the dog was based upon a folk knowledge
which was spread orally. Even now. many lurchermen still depend on mis om.lly learned
knowledge. In recent years. a limited amoun! of literalure on the lurcher has staned to
appear. albeit of various standards. Walsh's book. Lurchers und Umgdogs appears to
offer the most reliable historical study. along with the numerous articles Pete has written
on the subject. wh..ich are basically his own folk knowledge put into print. My own
discussion and interpretation of the lurcher in this chapter is based upon information l
have gained from both priDled sources and interviews with Pete.
The basic definition of a lurcher is "a cross-bred running dog."~ The archetypal
cross of the lurcher is the greyhound-Border collie---combining the speed of the
greyhound. with the stamina, intelligence and agility of the working Border collie
sheepdog (see figs. 11-20). In explaining the reasons for this crossbreeding, Pete
commented to me:
The original intention of cross-breeding them is-you have a greyhound
which is the fastest dog in the world. but it ha.~ very little brain power. it
also has poor scenting ability, and it's got very little stamina as well so it's
burned out very quickly. So therefore, the idea of breeding with something

"

like a worting coUte for exampte, which used 10 be lhe favowile cross. is
thaI)'OU gellhe brains. the nose. and lhe stanUna from the collie. plus lhe
speed from a greyhound. Hopefully.)'OU have got a good all-round
hunting dog that can fmel game and catch it. J

The issues surrounding hueber breeding can become rather complex and I will discuss
some of these in a

Later chapter. although it shoukl be mentioned at this point that it is

common 10 find other combinations of crosses in a !Lueller as well as the greyfloundBorder collie. Other running dogs used are whippets. salulOs. and deer hounds. II has also
become popular 10 find various terrier types used in tbe cross-breeding. along with
labrador retrieven. Various combinations of these numerous breeds are used by
lurchermen in trying to create the best lurcher for their needs: whether they are looking
fOf a good all-round dog capable of tackling almost any quarry. or seeking a more
specialist dog solely for rabbits or hare. Regardless of the various breeding combinations
used. the purpose ofme resulting dog was always lhe same. As Walsh highIighlS. lhe
lurcher '"was and is a dog bred purely foe wort; and that work has not changed
throughout me cenluries....I That wort was 10 basK:aJly HfiU the pot.~ as the dog's role

was

to provide food for- its owners and feed ilSClf in the process. It is therefOR not surprising
lhat the lurcher is traditionally known as being the poor man's dog. and is traditionally
associated with drovers. poachers. and Gypsies. hence subversive and coumer-hegemonic
activities to large land-owners. Because of the lurcher"s skill in catching rabbils. it also
became lhe dog of choice for many professional

w~netS.

When exactly this type of cross-bred running dog became known as a lutcher is
unclear. The first documented use of the tenn lutcher 10 describe a dog was in 1668 by
the Dean of Ripon Jobn Wilkins. In an essay for the Royal Society concerning the
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"Species of the Nawral Bodies." Wilkins includes a section on ""The Rapactous 8eastsof

the Dog Kind." and lists lhe greyhound as a ""GrealCr 8easl:" and the lurcher as a "Lesser
8casI" of swift RIMing hunting dogs.! Why the lenn was used 10 ~be such a dog
appears 10 he connected 10 its counler-hegemonic role. 'The D"focd English diction:uy
lists various definitions for the words "Iurch- and "Iurchcr" which could be used 10

describe such 011 dog and its activilie.\. The definitions for "Iurch- read: "a cheal. swindle:
10 lie ~aJed: 10 be in a lurking place: 10 lie in wail: 10 remain in or about a place
funively or secretly; 10 get hold of by slealth, pilfer, filch, sleaL" For "Iurcher:' as well as
the obvious definition of "a cross-bred dog, properly between the sheepdog or collie and

!he greyhound: largely used by poachers for catching hares and rabbits," the dictionary
offen -one wbo pilfen or fikhes in a mean fashion: a petty thid. swindler. rouge," and
also, "one who Ioilers or lies hidden in a suspicious manner."'" Manyofthe:se definilions

dale back to 1lI1easl: one hundred years hefon: Wilkins' use of-Iurcher- in 1668. It is
quite possible the activities or actions ofsuch a dog were described using lhe terms
'"1urch,- "'urching,- or "Iurcher- well before Wilkins wroce his essay. As Walsh poinlS
out. -mosl of those tbar kept and used lurchen could no! wrile,'" Sub~ive individuals,
such as poachers. were not generally well educated, and even irtbeyrould wrlte,lo
document the use of their dogs for illegal activities was

flO(

within their best interests,

Most likely, the lerm "Iurcher" 10 describe such a dog was in common usage Ol"'dlly
amongst those who used them. or lhe landowners who despised them, and over time
became the slandardised lerm and grddually made its way inlo print. II appears [hal, by

"

lhe time William Taplin was writing in 1804, the use of lhe tenn "lurcher"lo describe
such a dog was well and truly established:
The dog passing under this denomination is supposed 10 have been
originally produced from across between a shepherd's dog and the
greyhound .... we find him a1mosl invariably in lbe possessioa of. and in
constanl associalion with. poachers of the most unprincipled and
abandoned descriplion: for whose services of nocturnal depredalion of
various kinds they seem in every way inherently qualified.... Some of the
besl bred lurchers are bul lillie inferior in speed 10 many wen-fanned
greyhounds: rabbils lhey kill to a certainly if lhey are any distance from
home: and when a rabbil is started not far from a warren the dog
invariably runs for the burrow; in doing which he seldom fails in his
auernpt but generally secures his prey. His qualificalions. natural and
acquired. go still somewhat fanber: in noclurnal excursions he
progressively becomes proficient and will easily and readily pull down a
fallow deer so soon as the signal is given for pursuit: which done. he will
explore the way to his masler and conduct him 10 Ihe game subdued.
where ever he may have left il. To lhe success of poaching they are in
every way instrumenlal and. more particularly, in the almost incredible
deSlrUclion of hares: for when the nets are fixed al the gates and Ihe wires
31 the meuses, they are despalched by a single word of command to scour
the field. paddock or plantalion. which, by lheir running mute is effecled
so silently Ihal a harvesl is soon oblained in a plentiful county wilh Iitlle
fearofdeleclion. 8
As Slated al the beginning of Ihis chapler. the exact origins of the lurcher are
somewhal uncertain. Walsh suggests that the running dog probably originated in Ihe
Middle East with the pure-bred Saluki. which is depicted in rock dmwings in the region
Ihal are over four lhousand years old. As the use of Ihis breed spread OUI from the Middle
East. the type was a1lered to sUil local condilions (see fig. 21). Amoogsl the running dog
lwes thai developed out of Ihis diffusion are the lrish wolthound. the Scottish deerhound.
lhe whippel, and the greyhound. It is generally believed Ihat the greyhound first arrived in
the Brilish Isles in Mediaeval limes with the various Cellic invasions during the period
1,000 AD. 9 This was mosllikely a different type of dog 10 the pore·bred greyhound we

know ortoday. Being used to hunt and oftentimes in battle as well. these dogs wookt
have noI only been big, but also fairly strong. capabk of easily pulling down a fully
grown deer. or tackling a wolf if the situation shoukt arise. In Mediaeval England a f<RSl

was defined as a specifIC piece of land which was governed by laW5. Amongst tbese laws
was the pmiefVation of game animals. specifically. the wild boar, ltIc roe. the red and
fallow deer. and in some areas the hare was also included.

IO

The forest land not only

covered woodland areas but also vast areas of open land. such as heaths and commons
and general waste land. Most of this land was property of the Crown and it is estimated
that during the reign of the Nonnan IGngs from the eleventh 10 fourteenth ~nturies,
designated forest land covered over one third of the country.
warrens

we~

It was during this period lhat

intreKiuced which meant both a piece of land on which animals could be

hunted and taken. and also the right to hunt on that piece of land. Therefore. to be able to
hunt, an individual woold have to be given a warren from the Royal Court. 11
Although it was

necessary for all men to live off of the game of the land as a

means of survival, noI all persons

we~

legally a11o""ed to do so. The right 10 hunl the

forestland and warrens was extended down from the King through to the nobles. lay and
clerical. UtighlS and landed men. No man lower on the: social scale was allowed to legally
hunt game in the designated foresl areas.

12

The common man or peasant was able 10 hunt

on the land outside of these areas. but this was extremely limited and whal land there was
had very lillie game. As a reaction to these frugal times. the onlyoplion was to TUn the
risk of poaching on lhe King's land. Reports of poaching from the eleventh to the
fourteenth centuries are numerous and many of these state Ihat a g~yhound wa<; used in

"

the offence. 13 Again this can be interpreted as a greyhound type dog rather than the purebred greyhound that is found today. Because of tile extent to which poachingoccuned. a
Forest Chaner was introduced in 1060 which made it illegal for the common man to keep
greyhounds unless they where crippled in some way to prevent them from running.
rendering them useless as poaching dogS.I~ This act was usually in the form of the dog
having the toes of one fOOl broken or cut otT. or a tendon severed in its leg. Those persons
lhat resisted having their dogs mutilated were forced to live at least ten miles away from
the forests. If they were found any closer. they had to pay twelve pence for every mile.
and if they were found within the forest. they had to give up their dog and pay ten
shillings to the King. l $
Although there is no exact factual evidence of when the lutcher type dog first
appeared. it makes sense to assume that it was with the introduction of such laws to
prevent poaching with greyhound dogs. that the lutcher possibly originated around Ihis
time. I stress the word type here. as with the greyhound. this early lutcher would not have
been the collie-greyhound cross as known today. lnstead. it

wa~

probably more of just a

mongreJised mix (includin1l some greyhound blood) in an attempt 10 have a dog that
could still be used for poaching but not fall under the laws which affected the greyhound.
Hence. the idea of the lutcher was a subversive fonn of counter-hegemony. Gradually
over time it appears that the lurcher became more of a standardised type of dog and was
recognised for its role as a poacher's dog. An Act by Charles II in 1670 authorised
"gamekeepers to seize 'all such Bowes. Gunns. GreyhoUnds. setting-dogs. lutchers and
other dogs to kill hares: .. 1o Although the lurcher became known as the poacher's dog.

"

and was effectively used by some of the best professional plaChers. Pete considers that
the dog was not as widely used as some people believe:

The vast majority of poachers were not professionals who plied their trade
fuJI time. Most were labourers with starving families driven to poaching
by the fencing of common land on which they could no longer catch
I1l.bbils or keep live stock. The lurcher was the insignia of a poacher and
17
the majority of these men would not dare to keep one.
The stigma of being seen with a lurcher. or having the reputation of being a
lurcherowner, had the potenlial to result in dire consequences for those men who
depended on the landowners for employment and accommodation. This sentiment was
felt well into the twentieth century. as this situation from Pete's own family reveals:
As recently as the 1930s when my father was a young man, he came home
with two lurchers. This created an uproar in the household, My
grandfather,., who was head groom at Marham HaiJ. told my father to get
rid of the dogs immediately, amid fears that he might lose his job and the
IS
entire family be evicted from their tied cOltage.

It should be acluiowledged though, that like much of the lurcher's history, Pete's
comments should be treated as speculative. This example of his father bringing home two
lurchers does give a welcome insight into the opinions on lurchers at that time within
Pete's own family, but it should also be recognised thai Pete's grandfather had a good job
and the family was not starving and dependent on these dogs to provide them food.
History has shown that desperate times often lead to desperale measures. Not to
say that every labourer's cottage or peasant dwelling had a lurcher inside, but il is
possible that many housed some kind of dog with greyhound blood in it, strictly because
of the usefulness that the lurcher had. regardless of its physical appearance. Like any
subversive activity. especially one with a long history like the lurcher. it is impossible to
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really know the extent to which lurcners were owned, let alone used for poaching. As
discussed previously, one of the main aims. especially during the lurcher's earlier use.
was to have a dog that looked a.'i least like a greyhound as possible. One can have great
results with such a dog, as an experience by Darren Wright, one ofPete's fellow
lurchermcn, exemplifies. Danen owns a lurcher bitch which is three quarter Bearded
collie and one quarter greyhound blood (see fig. 22). Pete recounts the following in one
of his many articles:
As Darren walked his bitch down a lane he met a local rustic who
shouted the following pearl of wisdom as he passed: "If you want to catch
rabbits, you want to get yourself a lurcher. boyr'
It came as some satisfaction to Darren that his bitch had not been
recognised as a lurcher, yet she has taken fur and feather by day and night.
worked with ferrets and long nets and has... made a name for herself in
the bealing line on a local shoot. '9
Even today, to be seen with a lurcher in a rural setting by a stranger can result in
suspicion. For those men that may be using their dog few less than legitimate activities, it
can still be in their advantage to have a lurcher that looks as least like the stereotyped
(greyhound like) lurcher as possible. In Darren's case, he was able to have a very useful
all-round dog that did fIOt look much like a lurcher. However it should also be
remembered thai to have such a dog is not always possible. depending on what the
lurchennan wants 10 use his dog for. lnevitably. the more one tries to breed a lurcher that
does not look somewhat like a greyhound. lhe grealer the danger of sacrificing some of
lhe dog's speed in the process.
While I have made much of the lurcher's appearance in the above discussion. it
must nOl be forgotten that the dog came into existence primarily on a funclional basis,

"

which was to be a hunler. According to Guy Smith, the lurcher was., and still is
essemially kept because it is a "cunning and quiet worker. fast. and easily able to kill both
hares and rabbits.":!O Walsh also highlights why the lurcher has been used by many rural
folk over the years: "hunting by scem is noisy and takes time to accomplish: those who

do not wish to advenise their presence use dogs that hunt by sight and hum silently no
matter what the temptation to ·open....21 These subversive and counter-hegemonic
qualities of the lurcher have rendered it the dog of choice amongst poachers, drovers and
Gypsies. As Pete comments on these social groups. "all were people whose lifestyle paid
scant regard for the law or what other people thought of them."ll Referring back to the
dictionary definitions discussed previously, the lurcher is basically used because of its
ability to lurch-to go about the business of stealing with little, if any detection. It was
therefore ideally suited to the lifestyles of these itinerant groups.
When journeying around Norfolk and the neighbouring counties of Suffolk.
Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire. to come across a Gypsy site of some description is
conuoon place. It should be acknowledged that the usc of the tenn "Gypsy" in this study
comes from its emic use within Norfolk. along with its use in texts which have been
utilised. In reeem years, scholars and activists of Gypsy decent have argued for the use of
Rom, Roma and Romani to replace "Gypsy," and the derogatory. stereotyped
connotations the tenn carries. 2J To see dogs of various descriptions (including lurchers)
running loose or lied to the caravans/mobile homes appears to be an integral pan of the
scenery. and is almost expected when passing by such sites (see fig. 23). Commenting on
the keeping of lurchers by Gypsies, Pete informed me that. "traditionally, carlyon, all the

"

Gypsies had them [Iurchersl. and you would see them running around every Gypsy camp.
Because they were running loose aJithe time. they would catch enough rabbits to feed
themselves, rabbits. hares, anything else: probably steal chickens from farm yards, just
aooUi anylhing really... 2~ Such dogs were an essential part of the nomadic lifestyle of the
Gypsy, helping to regularly provide food for the pot. and more importantly expecting or
needing very little care in relUm. Generally. it is unlikely Ihat the average
domesticated/urbanised pet dog would or could perform such a service. and if it ever did
the owner would probably be horrified in the process. However. it does appear that this
canine version of hunter gathering is part of a dog's natural instinct. To support this idea.
I have recenrly come across a first hand example of the self sufficient dog. which was
told to me by a fellow folklore graduate student, Jessica Grmt:
When I was growing up [in rural British Columbia}. one of our deer
hounds. she was just wild. and she actually ron off with a coyote pack and
ran with them for a number of years. She would show up at home once in
a while and she often brought home live chickens. We rarely saw her. she
would just leave stuff on our door step and we would know that Corrie had
been around. She ran with some sort of pack in the woods near our house.
There is that instinct to be wild.~
It is believed that Gypsies first carne to Great Britain around 1500.

26

At this time.

as with the rural peasant. the Gypsy dog would have been a mix.ture of various blood. and
no doubt would have included some greyhound. Because of the various land laws that
were in place throughout British history. it is quite possible that there was much
interaction

~tween

the rural peasant and the Gypsies. whose camps would have been set

up on the same land frequented by the peasant in search of game. It therefore makes
sense that Gypsies became known for having turchers, and for being poachers. just as the

rural peasant, and later farm labourer did. En some ways, these men were one of !he
same-bolh up against a prosperous ruling elite which tried to oppress them every way
possible. As Brian Vesey-FilZgerald discovered, the: counter-hegemonic knowledge of
poaching was an inlegral part of Gypsy life, and writing in 1944 proposes "all Gypsies do
not poach... but all Gypsies know more than a link about poaching.,,~1 Vesey-FilZger.l1d

goes onto describe !he poaching activities of a Gypsy by the name of James during the
early 1940s. James is said to poach only when he needs food to eat and does nOl do it to
sell game for money. His equipment includes a catapult. a few nets, and of most interest
here, twO lurchers:
His dogs are trained to a pitch I have nOl yet encountered in any OIher
dogs anywhere, though I have heard rumoors of a Dorset fann labourer
who, if the jade does nOl lie, I1as a better pair. 1be dogs are a pure-bred
greyhound and a greyhound x collie [Iurcher). They seem to know exactly
what their master means by every word and every gesture, and they know
exactly what to do when the night's work is over. They never accompany
him home, and they always return home separately and by devioos routes.
I understand that the Dorset man can get his dogs to meet him at a given
spot, and though this may sound incredible I do not believe that it is
beyond the ability ofa good trainer with intelligent dogs. James's dogs are
not up to that standard, but they are not fools. They know better than to
follow at master's heels. They know exactly what to do should a
policeman or a gamekeeper appear: they vanish-but they will be waiting
in a hedge or ditch funher along tbe road. Nor does James ever talk to
them. His orders are given by signs and occasionally by whiSlle. but as
often as nOlthe dogs know what is required of them and have no need of
orders. And they know beller than to follow master home: the nig,hfs
work finished the three separate, each finding its own way home.-~
Although Vesey-Fitzgerald's description of these dogs at work is anecdotal. his
observations are useful in highlighting the subversive and independent nature of the
lurcher as a working dog. The Gypsy dog was an essential tool, being both a guard to the
camp and a supplier of food. And as Walsh contends. the Gypsies "brought their dog.~ 10
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a slate of training that would have been beyond the abilities of most gundogs or police
dogs:'!') I have also read a report of there being a "Romany whistle" that is recognised by
many Gypsy dogs. but I have been unable to find any information on what this actually
sounds like. JO
Inevilably. the British Gypsy could not escape the socio-economic and
technological changes that occurred throughout the country. In the years following World
War

(I.

there was rapid increase in the scrap metal trade (in which Gypsies have

traditionally had an interest), and this resulted in a generally more afnuent Gypsy
population.)l The development of the country's road system also led them to make the
shift from horse to mO(orised transport. and today. Gypsies pull their modem caravans
with expensive off-road vehicles. or vans and trucks. Because of these changes over the
last fifty years. the need for the Gypsy to depend on poaching has diminished. Therefore
the collie-greyhound lurcher does not have the use it once did and ha.<; been replaced by
larger lurcher type dogs which have more deerhound. greyhound. or saluki blood than
collie. These larger and faster dogs an: often used for the sport of hare coursing. which
has become known as a popular pastime amongst many Gypsies. Although they do
occasionally enter into organised events. some an: also believed to be involved with
illegitimate coursing as well. This alleged activity has gained quile a reputation amongst
lurchennen. as Pete informed me:
Gypsies. travellers and some other people [some lurchennenl. they would
gamble on hare coursing. Unlike ordinary greyhound coursing. which is
just run for points and is nO( about killing a hare: unlike that. they would
run their dogs at three hares each and the one that caught the most was on
the kill. They would gamble large amounts of money and they still do...
They sort of say. just like some families will say. "well I've got a better
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dog lhan you.....OO no)'OU haven't. ru bet you £HXKl"They just go out
on the fens where ic is wide open space, it is not their land and they just go
and do it. The fannercornes along and they say "go away or we'll tum
you carovef' or something. Or the police just come and have a char with
them and off they go. Some of them even follow the dogs in 4x4 vehicles.
just across the crops and everything, they don't care. They just do what
they want really. It's illegal. but I suppose if they have to go to coun they
just move somewhere else.l l
With the large bets that sometimes take place, a top quality couning lurcher can make its
owner quite a lot of money. Such a dog is therefore high.ly prized amongst GypsteS and
taken very seriously, as professional poacher and Iwt'herman Harold Wyman experienced

flfSl hand. In his book lh~ Gr~al G~: Th~ u.f~ and Tim~s ofa

W~lsh Poac"~r, Wyman

tells the Story of being in a pub one night with a fellow lurch« owner, when a group of

Gypsaes come in, His friend gets into conversation with one of the Gypsies about lurchers
and ends up gambling on an illegal course with him. Knowing that his friend is going to
run an exceptional dog. Wyman offen to place a bet with the Gypsy and is rudely
refused. In return. he replies to the Gypsy. '" have never seen a 'hedge crawlen lurcher'
get more then three hundred yards. All gypsy dogs... are fed on bread and oxo:' Not
surprisingly. Wyman's remark led to a full.-scale brawl breaking out belween him and his
friend against the group ofGypsies.u

The COUnty of Nodolk has been historically associaled with a specifJC type of
lurcher. whkh is known as the "Nodolk lurcher" (see fig. 24). This type of dog has
achieved almost legendary status amongst lurchermen. and is considered by some to be
the originallurcher. The origins of the Norfolk lurcher are said to be a cross between a
greyhound and 3 Smilhfield collie. and believed 10 lie with the droven from the
eighteenth and nineteenth century (see fig. 25). At this time. all the livestock was driven
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to market on foot. with the main one being Smithfield. in London. hence the name of the
Smithfield collie. Commenting on the role of the drovers. Pete informed me that.

1be drovers were virtually like Gypsies and lived rough on the road with
these herds of cattle [or sheep. or even turkeys and geesel,taJcing them to
market They weren't fann workers, they used to do it all the time-lhey
would collect them and take them to market, but they would take their
time gelling !here so lhe cattle didn't lose too much weight, they would
graze on the way and the drovers used to poach and live off of the land..l-i
Although many drovers worked out of Norfolk. travelling the one·hundred or so miles 10
London on fOOl on a regular basis, lhe county was also a major stopping point for !he
many drovers who were heading to Smithfield from Northern England and Scotland. The
rich meadows of Norfolk were a much needed stop for the tired canle. some of which had
already travelled over two-hundred miles if coming from Scotland. To give an idea of the
scale to which droving went on. it is reported Ihal in 1750. twenty thousand Scouish
callie passed through Norfolk on the way to Smithfield markel.

lS

Because of the nalure of the drover's work and the lifestyle that he led. a dog or
two was an essential companion. It is unclear what type of dogs the drovers actually used.

In his book TI,e Drovers, K. J. Bonser provides twO different descriptions of drover's
dogs. 1be first one stales that "they are larger. stronger and fiercer than the Shepherd Dog
and their hair is smoother and shoner. They are mostly of a black and white colour. their
ears are half'pricked, and many of them are Whelped with sholt tails:' The other
description is said to be that of the dogs of Dorset drovers and reads. "rough. very long,
soft hair. no tail. colour black or blue. a white ring around the neck. bald face. belly and
feet white. They vary in size, the smaller are better for the drover. Their hair gives them
protectioo against weather:,J(> From these descriptions it appears thaI the drover's dog. or

whal has become known as the Smithfield collie. did not: exist as a standardised breed,
unlike the border collie of uxlay. lnstead. it seems that the Smithfield was a "rough and
~ady'" dog

of various mi,;ed blood. and

the~fore.

ideally suited to the harsh life and

working conditions it had to endu~. Bttause of the drover's nomadic lifestyle and semidependence on his dog to help fill the pot as well as herd the cattle, Bri3ll Plummer
believes that the drover's dog was actually a lurehcr. J1 Although it is feasible to consider
that perhaps some greyhound blood did end up in a Smithfteld collie occasionaUy,
whether it can be said that the dog of the drover was a true lureher is debatable. As with
the drover, the Smithfield collie is said to have become extinct. Some people argue that
the true Norfolk lureber, if there ever was such a thing,:Uso disappeared along with the
Smithfteld. J.B Recently. a lurehennan in Norfolk has b«omc known foe breeding, what he:
considen to be a "modem day Norfolk lureher" (see fig. 26).)01 Although it is reponed
that he was able to locate a strain ofuaditional Smithfield collie blood to breed from. this
has DOl been verified. In

rc:sponsc to this. Pete believe!i thal the old Norfolk. lurchcr was a

different type of dog than its modem counterpart. and lhalthe so-caUed Norfolk lurehcrs
lhal we sec today ~ men::ly 311 attempl to recreate the appearance of the old breed...JO As
wilh the lurcher in general. the exact origins of the Norfolk lureher. if such a thing even
exists. are a mystery. Nonetheless., it is still common today 10 find a lureher with a kmger
coat being described as a "Smithfield" or "Norfolk" type: terms n<Ktoubt used because of
their legendary status rather than accurate description.
As I have highlighted throughout this chapter. the mark of a good lurcher is
ultimately a dog that is an effident worker. For the professional poacher this seems to be
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even more crucial. as not only can there be high rislcs involved. he is also depending on
his dog to assist him in calching as much game as possible. Unlike me fann labourer or
Gypsy. who at any given

time. would poach only enough game 10 feed the family. the

professiooaJ poac:het" aims to get not just enough for his own dinner. but also enough to

be able: 10 sell foc a good profit. The same can be also be said for the professional
warrener who is depending on his haul of rabbits to keep him in work and provide him
with income. Traditionally. it appears that the preferm:t poacher's lun:her was lhe
Norfolk type. Frederick Rolfe. known as lhe "King of lhe Norfolk Poachers," suggests
that. "the best breed of dogs are a cross between the Smithfield cattle dog and the
Greyhound. as

you get the greyhound speed and lhe Smithfield sence. and there are no

breed of dogs with the sagasity of the Smithfield (sic)..... • It can be assumed that Rolfe is
talking about the old type of Norfolk lurcher. although his descripcion of the dog baving a
"deep chest. sturdy kgs and plenty of coaC does not provide any funher insight into
what exactly these dogs looked like compared to tCJday's lun:her.~l Considering that
Rolfe was poaching during the lale nineteenth century. it is most probabk that the dog he
describes was basically just the lun:he:r of varied mix which was used by the average
farm labourer and Gypsy al the: time. In describing ooe of his faithful poaching
companions. Rolfe highlights the important functional role that the lun:her has in
assisting the poacher. As he points out. the dog is essentially there

(0

facililate the wort at

hand:
I had one old dog so perfectly trained. if he walked to a field gate he knew
well enough if there was a hare on that field. He would JUSl whine and
stand still till the net was ready. and the hare would be quickly dead. Me
and that dog killed hundreds of han and rabbi Its. I kept him till like me he

could noc wort any longer. If there was a Keeper or a PoIK:eman about he
knew and would kt me know as plain as if he could speak (sicl.~)
As in Vesey-Fitzgerald's descriptioo oflhe Gypsy poacher's lurchersat work, Roife's
dog is abo said 10 be

a~k 10

warn his master when the poacher's enemy---the game

kteper or policeman-is close by. Assuming that these reports of such acute canine

senses ace uue, it appears that the poacher's lurcbe'r comes to hold the same sense of
criminality held by his master. It could be though. that lhese dogs ace merely trained 10
give warning to the approach of any individual thai is close by, regardless of whether
they are a game keeper, policeman or merely a stranger out for a walk, The majority of
techniques used by poachers are basically the same as those used by the professional
warrener, or average lurcherman, only without permisskln. Therefore, it could be the
dog's ability to warn of approaching strnngm that distinguishes the poacher's lurcher
from any other. The wamner would noc need his dog 10 perform such a function because
he worts by day and is doing so with pennission from the: landowner.
Although for many years the col.lie-greyhound and the Norfolk type were
considem1 to be the ideal all-round lurcbers. and

theref~ the mosl

widely used. this

trend has slowly began to change. In recent years. tbert has been more of a focus on
using lutchers of various different crosses in an attempt to Iry and find a dog that is
ideally suited to the specific game that it will be used to catch. Harold Wyman writes lhat
one of the best "dinner dog(s)" he ever knew of was a lurcher by the name of Judd. which
wa... the result of crossing a greyhound bitch with a Labrador (see figs, 27-28). The term
"dinner dog" so used because of the adept nalUre of this dog OIl catching almost anything
that could be eaten. Not only was this lurcher skilled in picking up rabbits and hares, il
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was also able 10 lake pheasanls and any oIher fowl that was required of il. Allhough Judd
was J'IOI fasl enough 10 be a good hare courser. the Labrador blood had inslilled some:
relriever like qualilies imo his hunling inslincl. Instead of using the ability of speed to
caleh hares. Judd was known for hunting them in a ··stealth·like" manner. as Wyman
describes:
To be effective Judd needed to slrike his prey as it broke from Ihe form.
and lerrain Ihal favoured his abililies was also necessary. Rough grass
fields. root crops. etc.. any ground in facl. Ihat would encourage a hare 10
sit tight.... A whiff of his prey's pungent odour would cause him to revert
from hunting trol 10 stealth·like walk.
Thai knowing look from his friendly dart eyes spoke volumes. and
never, was one of his marts a false alarm. Having accuralely localed a
squalting hare. he advanced, tail ereel, and genlly wagging, at the
appropriate momenl rushing the hares position. Being in full night when
the prey exploded from ils form was all the advantage he needed. so adepi
was he al exploiting this tactic Ihat his caplures were frequenr.,u
[f anything.

this quote from Wyman refutes lhe myth of the ideal all-round lurcher being

lhe Norfolk type or !he collie-greyhound cross. Judd may have been an exceplion 10 the
rule of what makes the perfect lurcher, bUI for the work: he was required to do he was
ideally suited. This example also poinls oUllhal having a dog with speed over a long
distance can in facl be a hindmnce to the lurcherman. This is especially true of the
poacher who wanls 10 quickly take game of various kinds, including birds. Having a dog
Ihal gives away its presence 10 every hare or rabbit from one hundred yards away and
lhen proceeds 10 chase its prey across a field can result in a very unproduclive evening of
poaching. And a dog with "stealth-like" hunling abilily is even more crucial when
calching game birds. since a slartled bird is nearly impossible 10 calch.
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Pele Carter's own use of lurchers has gradually headed 10wards !he idea of a
more specialised dog, as expressed to me in his commenlS on what makes the tdeal
rabbiling dog:
Now. purely for rabbits, smaller dogs are favourite really. Because it is a
short dash every time. and a bigger dog Ihat can run a hare for IWO miles. a
rabbil will make a fool of him because il is Iwisting and turning really
sharp. It is a very short dash and it takes a while for the bigger dog to gel
into his stride. His top speed mighl be fa.<;ter, but he can'ttum on the Spol.
So he can't lum as sharp and he is not very quick off the marie That is
why something like a whippet or whippet cross is good for rabbits because
it is that inSlant reaction and agility, more than covering the ground in
hugeslrides. 43
For rabbiting. Pete currently uses [his combination of a pure bred whippet and whippetcollie cross lureher. Although his comments above may be biased towards his own dogs.
over the last few years he has had good success ntbbiting wilh his whippet-collie lureher,
"Blue:' Naturally after many years of being a lureherman, Pete has owned various dogs,
including the greyhound-collie cross type lureher on more than one occasion. Pele has
never had a lureher that he did not get good results from when huming. It is often
regarded that a good hunting dog is born and not made, and the careful thought that goes
into breeding lurehers is clear evidence in support of this theory. II should be
acknowledged thai a good lurchennan working to carefully develop a dog's nalural
hunting instinct is often able 10 produce an excellent wader out of almost any lureher
that originates from fairly good blood lines. Many of the dogs Pete ha.<; owned are good
examples of this, as he was often not familiar with Ihe dog and bitch used in the breeding
process. much Ihe same as the old time lurcherman would nOl have been when coming
into possession of a Norfolk Iype lurcherduring lbe nineteenth cenlUry.

During my inlerviews wilh Pele. when I asked him about the various lucchers he
has owncd. he provided me wilh some inlcresling and informalivc accounlS of some of
his dogs. PeIC gol his firsllurcher when he was around twcnty-one years of agc and had
jusl returned from his lime in Germany work.ing on the fishing trawlcr:
There is a village the other side of Dereham [in Norfolk) caUcd Shipdham.
There was an advcrtisement in the paper, in the Eastcm Daily Press. aboul
collie-greyhound crosses. and there was no phone number. there was only
an address. So I wrote to it and I gOI no reply. and after a few weeks.
suddenly on impulse I jumped in the car and wcnt over there. And lhere
was this yard lhat was up to your knees in mud and there was this big
greyhound on a chain. He had one puppy left and Ihat was the first one I
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had. He COSI me Ihiny five shillings-that's £1.75.
As Ihis narrar.ive suggests. the peoplc who own and sell lurchers are often those
living on the edge of sociely. If you were buying a lurcher you would not expect to find
one for sale at a mcxIem suburban family home. The lurcherman is often as subversive
and devious as the dog he owns. and this should be kept in mind when buying a lurcher
from such an individual. The man that Pete got this dog from was the terrier man for lhe
local fox hum and lherefore had an interest in working dogs. so Pete was not too worried
that the dog he was getting would not be a good hunter. Pele named Ihis dog Joe. and he
turned out to be an excellent worker as Pete described to me:
He was black with a lillie bit of white OIl his chest and the end of his tale
like a collie. had a smoolh coat and he was like a slighlly smaller. slighlly
heavier built greyhound. He was very intelligent: had tremendous stamina.
and hc would find rabbits and catch them: hares occasionally he would
calch them if it was a stamina thing. he hadn't got the tremendous speed
but he would get to them. I've seen him run a hare ailihe way up a hill. il
aclually hil the fence allhe top.lurned around and ran all the way back
again and he caught it just as they got 10 the bottom end.~7

10

After developing inlo a very usefullurcher. Joe was only four years of age when
Pete discovered lhe oxupalional hazards of being a lurchennan. Pele's younger brolller
had laken Joe OUI for a spot of rabbiting. when he was accidemally poisoned by
strychnine. Although it was illegal at the lime, game keepers used 10 put poison eggs
down as bail for foxes. Pele recalled that while Joe's body was still warm it was already
sliff. The vet told him that strychnine atlacks lhe nervous syslem and it makes the body
go stiff even before il cools. Just as the man-traps of years past, it seems that it is often
lhe innocent victim who succumbs 10 the hidden methods of delennent used by the game
keeper.
At the same time as having Joe, Pele also had a little greyhound bitch that had
come from a Iitler sired by one of his father's racing greyhounds (see fig. 29). Site was
the runl of lhe litter and nobody wanled her, but she was quite successful al catching a
few rabbits, and had a hunting ability nOI often found in greyhounds. Pete told me that
lhey did race this little dog a couple of times, but because she was so small, she just got
k.nock.ed off the lrack by the bigger dogs. A few years laler Pete became the owner of
another lurcher. This one, a bitch, was a greyhoundldeerhound crossed wilh a colliegreyhound. Again this lurcher was very good on rabbits, she had a good nose and was
even known to catch a few game birds. One of lhe bestlurchers that Pete ever had was a
rough-coaled greyhound-collie cross called "Zak." Pele remarked that he was a
lremendous dog and describes Zak as "a terrific all-round hunler of fur and feather,
courser of hares and the besl canine friend thai anyone could ever wish for:-I~ Pete
worked with Zak. for seventeen years unlil his declining physical health resulted in him
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having to be put down. Over these many years of being a lurchennan, Pete would have
been perfecting his skills in handling dogs and the methods used to calch rabbits and
hares. He would also have

~n

learning about the lurcher as a dog breed, the advantages

and disadvantages of the different crosses and how best to work with them. This is all
knowledge that he has gradually buill up and which allows him to be the expen on the
subject that he is today.
As stated previously. Pete currently has two dogs: a pure whippet named Luke,
which used to be his step daughter's, and a whippet-collie cross named Blue (see figs. 3031). Pete actually got Blue from some Gypsies who were camped in his village. Not only
is his narrative about purchasing Blue very interesting, it also highlights the COUnler·
hegemonic nature of !he lurcher and its owners. In this instance the dog was not just sold
for money but also became an item for Ifade or barter. As Pete explains:
What I did with Blue, I bought him from some Gypsies when he was
seven months old. I gave £15 and two frozen pheasants. He was tied under
a caravan on a piece of rope. just up the road here; and I came home one
lunch time and there was this lad about founeen years old. he had a saluki
greyhound on a piece of siring, they never buy proper leads or anything.
and he had Blue with him. Obviously he is not made to be a hare dog, the
other one was a good hare dog that he had you see. He just said "do you
koow anybody who wants to buy this lillIe dog?". said "no I don't," you
koow. I didn't need anymore and the rest of it. Talked to him for about an
hour. and just to get rid of him I said "throw your dogs in the back oftbe
van and I'll take you home." So I took him back up there. I drove past a
few times the next few days and I saw the dog standing there in the rain
with a piece of rope around his neck. you know. I thought he is small,
really I liked the look of him. thought he was ideal for working wilh
ferrets. So I pulled up and he came out. he wanled £15 for him then on that
first day and I wa~ going to give him ten but he wouldn't have it. So he
came out---this was Iypical-I said "are you ready to take £ 10 for that
dog?" "No" he said, "twenty:' I said, "you're going the wrong way. You
wanted fifteen the other day:' "Weill told my Dad and he said I musn't
take any less than twenty for it now." He knew because I'd gone back.

Anyway' haggled with him for ages. and he said "have you got any
pheasants?'" and • said ". got some frozen ones. has your mother got a
fridge in the caravan?'" He said "no," so I said "when they thaw out you
will have to eat them." "Alright then," So I gave him a couple of pheasants
out of the freezer and £ 1.5. Blue was seven months old then, but he was
ever so casy to train.~9
TIle saJuki tbc boy had was a useful hare dog, and was probably used or going to be used

for coursing. It is interesting that the dog which they sold would have made the better
poaching dog. Why they would want to sell such a dog is unclear. It could indicate a
decline in tbc skill of poaching or use of lurchers by Gypsies due to the greater affluence

that they now have, or perhaps the dog was considered to be a poor worker and of no use
to them. Or perhaps the family simply did not have the financial means to keep the dog

and care for it.
Thcreare many tales of hunting dogs being sold for large amounts of money, and
even Frederick Rolfe states that he was offered a lot of money for one of his lurchers.~·
Pete's experience of exchanging an item (and money is this case) for a dog is not an
isolated occurrence. lawton Brooks, an old-time coon hunter from Georgia tells of the
time he traded a coon dog for a rnodel-T Ford car. SI likewise, in Great Britain it is
unusual for a fox hound to be sold for money. Amongst registered packs especially,the
standard practice is 10 give the dog to another pack. or on some occasions, to exchange it
for another dog. It appears though, as in Rolfe's case, that the dog which comes to have
the high premium is often the one used for illegal purposes and skilled at making a profit
for its owner. " is debatable though if a such dog is really worth that much more than any
other. Pete's experience with Blue would perhaps suggest not. Although Pete only gave
£ 1.5 and two pheasants f(W him. Blue

ha.~

turned OtItto be an excellent worker and over

7J

the last ten years has been the result of many rabbits ending up in Pete's pol and freezer.
Blue has been an essential companion for Pete as a lurchcnnan. and his success in
catching rabbits has been largely dependent upon the role thaI Blue has within Pete's
occupational folkgroup,
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Fig. 21. Turkish tapesuy. circa sixteenth century. depicting
hunting scent with running dog in pursuit of hare (top right).~
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Fig. 25. Norfolk shepherd with Smithfield
collie, circa 1920s. bO
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Fig. 27. Labrador-greyhound cross lurcher. 6Y

Fig. 28. Labrador-greyhound cross lurchcr.
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Fig. 29. Pete aged twenty-two (on right) with his brothers and his first
lUTCher. Joe (on left). and his greyhound biICh.64
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Fig. 31. Pete's current whippet-collie cross lurcher, Blue.
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Chapler3
The Lurcherman's Work Technique: Tools and Knowledge of the
Trade
Central to the study of any occupation is the aclUai activity of the work itselfbow is the work carried out. what roles do the workers Ilave. and what are the material
items used to carry out the work? From his experiences of studying occupational folldife.
Robert McCarl has concluded thal. "In any occupation... the relationship of the
individual to his or her tools, machines. physical environment. formal and informal work
processes and (most imponantly) fellow workers is central to both the accomplishment of
work and our understanding of it... 1 In attempting to define these mullifaceted dynamics
which make up any occupation, McCarl coined the term, "the canon of work technique"
to describe the activities which take place and skills needed to getlhc job done. This
canon is largely created on an informal basis. It does not conform to a written set of rules.
but instead is based upon the knowledge of experience. which is crucial to the success of
any occupation.! In his work with fire fighters in Washington D.C., McCarl highlights
this imponance of occupational experience, pointing oot that the "rookie" begins an
occupation with a limited canon of work technique compared to his co-workers with
years of experience.3 For the inexperienced worker. the process of developing an
established canon is through the learning of the specific techniques associated with the
occupation. This takes place through learning by hands-on experience (performing the
j<lb). but also through the more experienced knowledge that is passed on by one's fellow
workers in the form of"imitalion and instruction.~ Essentially. a... McCarl notes, 10 have
technique is to "form... [anJ interaction with tools. environment. and other workers that

connotes expertise and esoteric knowledge." S It is technique which sets the standards for
defining an occupational group. and comes to be ''prescribed by the group and used as a
criteria for the detennination of membership and status within it...6

In the following two chapters I will examine the occupational folklife of the
lurchennan using the basic theoretical approaches set out by McCarl in his idea of the
canon of work technique. This current chapter will focus upon the tools and knowledge
of the lurcberman. as well as the concept of work group. There will be an emphasis
placed on Pete Carter's occupational folkJife. as well as infonnation taken from other
sources when relevant. The next chapter wiJItake a microcosmic approach and attempt to
document Pete's canon of work technique based upon my ethnographic observations
during his work as a lurchennan.
Because of the subversive and counter hegemonic associations that the lurcher
has, it comes as no surprise that the occupational folldife of the lurchennan is little
known outside of the lurcherman·s world. Although many lurchennen are legitimate
(such as Pete), and are not active poachers, the tools and knowledge that they have are
generally the same as that of the poacher. As Pete suggested to me. the only real
difference between a poacher and warrener is that one has pennission 10 catch rabbils and
one does not. 7 For example. the use of nets to aid in catching rabbits are an essential 1001
used by both the poachers and warreners. and have a long tradition within these activities.
Although, as Harold Wyman ha.<; stated. "a considerable amounl of imponant informalion
was being denied lhe lay practitioner" on how to use such equipment. ll This infonnation
has been generally unavailable for precisely the same reasons that little is known about

"

the lun:her's history-for the poacher, il is within his besI interests 10 keep !he
knowledge of his subversive activities as hidden as possible, The warrener, just like the
poacher, was extre:mely wise about the ways of the land and rural life, 001 ~nerally not
very well educalCd wben it came 10 reading and writing. His mind was

00

calChing

rabbits. not writing aboul them. It is only fairly recentJy !hal the techniques used by lbe
lurchc:rman have started 10 be documerned with any detail, moving beyond the
romanticised narralives of poaching from !he nineleenlh cenlury.9 It is because of lhese:
faclors of subversily and use of folk "know-how" that the lurchennan's dependence upon
"eSOIenc knowledge" is even more crucial compared wilh many OIher occupalions.
When I asked Pele aboullhe process of gaining the knowledge to be a good
lurchennan, he seemed 10 be clearly aware of the idea. of lhe canon of work technique,
not the specifIC phrase

per se 001 the overall concepr. of learning an occupation:

You can gel the basics out ofa boot. in theory, but il is all the linle details.
all the liltle wrinkJes. the trade secrel things !hal come with experience.
thai is wh3l: you need to know 10 be SUCttSSful. TIlat's whal comes wilh
ex.perience wilh a1mosl any trade isn'l il. You can't karn the lillie details
thaI)'OU need 10 karn without experience. or learning it by watching
someone else who has had the experience. IO
After over thiny ~ of being a lurcherman. Pete's experience has given him the
knowledge he needs to be successful. One of the most importanl areas in which the
lurcherman draws from Ihis knowledge is in his use of nels. Although both the "Iong nel"
and "purse nel" are simple pieces of equipment by design, 10 develop the techniques 10
use lhem successfully can only come from experience.

The long net is perhaps the mosl popular loollraditionally used by both lhe
professional warrener and the poacher. Wyman considers Ihat ''the innovation of the long
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net has from time invnemoriaJ accounted for the capture of more rabbilS. than any other
syslem lhal man's ingenuiry has yet: devised."" 11Jerc: are OIller ways for the lurchennan
to caleb rabbits. and in some cases it is not practical to wort with the king net. bu( the
skills to use one are an important paI1 of the occupational folklife of any lurchetrnan. be

he a poacher or warrener. Although the exact origins of the long net are unknown. it is
belteved that it was probably introduced into Britain by the Normans who were also
responsible for bringing the rabbit following their conquest. l! As the name suggests. the
long net is basically a mesh net which is long in length (see figs. 32·33). The maximum
length for a long net is usually considered to be one hundred yards. The best length of net
is often debated amongst lurchennen and recently it seems that long nelS of a shaner
length are favoured

Wyman contends that nets of fifty yards are preferable. for the

obvious reason of being easier to handle. commenting that "a hundred yards of neuing
constructed of the same material as a fifty yarder will be: double the weight and twice as
bulky."lJ Wyman also notes that two hemp nets of fifty yards can easily be concealed
inside a large "poacher's pocket" stitched into acoat.l~ 'The poacher's pocket is basically
a custom made clol:h pouch measuring approxirnalely sixteen inches deep and fen inches
wide which is stitched into the lining of a thigh length coat allowing the poacher (0 carry
the tools of his trade without detection. When Pete uses a long net, he prefers something
even shorter and opts for a net of a maximum twenty-five yards. If working alone. it is
easier to use more than one net if a longer length is required. than 10 deal with the
difficulties in handling a net of one hundred yards in length. Nets of one hundred yards
were traditionally used by poachers to run along a length of woodland. A lurcher was

then sent out into the field which would oct in driving the

f~ing rabbits

towards

~ir

holes in the woodland and subsequently into the net. It is generally accepced though. as
Ian Niall points out in

Th~ Poachu~

Handboolc. that a net of this kind ~cannot be

managed alone.~IS Hm::e poaching with a long net was usually undertaken by IWO men.
One would walk along and layout the net. while' the other would come behind him and
slake it out. As Pete pointed out to me. to Sd a net by yourself. you have to lay it on the
ground and then go along picking it up (see fig. 34). To do this on a dark windy night.
which are lhe ideal conditions for poaching. the net would get caught in brambles and
twigs. it would easily become tangled and cause greal difficulty in selling Up.16
As well as the length. the construction of the long net is also an important faclor
10 consider. Traditionally. the nets were made out of hemp. According 10 Wyman. lhere
were

IWO

varieties of hemp used. The manufaclured nets were made from a three ply

hemp. These wert considered rather bulky. and when wet they retained the water 100 long
making them heavier and difftcult 10 usc. Wyman also c:onsKiers that the manufactured
nets were also often

made eighteen meshes deep. This also added extra weight. as

nelS of

eleven or twelve mesh deep are perfectly deep enough to SUCttSSfully calch rabbits.
During lhe period that Wyman was kaming the an of long netting in Wales. he recalls
that many of the poachers made their own kmg nets. 1bey ~soughl the lightest and
strongest malerial available. at a price lhey could afford. Palented hemp proved to be
ideal for constructing a web [nel] thai was strong. light and quick drying." Twelve patent
hemp was used, making a twO strand net. which proved to avoid many of the problems of
the three ply manufactured nets.
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It was not unknown for lurchermen 10 make their own

nels. Although Pete does nol do this.

membe~ of his

family have done so. His uncle Jack

Thompson. the professional warrencr. who worked with Pete's great grandfather. Peter
Matthews. used 10 make tlis own long nels. along with his wife Kate (see figs. 35-36).
Pete's choice for both long and purse nels. are more modem ones made from spun nylon.
He conside~ Ihat uaditional hemp nelS did nOilangle easily because they were heavy. but
lhey would rot if pul away wet. so they had 10 be hung up and dried every time they got
wei. There are lightweight nylon nels available but Pete finds Ihal these get tangled up
very easily. 1be spun nylon nels are heavier like lhe uaditional hemp ones. so they do not
tangle. but they are water proof so there is no problem with them rotting if they get wet. II
Wyman points out Ihat there has been some debate over whal colour the net should be.
but he has worked with nets dyed green. brown. khaki and grey. and found them all 10 be
successful in catching rabbits. 19 Pete's own nets tended to be green. which is perhaps
more due to coincidence than personal choice.
Threaded along the top and bottom of the long net are the long nellines. These
can be made of cOlton or nylon. but COlton is prefened Decause of the better grip it has
when looped around the pegs. Prior to being set up. the long net is folded while atlilched
10 the anchor pins. The first anchor pin is placed in lhe ground and the net gr.tdually
unrolled. [ftwo people are involved (a "runner" and a "pegger"), then the pegs are
insened into the ground and attached to the net as it is unrolled. This can also be done by
one person with a sooner net up to aboul twenty-five yards long. Wyman suggests using
len hazel pegs on a net fifty yards 10ng. 1tl Pete makes his own pegs/stakes and infonned
me that hazel is used Decause when you coppice hazel it is usually nice and straight. as

well as being lighl weight (see fig. 37).21 II has been oa:asionaJly argued that for hard or
rocky ground steel pegs are required, but Wyman does not agree with this idea He
reasons that steel pegs are not only heavy. but also are likely to make noise when being
carried, creating awareness of)"Ollr ~ to your intended game and possibly the IocaJ:

game keeper. lnstead. Wyman advocates the use of a '"podge,M which is a S1ttl spike that
is used 10 make a hole in hard ground for the hazel peg to be insened.

n

Allbaugh it

seems to be a relatively straightforward process to erect a long net. to know how to sct up
the net so that it will be at

iL~

most effective in catching rabbits is something not evident

to those unfamiliar with the activity and is

pan of the esoteric knowledge of !he

lurchennan. as Pete explained to me:

The net ilSClf is probably about three fttl high, but you don't use it at that
height. It is a three fOOl high net. bul I only use two fOOl. hazel slakes. By
the time you have pushed them into the ground a bit. they are only about
eighteen/twcnty inches high. So that three fOOl net is now only about
twenty inches high and it is all hanging there really baggy. so when a
rabbit hits it he is going 10 go in and get tangled. You don'l wanl it like a
tennis net because they will hit it and bounce off and be gooe. Also the net
has got a line along the top and along the bottom. You usually ha\'C one
and a half to two times as much netting as the top and bottom lines are
long. In OIherwords. if you have got a twenty.fjve yard net. it probably
has got Ihiny five yards of netting on it. There again. length wal!' it has
got loads of slack and the rabbits will go in:lnd get tangled up.21
As this information from

~e

indicates, the key point in the construction and SCI up of

the long net is thai it must have the necessary slack {what Wyman calls the Mkiln to
work at its best. To one knowing nothing about long nets. to see one sct up which was all
slack. one could be mistaken in thinking Ihat il was not erected correctly. Ian Niall even
goes as far to suggest thai. ''The sctting of a long net is a thing no aspiring poacher can

9"

master without the instruction of a man who has actually put down a net and succeeded in
catching rabbits by this means. ,.2~
Aside from the poacher's use of a long net beside a woodland at night. there are
other methods of using this essential tool. For the professional warrener, the long net was
utilised to its maximum effect when tackling large field warrens, wh.ich was a method
used by Peter Matthews and Jack Thompson in Norfolk (see fig. 38).15 Many of the areas
that these men worked, such as Shouldham Warren or [)evil's Bank. which was a large
earth work where Marham Airfield is now situated. extended over several acres and were
literally a mass of rabbit boles (see map 3, point E). Because the ground being covered
was so large, it was necessary for the men to work in sections. First, a section of the
warren was quietly surrounded by a one hundred yard long net. This enclosed area was
then divided by one or two shorter cross nets. These were used to restrict the movement
of bolted rabbits and minimise the chance of them going [0 ground down another hole
within the section. The team's mixture of terriers and lurchers were trained to lay quieliy
while the long nets were being set up. About six ferrets would then be entered into the
warren to bolt the initial crop of rabbits. The dogs were used inside the enclosed area to
panic the bolting rabbits into the nets. From experience. the dogs would leam that if they

approached a rabbit about to bolt. it would merely retreat back down the hole to safety.
As well as chasing the rabbits into the nets, the dogs were also trained to efficiently kill
the rabbits with one quick and deadly bite to the head once in the net without damaging it
or gelling tangled themselves. The dogs were never allowed to jump over the net and try
to take hold of a rabbit from the other side. as this would push the rabbit out of the net

and back toWards the holes. This kind of Ioog netting wort was an almost industrious
affair. After the: initial rabbits had been bolted. the diggers wouJd then move in to dear
out the rest or the: warren. While this was taking place. the long net would then be moved
10 another section and the process repeated. Using this method of wading across a large
warren in sections wilh long nets would often take sevcral weeks 10 complete. bul il was
a very effective method of rabbit ronlrOl.
Another method of using the Ioog net is when working along a hedgerow. This is
Pete's favourite way (0 use the long net and is an activity he has done on many
occasions. y, In Ihis case:, the long net used is of a shoner length. being only aboul eight or
(en yards long. This shorter type of long net is soDlCtimes called a stop DCt. because of its
role in Slopping rabbits running the hedge. The: net is placed through the hedge: at righl
angles. extending a few yards each side. IdcaIly. the: net should be placed (owards the end
of the: edge so that as much of the: hedge can be worked in one period. although this is
dependent on where there is a. suitable gap in the: hedge through which 10 place the: net.
Just as with the previous method of using long nets. wotking a Slop net through a. hedge
Clfls for the usc of a fmet to bolt the rabbits. When rabbits hoI.! from a burrow which is
within a hedge. they have a tendency 10 run along the length ofltlc hedge and will rarely
run 001 into lhe open. TherefOR. as Pete explains:
If you go along a hedgerow. the robbits are only going to run up and go
down another hole. If with your spade you fill in the holes that you have
just done and move along you might miss a few rabbits and think you arc
losing them 10 begin wilh. BUI when you tlave got halfway along the
hedgerow. if some oflhe rabbits stan 10 run back to the holes thai you
have filled. you have confused them. because they will run back 10 those
holes and find lhose holes are blocked and they will just sit there. They
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don't think I'm off over there somewhere, tbey arc confused and can
27
easily be caught by yourdog.

The rabbits which arc not caught by tbc dogs when running back down the hedge arc
instead simply being driven forward. either towards the stop net where they get tangled,
or down holes which are situated funher along the hedge. Pele informed me that when
you get to the last few holes along a hedge that it is not uncommon to dig down and find
four rabbits all packed inside one hole into which they have boiled from tOOse funher

Shorter long nets between ten and Iwenty-five yards in length are also often used
when working on varioos configurations of small burrows. The nels can be placed in the
pathway of where it is anticipated Ihe rabbits will attempt to make their escape. or when
working with two burrows close together. setup between lhe two. hopefully Slopping any
rabbits which try to flee from one burrow to the next ooe. When I asked Pete about the
slcills needed when using a Jong net. his comments highlighted the complexity and
specific individual nature of this aspect of the lurchennan's occupational folklife:
One of the main things [is]. you need more knowledge if you are going to
use long nets... because then you have got to assess every situation
differently. You go 10 a certain place, you see where the holes arc. where
the next sel of holes are. you see where the cover is and predict where
should I put that net. which way are they going to run. Sometimes you can
be wrong, and then you think next time I'm going 10 put my net there. But
after a while, by doing it differently when you go back to that place.lhal
will have Iaught you somettung about some of the other places. when you
go somewhere completely different. you get better at assessing how you
want to tackle this panicular situation. Should I stan at this end. or should
I Sian at that end. which way are they going to go. Should I put a net
across behind me in case some go back.1'I

Although the long net can be one of the most effective pieces of equipment in the
lurcherman's tool box., it is apparent that the successful use afthe net clearly depends
upon the level of experience that an individual has working with one. With evel)'
situation being different. it becomes essential for the lurchcnnan to draw upon knowledge
gained from past experiences wilh each usc of thc long net. Marianne T. Marcus's
ethnographic study of the occupational folklife of leu

nu~s,

highlights the ever·

changing situations that also occur within that occupation, during which knowledge
gained through past experience can be essential in saving lives. While the work of a
lurcherman does not have a human life at slake. it could be argued thai jusl like the
nurses. lurchermen also "attempt to establish routines. set priorities. and order their
actions in the face of uncertainty" as a means to carrying out their work as successfully as
theycan.)(l

The other type of net used by the lurchennan is the purse nel. A purse net is
basically a net bag which measures approximately twenty-four inches square (see fig.
39). It is constructed of the same hemp or spun nylon mesh as the long net. At one end of
the net is a peg that is attached to a draw string. The peg is inserted into the ground and
the net placed over the rabbit hole. When a ferret is entered and the rabbit attempts to bolt
from the hole, it simply goes into the net and becomes entangled. Although the purse net
can be vel)' effective in catching rabbits. and as

r will discuss in the following chapter.

was Pete's chosen method when I accompanied him rabbiting. there are times when they
are best avoided. Pete considers that they can be a hindrance when working near a
bramble hedgerow. or in rough undergrowth as found in some woodland because the nets

will mag on every lillie twig and become caught when you are trying to set them. There
is also the problem of purse nets being time consuming to set if you are working in an
area with Ices of rabbits and therefore many holes.]1 Hence. it is said that in Peter
Matthews' days as a professional warrener. when time was money. that he would want to
have the first thiny rabbits in the bag in the time it would have taken to set two hundred
purse nets. 32 The method of using long nets may have been the favourite for tackling the
large field warrens as onc;e found in Norfolk. and still is the best approach to take when
dealing with a lot of rabbits. but occasionally. the lurchennan is faced with terrain thai is
unsuitable for using long nets. It is these times that the purse net becomes an
indispensable tool.
Sammy Vaughn's work on a coastal nature reserve in Wales is a good example of
the purse net being used as an effective mettKxl of rabbit control. Sammy was hired to
control rabbits on the reserve because of the damage they were causing to the species of
rare coastal plants that were growing there. The terrain of the area consisted of sand
dunes. some of which rose to almost twenty feet high. Working ground like this. it would
have been impossible for Sammy to use long nets. Because there wa<; no rough
undergrowth for the nets to snag On. the purse net was ideally suited for using in such
terrain and could be easily set even on the steep slopes of the dunes. Many of these
coastal rabbit warrens were fairly large in size consisting of many holes. and Sammy
would think nothing of selling at least
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hundred purse nets at one time. sometimes

with the help of his son. but often times working alone. Because he used so many nets.
Sammy came up with a method so not to lose any. which he described to me a<; follows.
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Each purse net would be wrapped up with an elastic band, and Sammy remarked that.

"when you put a net down. you putlhe band over your wrist. I usually had about two
hundred nelS, and when you picked them up at the end, you would wrap them with the
rubber band. If you had one left over. you woukl be looking for another net and you don't
lose any that way:' If the bands got tOO tight for his wrist. Sammy would put them over a
spare peg that he carried. Sammy said that he wrote about using this methcxl of using
rubber bands with purse nets in The CountT}7TIan's Weeki)' and now many people do il as
welL)) Sammy's use of the rubber bands to keep count of his purse nels can be seen as a
good example of how the work environment can shape an individual"s occupational

lechnique. Pete would have no use for such a technique because his work environmenl
does nol cause him 10 use purse nels on such a large scale. As I have illustrated. even
when there where large warrens 10 be cleared in Norfolk, the terrain predicted lhe use of
lhe long nel for effective rabbil control. Other aspects of Sammy's work also differed to
lhal done by Pete and Ihe professional Norfolk warreners of the pasl. Unlike Peler
Mauhews when working areas such as Shouldham Warren. Sammy would only ever
enter one ferrel inlo a rabbit warren at a time. He informed me that this was simply
because of the lerrain. Many of the dunes were over the height of Sammy's head. and
because he usually worked alone he would not be able 10 keep watch on more than one
ferret at a lime. If Sammy was digging for one ferret. il would be impossible 10 see
another one come out of the warren on the other side of a dune.J.l
This coastal temin also caused Sammy 10 work his lurcher differently 10 how
Pete does. J~ The main role of the lurcher for Sammy was for it 10 marie holes so Sammy
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knew which ones to put the ferret down. Because the movements of a free working
lurcher were prone to constantly creating "mini avalanches" in the soft sand of the dunes
and therefore disturbing the placement of the purse nets. Sammy would then tie his dog to
a stake before entering his ferret. He would make sure though that the dog was able to see
the nelled holes and therefore indicate to him which holes the rabbits were bolting from
so Sammy could go and dispatch them in the purse nets. This is in contrast to the
imponanl role thai Pete's dogs have in catching the rabbits thaI tum around and run in the
opposite direction when using a long net set through a hedgerow. as described previously.
As these various examples have highlighted. terrain is one of the key innuencing factors
in determining what techniques the lurcherman uses in conducting his work.

The ferret is another important tool used by the lurcherman (see fig. 40). And Pele
considers lhat for catching rabbits. the use ofa ferret is essential.:l6 The use of ferrets 10
calch rabbits appears to be an ancient method and is mentioned in the writings of the
Roman encyclopedist Pliny from the first century AD. l7 I have referred to the ferret as a
tool. because essentially for tbe Jurchennan that is just what it is. Ian Niall. in The

Poacher's Handbook. suggests that you should "make a pet of the ferret" and "get into
the way of carrying him in your pocket:' but this is just a romanticised notion of both the
poacher and the ferret. J8 Although a ferret can be handled and to a certain extent they can
be fairly tame creatures. as archeozoologist Juliet C1uuon·Brock notes: the ferret "seems
incapable of anachment and when nOl properly fed or when otherwise initated is apt

[0

give painful evidence of its native ferocity. In a word. it is nOI a trustworthy pet but is a
useful partner in the hunting of rabbits and mts.···w Any lurcherman who owns femts has
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them on a purely functiona1 basis. which is to boll rabbits from underground. A ferret has
almost no monelary value and amongsl counlry people. such as Jurchennan or other
hunters. they are easy 10 oblain. A hawkman from my village in Norfolk, Trevor
'"Treacle" Framingham. also know as "The Birdman of Heacham" for his tendency 10
walk around lhe village with a hawk perched 00 his ann, commented 10 me thai you just
have to buy a ferret breeder a pint of beer in the pub and lhe next day he will give you a
ferret if you want one (see fig. 41).40 As this suggests, they are somewhat expendable
creatures and therefore lhe lurchennan does not name his ferrets or creale an attachment
10 them. His only concern is thai they are looked afler well enough to slay heallhy and do
their job.
When working with ferrels. lhere is no reallraining involved and lhe lurchennan
is mainly depending on the ferret's natural hunting inslincl. An imponant aspect for the
lurchennan to consider when using ferrels is to make sure his dogs are steady 10 them.
Pete described to me his own technique of how to do Ihis as follows:
I've never had any problems, there is something about ferrets that dogs
don'l like that much. It is probably Ihe smell they have. Ihey are a bit
weary oflhem. Also I train the dogs as well, I discourage them, break.
them to the ferrets. If they go near them. I just say "no" sternly. or smack
them on lhe nose, and make sure they know they are not supposed 10. Also
what I did is, I had my ferret cage inside Ihe dog pen. Iwemy·four hours a
day, there was just a piece of mesh belween lhe dogs and the ferrets. So
both the ferrel~ and the dogs are so used 10 each other all the time Ihat
there is never a problem. I've never had a ferret bite a dog. or the other
way round.~1
When discussing with Pele the role of the ferret within the lurchennan's work of
hunting rabbits. he informed me that, "you really don't wanl the ferret 10 k.ill them. you
really want the ferret to scare lhem out. You wanlthem to bolt. that's the easy option:..I2
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In many cases this is what happens, and the rabbits flee from the warren into the nets or
are caught by your lurcher. This is the tdeal situation, but it is common though, for a
rabbit or a number of rabbits to become bottled up in a dead end tunnel. When Ihis
occurs, the rabbit will usually have its back 10 the ferret. According to Pete. a ferret will
not try 10 kill a rabbit by grabbing hold of its back, it instinctively will try to get 10 the
rabbit's head. Ferrets, just as stoats and weasels. kill their prey by piercing the back of its
skull with one of their needle Sharp long fangs. Even if Pele throws a dead rabbit into his
ferret cage. the ferret does not just allack ii, it immediately locks onto the head.
Therefore, if a rabbit is tightly packed into a tunnel, the ferret will merely scratch at the
rabbit's back in an attempt to reach its head.~l When this occurs the only real option for
the lurcherman is to dig down and try to find the ferret and hopefully get the rabbit at the

same time.
Traditionally. ferrets used in Ihis manner were entered into the warren on a line.
which was usually made of rope or leather. This was the method used by Peter Matthews

and the other professional warreners of his day. Because rabbits were wolth money in
those days, the ferrel was usually coped (muzzled) so it caused as little damage to the
rabbit as possible. Once it appeared that the ferret was nOI moving, a hole would be dug
to find the line and then a trench made to follow the line and locate the ferret and the
rabbit. Sammy Vaughn has also used ferrels on a line when working on field warrens. but
his method of doing the job was slightly different. From his long experience as a
lurchennan working with ferrets. Sammy believes thai when using a large male ferret on
a line is the only time that you can train a ferret. and he was able to train his ferrets to pull
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out a rabbit from the warren. lnitiaUy working with kngths of old drainage pipe laid OUt
in his garden. Sammy told me thallbe secret to OOing this is to teach the ferret (0 pull
while on the line. He would place a dead rabbit at the end of the pipe and enter the ferret
a yard 01" so

alati~ and

keep pulling it out. To get the fetmaccustomed to this he

would have a bowl of milk fOf" it to drink: from every time it came out of the pipe.
Eventually Sammy woold let the fmet get to the rabbit and then tug on the line to
indicate to him to come out. hopefully dragging the rabbit out with him. How well this
method would actually work: when dealing with a rabbit warren is debatable. although
Sammy's indication was that he Iw had good success doing Ihis when he had worked
with a liner ferret in the pa5r..IoI Working a ferret on a line could be problematic though.
Because it would involve digging a trenCh to follow the line. fOl" the lurchcrman who
usually worked alone it COlIld be a time consuming process. This is why Peter Matthews
would often have a team of diggers accompanying him when worlri:.ing on a big warren.

The line itself could also cause difficulties as it could easily become wnappcd around or
snagged on the roots of trees or hedgerows. An

aJea

with lots of tunnels above and below

each other. such as the dunes Sammy Vaughn wOfkcd. could also cause problems when
using a line. Pete also expressed 10 me lhe problems of using a liner ferret. in an
experience he recalled of being out feITCting with a couple of friends one day: "Here near
the air field are these landing lights for the aircraft. They always wort a ferret on a line.
and they were digging down and down [0 get to this ferret. and it scared the life our of
me-thc line was wrdppcd around one of the power cables that went to these aircraft

lights:"'~ Although the line getting wrapped around a root is

10J

n()[

hazardous compared 10

Pete's experience. his example: does highlight the unexpected problems thai. can be
enrounlCred when working a fecTe( 00 a line.

In tttent years thc: use of the mtditional ferm Iinc has been replaced by the
deetronic Iocalor. This consislS of a small collar with a buill in sensor powered by a
hearing aid ballery, which is atlached 10 the ferret. and a locator bol( measuring
approximalely 3x4 inches. which is used by lhe lurchennan 10 locate where the ferrel is
underground. The box is powered by a nine voIl baltery. and makes a clicking sound
wben the collar is IocaIed. On lhe side of the box is an adjustable switch that allows the

user 10 increase or decrease the strength of Ihe signal

pYl

out by the box. 10 gauge the

depth of how far lhe ferrel is below ground. The locator lOIS come in

standard one which goes down

10 a depth of eight fcci and
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models. a

a more powerful one which

can go down 10 fifteen feet, For wodting in Ihe relalively nat fields of Norfolk, Pele finds
the eight fOOl model adequate for his needs, although Sammy Vaughn had to use the

more powerful one when worting in the sand dunes. The introduction of this technology
into the wort on the lurchennan has made it Idatively easy 10 locate where the femt is
underground, as Pele describes:
You just sweep it back and fotth like that, and then you find him, Then do
it that way until it keeps on Sloppin~, then lhe other way and across. Tum
the intensity down and you can then pcelly much say thai'S where he is.
Now before I start to dig, to make sure he is nOl on the move. I jUSl1eave it
there and let it click for a little while. It's obvtous that if he hasjust stayed
in the same place for 5OII1C time, then he's on a rnbbit and not wandering
around searching for them. If he's moved off. I'll let him have another
minute and then find him again. The intensity will tell you roughly how
deep he is. So if it reads five fcct. you know that you can safely dig down
three feet and not break through. Then you put the bol( down in the hole
and tum the intensity really down to make sure you are right. Then when
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you get: closer you stan to go a bil carefully and just break.lhrough genlly
wilh!he spade and !he ferret looks up at you."
The basic concqJI of klcating a ferret appears to be suaighl forward enough----simply find
il with !he locator and dig down 10 iL Pete's descript»on though. highlights 1baI!he
lurchennan needs 10 draw upon esoteric ledmiques if he is to do this work eCflcienlly. He

does not just simply dig straight down 10 !he fmeL He bas to lake into consideration thai
the ferret may move. and therefore bas ro manipulale the capabililies of lhe electronic
locator to conrend wilh this. These are 001 things that one would know instinclively how
10 do. instead they are based upon lhe spe'Cific knowledge of an occupalion which can
only come through on the job experience.
1bere is much debate amongst lurchermen over what kind of ferrets to use and
how to get them 10 wortc most effectively. There are basically IWO kinds of ferret. the
albino kind which is all while. and the polecat which has a mask like a racoon. Pete lold
me that he faV0W5 the albino kind. simply because they are easier to see amongst lhe
undergrowth and therefore are

00(

liable to wander off as easily as the datter coloured

polecat: possibly could:u There is also contention over whether one should use male or
female ferrets.. Pete pcefen to use medium size male ferrets. bul expressed that some
people Ihink a larger male ferret is more likely to kill underground. Then in contrasllO
this. lhere are others who prefer 10 use smaller female ferrets. who say lhat they are
faster. can get in right places and when using purse nets lhey can slip Ihrough the mesh of
the net withoul disturbing it. But some people argue that a smaller ferret gels tired 100
quickly. Again though.

a~

Pete informed me.

~none of

it holds waler. none oflhese litlle

petly argumenlS.there are so many variables 10 it. Depending on an individual's
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experience, they have all got different points of view of what is best. ,.4ll One of the major
problems that wants to be avoided when ferreting, is what is called a "lay up." This is
when a ferret will kill a rabbit underground. eat and then go to sleep. One of the main
causes of this used to be that traditionally people would starVe their ferrets so they would
be more keen to hunt because they were hungry. But Pete believes Ihat they still hunt

well even if they are kept well fed..j<J In contrast to starving ferrets. some other people
believed in only feeding their ferrets on bread and milk, so not 10 give them a taste for
flesh. and therefore decrease the likelihood of the ferret laying up, but this usually led to
them not living very 10ng.$O
Before the days of the electronic locator, there are many tales of lurchennen who
did IlOI use a line on their ferrets having to wait hours for a ferret to come back out of a
warren. Sometimes they would leave the ferret box at the hole with some food in over
night and hopefully the next day the ferret would be there asleep. Ian Niall describes
various methods to try and bring a ferret out of a warren. including lighting a piece of
gorse bush and l)l[empting to smoke him oot, or simply pushing a dead rabbit in and out
of the hole to try and draw the ferret out with the scenl.~1 Although such tales are
numerous, Pete has never had a problem with ferrets laying up. Instead, because he keeps
his well fed. his biggest problem is having a ferret kill a rabbit underground and then lose
interest in it and move on. It is then difficult to try and locate that rabbit underground
without the ferret there. Because there is no economic value in rabbits these days. Pete
docs not usually dig to try and find the rabbit. bul he emphasised that he docs not lose
that many this way.s~
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Regardless of Ian Niall's suggestion that the you should carry your ferret in your
pocket. the lurchennan typically carries his ferret in a ferret box (see fig. 42). This is
usually a self made item and is constructed around simplicity. Pete's box is fabricated
from plywood with a hinged lid and measures approximately 18x lOx 10 inches. Inside the
box there is a main companment which is big enou~h to carry two ferrets if needs be.
Pete keeps some straw in here to make a soft bedding for a ferret while he is in the box.
At one end of the box is a smaller separate companmem in which Pete places his PUl'5e
nelS. Pete has drilled sixteen holes. approximately 0.3 inches in diiUlteter in one side of
his box so air is able to circulate for the ferret. A canvas shoulder strop is also attached
for carrying the box. One of the problems with a plywood box like this is the: weight. As I
found out when (carried Pete's box while out rabbiting with him. it can become quite
heavy on one's shoulder after a few hours. In response to this. Sammy Vaughn told me
that be moved away from using a plywood box, and instead fabricated his out of plastic
bread bins. which were extremely light and also resislantto wet weather. S3
As Il\ave discussed above. when using ferrets the lurchennan's work will
inevitably involve the process of digging. especially if he is to effectively control the
rabbit population. Because much of lhe Norfolk landscape consislS of soft soil with a
high sand or clay conlent. the: tunnels in a rabbit warren in the region can extend quite a
few feet below ground. To overcome this. the traditional professional warreners such as
Peter Matthews used what was is known as a Norfolk long spade:. or rabbiting spade. This
has a handle between five and six feet in length and a specially shaped blade to enable the
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lurchennan to dig

ho~

almost 10 lhe depth oflhe handk. as Pete explains (see figs. 4]"

44):

The lIaditionaJ Norfolk rabbiLing spade has a strong narrow blade. also the
blade is cupped so that: you can dig a ~Iatively small hole deep without
having 10 shift 100 mud! earth. Because: the blade is cupped like lhaI it will
actually hokIthe earth in il: when you draw it up oul of the hok. If you
have a flat bladed spade you have to get under it 10 lift it out and you have
to make a mudl bigger hole 10 gel anywhere. It is a spade: for digging
holes basically. II needs to be strong because often in hedgerows and
maybe under tree roots you have to dig and come across roots. and chop
through a root with it. and sometimes especially in this area you might get
a couple of (eet of soil and then be on chalk and you have to blast through
that a bil.5o!

In many other areas of Great Brilain. especially in lhe Nonh. a spade of Ihis design is not
needed because you only have to dig down two or three feet and there is solid granite.
According 10 Pete. the original Norfolk long spade had a metal hook: on the end oftbe

handle which was used 10 hook the ferret line OtIt of the hole lhal had been dug. When
Pete atlempted to buy a new rabbiting spade a years ago. he: found that the modern ones

had the narrow cuPlJCd blade as used on the original. bullbey had a very short handle. He
solved this problem by re~acing the handle with that from a pilch forte. which was almost

as long as those found on the: original Norfolk spades. It did nQI concem Pete that the:~
was no book. on the: handle because he uses lhe ekctronic locator and lherefore has no

need for one. plus he commented that you had 10 IJccareful when you had a hooi; on the
end because il could gouge you in the face when digging.'~
Again. to highlight a different occupationaltcchnique due to the work
environment, Sammy Vaughn's approach 10 digging when he worked on dunes was
vastly different to Pete's. Because oflbe obvious problem of having to deal with loose

sand. Sanuny found it impossible to dig a deep narrow hole. as would be done with the
Norfolk spade. without the sides caving in. lnstead he would inevitably end up with a
large Craler which caused the removal of a great deal of sand, To save time in filling such
holes back in, Sammy would cany with him a sheet of heavy duty plastic. He would
unroll the sheet and shovel the sand on to it. Then, when finished. he would just simply
tip the sand back in to the hole,56
By looking at the material culture of Pete as a lurchennan from McCarl's
perspective of the occupational relationship between an individual and his or her tools,
some interesting links can be seen, As I have shown, when feasible Pete makes his own
tools and equipment. The hazel stakes used to suppan his long nets. the box used to carry
his ferrets. along with his customised Norfolk long spade. are all examples of Pete
creating a personalised connection to his work activities as a lurchennan, This process of
crafting one's occupationallools also introduces a sense of aUlhenlicity into Pete's
identity as a lurcherman, By making lhese tools by his own hand. Pele is reinforcing lhe
self-sufficient ideology which is traditionally corlOected with Ihe lurcher's role as a
hunting dog of the rural poor, Alongside Ihis. these material items also act in historically
linking Pete to lhe occupational traditions of lurchermen thai are deeply rooted within his
own family and the heritage of the area in which he lives.
When moving beyond the occupalional tools of the lurchennan and considering
McCarl's suggestion thallhe mosl imponanl occupational relationship is with one's
fellow workers, the work of the lurchennan presents an inleresling challenge to McCarl· s
statement, The definition of "group" amongst folklorists has been a hOlly debated topic,

as Dorothy Noyes has highlighted in her article, "Group:' in the special ~key words"
addition of the Journal 0/ American Folklore. As Noyes contests:

~Ideas

about group are

the most powerful and most dangerous in folkloristics."~7 In applying the concept of
"group"to the study of occupational folklife, !he folklorist is basically auempting to
define a work group. McCarl does not provide a specific definition of this idea of "work
group:' and instead, the reader of his work is left to assume that the group simply consists
of individuals who possess a relationship with each oU-er through the shared experiences
of an occupation. In the case of McCarl's study, The Disrrict a/Columbia Fire Fighter's

Project, this is straightforward enough and causes few problems, as his work group can

be easily identified as the fire fighters from 16 Engine and 8 Engine of the District of
Columbia Fire Depanment in Washington D.C s8 The fire fighters assigned to these two
Engines physically interact and work together, and therefore can be described as having a
relationship within the occupational context. The semantics of the tenn "group" do not
have to be addressed to agree with McCarl in this case. However. in examing this idea of
work relationship from the perspective of Pete as a lurchennan. the concept of what is
meant by "group" in relation to the idea of work group must be acknowledged.
As the article by Noyes indicates, within folkloristics there are two basic
theoretical definitions of what constitutes a group: the macro perspective of Alan Dundes
who proposed "that a folk group [or in this case. work group) could be 'allY group of

people II'flauoever who share at least one common factor:" or the micro perspective
suggested in Dan Ben·Amos's definition of "folklore as 'artistic communication in small
groups.·..S9 II is evident when examining the occupational folklife of the lurctlennan that

110

Oundes's definition of group is problematic. Pete and Sammy are part of a larger parasocial rhetorical community of lurchennen created in the exchange of their occupational
experiences through leiters and telephone conversations, therefore allowing them to fit
Dundes's idea of the group sharing "at least one common factor:.«I However, such a
definition of group has very linle use when considering McCarl's idea of the imponance
of fellow worker relationships. Pete and Sammy have never worked together, hence this
imponant relationship with one's fellow workers proposed by McCarl is not present.
Instead, it appears that Ben·Amos's suggestion of "a communicative process" taking
place within a "small group" is most relevant to McCarl's idea of occupalional
relationships.61 Although Ben-Amos is arguing for what constitutes folklore. his
description of the group in which folklore takes place, proposes that all panicipants are in
a situation in which they can "confront each other face to face and relate to each Q(her
directly:06! Whereas this applies to many occupational groups. such as the fire fighters
featured in McCarl's study. the work: of the lurchennan largely challenges this definition
of folk/work. group. As I have discussed earlier in this study. the lurchennan usually
works alone-that is withoUl a human assistant-but one companion he would never be
without is his dog. Obviously there are exceptions to this rule. such as the large scale
rabbiting work done by Peter Matthews et al. but generally the lurcherman stands as a
solitary figure. This subversive approach to hunting is dependent upon the quarry not
being aware of the lurchennan or lurcher's presence. A group of noisy people in a field is
not going to result in the catching of many rabbits. As for the poacher. he does flOl want
to bring attention to himself for obvious reasons.

As Clunon-Brock. has indicated, archeological evidence suggests that this hunting
partnership between man and canine dates back to prehistoric times. During the
excavation of a hillside cave in the south of France, H. de Lumley discovered that about
125.000 years ago Palaeolithic people had constructed shelters inside the cave. One of
the key findings within these shellers was that the skull of a wolf had been intentionally
placed at the entrance of each one. 63 Dluminating on this imponant discovery, CluttonBrock writes:

(nbc remarkable kinship and powers of communication thar exist
between human beings and dogs today have developed as an integral part
of the hunting ancestry of ourselves and the wolf. It is a biological link:
based on social structures and behaviour patterns that are closely similar
because they evolved in both species in response to the needs of a hunting
team. but which endure today and have become adapted to life in
64
sophisticated, industrial societies.
Lurchermen such as Pete and Sammy Vaughn are examples of how this evolution process

has taken place. Not only does the lurchennan have a close working relationship with his
dog, but he is dependent upon the ability of the dog for them to be a successful hunting
team. Therefore, could this hunting team be considered as a folk/work group which
possess relatiooships between the workers as proposed by McCarl'?
While the lurcherman does have a degree of control over his dog. this is kept to a
minimum, as the most effective lurcher is one that has the ability to work. independently
from its owner. As Pete commented to me. "'Ihink if you just give them basic obedience
so thatlhey will come when called, lay down and stay when you tell them to, so that you
have got some k.ind of basic control over them. basically the rest of it is up to them....(J5

Pete believes that the lurcherman should not interfere with the dog·s natural hunting
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ability. as it is more imponantlO teaeb the dog what you do not what him to do !han wh.at

you do.66 Once a dog has been taJJglK: the basic skills of the wort. the actions and
beh.aviour of the dog can predict 10 the lun-herman what is about to happen within the
wort environment. Pete introduced his current whippetJborder collie lurcher.

~Blue.~ to

rabbiting with nets and a ferret using the following method:
I sitthe~ with the dog between my knees with my hands just lightly
around his chest. just holding him the~. As soon as a rnbbit bolted. I just
let him go. I done this a few times. and then after that I just let him have
f~ run and he was standing back and watching. He knew then that Ihis is
whe~ the action is. Even if a leaf blew or moved in the middle of a hedge,
he would get up and go look. He'd see something move. or hear
something move long before I did. Sometimes the ferret would actually
have hold ofa rabbit close to the mouth ofa hole and the dog's actually
gone and stuck his head down and pulled it out with the ferret hanging on
61
the end. but I h.aven 't even Ileard anything.
As this description indicates, the working

~Iationship that

existS between Pete and Blue

is largely based upon non-verba! communication. Blue comes to recognise that Pete's
setting of the nelS and entering the fena indicates that he is to be ready for any rabbilS
that may boll. Likewise. Blue's actions can also be seen as communication between him
and Pete which indicates to Pete that a rabbit is about 10 bolt and be caught by Blue or in
the net.
This use of non-verbal communication in Pete's work is something I will explote
funher in the following chapler. It is apparenl tbough tl\atlhis a major characteristic of
the work relationship between a lun-herman and

hi~

dog. Another example of this was

given 10 me by Sammy Vaughn when describing his rolbbit control work on lhe sand
dunes of the Welsh Coasl. Because Sammy often worked on warrens which extend ISO
yards long and would have up to two hundred purse nets set. he depended on his dogs to
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help him keep track of where the rabbilS had bolted into the nelS. lberefOR. Sammy
would have a lucchcron one side of the warren and another luccheron the: otbcrsidc. As
mentioned previously, these dogs would be lied-up 10 stakes to prevent them from
running after a rabbit and causing the: loose sand to disturb the purse nelS. According to
Sammy. the dogs would be sitting down. and if either of them stood up. Sammy knew a
rabbit was about to boll. He could also tell if there was more than one rabbit caught
b«ausc the dogs would would be moving back and forth in the di~tion of the netled
rabbilS. As Sammy remari::ed on his lucchers. "they where myeyes:-611
Although perhaps the idea of a folk or work group consisting of a human and an
animal could be considered as stretching the boundries of what defines such a group
within the realm of folkloristics, Jay Mechling has argued for such a case in his article.
"'Banana Cannon' and Other Folk Traditions Between Human and Nonhuman
Animals. oM As Mechling rightly states. up until his own worl::, everything written by
folkJorists on the concept of group--bc it the idea of the larger group proposed by
Dundcs. or the small one proposed by Ben-Amos and Elliott Oring in his wort on
dyad.s-asssumes thaI only human beings can be members of these groups.. By expanding
the folkloristic assumpcion of the dyad to include a human and a pet. Mechling points out
that a game offctch that takes place between himself and his pet Labrador retriever
"Sunshine" is "truly interactive:"
I was not always in control of the game. Sometimes Sunshine would fetch
the ball but stop on the way back to me some ten feet away. He would
begin a slow retriever stalk, then drop the ball in front of him and assume
the familiar canine "play bow"-forepaws ex.tended nat on the ground. the
body sloping upward toward his erect hindquaners. tail wagging. This is
the canine invitation to play. In this case. however, we were already

engaged in a game, so this message to me was that he, too, could exert
some powerandconlrol in lhegame,7<l
Comparisons could be made between Sunshine's actions to invoke play and those
by the lurchers of Pete and Sammy Vaughn to indicate that a rabbit has bolted into a net.

In both cases the dog elthibits non-verbal communication in an attempt to communicate
with the human member of the group. Although historically the majority of folklorists
have tended to favour the study of orn.I communicative traditions, in recent years
examples of the importance of non-verbal communication within the study of folklore
have also staned to appear, including McCarl's work on "The Communication of Work.
Technique" in occupational folklife. 71 In looking at the interaction between humans and
animals, it should hopefully become apparent to folklorists that non-verbal
communication can often play an imponant role within a folk group. n The concept of the
human and dog dyad also highlights the problem of what Mechling calls '"the equalify
fallacy,"the assumption often made by folklorists that the members of a group all relate
to each other on equaltenns. But as Marxist and feminist schools of anthropology have
argued, this is often not the case, and many groups are infact "asynunetriCal" rather than
"symmetrical:,n Even though there is little argument that the average human being has a
greater physical and mental development than a dog, this does not in anyway rule out the
possibility of non-verbal communication taking place between the two, as the eltamples
provided earlier suggest. It is therefore through a re-examination of what constitutes both
folklore and the folk group. Mechling is able to present a convincing argument in support
of the interactive communication that exists between humans and animals. and comes to
the conclusiootbat:"1n short, by all the criteria generally used by folklorists to decide if
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they are in presence of communication worthy of being called 'folklore,' I see no
persuasive reasons why oonhuman animals cannoc be included in 'the folk.' It is only a
fiat of speciesism, that folklorists define folklore as a unique possession of human
animals...7-I While I acknowledge that such a statement is controversial within the
discipline of folkloristics and largely subjective, hencc open to criticism, the following
chapter o( my study will suppon Mccltling's conclusion and is written with the
assumption that Petc's dogs are pan o( his worX group.
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Fig. 36. Kale Thompson making a long net.
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Fig. 37. Long net with hazel stakes.

Fig. 38. Professional warreners from Suffolk. circa earl)' twentieth
17
cemury. with long "'pades. ferret boxes. long net.., and lurchers.
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Fig. 39. Pete with purse nel.

121

Fig. 41. Treacle wilh his ferret.

'.

Fig. 42. Pete's ferret box.
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Fig. 43. Pete with Norfolk long spade.

I
Fig. 44. Narrow cupped blade of lhe long spade.
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Chapter 4

In the Field: An Ethnographic Observation of Pele at Work
In the preceding chapler, I introduced the work of the lurchertnan-(he lools and
occupational methods used, and the environment in which this wort takes place. In this
chapleT, I intend to discuss these ideas funher by examining Pete at work, by
documenting his canon of work technique-what he does when pUlling his occupational
knowledge into practice in the field. This was done through ethnographic observalion of
Pete at wori; rabbiting. In undenaking this pan of the study. l was faced with specific
challenges which inevitably have had an impact on the field work data that I collected.

1ne first of these was Ihe time constraints wh.ich were placed on my field wort. When I
began this study in the summer of 2000. I conducted extensive interviews with Pete. but
because the rabbiting season typically rons from October to March, I was unable to
document Pete's work as a lurchennan due 10 the commitments of my M.A. degree back
in St. John's, Newfoundland. It was decided that I would return to Norfolk in early
January 2001 for one month to complete the rest of my field work with Pete. I limited this
time to only one month simply because I felt that the time restraints of my degree did not
allow me lhe luxury to spend three or four more months doing field work. especially
when I had hours of taped interview waiting back in SI. John's to transcribe. aloog with
the final Writing up of the study to be completed ideally before June 2001.
Other studies in occupational folklife have suggested that extensive periods in [he
field are necessary to be able to fully document [he work culture that is being studied. For
their study of Lake Erie fishennan. Timothy C. Lloyd and Patrick B. Mullen conducted
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over IWO years of field work. during which lime they ..shot about seven hundred slides
and almost eleven hundred black-and-white phOlographs." and recorded many hours of
l

inlerviews. Likewise. Robert McCarl's study of fire fighlers in Washinglon D.C.
involved him spending one full year conducting field work. galhering hundreds of hours
2
of !ape. along with hundreds of photographs and 001es. In no way could my own field
work be as comprehensive as that undertaken in lhese IWO examples. but I felt Ihalthe
nalure of my own study would allow me 10 galher more than enough substantial dala 10
provide a good analysis ofPete's occupational folkJife. By focusing upon Ihe work
technique of one person. I had therefore been able to limit how much field work I needed
to do. and assumed that I would have numerous opponunilies to observe Pele rabbiling
during the month I was to be back in Norfolk.
When I finally anived back in Norfolk 10 complele the field work. the silualion
turned out to be quile different to whal I had envisaged. Pete informed me thall1e had nOI
been going rabbiting with his dogs on a regular basis because there did nOI seem 10 be
many rabbits around 10 caleh. Ileamed that the year before had also been a bad rabbiling
season. which was somelhing Pele had neglecled 10 previously infonn me. II was not
certain whal had caused this decline in the rabbil populalion.. Pete menlioned thai on the
fann eSlale he usually goes 10 lhey occasionally also use gas 10 keep control of the
rabbits. but he did nol believe Ihis 10 be Ihe main reason. Friends of Pele's who work
olher areas had also menlioned 10 him that they had nOliced a decline in the number of
rabbits. Myxomalosis had been ruled out because of a lack of evidence. Instead. although
this has nol been officially confinned. Pete believes thai the most likely culpril for the
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decline in rabbils is the disease R.H.D. (rabbit hacmorrhagic disease) which causes lhe
rabbils to internally haemorrhage:
It supposedly came from tame rabbil stock in China and worked its way
west through Europe. lot of tame rabbits that people kepi for meat in
Italy. thousands and thousands died of it. Then they notlced it here first
when people where taking tame rabbits 10 shows. rabbit shows. and they
had to have them all injected againsl it. lots of rabbits died. and that is
how it was getting spread. But it obviously got into the wild population.
and wild rabbits in various parts of the country were found to have it.
8e(:ause they die so quickly. unlike myxomatosis. you don't see them
sitting around ill. They just tend to die quickly underground and the
i4bbiiS in a panicular area seem to disappear. You don't see evidence of
the disease with corpses laying around everywhere.)
Although the shortage of rabbits had left Pele somewhat lacking in enthusiasm for him 10
spend everyday out trying 10 catch them. his other commitments also did not allow him
the lime. An important point to remember here. as nOled earlier. is that being a
lurchcrmanlrabbitcatcher is not Pete's regular job. and he spends many more hoers a
week giving guitar lessons than he does catching rabbits. As I discovered. when the
folklorist decides to study the occupational folklife of an individual who does not partake
in thai work on a full-time basis. there are fewer opportunities for extensive ethnography.

In this situation. fieldwork has to be scheduled: you arrange a time to observe the work
being done and then leave again. lncvitably in such cases. aspects of work culture will be
missed. an example being that I learned at the end of my field work Ihat Pete would
regularly take his dogs out for a late night walk across the fields rw:ighbouring his house.
during which they would occasionally run a hare. This was something I was unable to
experience. Ironically. even if I had wanted to extend my time doing fieldwork with Pete.
unforeseen circumstances would have rendered it impossible. It was only shortly after my
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return to Newfoundland on the I lib of February 2001. that the outbreak of fOOl and
mouth disease occurred in Britain. Although the disease was not aclUally reponed in
Norfolk. precaUlions where taken nation-wide. Hence. when I spoke to Pete on the
telephone in early April, he told me that be had only been out with his dogs twice since I
left. and the dogs had nol: left his back yard since the report of the disease.

In lOla!. I went out with Pete three times-on Ihree consecutive Wednesdays over
the final three weeks of my trip. Although tbe time was limited. I was left to work with
what was available to me. This restriction in time along with other factors went in to
influencing how I approached my ethnography of Pete at work. rabbiting. Describing the
collecting of occupational folklife in urban and industrial settings. Roben H. Byington
believes that the best method to document the occupational behaviour "is a functioning
sensory system and a pad for notes. descriptions. and diagrams." He argues that clU'T}'ing
a tape recorder "is usually jusl eltcess baggage" and lhe use of a camera "is inhibiting and
can actually cause accidents." Byington advises that after an eSlablished relationship has
been formed between the field worker and the occupational group. then "supplementary
photographic ... documemation can be used sparingly:'" While this may be the best
method for the types of repetitive industrial work discussed by Byington. I felt that a
different approach was needed for my own study. Instead of using photographic
documentation on a supplementary basis. I decided 10 make elttensive use of the camer.!
to record Pete's work. This was supported with written field nOles which I made when I
relUmed home after being QUt with Pete. The reasons for this were as follows. The work
of the lurcherman is uncharted territory within the realm of folkJoristics. and I therefore

lJ2

felt that it was imponant to document this work photographically, both as a means to
illustrate points discussed and for archival purposes. As well, while previous work on the
lurcherman would include "posed" photographs, I was unable 10 locate any examples of
the actual worte taking place. Another deciding factor to my use of photographic
documentation is Ihat Pete's work is not based upon repetitive tasks unlike many
industrial occupations during which the work is repeated over and over in the same
context. By recording aspects of the work by camera I wanted to try and caplure a sense
of the changing dynamic of the lurchennan's work.
When undertaking my ethnography of Pete, I was concemed with how I was
going to try and document the work process in its natural context. Folklorists studying
occupational folklife have argued that the panicipant observation approach is one of the
most successful methods of collecting work culture and techniques in a natural context.
This basically requires the folklorist to work at the actual job which is being slUdied so
that the data is effectively collected from "the inside." Bruce E. Nickerson used this
method when collecting factory folklore, during which time he worked "as a piece-work
machinist" for eighteen months. An important point to note here though is that Nickerson
had recently graduated from a four year apprentice program in Mechanical Engineering,
as well as having over a decade of experience working within an industrial factory
setting.~ Practically though, how many folklorists are Inlined in the skills of such work. or

can find the time to be employed on the job for a long duration? As well as the lime
factor, I was also not skilled sumciently in the work of the iurchennan to be able to use
such an approach. Even more so, when the lurcherman is working alone with just his
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dogs, it obviously becomes impossible for the folklorist to just be another worker on the
job. Bruce Jackson highlights lhat "fieldworkers must be aware how their inuusion
influences the information provided to them...ti It was inevitable that my presence
accompanying Pete while oot rabbiting would have an effect on how he approached his
work. Although I tried 10 be as unobtrusive as possible while observing Pete, lhe fact that
there was just him. two dogs. and me. made Ihis difficult. We could nOI avoid
conversation. and Pete would often explain or comment to me what was happening as he
went about his work. which would obviously not happen when he is work.ing alone. This
aspect of lhe field work also had an influence on my decision to utilize photographic
documentation over notes wrillen actually in the field. I had already discovered the
previous summer that Pete was extremely comfortable with me taking his photograph. SO
I had no fears of being bothersome with a camera during the field work. I found that by
laking this approach I could still readily converse with Pete while taking photographs of
lhe work. This would not have been possible if I had tried to concentrate on writing
detailed notes in the field. Given all the circumstances discussed above. it is debatable
whether the approach used during my ethnography of Pete's work was the most effective.
Regardless. I f«lthat I have collected and rep:lned my data to tbe best of my ability. The
following ethnography is based upon specific examples of Pete's work which occurred
over the three days that I observed him rabbiling. These were chosen in an attempt to
provide a sense of the various situations which Pele encountered during Ihe study.
The drive from my own village of Heacham to Pete's home in Barton Bendish
lakes approximately thirty minutes (see map 2). I would usually arrive al Pete's sometime
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between 10:00 and 10:30 am. On arrival Pele would offer me a cup of lea and we would
discuss various SUbjects including music. guilars and, of course. dogs and hunting. After
about Iwenty minutes. we would usuaHy gel ready to leave. It was evident Ihat when
going rabbiling Pete feels no sense of urgency. A pos..'iible rea'iOn for Ihis is Ihal. unlike
the professional warrener. Pele does 1101 financially depend on this work., time was not
money unlike in the days of Peter Matthews. I later came to realise thai this relaxed sense
of pace was, in fact part, of the work process.
The c1Q(hing that Pete would wear when going rabbiling was entirely based upon
practicalily. Pete would have an a pair of jeans, a durable military style sweater. and thick.
wool socks. Over the lap of Ihis. he would wear a padded, sleeveless vest slyle body
wanner. and then his waxed cotton coat. Pete considers that the Barbour style waxed
cotton coat is probably the best thing to wear for such work. The coalS are both thorn
proof and waler proof. and by lurning your back. to it. you can easily push your way
through a thorn or rough hedge. As Pete remarted, "they become like an old friend one of
7

those coats, you have them for years, they are pretty much the best:· It is possible to boy
trousers made from the same material but Pete does not have any. Waxed caps are also
available. and are favorable over wool hats which snag on everything, although Pele wore
a wool hat himself because they do provide better warmth. Pele had a pair of rubber
Wellinglon bOOb which I assumed he would wear when rabbiting. but he told me that he
never wears them because "your feet sweal in Ihem. then lhey get wet on the inside and
your feel get cold." Instead. Pele prefers a strong pair of lemher boots which he water
proofs with wax. Although you cannot siand in water in lhem like the rubber boot, they
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are water proof to quite a high degree and a 101 more comfortable. After putlingon his
coat, Pete put the ferret locator box and the collar in his pocket.
Pete would then go inlo his back yard 10 gel the rest of his equipment ready. At
this point I noticed the first example of the non-verbal communication between Pete and
his dogs. Although Pete does use verbal commands with his dogs, he does not talk to
them in the manner often associated with pet dogs and their owners. There was no call of
"walkies" or the equivalent. In fact, Pete did nol say a word to the dogs at this point. It
was evident lhough thai his actions signaled 10 the dogs that they were about 10 go out.
When Pete got his rabbiting spade out of the shed, both the dogs, especially Blue. showed
evidence of excitement indicated by their whining and jumping around. This excitement
increased when Pete removed the dog's collars from the other shed. Like many aspects of
Pete's material culture, he had made these collars himself. They were constructed of
leather in which Pete had burnt his name and phone number. Pete would only ever put
these collars on the clogs when lhey were going out, for the simple reason that if needs be.
he could easily grab hold of a dog. and if by a remote chance that one of the dogs was 10
go missing. at least Pele could be identified as the owner. When putting lhe collars on the
dogs, it was obvious thai they knew the routine and quickly quietened down again and sat
slil1(see fig. 45).
Pele would then galher the rest of his equipment together (see fig. 46). As well as
the spade. he also had a machete in a sheath with a nylon sash atlached to carry it. Pele
would use this if he needed to clear away undergrowth. The ferret box was also in the
shed with the spade and Pete put four purse nets in the ferret box. Since my visit to Pete
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in the summer, one of bis ferrets had died and Pete had not gouen around to replace it. So
the single ferret was then taleen from bis cage and placed into the ferret box. I noticed fhat
Pete was always a bil careful when picking up his ferret, and would pick it up from
behind the neck with a quick movement. He suggested that it is hener to be a bit cautious
just in case, as a bite from a ferret can be very nasty since they have needle sharp teeth
wbich "over lock." To illustrate this. Pete recalled a story about his great grandfather
Peter Mauhews, who used to sometimes trade or sell dogs and ferrets down at his local
pub. Tbe story goes that

one night Peter had a ferret down the pub and it suddenly bit into

bis hand and locked on. He could not get it off so his only option was to strangle the
ferret, which in anger he discarded under the table in the pub much to the amusement of

the men who were drinking with him.
Once Pete had all his tools ready for the job, he loaded everything into his Ford
Escort for thejoumey to the estate where he rabbited. Even Pete's car seemed to be
adapted for his work as a lurchennan. The rear seat had been removed so that his dogs
and the equipment could be easily transported. II was interesting to.see Blue go straight
into the front seat when Pete let the dogs into the car. Because Pete usually works alone,
this is Blue's regular spot for riding;n the car. After Pete sternly called him into the back
a couple of times, Blue reluctantly did as he was told. At times Ihough, he would still try
to climb into the front seat with me during the journey. This seemed to be the routine
which developed during the three times that I went out with Pete. In analysing Blue's
reaction 10 this situation il is possible 10 see that he wa<; upset because I was taking his
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seat in lhe car---hence highlighting !he complex relalionship thai is able to exisl belween
a human and a dog.
The area where Pele goes rabbiling is the Wallington Hall fann estale (see map 3,
point Fl. This is a sill. hundred acre arable farming estate situated approximalely len miles
from Pete's nome. The landscape consists of mainly flal open plowed fields surrounded
by hedgerows and small wooded areas and was typical of the fanning land found in
Norfolk (see figs. 47-49). This was Pele'S third season ofrabbiting on lhe estate. and as I
mentioned earlier, il was not a very successful one. Although the effects of R.H.D. could
have been one of the major causes in lhe shortage of rabbi IS. Pele also has to contend
with the other methods of rabbit control thai are used alongside his own. In recent years,
il has become all too easy for farmers to quickly and efficiently remove rabbits from their
land with the use of gas. The holes of a warren are simply filled in and Cymag powder
which produces cyanide gas is placed down the warren killing the rabbits. Pele also told
me thai on this particular eSlale. the fanner sometimes shOOls rabbits at night. during
which lhey drive around in a land Rover with two men slanding in the back. one
working the spollamp 10 dazzle and immobilize the rabbits and the other shooting them
willi. a shot gun. Because such methods are so effective al conlrolling rabbits.lhe work
for the professional warrener ceases to exist. Another factor in the diminishing of the
warrener's work is the decline in the popularity of eating rabbit in Great Britain since the
myxomatosis outbreak of the 19505. Although Pele does help 10 control the rabbits on the
eSlate. especially in the areas that are not so easily accessible. the fanner is more likely to
see Ihat he is offering a favour to the present day lurchennan by leuing him work his
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land, rather than (he lurchennan offering him a service of rabbit control. Therefore. as
Pele informed me. this usually amounts (0 tbe lurchennan having to contact fanners
asking if they can do some rabbiting on their land. rather than the farmer seeking out the
services of the lurchennan. Regardless of how valuable me work of the lurchennan is to
the landowner. Pete considers that it is imponantto always be professional in the manner
that you approach your work. He believes that you shoold always keep yoordogs under
control and respect the land that you are working on by always leaving an area as you
found it. such as filling in any holes that have been dug. As Pete suggested to me. you
want to leave enough evidence to show that you are actually doing some successful work
on the land and going about this professionally. You are then more likely to be given
regular access to work in an area.

On me days I accompanied him, Pete parked his car near the riding school thai
was also on the fann. and we walked down the farm track which provided access 10 the
south section of tile estate which is where Pete would usually work. Pete appeared 10
have very good control over his dogs and was easily able to stop them from chasing the
many pheasanlS which were around Ihe estale. or on one occasion a deer. with a simple
command of "no" or "come here." I did llOlice though (hat the dogs did like 10 roam
around and hunt, especially Luke. the young whippel who has not had much experience
rabbiting wilh ferrets. Blue had a tendency to stay close by to Pete because he knew Ihat
is where the main aclion of lhe work would be. Pete did not seern 100 concerned when
either of the dogs would go off on their own, and when they were out of sight he would
simply call them back with his silenl dog whistle (see figs. 50-51). This is a melaltube
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shaped whistle which is adjustable by screwing the end in and out. By screwing the: end
fully in, the whistle becomes inaudible to the human ear but is still easily heard by the
acute hearing range of dogs. as I wimessed on more than one occasion. Within the realms
of verbal venus non-verbal communication. Ihe whistle could be seen 10 fall in-between
the two, and is perhaps best described as a non-verbal. but audible verbal gesture to the
working dog. Obviously the equivalent between two humans. such as whistling to a work
colle:ague to get their attention. would be dearly audible and therefore classified as a
basic fonn of verbal communication.
Due to the shortage in rabbits on the estate. Pete's previous experiences of going
rabbiting this season had been very uneventful. On a few occa...ions he had taken the long
net and failed to catch anything. This resulted in Pete adapting his work technique in an
attempt 10 work. the area more efficiently. Because: of the rabbit shortage. Pete fell the
eXlensive use of nets was counter-productive. with more time: spent setting up the nelS
Ihen actually using lhem 10 catch anything. Instead, he decided that the best approach to
take would be to use a couple of purse nels and enter !he ferret and rely upon the dogs to
calch any rabbits that bolted out of any un-neued holes. This way Pete could quickly and
easily move on to another hole wilhoutthe trouble of taking down a long nel or picking
up len or more purse nelS. He would simply put the two or three purse nets into his
pockel. the ferret back into its box and continue on.
From his previous experiences of working on this estate. Pete had developed
knowledge of where many of lhe best rabbit holes were and this therefore influenced the
areas on the estate where he would go. The first hole: that Pete came to was in a small
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grassy area siluated next to a smaJl wood. TIle firsllhing lhat Pete would do is check for
evidence of rabbils, such as droppings, freshly dislurbed eanh around the hole. or a lrack
leading to it. Pete poinled out 10 me a faint but noticeable track in the frosly grass where
it had been slighlly compressed by the rabbits. He suggested though that Ihis is not
always evidence thai rabbits live in thai hole. as for some unknown reason they have a
tendency 10 sometimes jusl play around in a hole and scratch away at the entrance. but
live in a completely different one. It is therefore imponant 10 also try and get an
indication from your dog if rabbits are possibly present. In this case, Blue showed some
interesl in his sniffing around the hole, but according 10 Pete nOl enough to clearly
indicate that a rabbit was home. Pete decided Ihough that he would Iry the hole oul.
Before entering the ferrel he checked around for any OIncr holes that were close
by. Aboullifteen yards from the original hole. Pete spotted what is called a "bolt" hole
(see lig. 52). This he informed me acts like an escape hatch for the rabbits. and are not
always clearly visible because lhey are dug from the inside. Being in grass. this one was
quite easy to find for the experienced lurcberman. bUI as Iialer observed. they can be
easily missed, especially when in wooded tenain. Pete decided that he would put a purse
net over the boll hole and enter the ferret. as in his experience. if there is a boll hole
presenl, that is the hole the rabbil would try and leave the warren from. If a rabbit did boll
from Ihe other hole he would rely on Blue to Iry and catch it. Pete sel the net making
sure il was evenly centred over the hole. The next slep was to put the locator collar on the
ferret which Pele did while holding the ferrel behind the head in the accustomed manner
(see fig. 53). When handling the ferrel. I noticed thai Pete never has the ferrel facing him

as a precaution should the fum unexpectedly decide to try and bite him. He then
carefully lifted the purse net up enough to enter the fena into the hole and placed the net
back into position (see fig. 54). 1be ferret

was only in the hole a couple of minutes and

came out again which Pete: took as an indication that no rabbits wtte in

~

holes. As

this example demonstrates. Pete would not just stop at the first rabbit hok' he came 10 and
merely enter his (met down it in hope of finding a rabbit. He would attempt [0 survey the
whole situation and make decisions 011 how to approach each case by drawing upon his
knowledge of experience developed from his many years as a lurchennan.
About thirty yards away from where Pete had entered the ferret was a large earth
pile covered with old logs. tree branches and brambles (see fig. S5). Pete's whippet Luke
was getting extl'tmely excited around the pile, whining and clearly trying [0 get to
something in the middle of it. Pete went over and explored the pile and pointed out there
was quite a large hole down in the middle (see fig. .561. Most likely from luke's reaction.
there was a rabbit in the bole, but

Pete suggested thai by the size of the hole il could also

have possibly been a fox. Although Pete was cenain lhal something was dowIl the hole.
he <kcided against putting the ferret: down. He said with an earth pile like that the boles

can go down \'ef)' deep and with all the wood and bramtMes covering it. it would be I1CXI
10 impossible to Iry and dig down if the ferret became stuck. While the ferret

has very

little monetary value. Pete appreciated ils value as an essential pan of his work. and was
not prepared to take the unnecessary risk of losing his ferret just for the chance that he
could catch a rabbit.
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The next area of the estate Ihat Pele went to was an old drainage pit where he had
been successful in catching rabbits in the pasl (see fig. 57). 1lte pit connected to a
drainage ditch which ran aJong the edge of a field. Wrapping around the back and one
side of the pit was a hedgerow with a few trees. The rabbit holes were situated along the
front side aJong with some longish grass and undergrowth. There were four holes along
this side of the pit and, as Pete was investigating them. Blue seemed very eager that there
was rabbits around, keenly sniffing around the holes. Pete had brought four purse nets
with him so he set these over the holes and entered the ferret (see figs. 58-60).
After what seemed like thirty seconds. the ferret had a rabbit close to the entrance
of the hole. Pete pointed out to me that the ferret's tail had bushed OUl, which Pete said is
a sign he is "fired up:' Pete warned that you should never try to pickup a ferret when it is

like that as there is a good chance he will bite you. We heard a thumping underground
which Pete said was either the iolbbit giving its warning signaJ, which it does by thumpin~
one of its back feet. or that a tussle was going on between the rabbit and ferrel. Bluc had
taken up position near the hole and was marking with a pointing stance as usuaJly seen
exhibited by breeds of gun dog. such ao; Pointers or Spaniels. It was interesting to see that
the less experienced whippet was imitating Bluc's behaviour and had aJso taken up the
marking stance. but he was nowhere near the hole (see figs. 60-61). Although in this case
Pete knew where the ferret was. the dog's method of marking in this way could be seen
as a fonn of llOfI-vernal communication. and acts as a signal to Pete that activity is taking
place underground. The ferret then disappeared further down the hole. so Pete got out the
locator 10 see where it was (see fig. 63). The ferrel seemed to be about eighteen inches
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from the hole so Pete started to dig down to him leaving the localor on down near the
hole in case the ferret moved (see fig. 64). As Pete was gelting close to breaking through
into the tunnel. the ferret moved and the locator stopped clicking. Because he was almost
into lhe tunnel Pete decided 10 dig Ihrough inlo the tunnel 10 see if the rabbit was there.
When he gol down imo the tunnel. there was nOlhing lhere indicating that the ferret had
dragged the rabbit funher along. As I discussed in the previous chapter, the behaviour of
ferrets can be very unpredictable as Pete's experience reiterates.
Usually, Pete would place another purse net over the hole he had just dug in case
a f"dbbit atlempc.ed 10 bolt from it. Because Pete did not have a spare net with him. he was
forced to improvise and instead placed lhe ferret box over the hole to cover it (see fig.
65). Pete then attempted to find Ihe ferret again with the locator. After a couple of
minutes of sweeping the locator. Pete was able to pinpoint the ferret. I noticed that when
locating, Pete stam by using wide sweeps and then narrows these down when he gets
closer to the ferret. Often when Pete was using the locator, Blue would come beside Pete
and appear to sense that the ferret was there. According to Pete. the senses of a dog are
acute enough that they are able to hear the movements of a ferret or rabbit underground
(see fig. 66). Pele then attempted to dig for the ferret again. Ooce Pete has located the
ferret and starts to dig, he is basically working against the clock because he wants to dig
down and find the ferret before it moves again. II is therefore essential 10 have the locator
box clicking all the time one is digging to save valuable time if the ferret decides to
move. Although the blade of Pete's rabbiting spade is relatively small. the cupped shape
enables him to remove quite a large amount of eanh at one time. and it seemed that it

would only take him a few minutes to dig a hole approllimately one fOO( in diameler and
two feet deep. When Pete was digging. Blue would typically gel right close to the hole.
oftemimes looking right into to it in case a rabbit tried 10 bolt (see fig. 67). Again. just as
Pete was getting close to the ferret, it moved another couple of feet. He quickly found
where it was with the locator and staned to dig again. This time after he had just started
to dig, the ferret moved again and appeared at one of the netted holes. Pete removed the
ferret and you could see fur and blood from the rabbit in its claws where it had been
scratching at the rabbit (see fig. 68). Pete said obviously the rabbit was dead underground
somewhere, but now with the ferret out it would be hard to find, so he put the ferret in the
box, collected the nets and filled in the holes he had dug.
II was not until Pete decided to go imo the wooded areas of the estate that he had
any success with catching a rabbit. This occurred on the second time that we wem out.
From the stan, it seemed that we would have more luck this time. As we were walking
from the car towards the wood. Luke managed to bolt
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rabbits within the space of a

few minutes. The first one was just sitting in the middle of a small enclosed paddock. and
when luke came up to the gateway the rabbit bolted towards some trees at the far side of
lhe paddock. It had disappeared through the fence before Luke could even try to get past
the gate. Then. about one hundred yards further on, Luke bolted another rabbit out from a
hedge. This one he chased afler imo a field where it went down a hole situated within a
dense hedge. Pete did go and investigate the hedge but felt lhat if he had to dig there il
would be very difficult because of all the roots (see fig. 69). The ternl.in in the wooded
area where Pete went this time. was quile different to that found in the open around the
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fields. It was a lot rougher with the many tree roots. and there were ditches running
alongside many parts of the wood. There also seemed to be a 10( more rabbit holes,
possibly because of the rough terrain creating ideal hiding places for the rabbits to have
their holes. There were holes in banks and ditches, underneath old tree stumps. dug into
earth mounds and just simply dug amongst the trees (see figs. 70-73). The coverage of
leaves. branches and general foliage on the ground also meant that unless you knew
where to look. these holes were often well hidden.
The first holes that Pete went to were situated in a small clearing within the wood.
There appeared to be about five or silt holes all quite close together which suggested that
the tunnels all interlocked underground. Although the terrain made it more difficult to see
evidence of rabbits using these holes. Blue showed keen interest in the area, especially
around quite a large hole wh.ich he was trying to put his head down. Pete therefore
decided to try entering the ferret. Because the holes were all fairly close together. Pete
did not use any purse nels and instead would let the ferret have free run of the warren.
After putting on the locator collar. Pete entered the ferret into the large hole which Blue
had been interested in. He then went and sat back on the ferret bolt. It was obvious that
Blue was eltperienced at this and he went and sat down neltt to Pete. Pete gO( Luke [0 sit
between his legs and put his anns loosely around his chest in an attempl to train him how
to work with ferrets in the same way (see fig. 74). Blue would occasionally go over to the
holes and have a sniff 10 see what was going on. The ferret had crossed in and OUt of the
holes a couple of times. when suddenly a rabbit shot out from a bolt hole siluated about
twenty yards in front or Pete (see fig. 75). This all happened very quickly and it seemed

that the dogs took off like lightening after the rabbit and had incredible acceleration. The
rabbit had been far enough ahead though to escape. After a few minutes. Blue and Luke
came back and Pete praised them for their attempt by vocally saying "good boy" a couple
of times to each one along with some degret of patting and stroking. Arter this. Pete
decided to try the holes again and re-entered the ferret but this time he came oot quickly
and did not show much interest in the holes the second time around.

It was not until later on. during the second time being oot rabbiting with Pete. that
I was able to observe the dogs catching a rabbit. Arter trying out a few more holes which
revealed no sign of a rabbit, it seemed that Pete was getting slightly disheanened about
the lack of rabbits. Although he had experienced bad seasons before. he remarked to me
that it is disappointing when you go oot and return home with nothing. especially when
you have had seasons whe:n you could easily calch thiny rabbits in one day. I had not
given up yet thoogh and I suggested to Pete that we try two or three more holes before
calling it a day. This was still a new experience 10 me. plus I was also hoping that Pete
woold catch at least one rabbit to discuss in my study. so obviously my enthusiasm was
greater than Pete·s. but he agreed that we should see if we could find any more
promising looking holes.
Pete decided to head across the woodland to the far side of it. which ran along lhe
edge of a large plowed field. Here. the: woodland

wa.~ les.~

dense with more clearings

available. We came across a disused drainage ditch that had one lime ran into the
adjoining field. Over the years. it appeared to have began to gradually become filled in
and was nowhere near as deep or steep sided as many of the ditches on the estate. There

were IWO rabbit boles visible in one side of the ditch. so Pete decided to II)' them 001.
This time. he decided 10 usc a purse nel on one of the boles and enter the ferret in the
Olher. I think lhe rabbitlhat had boiled earlier had given Pete some encouragemem that
there were still a few rabbits around. and he therefore felt !hat there was a chance that
there could be one down this hole. Blue did not show much interest here though and after
a few minutes the ferret appeared again wilh not sign of a rabbit. Pete put the purse net in
his pocket and got hold of the ferret and pol him back. in the box.
We walked on only about fifty or sixty yards further and came to a small clearing
along the edge of the wood where Pete informed me that he had caughl a few rabbits in
the past. There were approximately four or five holes in this area and Pete decided 10 use
purse nets on two of them which faced each other. lhe idea being that sometimes a rabbit
will hop out of one hole and go quickJy down lhe next closest. But just as many aspeclS
of this work. this is just one possibility and many times the opposite is true also. After
netting the IwO holes Pete entered the ferret and sat down on the ferret box which we had
placed about ten yards from the nearest hole. He told me that it is important to slay back

and be quiet during these moments because if a rabbit goes 10 leave a hole and he sees
you he will usually not bolt. Although. Pele has also experienced the complete opposite
of this and. on the odd occasion. has been about to net a hole or enter a ferret when
suddenly a rabbit has shrn out of the hole right under his legs. Pele sat back on lhe ferret
box. holding Luke in the usual manner. with Blue standing close by (see fig. 76). After a
few minules of wailing patiently. Blue appeared to indicate Ihat something was
happening underground. There was a hole fifteen yards across from where Pete
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silting which Blue focused on. He got up and moved a bit closer. his back legs trembling
with excitement and anticipation that a rabbit would boll (sec fig. 77). This was another
eltample of the non-verbal communication that eltisted between Pete and his dogs. and as
Pete later told me. when Blue behaves in this manner. it is a sign that Pete should be
ready to dispatch a rabbit should one boll into one of the nets. In this example though. the
hole was an un-netted one and Pete knew that if the rabbit bolted he would have to rely
on the dogs 10 catch it.

The ferret clearly had localed a rabbit uooerground. then suddenly we heard a
slight squeal as the ferret caught the rabbit right at the enuance to the hole. Both Blue and
Luke were instantly at the hole. This happened in what seemed like a split second and il
was dimcult 10 sec euctly whallooK place. It appeared that Blue tugged on the rabbit 10
gel it OUI of lhe hole. and then Luke also grabbed hold of it. and for a few seconds both
dogs were pulling al the rabbit (see fig. 78). This was one of lhe apparent problems of
using two dogs. especially where luke is ineltperienced in working with ferrels. Pete
called the dogs orr, and Blue immediately let go. Luke seemed a bil more keen 10 keep
hold oflhe rabbit. but he brought it to Pele after being called a couple of times. By both
dogs pulling on the rabbit. they had slightly tom the underside of its stomach. bUI Pele
said Ihey had not done any damage to render the rabbit inedible. Pete checked the rabbit
over. looking al the eyes for signs of myltomatosis but he said it looked fine (see fig. 79).
Pete

wa.~

clearly pleased with the catch and it appeared to renew his interest in the day's

rabbiling (sec figs. 80-81). Before returning home. Pete wanted 10 Iry a couple more
holes along this side of the wood. He pul the ferret back into the bolt and collected the

twO purse nelS which he had set. Instead of carrying the rabbit with him. Pete laid it over
the branch of a tree to collect on our relUm (see fig. 82). He infonned me that he had put
it in the tree. because if not a fox could have taken it by the time that we got back.
Although we tried two more holes funher along the wood, none of them failed 10 show
any sign of a rabbit. By this point it was already well into the afternoon, so Pete decided
that we should call it a day (see fig. 83).
When we arrived back at Pete·s. he first put his tools away and made sure lhe
dogs had waler for a drink. He then had to prepare the rabbit for eating which he did in
the back yard. The firsllhing thai Pete had to do was to chop off the back feet (see fig.
84). He was then able to poll the skin down towards the head. which as he told me. is like
removing the rabbit's jersey (see fig. 85). The nexi stage was to empty the bladder which
Pete did with a quick slice with his knife (see fig. 86). He then gUlled the rabbit.
removing the organs by hand and showing me what each one was (see fig. 87). After
removing all the waste from the rabbit. Pete made CUlS for the joints he wanted to cook
with (see fig. 88). He only uses the rabbit's thighs and rear saddle as he said this is where
you get the most meat from a rabbit. It was clearly evident that Pete had done this many
limes before. and afler a few minutes. he had the joints cut from the rabbit ready to take
inside and cook. In keeping with his thrifty nalure. Pete did not waste the other pans of
the rabbil and gave the organs 10 his ferret and the rest to his dogs.
Once inside the kitchen. Pete then washed the four joints in a bowl. cleaning off
pieces of fat and gristle with a knife (see fig. 89). After he had washed the joints Pete
dried them off with a paper towel and then slaned to prepare the other ingredients (see
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fig. 90). As celebrity chef. Jennifer Pallerson from the Two Fat LmJies television show
has pointed out. the popularity of eatin~ rabbit in Britain has declined quite dramatically
over the last fifty years: "people have been tumed against rabbit because they ate it badly
cooked as children or because of the horror of myxomatosis."\! Pete's main recipe for
cooking a rabbit is usually a curry (see appendix I). Pete revealed to me that he staned to
make rabbit curries to persuade his family to eat rabbit. He suggested the when the meat
is taken off of the bone and cut into cubes and used in a curry. then it is no different than
chicken and you cannot really lellthe difference. It was then only after other members of
the family started to realise how nice rabbit was that Pete was able to start making other
things such as casseroles. Pete informed me that a if you have a young rabbit, wlx'n the
meat is nice and tender. one of the best ways to cook this is to simply fry the joints in a

pan as you would a breast of chicken. He has found though, especially when using the
meat of older rabbits. that curries and casseroles are the most fool-proof way of cooking
them. 1o
In this instance. as Pete was limited for time. he de<:ided that he would make a
casserole instead of a curry. Pete first browned off the rabbitjoims in a pan wilh some
onions (see figs. 91-92). When this was done. he placed and joints and onions into a
casserole dish (see fig. 93). To Ihis. Pete added the following vegetables. which he had
chopped up into large bite size pieces: parsnip. carrot. yellow pepper and potato. Pete
remembered that there was some left over stewed plums in the fridge. so in keeping wilh
his thrifty nature. he also added these 10 lhe casserole 10 make good use of them (see fig.
94). A stock cube was then added 10 proVide some liquid to the casserole. and Pete

'SI

seasoned it with a few dried chilies and some salt and pepper, before placing it in the
oven to cook (for more rabbit recipes. see appendix 2). When I asked Pete about the
recipes he uses for rabbit. he said that he has developed them with trial and error over the
years and has never used a written recipe. As the ingredients for the casserole pointed
ou[. he simply uses what he

ha.~

available at the time. Just like Pete's work techniques

used to catch the rabbit. his cooking of the animal is also largely based upon his folk
knowledge of how to do things most efficiently which. as I have highlighted throughout
this srudy. is something Pete has gained through his mnny years of experience as a
lurcherman. catching, skinning and cooking rabbits.
Unfortunately.the rabbit caught during the second time we went out was the only
one Pete was able to catch during the

cou~

of my field work. However. the events of

my third time out with Pete are also worth mentioning. Following the catching of the
rabbit the week before. Pete decided he would try the same area again. Although. as
expected during such a poor rabbiting season. there did not appear to be any signs of
rabbits around the area this time. Pete tried entering the ferret into the same hole. but after
few minutes it came OUI showing no indication of having found a rabbit. After exploring
the wooded area of the estate for while and not finding any signs of rabbits being present.
Pete thought he would return to the drainage pit where we had been close to catching a
rabbit during the first time out.
Once over at the pit. Pete started to look for signs of rabbits. such as an indication
of a any tracks to the rabbil holes, or scratching or droppings around the hole entrdnces.
As well as looking for visual signs of rabbits. Pete was also relying on his dogs 10 give an

152

indication if they picked up the scent of a rabbil in the area. While Pele was examining
the holes. Blue was sniffing around Ihem as well but he did not show enough intern! to
SUggesilO Pele Ihat a rabbit was presen!. Having DO luck here, Pele !hen wenl around 10
the olber stde of the pil which was an

atell

he had I10IIried while I had been

accompanying him. On lhis side of the pi!. there was a Sleep bank extending down about
five feet:. l1Je bank was covered with bushes and brambles amongsl which wen: a few
rabbit holes. When examining these holes. the dogs showed immediate interest and they
were climbing down the banklhrough the bushes and brambles 10 get access to the lower
holes (see figs. 95-96). I noticed Ihat ailhoogh the whippet Iype lurcher has what appears
to be a very thin coal, this does not Slop the dog from enlering into Ihick undergrowlh and
Blue was pushing his way through the bushes and brambles without any evidence of Ihis
causing him any !\ann. Obviously though. the dog knows his limitations and a lurcher
such as Blue does not have a coaJ as durable as !hal found on breeds such as lhe Border
or lakeland lerrier which are able 10 witbsland very rugged tem.in and harsh weather
conditions as found in Nonhern England
80lh Blue and Luke's enlhusiasm 10 get down to lhese holes was a clear
indication 10 Pele lhat lhere was 011 least one: rabbil pt"eSCnt in them. Because some of
these holes were towards the bollom of the bank. Pete was concerned Ihal if he enlered
the ferret into one of these holes it could end up going down six feet deep or more and,
with all the roolS from the bushes and brambles. il would difficult 10 dig down 10 the
ferrel. There were a couple of holes closer to the lOp of the bank which were in less dense
undergrowth. so Pete decided 10 enler the ferret into lhese. As he was retrieving the ferret

IS3

from the box, a r.tbbit boiled out of one of the kJwa' holes and ran along the bushes for a
few rea and went into another hoIc in lhe middle

or a thide bramble bush. Blue heard the

rabbit and quickly tried to get down amongst the bushes, but they we~ too thick to allow
him 10 get close enough to

w rabbit. As this example high.lights. there att certain cases

when it is impossible to gain access to all or the boies. The thid: undergrowth makes it
difficult to use nets and in situations like this. The lurcherman ideally wants the rabbits to

bolt out of the holes away rrom the bushes so that the dogs can catch them. This does not
always happen though. as illustrated above. and the lurcherman accepts that there will
always be rabbits that get away.
When Pete entered the ferret. there was no sign of any movement ror a few
minutes and then suddenly another rabbit bolted from one or the lower boles. This time it
ran through the bushes and made its escape along a hedgerow which was at one end of
the pit. Pete was am~ at the irony or the situation. and pointed out that it is typicalthac
when you need the kwlg net you do not: have it with

}'QU.

He indicaled tnat a short piece of

long net in the hedgerow would have been idcaJ method in this particular situation. To
prove his point. another rabbit bolted and escaped along the exact same route as the
previous one. The dogs were very excited at this point and were trying desperately to get
through the bushes 10 the rabbits. but the undergrowth was just too thkk. Pete lalcr
commented that he should have known the rabbits would bolt along the hedgerow. as his
previous experience of working in this area had shown him that this was the escape roule
they typically used. Because of lhe general shonage in rabbits. Pete had neglected to
bring any shan lengths of long net 10 sctlhrough a hedgerow. but as be wa... reminded.

''''

the natural world is never predictable. and ideally me lurchennan should always be
prepared to tackle any work situation he may come across, something that is not always
possible when he wods alone and is limited to the amount of equipment he can carry.
After these two rabbits had bolted, Pete got out the locator to try and find the
ferret (see fig. 97). Initially there was no sign of him. so Pete staned to extend his search
funher 001 into the field away from the pit. After a few minutes of using the locator box.
he picked up the signal of the ferrel's collar which appeared to be about fifteen feet away
from the hole where the ferret had been entered (see fig. 98). The strength of the signal
indicated that the ferret was approximately five feet down. Pete wanted to make sure that
the ferret was going to stay in one position before digging down. He Jeft the locator
clicking in the location of the ferret for a couple of minutes and there seemed to be no
movement. Pete took his Norfolk rabbiting spade and staned to dig through the heavy
clay soil down to the ferret (see figs. 99-101). It appeared as though the ferret had
probably trapped a rabbit into a dead end tunnel. so there was a good chance thai Pete
would be able to dig down to the ferret and also get the rabbit. Afler Pete had dug down
about two feet. the locator suddenly stopped clicking. indicating that the ferret had
moved. Pete then tried to locale it again around the hole that he

wa.~

digging but there was

no sign. so he started to move out into a wider area but still failed to locale anything. The
ferret then appeared coming out of the hole down which Pete had entered him. Although
he had some din in his claws, Pele was not sure that he had been scratching at a rabbit.
but ifhe had. it too had escaped the lurcherman's pol this time. AfterpLltling the ferret
back into his box, Pete then filled in the hole he had stalted to dig leaving the area just as
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he found it. whicb as nOied earlier. is a practice he always follows. By this time. it was
late afternoon so Pete decided we should head home. Once again, we returned from our
day's rabbiting empty handed. Ahhough I would obviously have liked Pete to have
caught more !han one rabbit during my ethnographic observation of him at wodi.. I was
confident that I had been able to documem the dynamic nature of Pete's work as a
lurcherman through the various different situations which we encountered while in the
field.
Through the undenaking of an ethnographic observation of work technique. as I
have done here wilh Pete. the folklorist is able to define the "shaping principle"-which
according to Byington is "characterized primarily by the flow of technique through the
work place.,,11 In other words. the shaping principle is based upon the rhythms of the
job-how each separate activity undenaken during lhe completion of the work. is linked
together. this provides an encompassing picture of the wadi. environment and how this
functions to fonn technique. As McCarl detennines. "Technique is the shaping principle
of an occupation:·I~ To give an el(ample of this process. Byinglon points out how the
"slowness and sluggishness" perceived in the undenaking of work techniques by tug boat
crews on the Mississippi River was in fact a direct result of the crews synchroniZing the
way they would undenake their work in line with the slow rhythms of the large tug boats
drifting slowly across the river. As he remarks: "Quick movement accomplished
nothing ... [and the) highly complex techniques .. had been slowed down and stretched
out to match the wodi. flow ... I~

".

Examining the shaping principle of Pele's work highlighl.'i the way thallhe
lurchennan's lechnique is linked 10 the environment in which the work takes place. Pete
generally works at a slow pace, with oa:asional soon periods of fasler work when
required. but just like the lug boal crews, the unhurried manner of Pete's work does nOI
indicate a lack of efficiency. It is imponanllo remember thai the work oflhe lurcherman
takes place wilhin the nalura! world. For Pele, as the modem day lurchennan. the work
could be seen as a means of escape from the rapid

pace and technological advancemems

of a contemporary socielY. As the slow pace of the work suggeSI.'i. it is a contemplative
activity, which provides Pele the opponunity to spend some lime alone with his dogs. His
work as a lurchennan allows Pele to become pan oflhe landscape which surrounds
him-lo be at one with the nalura] world. As he explains: "it's a kind of very deep
fulfilling experience that you can't describe. Ifsjusl so nalural, you feel pan of the
natural order of lhings, especially huming with dogs. It is jusl like having your own
wildlife show in from of your very eyes and you are pan ofil. It is a tOlal naturd.! thing 10
do. II kind of fulfils something that is not fulfilled in any other way:'I~ This appeaB to be
a sentimem expressed by many individuals who panake in various forms of hunting.
Heidi Dahles carne across a similar account during her work wilh Dutch poachers. As one
of the men described 10 her: "I am pan of nature. I am familiar with alilhe sounds and
smells. I know all plants and insecl.'i. By sniffing at the leaves on the ground I can tell if a
wild boar has passed my way:,IS As these commenls suggesl. one of the key principles
which delennines the human hUnler 10 be both successful in working alongside an animal

companion. as well as hunting and catching lhc: quarry. is lhc: Mshared ability to
interpret) a

~

land

Iandscape.MlIt

It is this link to nalure which governs lhc: pace of the lurcherman's work.. II is
delicale wort.-rabbits are small Cfea(ures and Pete has to loot for the sublle signs of
their presence. As weh lhc: lurchennan nttds to have an understanding oflhc: natural
world. the landscape in which he works. the behavioural patterns of rabbits. and the
hunting instincts of the dog. As I experienced myself. lhc: layperson without this
understanding would miss many of subtle features of this work which are essential to its
undertaking. As evident in my ethnography of Pete at work, this fann of hunting is
perhaps the most natural methOO available to man. Whereas the armed hunter comes 10
dominate nature through the use of technology in the form of guns. the lurcherman

appears to take a secondary role within lhc: hunting sphere. As Pete remarked.

~it

is like

M

having your own wildlife show. A laJEC part of the lurchmnan's woti;: involves pattently
waiting for nature to run its course. and merely observing the natural world at work. As I
discovered, oftentimes the hunting of rabbits occurs underground, which is a pan of
Pete's wort. over which he has liule: control. Since tbe ferret is OIl wild creature. lhc:re are
times it will eat your prey. or lUll it and leave it underground. Although the use of the
electronic locator is an attempt to gain some control over the

f~t,

Pete's experiences

suggestlhat this is not easily achieved. To try and locate a ferret that is moving around
underground is next to impossible. The ferret decides to return from the warren when it
pleases itself and there is lillie that the lurchennan can do to prcdictthis. As well. Pete's
dependency on his dogs when undenaking the work also pl~s him in a secondary role.

IS.

It is only when there is human involvement that the pace of the work increases. such as
when Pete is required to dig down to a ferrel. or dispalch of a rabbit caughl in a net. As
these points exemplify. the successfullurcherman musl be a paliem individual. willing to
accept the unprediclable elemems of his worle and the inexplicable nalure of the nalura!
enviroomenl in which il takes place.
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Fig. 45. Pete putting collar on Luke.

Fig. 46. Pete in the field with his equipment.
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Fig. 47. Hedgerow.

I

I

I
I
Fig. 48. Wooded area.
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Fig. 49. Wooded area.
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Fig. 51. Luke and Blue coming to whistle call.
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Fig. 53. Pete attaching locator collar to ferret.

Fig. 54. Entering the ferret in the hole.
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Fig. 56. Pete exploring wood pile.
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Fig. 57. Drainage pit.

Fig. 58. Pete preparing purse nel.
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Fig. 63. Pete using localOr.

Fig. 64. Pele digging for ferret.
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Fig. 66. Blue in the field.
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Fig. 67. Pele digging with Blue observing.

Fig. 68. Ferret's c1aw!lo showing signs of its dealing!> with a rabbit.
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Fig. 74. Pete and dogs waiting for a rabbit [0 bolt.
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Fig. 75. Ferret at work

Fig. 76. Pete and the dogs patiently waiting.

Fig. 77. Blue anticipating the rabbifs movement.

Fig. 78. Luke and Blue with the catch.
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Fig. 79. Pete checking the rabbit over.

Fig. 80. Pete with rabbit and dogs.
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Fig. 82. Pete leaves the rabbit in a tree.
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Fig. 84. Cutting off the rabbit's back feel.
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Fig. 86. Emptying the rabbit's bladder.
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Fig. 87. GutLing the rabbit.
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Fig. 88. CUlling l.he saddle joints.
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Fig. 90. The joints ready for cooking.

Fig. 91. Pete browning thejoinls.
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Fig. 92. Browning the joints.
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Fig. 95. Pete and dog?exploring rabbit hOles around the pit.
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Fig. 96. Blue climbing down 10 the holes.
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Fig. 99. Pete stans to dig.
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Chap<er 5
The Art of Lurcher Breeding: Concepts of a Folk Science
The fmal aspect oflhe lurchennan'soccupationaJ folldifc which I want to discuss

is thr art of lurchcr breeding. For those individua1s who wtXt with hunting dogs. the

breeding of tbe dog is something which is taken very seriously. As I discovered during
my research. the hunting dog is bred firsc and foremosl: for the purpose of functionalityworking ability over aesthetics. Inevitably. this leads 10 the hUnier striving IOCreale;l. dog
thai is ideally suiled to his or her individual requirements. The main dccKling factors in

such a process arc Iwo-fold-thc type of quarry that is to be hunted. and lhe terrain on
which this will take place.
Mary Hufford came xross an example oflhis during her wod;: on fOIl-huming in
the New Jersey Pine Banens region. Hunler5 in this area. along with the neighbouring
states of Delaware. Pennsylvania. and Maryland tend 10 favour what is known as the

"Maryland hound.~l As Hufford points en. ""the Maryland hound is a regional hound
type. bred to run on the Atlantic coastal plain.~l Because the hunters from the region are
generally

~

C'l;)nCemei! with merely listening to the hounds cry or ""tongue," rnther

than at:tuallyeatching the fox. they typically desi~ a hound suited to such a IaSk. The
five key ~siding qualities required in such a hound are as follows: it should be -fox
straight- and IlOl run any other quarry; the hound -must follow the line" of the fox's scent
on the ground. not in the air: the hound should always and only "tongue" when it smells
the fox. and no otherquany: the hound must "pack up" and work well as a team with the
other hounds; and all the hounds should be matched evenly so that a single hound does

not consistently lake lhe lead. J Due to me "various nuances" found within the Atlantic
coastal plain. "subregional" variants of the Maryland hound have developed. In
Maryland. lhc: hounds are required 10 hunt red faxes across the open fields of the state.
This caUs for a fast young pack of hounds which are suiled to such huming condilions.
This is contrasted with the Pine Barrens region which is a terrain of "pushcover.
ganderbrush. and swampland." through which the hounds hum the slower gray fox. In
these condilions. speed can be a hindrance to the hounds. The ground cover also makes it
difficult for the hunters to see visible signs of a fox, so they require hounds with a good
nose that can pick up the scent of a fox that is hours old. Therefore. the best hounds
suiled to such conditions are the older slower hounds which also tend to have experienced
noses.~

In !he breeding of the Maryland hound. the humers seek to produce dogs which
will femure the requirements needed for the specific area in which they hunt. Although
the funclion of the hound is of key imponance. the role of aeslhetics also becomes a
consideration for the humers. As Hufford recounlS, the aspects of funclionality and
aesthetics Decome intertwined in the consideration of whal makes a good dog. Hunters
from the Pine Barrens consider that specific physical features of the dog, such as "ear
length, conformation. and tail type" can be linked 10 behaviOUrailrailS. A dog with longer
ears is said to have a "heavier, 'ringing'" nOle which implies that the dog will have "the
abilily 10 Slick to the trail and pack up." It is also believed that longer ears suggesl a
gentler disposilion. and therefore, a hound that is less likely

(Q

kill a fox. 5 Another

example of Ihis was expressed by humer John Earlin, who avoided hounds with "shon
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ears, long hair, and a curled. thick., or flagged tail." These are considered to be
characteristics of the: Walker hound, a Kentucky breed with a reputation of being "far
more aggressive than the Maryland bound ... asocial if not downright antisocial ... (and)
disinclined to pack Up.'06 In her examination of the breeding of the Maryland hound,
Hufford highlights the folkloric nature of crafting the hunting dog. with the concepts of
breeding being "highly responsive to local conditions and changing historical
circumstances.,,7 She goes on to argue that "like tale types. house types, and other forms
of cultural expression. hunting dog breeds are amorphous. and vernacular variants are
continually emerging and receding.',s

The breeding of the lurcher appears as a prime example of this form of folk
crafting at work. As Il1Q(ed in Chapter 2, the lurcher is produced through the process of
cross-breeding a running dog with another breed of dog. the idea being to try and create a
dog that has "speed. stamina, brains, courage, nose. soundness and a weather-proof coot.'"
9

which are the ideal characteristics of the lurcher. It is through this process of crossbreeding that the concept of lUTCher breeding can be seen to move beyond the dimensions
of breeding discussed by Hufford on the Maryland hound, largely because with the
lurcher the variations are almost endless. So. the most obvious question to ask is: what
type of cross·breeding is considered to produce the ideallurcher'? When I put this
question to Pete, it became apparent to me that in the world of lurcher breeding there is
no real right and wrong answer. only what works best for you. Traditionally, the favourite
cross was the greyhound-Border collie. which was considered to produce a lUTCher with
many. if nOi all of the qualities listed above. As Pete nOied though. there have been many
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arguments aIOOngst lurchennen over what cross creales lhc: ideallun:ber. The modemday collie is often considered to be

~a

bit more byped-up and nervy than the old ones

used to be. and is probably sn-laJicr than they used to be because somr of lhc:m where
used foreattJe and sheep, and now they are almost ellclusively used fOl"sbcep.-IO In
response to this. many lurchermen have come (0 prefer other CI'OS5eS in lhc:it quest for the

dog most perfect.ly suited to their hunting needs.
1bere are always exceptions to tbe rule though. and I quickly ~ised that
whatever one lurchennen says. nine times out of ten. the next one yoo talk 10 will provide
you with a complelely contradictory opinion. For instance. in the past Pete has owned a
greyhound-Border collie cross which he considered to be

~fast

and very intelligent. very

trainable... [and a) very. very good all round dog.~ll In contrast. another lurcherman I
spoKe to. John SWlway who lives near Manchester on the borders of !he Peak District in

Northern England. deems the collie cross to be too submissive. and only suited to being a
rabbiting dog (sec map I). Expressing his strong opinion

on this. John remarked: ~Bloody

collies. I think !hey are a waste of time. Chasing sheep is fine. and Ihal:'s where it ends,
chasing damn sheep. You want real hunting dogs, versatile dogs. dogs that can tum their
hands to many things. ~l! It is imponant to note here, th:lt the region in which John lives
features tenain which is much more rugged than the flat lands of Ncrlolk. As well. John

also requires his dogs 10 tackle a much wider variety of quarry which incliKIes r.lbbit,
hare, ralS, and the many foxes which he encoonters in the hills of the Peak District.
Therefore. as I will discuss laler, John prefers 10 cross some terrier blood into his
lurchers.

Whether the greyhound-collie cross has been surpassed as the ideal lurcher is
obviously a matter of personal opinion and not something that can be decided in the
pages of this study. Nonetheless, the collie cross is generally considered to be the
archetypal lurcher, and is the cross that many people typically associate with the lurcher
as a dog type. At this point, there is little danger of the greyhound-collie cross lurcher
disappearing, as it is still the dog of choice for the ardent tmlitionalistlurchennan,
especially those who want a good all-round dog. However, in recent years, the modem
day lurchennan has tended to favour the more specialist dog, one which he considers will
perfonn at its peak for the work he requires the dog to do. For hare coursing on open
land, especially for those who partake in the activity illegally. the greyhound-sa\uki cross
has become the favourite. As Pete infonned me, '1his cross for coursing hares has now
overshadowed all others, they are unbeatable."13 As I discussed previously in Chapter 2,
the competitive nature of hare coursing often involves the gambling of large amounts of
money. therefore it makes perfect sense to try and use the best dog available. The
greyhound is considered 10 be the fastest dog available over a shorter distance, while the
saluki is considered as the fastest dog over a long distance and is generally known to have
endless stamina. Crossing these two breeds of running dog produces a lurcher that will
hopefully provide the best qualities from both oftbese brecds-a dog that if it does not
pick up the hare in the firsl one hundred yards (as a greyhound desires to) is able to just
keep running down the hare until it eventually comes to a standstill from exhaustion.
When pressed. hares can run at speeds up to 35-45 miles per hour. and on open arabic
farm land. they can easily run a dog over a distance of one miJe.l~ And as Pete remarked.

'"

for a dog "to run a hare to a standstill is quite a feat:,ls While the greyhound-saluki cross
is considered the essential dog for the lurchennan who wishes to do serious hare
coursing, it has very little use for other types of hunting. This type of lurcher is bred for
running and running only, and has the reputation of having low intelligence and being
very disobedient. 16
One of the more popular lurcher crosses to emerge is the Bedlington terrier
crossed with a greyhound or whippet (see fig. 102). Both of these crosses are considered
to be good all-round dogs. On these crosses, Walsh writes: 'The greyhound-Bedlington
or whippet-Bedlington lurcher has been used for a great many years along the Border and
also in Wales where many Gypsies bred this cross. The whippet-Bedlington is often too
small to be a consistent hare dog, but there are few better all-rounders than the
greyhollltd-Bedlington:,17 They combine rhe running dog's speed with the ''thick skin"
terrier qualities of the Bedlington, and are generally considered to have a good nose and
able to hunt and find game well. U The agility of the smaller whippet cross which usually
stands between seventeen and nineteen inches has made it a very popular lUTCher for
robbiting and working with ferrets and nets. 19 Pete pointed out that while such crosses
can produce excellent workers, "they don't quite have the intelligence or the trainability
that the collie cross has, although they can be rrained well if you put the effon in.,,10 As
this comment suggests, Pete's experience with good working collies and collie cross
lurchers over the years has shaped his preference forcollie blood in his lurchers. as
evidem in his current Whippet-collie lurcher. Blue. Mainly working with ferrets and nels.
Pete wants a very trainable dog, a quality that he associates with the collie. a breed he

believes is just "born to be trained:' Once again though, Pete acknowledges that this is
his own personal opinion and has beard other people swear by tbe Bedlington cross, but
he has not had much ex.perience with them himself. So instead. he tends to stick with
what he knows, which is the collie croSS.

ll

While tbe collie cross. saluki cross, and Bedlington cross are perhaps the most
common lUTCher types found today, this has not stopped lurchennen experimenting with
other breeds in the process of uying to produce the perfect dog. Along with those listed
above, Walsh notes that Alsatians, deerhounds,labradors, various terriers. and even
foxhounds have all been crossed with either greyhounds or whippets in the breeding of
lurchers.

ll

As Pete indicated to me. the fact that such a variety of crosses have been used

in the breeding of lurchers suggests that "people arc still striving for the perfect all·
rounder that will lake rats, rabbits, fox, everything. But you are asking a lot from one
Kind of dog, and I think that if you want a so called 'all-rounder' then you have to accept
the fact that he is not going to De brilliant at everything:,lJ Although it is clearly
debatable whether the perfect all-round lurcher is capable of existing. I hoped that the
course of my research would bring me closer to finding out. In my quest of searching for
this mythic "super dog:' Pete suggested I go and visit John Stanway, a lurchennan from
Nonhern England. Having been involved with lurchers and terriers for close to forty
years, John has had much experience in breeding in an attempt to produce the ideal
working dog.
While on my return from a whirlwind trip up to Scotland. I decided 10 pay a visit
to John in his home town of Stockport, a working class industrial town nestled between
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the: city of Manchester and rugged hills and dales of the Peak District. When I met with
John and a fellow lurche:rman Derek Clarkin. who currenlly owns three lurchers and
fourteen Jack Russell terriers. I discovered a different kind of lurcher culture to that
found in rural Nocfolk (see fig. 103). As John and Derek informed me, when they were
growing up in the area "most summer holidays were spent ratting down althe local refuse
tip.~

Many ofrhe children would be seen walking down the road with a dog or two. either

a lurcheror some lind of mongrel. which they would have on a piece of string.2~
Whereas in the arable regions of Norfolk the lurcher has historically been an importam
form of pest control and a provider of food fOf the agricultural worker. in the more
industrialized setting. there appears to be a greater sporting aspect associated with this
form of hunting. Because of the rugged terrain, fox is also a popular quarry. hence
lurchermen in this region require a harder, more versatile dog to that which is needed in
Nocfolk for rabbits and hares. Therefore, as I mentioned earlier. John Stanway prefers a
lurcher which includes some terrier blood, and he currently has tWO lurcher bitches which
have been bred with this criteria in mind. The older dog "Jenny" was the result of
crossing a whippet with one of Derek's Jack Russell bitches (see fig. 104). Although
Jenny has kepi much of the whippet's sleek conformation. there is some evidence of the
Jack Russell blood in the physical features of her head. most obviously in the colour of
her coot. but especially in her behavioural instinct. Commenting on this. John remarked:
"Although in view she is in whippety clothes. she behaves like a lerrier. it is predominant
in her. All her huming intelligence comes from her mother. of that there is no doubt. She
is her mother incarnate. her temperament is very similar:·!5 Jenny is a good example of
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how successful cross-breeding is able to produce an extremely versatile dog. When I
queried John about the concept of creating the ideal "super dog"through the process of
lurcher breeding. his response was that he believed if it is IXlssible to create such a dog.
Jenny is it. she "is as close as I'm ever going to get."16 John has had Ihe experience of
working with Jenny in many differem circumstances. and she has proven to be successful
on almost all accounts. He informed me that

~before

she was five. she had killed over

four thousand rats, and had caught probably even more rabbits. She kills rats like a
dream. squirrels. mice, moles. stoats and weasels," and works well when rabbiting using
nets and ferretsY Although Jenny does nOi possess the maximum speed of the hare
coursing lurchers used in Norfolk. she makes up for this with the whippet's ability of
early pace, allowing her to be a successful hare catcher in the confined areas of the hill
country. where if a hare is nOl: caught in the firsttwemy five yards or so. it has
disappeared over a stone wallar through a fence.
II could be argued that Jenny's versatility is best highlighted in her ability to
tackle faxes (see fig. 105). In tOial she has killed thirty two faxes, and with her terrier
instincts she is l\Qt afraid to go to ground after a fox. during which she has been known to
kill them undergroond and drag them oot. JS While Jenny has proven to be an extremely
useful all-round lurcher. John is the first to acknowledge that a dog of her size is not able
to work fox on a regular basis. John expressed this sentiment when recalling an incident
during which Jenny and her daughter. John's younger dog "Jay," disturbed a fox while
they were out ferreting for mbbits:
She killed four faxes in January [2000]. and I don't think she ha... ever got
over ilia be honest with you. r think it has absolutely knackered her. and
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the last one gave her a right bashing.... TIle dogs just found the fox in
some scrub while we were ferreting, it wa'i over two walls and two fences
and gone in the distance. l11en in a moment (heard puppy squeal. I
thought she had run into something. but you couldn't see twenty metres
for fog. So I picked up all the gear and struggled over the walls and fences
and followed on. Knowing the ground. the faxes run a predictable route
towards a big earth to escape the dog, which they usually do. Then the
puppy came to hand and both legs were bitten, you could see the blood on
her white legs and she reeked of him. I thought Christ. puppy's had a go
here. But the old girl wasn't there. so I walked on a bit funher maybe fifty
yards and she came out of the fog, and she was bleeding everywhere-her
face was a red ruin, her legs a red ruin. her back was bitlen, she had had a
right bashing, I thought Jesus Christ. So (looked at her, they weren't deep.
but deep enough so I sent her back on. We didn't walk far and it was
laying in the field dead. She had cenainly killed it, but she had a rough
time doing it. 29
As John explained to me, while he considers Jenny to be the most versatile dog he
has ever owned, the terrier temperament she inherited from her mother does have some
drawbacks. Like many terriers, a lurcherof Jenny's type can tum out to be a fearless dog.
For ratting, where the dog is in little danger of serious injuries, this merely makes it a
more efficient killer, but as the above narrative suggests, when tackling faxes the dog
becomes much more prone to injury. Terriers almost exclusively work a fox
underground in a face to face situation, and therefore they only really receive bites
around the face. many of which they are often able to avoid, But as John pointed out.
when a lurcher tackles a fox above ground "it is like two big cats" fighting and the fox
can manoeuvre and bite the dog allover, While in its head. the dog may think it is able to
tackle the quarry. it may not be physically equipped for such a task. Jenny weighs
approximately thiny-two pounds, and John noted that some of the faxes she has killed
weighed up to eighteen pounds. which is considered to be very heavy quarry for a lurcher
bitch of Jenny's size. While she is obviously capable of killing such faxes. John
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suggested that die ideallurcher for working fox on a regular basis should weigh around
fifty.five pounds. A dog of this size is able to quickly kill a fox by breaking its neck with
one or two powerful shakes. suffering very minor if any injuries in the process.» Another
problem John has encOllnlered with Jenny is that her aggressive terrier nature has given
her a tendency to fight wilh other bitches if she gets the chance. John has also had a
similar problem with Jenny's dislike of cats, as he commented. "If she thinks rm not
watching she will attack cats. She will see the cat. and she will see me and walk on, but if
she sees the cat and I have got my head somewhere else. she will attack the cat. because
she doesn'tlike cats.'·JI
This discussion of Jenny highlights the complex nalUre of lurcher breeding. Even
though John considers her to be his ideal all-round lutcher. Jenny is not perfect and like
many dogs has her faults. For a lutchennan such as John who requires an all-round dog.
the process of breeding lurchers comes to rests upon a fine line. In attempting to produce
a lutcher that would work. on a variety of quarry. including fox if needs be, but without
such an aggressive nature, John decided he would try to find a suitable dog to breed with
Jenny. Theoretically. the concept of dog breeding is based upon the science of eugenics,
and is arguably the greatest example of this scientific process to exist in the world today.
as Malcolm B. Willis contends:
The mUltiple uses of the dog have resulted. over the centuries, in a myriad
assortment of breeds which. by accident or design, have been found
suitable for some specific task. Indeed it can be argued that the dog. more
than any other species, is the supreme example of what can be achieved by
genetic selection. No other species ~hows such differentiation of size and
shape, character or range of activities. It is. one might say. the geneticists'
dream .. J~
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Studies such as Willis's wn~tics oft~ Dog, and In~ritanu in Dogs by Ojvind Winge
have emphasised the underlying sc~tiflC: nallut: of dog bfeeding. Jl In browsing through

these worts. the reader is confronted with page after page or matbmlatical equations.
compk:x diagrams of cell divisions. and tables of inherent percentages taken from
breeding experiments, all of which are discussed using the complex technK:a.l
tenninology of the scientisc. All of this information means very

litl~

and is merely

baffling to the average breeder of working dogs. lnscead, the lun:bennan's concept of
breeding is based upon what could be classified as a "folk

science.~ This

is developed

from an unwritten set of rules which are created through an individual's experience. Or,
to borrow Paul Oliver's tenn, when breeding dogs the Iurchcnnan draws upon his
"vernacular know-how" -a combination of "knowkdge:' "awareness," "understanding:'
and "intuition...j.I
This idea of vernacular know-how was expressed to me by lun:hermanlterricrman
Derek Clarkin. who has bred the same liDe of worIcing Jack Russell terricn for twenty·six
years (see fig. 1(6). [)rorek's main requirement in his lerriers is thai they art good
worUrs, although he also suggested that he likes to -keep some smanne5S in them.whidl be achieves ''with a good head and a correct mouth" and by keeping a good
confirmation about his dogs.J!! When I asked Derek if had been difficult to breed a line of
terrieB with lhese qualities for so many years, he explained:
No. not for me il hasn't, I've found il prelly good. I've used my eye. you
see. and my judgement. Other people breed very close. well I don'l do
Ihal. I've looked at these terriers and I've had il in my mind lhat lhey
would wort.::, and I have not. been far wrong, they nave all worked. That's
what you have got 10 ICllJk at. A lot of people breed very close. bUI I have
never been into Ihal. I found thai somelimes if you breed 100 close they

202

become too fiery, which I'm not keen on. Mine are laid bock. you see.
Some terriers, you would come here now with John's dogs and lhere
would bea battle royal ~ingon. You see, mine will just walk. away from
that, but they will work..

In his search for a suitable breeding dog, John Stanway also depended upon his
vernacular know-how when making the decision of which dog to use. John's majorconcern in finding a dog was that it must be a proven worker. He told me that over the
years he has probably had the choice of approximately thiny dogs with which he could
bave bred Jenny, but in his opinion he did not find one which be considered to be a good
work.ing versatile dog.

)7

As John informed me. one of the difficulties of lurcher breeding

today is tbat many of the dogs around are the result of what he terms as "Heinz 57
breeding...)8 Basically, this is when lutchers are just bred together without any real
thoughl and over the generations it becomes unclear what blood lines are actually in the
dogs. In many cases, the gene-pool becomes so wide thai there is no consistency in t~
dogs and the breeding can tum out anything-there may be some slow, heavy dogs. some
may look. like greyhounds and others like collies.
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But there is always the exception to

the rule. and because you are dealing with such a genetic mix, there is always the chance
that a truly great dog will tum out. The problem that tben arises in this situation is, as
John continued. that you are not going to be able to reproduce the characteristics of that
dog again. oW This "hit and miss" aspect of the breeding is perbaps the major draw back.
that one is confronted with when working with cross-bred lurchers. It is a consequence
the lurcherman acknowledges and accepts though, and one that is generally felt to be all
wonh while when that once in a life time dog eventually comes along.

In an attempt to bY and avoid some of lhese problems which can appear when
breeding from cross-bred lurchers, some lurchennen prefer to always breed lhe genuine
half-bredlstraight lurcher cross every time. This method is believed by some to be rhe
most consistenl when breeding lurchers. Pete explained lhat, usually pure bred working
dogs are very interbred, and come from blood lines in which lhe best workers have been
bred with each other, a situalion which he suggests is often present in pure greyhounds
which are bred for racing and the pure woriting collie which is bred for sheep herding.
Often "when you cross two very interbred breeds together. the first generation has
somerhing known as 'hybrid vigour'---lhey seem 10 have a very robust and rigorous
conslilulion. Because of the years of inbreeding both breeds, it seems 10 work. BUI then,
when you cross the dogs which came from lhis breeding again and again. the qualities
fade..... 1 Inbreeding is a hOlly debated topic amongsl dog breeders. II is. as Willis
contends. "a very powerful 1001 but like all powerful things il can be dangerous in the
wrong hands:' While it can have an important role in breeding pure lines, and is Ihe only
real way to fix a dog's type, if the process is not approached carefully, inbreeding can
lead 10 various genetic defecls. Reiterating his point, Willis argues: "U one is going 10
inbreed one must have good stock and good knowledge ofwhal wa,<; behind lhem.-l~
Typically, Ihe lradirionallurchennan has tended to consider inbreeding to be "a bit
taboo." and he would carefully look for a good working dog Ihat was nOl relaled befoce
undertaking any breeding.~l Unfortunarely. as will be discussed shortly. rhe ever
increasing inlerest in breeding dogs purely for show purposes ha.<; made it increasingly
difficult for the working dog breeder to find dogs with these essenlial reliable qualities.

kieaJ.ly, John's choice to bra:d another lurcher would have been to use Jenny·s
parents if they were still alive, especia.Ily the mother, as he remarked:

~Without

hesitation. thai would have been my road to follow. the half breed every time.~ With
this option no longer being available. and John unabk to find any other pure brttds
which he deemed suitabk. he decided to attempt breeding Jenny with another cross-brrd
lutcher. From the start, John was the first to admit thac there were no guar:uMecs when
using this breeding method. and in having such a fine dog in Jenny he stared: "My vie....
was thar I would lose more than I could possibly gain.,,.\, Nonetheless, he eventually
decided on breeding Jenny with Pete's whippet-collie cross, Blue: "So [look a chance on
Carter's dog. thinking that the collie influence might just quieten her temperament a bit.

maJce her better with other bitches. andjust generally quieten her [down I a bit.- John's
decision on using Blue was based upon his vernacular kJ1ow·how of the physical and
woOOng qualities that he wanted in a dog, which he hoped to cornbirte with lhosc of
Jenny. Blue is a slightly bigger dog than Jenny. which John saw as an oppor1unity to

produce a dog that is better able co physically withstand working foxes. He also has a
good confinnation which contains an emphasis on his whippet blood over that of the
callie. Most importantly. he has proved to be an excellent worker on rabbits when using
nets and ferrets. and has also displayed the capabilities of a hare dog on shoner runs.
John's onlycancem was that Pete had rtevcr tested Blue on any quarT)' that would bite
back hard. such as a fox, although he considered that Jenny had enough courage for two
anyway.~7

It was inevitable tbal John was not going to reproduce aJithe qualities he wanted
from both of the dogs, and the resuil, John's younger lurcher Jay, is a good example of
the uncertain outcome from breeding two cross·bred, "Heinz ST' lurchers together, When
commenting on Jay's qualities, John remarked: "physically, she is absolutely perfect for
me, [and] she is a wonderful rabbit catcher, and a good hURler.,. but any aggression in
any quarry, forget it. It was only a few weeks back she let two rats run past her while her
mother kiJled them. Didn't even look interested because she had been bitten a few times
and she doesn't like it.'..l8 Ironically, as John's remarks reveal, his desire to breed out
some of Jenny's aggressive temperament was over achieved and he has ended up with a
lurcher that is more passive than he ideally would have wanted. Being an experienced
lurcherman, John was fully aware of the possible consequences of such a breeding
attempt and was prepared to accept the outcome. Although Jay is not John's idea of an
ideallurcher, he has been very successful in working her to her strengths and she has
developed into an excellent rabbiting dog (see fig. (07). Hence, as I discovered, like
many lurchermen, John is still in search of the perfectlurcher, that once in a lifetime
"super dog," and he still lives with the chance that his next breeding allempt may just be
the one to produce such an animal.
Since the formation of the Kennel Club in Great Britain in 1873, there ha.~ been an
ever growing interest in the breeding of dogs for show purposes. This has tended to place
an emphasis on breeding dogs solely for aesthetic qualities. Over the years, as breeders
have strived 10 perfect the visual appearance of dog breeds in line with the suict kennel
club classifications, it has been argued that the original characteristics of many breeds

have been grossly exaggerated. At the same time, other aspects of the dog, such as
lemperament and working ability have been given secondary consideralion at besl. but
often limes have been completely ignored in the quesllo perfect fonn. As Pele revealed

A1llbe show breeding, lhey breed them for the markings on lhem 10 be
exactly righi, in other words they breed lhem for what lhey look like
(aesthetics), and lhen some breed slandards are ludicrous. The Alsatian
didn'l have ils legs stood righl out behind it. They have been bred so they
will s1and like thai, instead of having lheir back legs under them. and now
they have gollerrible trouble with their hips. Bull dogs, the breed
standards have said they have gal 10 have flaller and flaller faces. [)Ow the
tongue is too long for the palate. And also lhey can'l breath, you walk
them half a mile and they will keel over and die of a heart attack or
something: iI's crazy. Because it is based on breeding for Ihat [aesthetics)
alone, they forget aboul breeding for temperamenl as well. Purely for
looks, Ihat's why show breeding has basically ruined most breeds, because
they have decided what they are supposed to look like. The dogs are not
judged on any crileria of whether lhey can do the job they were intended
todo.-19
As Pele's remarks suggesl, in recent years there has been a growing resentmenl
and conflict belween lhose who wode dogs and the owners of show/pet dogs. As I spoke
10 numerous working dog men throughout the course of my research, one of the
reoccurring topics that came up was the increasing diffiCUlty that exists today when
trying 10 find a good working line of dogs. Derek Clarkin expressed this view when
discussing his line of working Jack Russellicniers:
A lot of these dogs have lost lheir working abililY sadly you see. This is
noc the dog's fault, this is man. Even Jack Russells, a lot of them now go
into pet homes and they are shan legged and bent legged and all sorts.
That's the breed which I think has been spoiled. BUll have tried to
maintain mine, like Ihey were in about 1920 or before. straight legged and
a wOridngability all the time. That is just me you see. BUll wouldn't think
there are many men who keep good Jack Russell type terriers. They seem
to be few and far between.~
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lronically, even the lurcher has become part of the Kennel Club classifications
and dog shows, itself a concept that seems ridiculous considering the subversive cross·
bred origins of the dog, While I was attending the Royal Norfolk Show, a major
agricultural fair which takes place in the county every June, I happened to meet an owner
of so called "show lurchers." She was a middle-aged woman with pleasant manners. It
was obvious. however, that she had little knowledge of the lurcher's folk origins. When
commenting upon the two lurchers which she held tightly on their store bought leashes.
she expressed her surprise that although the two dogs where mother and daughter. they
failed to look anything like each other. a fact that is hardly surprising considering the
mixed blood that had undoubtedly been bred into them over the generations. The conflict
that exists between the working dog and show dog cultures can be interpreted as the
classic dicnotomy between counter-hegemonic and the hegemonic forces.
John Fiske, in h.is book Understanding Popular Culture provides a useful
example of such a process taking place through the hegemonic control over the fashion of
jeans. As a means of counter-hegemonic resistance. youth culture began to deface their
expensive branded jeans-ripping them, fading them. placing patches on them,
embroidering them, and painting them. in an attempt to remove themselves from the
cultural norms. In reaction to this, the hegemonic force of the jeans manufacturers
quickly began to exploit the popularity of the defacement to their products by
reproducing it in the factory. As Fiske highlights: "This process of adopting the signs of
resistance incorpomtes them into the dominant system and thus attempts to rob them of
any oppositional meanings. This approach claims that incorporation robs subordinate
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groups of any oppositional language: they may produce: it deprives them of the means to
speak: their opposition and thus ultimately. of their opposition i~lf.M~l Or as Dick.
Hebdige proposes drawing upon Gr.unscian theory. the

~gemonic

fora: cxists as;l.

"moving equilibrium:' ever changing and adapting to encompass the behaviour and
culture of the subordinate groups as a means to contain control over these groups.~21he
adopting of working dog breeds into the hegemonic Kcnnel Club and dog show culture is
simply an attempt to incorporate lhem into the dominant system.MAlong side this. the
concepts of show breeding on a purely aeslhetic basis, altempt to remove the working

abilities from the breed. and hence -any oppositionallanguageM that the owners of
working dogs may havc-as without the weding qualities in the dogs. the lurcherman's
cuhure. along with irs counter·hegemonic role. ce~ to exist, As Ihis suggtSlS. the
creation of the show lurcher coold be seen as merely another attempt in a long line of
many to rid society of this subversive breed of dog. taking along with il. the rich folk
tradition in which the lurcher is rooted.
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Fig. [04. Jenny. a Jack Russell-whippet lurcher
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Fig. 106. Derek. with two of his prime working terriers.

Fig. 107. Jay. an excellent rabbiting dog.
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Conclusion

The Lurcherman's Future: An Occupation Hanging in the Balance
AJthough I came to this Sludy with a sense thai the: occupational folkJife of the:
lurcherman was a ltadition in decline, it was only after I began 10 examine the: Iopic iJt-.
depth !hat I realised the extent of this possible decline. In the: space of merely fifty yean.

the: lurchennan's worIc has shifled from being a full time professional occupation to what
is now at bestjusl a pastime. As the: history of Pete's own area h:as shown. at one time the
lurchennan and his dog were commonplace in rur.u Norfolk. However. such figures as
the professional wam:ncr Peter Manhews. or the

prof~sional

poacher Frederick Rolfe no

longer exist. Gone with these men are many of the traditional infonnal skills connecled
with their trade. lnSiead, what remains is the modem day lurchennan. as exemplirJed in
my Sludy of ~e-an individual attempting to ding to a tradition in the face of its
demise.
Pete's role as the modem day lurcherman suggests some inleresting implications.
Pete grew up in the 19505, during what can be seen as the transitional phase of the
lurcherman's occupation, the shift from a profession 10 a pastime. His family and
regional heritage contained a rich lradition of lurche:rs and lurcl1ermen which inevitably
bad become part of the region's oral history and Pete's family folklote. As well as being
exposed to these factors, as a young boy Pete

wa~

also fonunate enough to have

experienced first-hand lhe occupational folklife of loby Rye, the last of the professional
warrencrs in the area. However, when the time came for Pete 10 gel his firstlurcher and
enter imo this culture ofwarreners and lurchermen. the opIion 10 follow in the traditions
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of his greal-grandJalher Peter Matthews. and Joby Rye. and become a lurchennan as a
full time occupation was no longer a viable ODe. lnsl:ead. Pete became the recreational
Iun::hennan. a role that

was still able to link him to his IocaJ and family heritage even

though the occupation as a fann of full time employment erased to exist.

It appears that as Pete's experientt as a lun:hennan developed. his knowledge on
the subject functioned to tum him into a uadition bearer. I would argue though that Pele
is largely the bearer of an encompassing uadilion of the lun:hennan identity rather than
many of the specific work techniques. While there are numerous examples in Pete's
occupational folklife which can be linked back 10 the earlier traditions of the lurchennan.
his methods used when undenaking the worlc are often very different. As I have revealed
in my examination of Pete's work. he has had to create his

OW"

canon of worlc technique

to deal with lhe various technological. social. aDd ecological changes that have affected

the lun:hennan's wort over the last fifty years. Perhaps the most obvious ofthesc
changes has been the general decline in the rabbit population since myxomatosis. and in
m:ent years possibly due to R.H.D. Whereas Peter Matthews would work a1mosl:
exclusively with long nets when clearing rabbiLS from the large Norfolk warrens. Pete
cUm!ntly almost never U~ the long net because he finds it counter productive when
there are so few rabbiLS around.
While Pete's identity as a lurcherman is linked 10 his role as a trddition bearer, it
is evident that he is clearly aware of the changes that have occurred within this
occupation. When

di~ussing

the occupational folklife of the lurchennan during my

interviews with him. and in the anicles he has wrillen. Pete often harkens back to "III~
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good old day:J" of the earlier generations of lurchermen. As Jack: Santino has argued:

"Every induslrY's workers seem to have a conception of a golden age, a time before the
present when things were different and somehow better."1 In their evaluation of the
"golden age" narrative during their study of lake Erie fishermen, Timothy C. Lloyd and
Patrick 8. Mullen point out that two of the central themes which feature in these stories
of past work experiences. are a linking of the occupation with associations of childhood
and familial connections. Lloyd and Mullen argue "that we must recognize that these...
['golden age' narratives) are [a fonn] of romanticizing the past to a cenain extent:· 2
Pete's own narratives about the "golden age" of lurchermen often feature these themes of
chiklhood and family connections to the work and his early experiences with il. But while

Pete is perhaps romanticising occasionally. there is no denying that the occupation of the
lurchennan has been affected by dramatic changes, and at Ihis point is clearly to be seen
hanging in the balance. However, it is difficult to predict what the future holds, The
subversive and counter hegemonic associations with the lurcnerman and his dog have
functioned 10 continue their existence for centuries past. Trdditional cultures can
persist-they simply change fonn in adapting to their new surroundings.
My sludy fills a gap in occupational folk.life scholarship. Until now, the traditions.
informal skills, and work techniques of the lurchennan were unlmown to the folklorist.
As I have shown though, there is much of interest in this topic which offers a new
perspective on approaches to occupational folldife. Although it is an occupation with
deep rooted traditions. these have been adapted

[0

the various changes which have

occurred within this work over the last fifty years. This raises questions over the roles of
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identity and the function oftradition bearers when they are met with rapid cultural
change. As I have suggested with my study of Pete, these spheres have to be adaptable if
they are to continue. By focusing upon the key role of the lurcher dog within the work
process, my study has furthered !he idea of folk uaditions between humans and
nonhuman animals, as explored in the pioneering work of Jay Mechling. Just as
Mechling's own work. this aspect of my study re-evaluates the definition

of"group~

within folkloristics, along with the ever imponant role of non-verbal communication. The
contribution of my work is that it attempts to break new ground by combining the ideas
introduced. by Mechling with the theoretical approaches to studying occupational folklife
laid out by Robert McCarl.

The main opportunity for future research derived from this study is found within
the topic of working animals. This is an area in which great potential exists through the
application of ideas used in occupational folklife scholarship. Folklorists must he
prepared to accept that in many cases the role of the animal within the work environment
is at least as signifICant as the human. To emphasise this point. shepherd lames Hogg
wrote in about 1800, "without the shepherd's dog the whole mountainous land in
Scolland would not be worth a sixpence:·3 Often the Border collie sheep dog is required
to work with large flocks of sheep. herding and driving them independently from the
shepherd who may be twO or more fields away. As my own study of the lurcherman has
higttlighted. the role of the hunting dog also offers many possibilities within this field of
study.~ The number of topics that are available to the folklorist who wants to study

working animals is both fascinating and almost endless, L Braden's work on bullock-
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drivers in Australia is a good example of a historic study of an occupation that has been
replaced through mechanization.' 1bere is also the role of !he working horse. which has
been extensively utilized throughout history. This has been explored by EliUlbeth
Atwood lawrence in her study of ~human-horse interaction." which includes a chapter
on mounted Police in the United Stales. along with Keith Chivers extensive study of the
Shire hor5e. 6 Perhaps the two most interesting examples of occupational folklife
involving human and nonhuman animals I have come across. involves the use of birds.

The first of these is the traditional use of canaries in mines to detect carbon monoxide.'
The second of these is an ancient Chinese tradition of using connorants to catch fish. an
occupational technique which is still in use today. as described by Alasdair Clayre:
To this day some of the fishermen on the [ j River in Guangxi still live by
this ancient trade.... In !he prow of every boat, tethered by one leg and
with a tight string around its neck., is the cormorant. A dozen or more
boats congregate at a bend in the river, and as darkness falls the fishennen
light their lamps. Then, fonning a ring in the river, they focus the lamps
on a circle of water. which fills with swarming fish. Each fishennan
releases his bird, and urges it on with differently pitched cries, to plunge
under water. grip a fish in its beak. and return to the boat with it repeatedly.
One cormonml can feed a fishennan and his family.M
Clearly, and as this thesis has displayed. there is great potential in studying the
occupational folk.life of humans working with their nonhuman peers.
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Notes
Jack Santino, "Characteristics of Occupational Nanative,- Working Americans:
Contemporary Approaches to Occllpational Folk/ife, ed. Roben H. Byington
(Washington D.C.: Smithsonian lnstitUlion P. 1978) 62. emphasis in original.
I

J Timothy C. Uoyd and Patrick B. Mullen, Lake Erie Fishennen: Work,
Tradition, and Identity (Urbana and Chicago: U of llIinois p. 1990) 80-81.

l Quoted in M. L Rydet, Sheep and Man, (LondOl,: Duckworth. 1983) 506. Othet
literature on the use of sheep dogs, includes: A. L. J. Gosset. ed.• Shepherds ofBritain:
Scenes from Shepherd Ufe (Loudon: Constable. 1911); W. J. Malden. British Sheep and
Shepherding (London: MacDonald & Martin, 1920): Edward Noms Wentwonh.
America's Sheep Trials (Ames. Iowa: Iowa State College P, 1948).

~ Readets interested in the wort of other types of hunting dogs are urged to seek
out the following books: Jocelyn M. Lucas. Hunt and Working Tf!rriers (1931; Rhyl.
Wales: Tideline. 1995; Richard Clapham, Foxhunting on the Lakeland Fells (1920: Rhyl,
Wales: 1989).

, L Braden, Bullodies (lDndon: Angus and Robenson. 1(69).
Elizabeth AtwOCld Lawrence, Hoofbeats and Society: Studies in Humall-Horse
Interactions (Bloomington: Indiana UP. 1985); Keith Chivers. The Shire Horse: A
History ofthe Breed, the Societ}'alUl tile Men (London: J. A. Allen, 1976): see also,
George Ewart Evans, Horse Power and Magic (London: Faber. 1979); Juliet ClultonBrock, Horse Power (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1992).
6

7 Examples ofthisare noted in: W. J. Dick. Mine Rescue Work ill Canada
(Ottawa: Commission ofConsetvation. 1912) 21; J. S. Haldane, and C. Goldon Douglas.
"Testing for Carbon Monoxide in COfinexion with Fires and Explosions in Mines:'
Transactions ofllle Institution o/Mining Ellgineers 38 (1909-1910): 267-280: James T.
Beard. Mine Gose.' ond Vemilation (New Yotk: McGraw-Hili, 1920) 106-108.
8

Alasdait Clayre. The Hton ofthe Dragon (BostOfl: Houghton. 1985) 112-113.
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Appendix 1

Pete Carter's Rabbit Curry Recipe in His Own Words
Rabbit Cuny. I have the rabbit meat cut up in inch, inch and a half cubes. I get a
large pot Put a Iinle oil in the bottom or bulter if you prefer. And jusl sweat down some
onioo and garlic. Then pul the rabbit meat in and brown that and seal it. Then I Start
adding other things: a can of tomaloes with the juice. a can of pineapple chunks in natural
unsweetened juice. not the sticky sluff. and that kind of gives it a little bit of a sweet and
soor kind of lang to it. you know. You can then add anything you have got: root
vegetables, carrots, parsnips. If you want to make it go further. you can even add a can of
some kind of beans if you want The root vegetables. you cut them fairly chunky so they
stay in lumps. Swede as well, it goes really well. PotalO as well. I have often put half a
cupful of lentils in there, which will actually thicken it up with out having to reduce il
down and it will soak up the juice and the flavour. A stock cube.
And I used to use the curry powder. but now I use the curry paste which is great.

The thing is, if you use cuny powder, this is important. and you put the oil and the onion.
garlic and the meat. pul the curry powder in ne'lt Stir it round. The powder will take up
the oil and it will be a very dry paste and you can actually bum it if not careful. So you
actually cook the powder. If you cook the powder much laler on just in the liquid. it kind
ofta."tes powdery. like if you dabbed your finger in the powder and ate il. But the jars of
curry paste. you don't have (hat problem because the spices are already cooked in the oil
in kind of a paste fonn. and even if at the last minute the cuny is not hot enough or tasly
enough, you can put some more in. You can't do that with powder. il doesn't taste right.

DO

A good thing to put in it as well. I like 10 pul banana in il., as kind of a Kashmiri

lind of cUlT)'_ Sometimes I put dessical:ed coconUI. or those blocks of coconut. Banana is
really allhe last minute. so big chunks of banana just heat Ihrough. Also if you put
mushrooms in.

you can leave cup mushrooms whole and rhey will bold logerher for quite

a long time. BUI then again, it is best to put them in laler on or lhey will disappear. BUI a
woman. who is a cordon bleu cook. she said try putting a banana in your cunies early on:
mash them up and put it in 10 make pan of the sauce, to sweelen and thtcken the sauce.

That WOfts nicely 100. you can try all those things. Then you justlum il down and let it
plop away very slowly with the 1M:! on. I usually give mine IWO hours minimum. Whether
il takes that long or not I don'l really know. but I make lhem early in the afternoon. and I
just leave them until Maggie comes home from wort as long as iltakes. If it looks a bil
walery, lake the lid off and let il reduce for a while, works greal. BUI it is alilrial and
error. I used 10 do reaJly good ODeS all the lime. They are nol aJways the same. And lhen I
son of have periods when I forgel and lose the plot a lillie bit, and they don't work out
quile as well as they used 10. I don't reaJly Ialow where I have gone wrong. and lhen I hil
the buuon again and it will be ok.
I just follow the mctIKxt. and often put peppers in as well. Cut them up fairly
chunky. Put them in at the same time as the onion and garlic early on. SometilTl6 some
of these things disappear you know. We grow chilies in lhe greenhouse now. and
whenever Maggie makes a ca.'Iserole, she always pUiS chilies in or a bil of cayenne
pepper, so we are always healing things Up a little bit you know. So they arc always very
tasty. And the idea of pulling a couple of bits of bell)' pork inlO lhe I1Ibbit casserole is 10

2J1

give il a bilof fal again. 1be same with the cuny. you need a good lump ofbuner.
Actually forget: !he oil. use buller,

Of"

a cooking margarine. A cuny needs lhallcind of

buttery 1aSle. a little bil ofa slight buttery taste 10 il. I've done it with vegetable oil and it
makes them a bit blander and smoother. I mean. the: main cook.ing oil in India is stuff

called gee. wtUch is clarified butter. l11ey boil the buner.let il set and cover il over, and it
will keep for quite a while. And that is their main cooking fal anyway. So that's why
genuine lndian curries have that taste to them. All these things

m

a bit trial and error.

you know. Yoo try them and you end up making it laste like you want to. you know.
You try them and yoo end up making it laste like you want 10.
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Appendix 2

More Rabbit Recipes
Rabbit in the Dairy
8 rabbit joints
3 rashers unsmoked, back bacon, chopped
I small onion. finely chopped
2 sprigs parsley

salt and black pepper
112 pint milk
1/4 oz cornflour
chopped parsley to garnish

Set oven to 325°F. Dust the rabbit joints with a lillie seasoned flour and place in an
ovenproof casserole with the bacon, onion, parsley and seasoning. Bring the milk to the
boil and pour over. Cover and cook. for 2 hours or until rabbit is tender. Place the rabbit
joints on a wann serving dish. Discard the parsley and pour the milk mixture into a
saucepan. adding a lillIe exira milk if necessary. Blend the cornflour with a linle water,
then stir into the milk. Bring to the boil and stir until the sauce has thickened a little. Pour
the sauce over the rabbit and serve garnished with chopped parsley, and accompanied by
carrots and boiled potatoes. Serves 4.
From. Dorothy Baldock. camp.. Favourite Norfolk Recipes (Sevenoaks, Kent: Salmon,
n.d.)2?

Rabbit Casserole with Herb Dumplings
8 rabbit joints
8 rashers streaky bacon. chopped
I onion. chopped
2 sticks celery. trimmed and chopped
2 carrots, peeled and sliced
3 sprigs parsley. I sprig thyme and a bayleaf. tied with string
I pint chicken stock
salt and black pepper
Set oven to 325°F. Fry the bacon lightly and place in a casserole. Dust the rabbit joints
with seasoned flour and fry. browning lightly on all sides. Place the onion. celery and
carrots in the casserole and put the rabbit joints on top. Add the herbs. Pour the stock into
the frying pan and bring to a boil. stirring. Season. then pour into casserole. Cover and
cook for about I 1/2 to 2 hours or until the rabbit joints are tender.
Herb Dumplings:
I 1/2 oz suet
3 oz self-raising flour
I dessertspoon snipped chives
pinch of salt
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I tsp chopped parsley

pinch of dry mustard

Mix the floor. salt. mustard. suet and herbs together. and add sufficient cold water to
fonn a soft dough. Fonn into 12 balls and place in the casserole. about 30 minutes hefore
the end of the cooking time. Cover and cook until the dumplings are well risen. Serve
with boiled potatoes and runner beans. Serves 4.

From, Dorothy Baldock. comp.• Favourir~ Norfolk R~cipes (Sevenoaks. Kent: Salmon.
n.d.)40.

Breck/and Rabbit
1 rabbit, jointed
20z(SOg)butter
12 cloves
1 medium onion
12 allspice belTies

pinch of grated nutmeg
314 pint (450 ml) chicken stock
2 tsp Worcestershire sauce
8 oz (225g) clarified butter

Soak rabbit joints in cold water for 2 hours. Drain and dry well, and put into a casserole.
Add 2 oz (50g) butter. Stick cloves into the onion and add to the casserole with spices
and stock. Cover and cook at 150°C (3OO"F) fN 3 hours. Cool in the cooking-liquid for I
hour. Remove meat from bones. and mince or chop finely. Mix with the sauce. Melt 8 oz
(225g) buner and drain off colourless liquid. leaving the clarified butter. Add hatf of this
to the rabbit and mash well. Moisten with 4-5 Tbsp cooking-liquid. Press into a straightsided dish and cover with remaining butter. Chill until butter is finn. and serve on toost.
Serves 6-8.
From, Mary Norwak. A
Jarrold. 1999) 23.

Tast~

ofNorfolk: A Collectioll ofRegional Recipes (Norwich:

Rabbit with Cho<:olate
9OOg-l.5kg (2-3 Ib) rabbit. cut into 8
55g (2 ozl lard
115g (4 oz) salt pork, finely diced
25g (1 oz ) plain flour
salt and freshly ground pepper
12 shallots. peeled
1/2 glass dry red wine
120ml (4fl ozl waler
In a heavy-based lidded

serving pieces
I bayleaf
I handful parsley. chopped
generous pinch of thyme
55g (2 ozl blanched almonds
55g (2 ozl pine nUls
I 1/2 tsp unsweetened plain chocolate. finely grated

pan melt lhe lard and fry lhe pork until crisp and browned.

".

Remove to kilchen paper 10 drain. Mix logether!he flour and saJi and pepper and coat !he
rabbil pieces. brown !hem carefully in the fa! in the pan and remove 10 a plate. Fry !he
sballots in !he fat and remove to the plalc with !he rabbil. Dc-glaze !he pan with wine and
Walef. relum the por1t and rabbit, add !he bayk:af and herbs. Reduce to a kJw hca, cover
and cook. gently for 30 minuleS. Grind Ihc almonds and pine nUI5 in a blender or pestle
and mortar, and mix wilh !he graled choroIate. Add this and the onions to the rabbit. stir
thoroughly and add a IinJe more wine if dIy. Coyer again and cook for a further 30
minutes or until rabbit is tender. Serve at once.
From. Jennifer Paterson and Clarissa Didson Wrighl. Two FOl LadieJ: Full1hrrJIlle
(London: EburyP. 1998) 129.

Rabbit Isabel
I young rabbil per person. fillels and leg meat removed
2Sg (I 01.) plain nour
I slice good bacon per IWO rabbil fillel5
sorrel or sage kaves
salt and freshly grourKi pepper
1J41spdry mustard
I 15g (4 01.) buner
1/4 tsp cayenne pepper
I onion. finely chopped
I egg while
glass of while wine
Make seasoned flour with saJt. pepper. dJy mustard and cayenne pepper. In a food
processor finely mi~ the leg meat. add the egg while and seasoning and blend 10 a
paste. Hanen the fillel5 and nour lightly. Lay a piece of bacon CUI to fil on one fillet,
spread a layer of !he mousseline of rabbil and egg white onto !he bacon and lay your
saml or sage leaves on tOp of this. Place Ihc other rabbil fillet on lOp to make a part:el. In
a heavy·lidded frying pan melt the buller and gently fry me onion. add !he rabbil parcel
and brown. turning carefully. Season. pour in white wine. coyer and cook gently for 10
minutes turning the parcel halfway through. Check lhal the rabbit is lender. and serve
wilh prItc-puried pewees and a green vegetable.
From. JeMiferPaterson and Clarissa Dickson Wright. Two Fal LadieJ: FIIIl1hronle
(London: Ebury P. 1998) 128.

Baked Rabbit
I rabbil. cut up and jointed
258 (I oz) plain nour
2 Tbsp olive oil
2 thick bacon slices. cubed
I large onion. IhickJy sliced
I large clove of garlic:. finely chopped

In Isp paprika
300m1 (In pint) dry while wine
I Tbsp tomato purte
salt and freshly ground pepper
I bayleaf

For the Marinade:
1 cup red wine
1 cup red wine vinegar
I dove of garlic. chopped

2 sticks celery, chopped
sprig of thyme
sprig of parsley

Place thejoinled rabbit in the nwinade and kave overnight. preferably. or for several
bows. Remove the rabbit pieces, dry with kitchen paper and dust lightly with flour. Heat
the olive oil in a hyin& pan and fry the rabbit pieces until light golden brown and place in
a casserole. Saute the bacon and onion in the hying pan. add the garlic and paprika and
cook a link longer. Add wine. tamalO purie. salt. pepper and bayleaf. bring to the boil
and simmer for about 5 minutes. Poor over the rabbit and cook in a preheated moderate
oven at ISO"C (3SO"F) for about I 1/2 hours or until the rabbit is tender.

From. Jennifer Paterson and Clarissa Dickson Wright. Two Fat Ladie$; Full Throttle
(London: Ebury P, 1998) 130.
Rabbit with Mustard
I rabbit. quanered
I Tbsp olive oil
115g (4 oz) unsalted butter
sah and freshJy ground pepper
~ Thsp Dijon mustard

2 shallots. finely chopped
225g (Soz) button mushrooms, sliced
4 Thsp brandy
300m! (112 pint) double cream
a bunch of parsley. finely chopped

Heat the oil and butter in a large pan and lightly brown the: rabbit joints. Remove them
from the pan. season with salt and pepper. and smear allover with mustard. Sautt: the
shallots for 5 minutes.. then stir in the mushrooms. Return the rabbit pieces to the pan.
pour over the brandy and ignite. When the flames have burnl out. stir in the cream and
bring to boiling point. Cover and simmer for 30 minutes until the sauce is thid; and the
meat tender. Adjust seasoning and sprinkle over the parsley. Serve hot.

From. Jennifer PatCf50rt and Clarissa Dickson Wrighl. T...·o Fat Lot/ie$ (London: Ebury P.
1996) 145.

Elizabethan Rabbit
1 rabbit. jointed
plain flour for dusting
SSg (2 ozJ lard or dripping
3 Jerusalem anichokes, sliced
2 onions. finely chopped
SSg (2 oz) mushrooms. sliced

a faggOiofhe:rbs
2 apples. peeled and chopped
IISg (4 oz) gnlpes. halved and seeded
SSg (2 oZl raisins
grated rind and juice of 1/2 orange
lSOmJ (1/4 pint) stock

300m! (112 pint) red wiDe

salt and freshJy ground pepper

Aour the rabbit joints and brown them well in lard or dripping in a casserole. Remove.
Fry the artichokes. onions. CaJTOlS and mushrooms in the casserole for a few minutes.
Pour over the wine and reduce: slightJy. Return the rabbit pieces and add all the other
ingredients. Cook in a preheated oven at ISOoC (3SO"F) for 2 hours.
From. Jennifer Paterson and Clarissa Dickson Wright. Two Fat Ladies (London: Ebury- P.
1996) 142.

POI-Roasled Rabbil with Rosemary. Thyme. Sage and Lemon
I rabbit
1 lemon
salt and freshly ground black pepper
I heaped Tbsp chopped rosemary
I heaped Tbsp chopped thyme

I Tbsp olive oil
I smaJl and I big knob of buuer

8 sage leaves
1/2 clove of garlic. thinly sliced

I large glass of white wine

For this you'll need a pan or casserole dish that will go on the hob and into the oven. The
rabbit should he cut into 4 legs and 4 saddle pieces-your butcher will do this for you. or
you can buy it already CUI up in the supennarket. Peel the lemon with a peeler (just to
remove the fragrant yellow skin) and roughly slice the peel. Squeeze a Iiule lemon juice
over the rabbit joints. just enough to moisten them. Season the pi~s generously with salt
and pepper and roll them in the rosemary and thyme. Heat the oil in a hot pan. add the
rabbit pieces and any remaining rosemary and thyme. and fry them fast for about 5
minutes or until the rabbit is golden brown; about half-way through this process. add the
lemon zest. a smaJl knob of buUer and the sage leaves (this should make the sage leaves
go crispy). Add the garlic and fry for another minute to soften but nOl colour. Add the
white wine. which should sizzle nicely. Finish this in the oven for about 10 minutes at
200"C (400°F). Remove from the oven. add a big knob of butter and sloosh it around for
a bit. Then allow it to rest for a couple minutes-the wine and bUller should create a
lovely mild sauce. Serves 2.
from. Jamie Oliver. The Naked Chef(London: Penguin. 1999) 129.

Papparde/le with Rabbil. Herbs and Cream
2 good handfuls of fresh thyme. leaves picked
salt and freshly ground black pepper
I small red onion. peeled and finely chopped
olive oil
3 good glasses of red wine
rind of 2 lemons. peeled
I It 285ml carton of double cream
fresh pappardelle pasla
4 legs of rabbit

2J7

I clove of garlic, peeled and finely chopped I good handful of grated Panne5an cheese
Smash your lhyme with a linle pinch of salt in a pestle and menar and scrunch together
with a couple of lugs of olive oil and the lemon rind. Massage this on to the legs of rabbit
and set aside for 15 minutes to I hour. In a hot pan that you can put a tight-fitting lid on
10 later, fry the rabbit until lightly golden. Then add !he marinade. garlic and onion and
continue cooIcing until slightly softened. Add lite white wine, place on the lid and simmer
very slowly for about I hour until tender. Continue checking to make sure that the liquid
in the pan does not dry up (adding a little water if necessary). When the rabbit is cooked.
allow to cool slightly then use 2 forks 10 remove all the meat from the bones. Put lhe
meat back into the pan with the cooking juices, add the cream and reheaL Cook you
pappardelle in salted boiling water until al dente. Drain the pasta and toss with the
creamy meat sauce. Remove from the heat, correct the seasoning and add the Pannesan.
toss again and serve. Serves 4.
From. Jamie Oliver. The Return ofthe Naked Chef (London: Penguin. 2000) 105.

Rabbit Fricassee
I young rabbit
20zbutter
II12oz0our
while stock
112 pint milk
2 onions, sliced
1 carrot,sliced

112 small turnip, sliced
I or 2 strips celery, shredded
bouquet gami (parsley, thyme. bay-leaf)
I blade of mace
6 while peppercorns
salt and pepper to taste

Cut the rabbit into neat joints. and after rinsing in wann water place them in a stewpan.
and add just sufficient white stock to cover. Bring to boiling point. add the prepared
vegetables, peppercorns and a little salt, cover closely, and cook gently for about I 1/4
hours. or until the rabbit is tender, adding a little milk from time 10 time, to replace the
stock. Meanwhile mell the butter. add the flour, Slit and cook gently without browning.
and put aside until wanted. When ready, take up the mbbit and keep il hot, strain and add
3/4 of a pint oflhe stock to the blended flour and bUllet, slir until boiling. and simmer
gently for about 10 minutes. Pass the vegetables through a fine sieve. and stir the puree
into the sauce. Season to tasle. replace the rabbit, make thoroughly hot. then serve.
From. Mrs. Beetoll 's Family Cooker)' (London: Ward. Lock, n.d.) 411.

2J8

Curried Rabbit
I rabbit

4 or 5 oz.cooked rice

'-

3ozbulterorfat
2 onions

314 pine stock
I Tbsp curry powder
'11KpJlcu<
jUK:eofalemon
sail to tasee

Wash lhe rabbit. dIy itlhoroughly, and divide it into small joinlS: slic:e lhe apple and lhe
onions. Heat the butter or fat in a stewpan. fry lhe rabbit until lightly browned. remove it.
put in the onioos. and when they have acquired a deep brown colour add the CUlT}'
powder and the flour. and fry for about 10 minutes. Now put in the stock. and when
boiling replace the rabbit, add the apple. salt to taste. cover. and simmer gently from I 1/2
to I 3/4 hours. Before serving. add the lemon juice and seasoning if necessary. Pile the
rabbit in the centre of a bot dish. strain the ~ over. and serve the rice separately.
From. Mrs. Buron's FamilyC~ry(london:Ward, Lock. n.d.) 411.

Rabbit Ragout
I rabbit
40zstreaky bacon
2 Ot butter or c1arifted dripping

6~n:oms

I carrol cut into dice
III small turnip cut into dice

I Illez flour
I onion cut infO dice

salt and pepper to taste
I pint boiling stock or water

Wash and dIy the rabbit thoroughly. and cut the bacon into I·inch squares.. Heat the
butter or dripping in a stewpan. fry the rabbit until the entire surface is nicely browned.
then remove and keep it hot. Fry lhe onion slightly. put in the flour. stir and cook sk>wly
until well browned. and add the stock or water. Boil gently fOf about 10 minutes. add salt
to taste. put in the canoe and the tumip. and the bacon and the peppeR:OmS. Replace the
rabbit in the stewpan. cover closely. and cook very gently for about 2 hours. or until the
rabbit is tender. Serve on a hot dish. with the sauce strained over. and garnished with the
dice of turnip and carrot, previously boiled separately.
From. Mrs. Beeton's Family CooJcer)' (London: Ward. Lock. n.d.)413.
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Rabbit Stew, Rich
I rabbit
1/4 Ib stteaky bacon
I pint good stock
I glass claret (optional)
20zbuner
I 112 oztlour

18 button onions
a booquet-gami (pan;ley. thyme. bay.1eaf)
2 cloves
6 peppercorns
salt and pepper to taste

Divide the rabbit into smail joints. cut the bacon into dice. and peel the onions. Heat tbe
butter in a stewpan. fry the onions and bacon until brown. and remove to a plate. Now put
in the rabbit. and when it has acquired a little colour sprinkle in the flour. and continue
the flying until both rabbit and flour are well browned. Replace the onions and bacon.
add ,he hal stock. bouquet-garni, cloves. peppercorns. and salt to taste. cover closely. and
stew gently for about I hour. or until the rabbit is tender, about 15 minutes before serving
add the claret (if used). and when the sauce again reaches simmering-point put in the
liver. previously washed and cut into small pieces. and let cook. for about 10 minutes. Pile
the rabbil in the centre of a hot dish. season the sauce to taste and strain it over. garnish
the base with groups of bacon-di~ and onions. and serve at once.
From. Mrs. &flton.'S Family Cooirery (london: Ward. Lock. n.d.) 414.
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