Falconry in Scotland – Our Living Heritage
Introduction
Falconry is the traditional art and practice of training and flying hawks (the conventional British term for all trained hawks, falcons and other birds of prey flown including eagles and sometimes buzzards). It has been practised for over 4000 years. The practice of falconry in early and medieval periods of history is documented in many parts of the world. Originally a means of obtaining food, falconry has acquired other values over time and has been integrated into communities as a social and recreational practice and as a way of connecting with nature. Today, falconry is practised by people of all ages in many countries. As an important cultural symbol in many of those countries, it is transmitted from generation to generation through a variety of means, including through mentoring, within families or in training clubs. The modern practice of falconry focuses on safeguarding hawks, quarry and habitats, as well as the practice itself. And while falconers come from different backgrounds, they share universal values, traditions and practices, including the methods of breeding, training and caring for birds, the equipment used and the bonds between the falconer and the bird. The falconry community includes supporting entities such as raptor hospitals, breeding centres, conservation agencies and traditional equipment makers.
History
Like much of falconry’s early history, little is known about when it first reached Scotland. However, it undoubtedly tapped in to a much longer tradition of human fascination with birds of prey which is mirrored in ancient cultures around the globe.  Ancient Egyptians worshipped the falcon-headed god Horus from around 3000 BC: around the same time, the bones and talons of 14 white-tailed sea eagles were buried with Neolithic humans in a tomb at Isbister, Orkney.  It is unlikely, though not impossible, this denotes any form of falconry but it does show a cultural and spiritual fascination with the powers of flight, speed and majesty of birds of prey.  Perhaps the later use of golden eagle feathers as part of the ceremonial dress of Highland clan chiefs derived from similar symbolism.  
Falconry itself supposedly originated on the Steppes of Central Asia as a means of obtaining food, before gradually spreading west with nomadic tribes. Whilst the earliest British evidence is from a mid-eighth century stone cross at Bewcastle, Northumberland, this was, of course, on the historically shifting border.  Certainly, evidence of Pictish artwork from just after this period suggests it was sufficiently known in what is now Scotland to be a symbolic device. 
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Bewcastle Cross

[image: ]A sarcophagus at St Andrews Cathedral from c.750-800 depicts a small hawk carried on the fist of a rider, and slightly later stones at Elgin and Fowlis Wester have similar scenes.  Interestingly, the Elgin slab and an image from c.900 at Kirriemuir seem to evidence eagles being used to hunt deer in conjunction with dogs[endnoteRef:1]– interesting since this was, according to historical sources, not practised in western Europe but was a feature of Central Asian hawking from the earliest times.  In practical terms an eagle, whilst unwieldy, might take larger quarry such as small deer or hares for subsistence.  Either way, falconry has been continually practiced in Scotland for well over 1,200 years, even when extinct in other countries. [1:  Sigmund Oehrl, “An overview of falconry in North Germanic and insular iconography, 6th/7th centuries AD to c.1100 AD” in Gersmann and Grimm (eds), Raptor and Human: Falconry and Bird Symbolism throughout the Millenia on a Global Scale. Schleswig: ZBSA, 2018, pp.841 – 859.] 


St Andrews sarcophagus

Few early records exist, but one interesting tale relates to the defeat of a Danish invading force during the era of the early Gaelic Kingdom of Alba.  An all-but defeated force of Scots was rallied by the actions of a peasant farmer and his two sons at Luncarty, near Perth (c.980).  The elderly man, Hay, blocked off a narrow pass and used his plough yoke as a weapon, inspiring the army of Cináed mac Duib – Kenneth III – to turn the tide and rout the Viking force.[endnoteRef:2]  In gratitude, Kenneth granted Hay all the land in the Carse of Gowrie over which a falcon might fly from “ane mannis hande”.  The flight she made was approximately seven miles long by five wide, and the stone on which she alighted gave its name to the nearby hamlet – Hawkstane.  Other ‘falcon stones’ marked the boundaries of the land and Hay’s descendants became the Earls of Errol, their crest incorporating a falcon.[endnoteRef:3] [2:  Abercrombie (c.1780) and Pratt (1858) cited in The Battle of Luncarty – 980 AD [online]. Available at: <https://www.angelfire.com/sc2/scotsforindependence/history/luncarty.html>]  [3:  Allan Oswald, The History and Practice of Falconry. St Helier: Neville Spearman, 1982, pp.11-13.] 

In the Medieval and Renaissance periods, as with falconry all across Europe and indeed the East, Scottish falconry became primarily the preserve of royalty and nobility.  Robert the Bruce kept hawks at Dumbarton and hawked in later life around Cardross. Throughout the period, Scottish exchequer records detail several payments for hawks, their feeding and their care, as well as for falconry equipment and essentials for the paid professionals who looked after them.  
[image: ]As well as giving values of items, such records are an important part of Scottish social history – around 1505, James IV paid six to eight shillings for “ane dozan halk bellis [hawk bells]”, two shillings went to a “sowtar [shoemaker] that sewyd halk hudis [hoods]” and 18 to the “skynnar of Lythgow” for a number of gloves.[endnoteRef:4]   James was one of the more passionate falconers amongst Scotland’s monarchy. A portrait of him with a falcon by Mijtens, based on a now-lost contemporary one, is housed in the National Gallery of Scotland, and is especially valuable to falconers as it shows the form of contemporary equipment – James holds the falcon’s hood and wears a falconer’s bag.   [4:  John Cummins, The Hound and the Hawk: The Art of Medieval Hunting. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1988, pp.201-202.] 


James IV, attributed to Mijtens (Creative Commons)
At around this time, a number of universities across Europe, including many Oxford and Cambridge colleges, prohibited students from keeping hawks since it distracted them from studies.  One exception was St Andrews, where students could go hawking with the bizarre-sounding stipulation that it must be “in their own clothes and not in ‘dissolute habiliments borrowed from lay cavaliers.’”[endnoteRef:5]  There was, therefore, active participation from wider social classes. Students at St. Andrews still fly their hawks in the surrounding countryside. [5:  Robin Oggins, The Kings and their Hawks. New Haven (CT) and London: Yale University Press, 2004, p.125.] 
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Students hawking at St Andrews 1972
The falconers that did the actual work of training and looking after hawks were generally working folk who passed down knowledge from father to son.  Again, court records give us the names of some of these – Dande [Andrew] Dowle, John Man and Donald Falconer (whose surname suggests hereditary employment) worked under James IV and received remission in rent as part of their pay, living near Falkland Palace.  They were also clothed by their employers, and records show provision of robes and cloth for clothing paid to, or on behalf, of falconers (a longstanding tradition going at least as far back as 1329).  Some of these men were master falconers and employed in a supervisory capacity, with others working under them – like “Lang Thom, Downies man”.  There is also evidence of falconers from overseas – one Domenico was most likely an Italian professional bringing new methods.  Boys might follow in their father’s footsteps – we read of a few pence paid to the son of “Johne the Man, falconer in Abirdene” to carry a hawk to a neighbouring falconer.  Fascinatingly, in 1496 a payment of five shillings and sixpence went to “the wif that kepis the Kingis halkis.”[endnoteRef:6] It is, of course, likely that many more women worked with hawks than history records, but this Scottish record is perhaps unique in detailing female professional involvement (as distinct from noblewomen hawking in the field) for this period. [6:  Cummins, pp.219-221.] 


[image: U:\Falconry stuff\Latham\Harting scans\Plate XII - Sir Ralph Sadler.jpg]Mary Stuart was, of course, a noted practitioner of falconry. She was happiest when with hawks, even meeting her stern critic John Knox (who himself apparently enjoyed the flight of a falcon[endnoteRef:7]) in the hawking field. In more sombre times, in English captivity, noted falconer Sir Ralph Sadler permitted her to go hawking with him, much to the anger of Elizabeth I of England when she found out. Sadler’s defence was that, as he found the country near Tutbury Castle, Staffordshire, where Mary was imprisoned, ideal for hawking “I sent home for my hawkes and faulconers . . . . whereof this Queen hearing, earnestly intreated me that she might go abroad with me to see my hawkes flie, a passetyme indede which she hath singular delight in; and I, thinking that it could not be ill-taken, assented unto her desire.” [endnoteRef:8]These all-too-brief excursions must have been a great comfort to Mary whilst awaiting her ultimate tragic fate. [7:  Arnold Fleming, Falconry and Falcons: The Sport of Flight. London: Country Life, 1934, p.16.]  [8:  Arthur Clifford (ed.), The State Papers and Letters of Sir Ralph Sadler.  Volume II.  (Edinburgh: Archibald Constable and Co., 1809), p.538.] 


Sir Ralph Sadler
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1991 Falconers hawking the moors near Jedburgh where Mary Queen of Scots flew her merlins.


[image: Hardwick Hall © National Trust]Mary’s son James VI inherited his mother’s love for the sport and when he took the English throne as James I, travelled south with his falconers, hawking much of the way.  Indeed, he did much to make the sport even more popular in England and it ultimately cost him his life – he died after a chill caught going hawking against the advice of his doctor.  
James retained the services of his Scottish falconers at Westminster, amongst them the Moncrieff family. Nichol Moncrieff is named on the King’s Falconer’s House at Falkland Palace, whilst Alexander, George and Thomas all served under James.  
Glasgow’s Burrell Collection contains a richly embroidered hawking bag, glove and matching lure said to have belonged to James, along with some hoods – one of which is certainly contemporary though two others in style are identical to ones being used up until the mid-twentieth century. James VI at eight years old, with a sparrowhawk.
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Jacobean falconry furniture from the Burrell Collection (Creative Commons)
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Description automatically generated]Brunton House at Falkland Palace, home to the Hereditary Falconers of Scotland.


After the Stuart era with the Civil Wars, falconry began to wane in popularity in England, but carried on largely undiminished in Scotland.  Many Scottish noblemen maintained establishments of hawks, including James Drummond, 3rd Duke of Perth, whose falconer William Macarthur managed to find employment as a falconer and gardener in England after Culloden, at a time when there were virtually no falconers in England.[endnoteRef:9]  The fourth Duke of Gordon was similarly passionate about hawking and developed the Gordon setter for hawking – descended from black and tan dogs used by clans to be less visible to their enemies against the moors when hawking in debatable territory.  Whilst the sport began to become somewhat more democratic around this era, it also saw a great flowering of demand for Scottish professional falconers.     [9:  Fleming, p.19.] 

Scottish falconers were long famed internationally for their skills. As far back as 1250, when Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II wrote his influential scientific treatise on falconry, itself influenced by his celebrated science adviser and astrologer Michael Scotus [Scot][endnoteRef:10], one of his named falconers was also Scottish – Alexander Henrici [Henry].  Part of this renown was due, essentially, to Scotland’s location and geography which shaped native falconers’ skills and styles. Traditionally, all hawks had to be taken from the wild since there was no successful aviculture.  They were traditionally classed as ‘eyasses’ – young falcons taken from the nest before they could fly, or else ‘passage hawks’ or ‘haggard hawks’ trapped when mature and experienced hunters.  Ultimately, most hawks ended up returning to the wild after being lost and, generally, whilst the more experienced hawks were borrowed from nature for a shorter time, they were still preferred since they knew the skills the falconer wished to harness. By contrast, eyasses might ‘imprint’ on the falconer, becoming noisy or aggressive as they did to their wild parents and also needed to learn to fly and hunt.  However, to catch ‘passage hawks’ necessitated a migration route, which the Netherlands had but Scotland did not. It was therefore difficult to obtain experienced hawks without obtaining them from overseas. Scotland’s falconers were, consequently, experts in training eyasses and developed methods to suit.  When there was a resurgence of interest in England, many people sought the Scottish falconers’ knowledge – they shared similar circumstances in terms of available hawks and, of course, a language, unlike the Dutch professionals from Valkenswaard who worked all across Europe. Eighteenth and nineteenth century falconry was thus characterised by the ‘Dutch School’ and the ‘Scotch School’. [10:  Casey A. Wood and Florence Marjorie Fyfe, “Translators’ Introduction” in The Art of Falconry: being the de arte venandi cum avibus of Frederick II of Hohenstaufen. Stanford (CA): Stanford University Press, 1943, p.xlvii.] 

[image: ]Scottish professional falconers were, for a long time, the mainstay of hawking throughout the UK.  James Campbell wrote an instructional treatise[endnoteRef:11] in 1773 which, whilst it borrows heavily from earlier works in places, speaks volumes of his skill and that of other Scottish professionals. For instance, he was in the habit of keeping his hawks at ‘hack’ – that is, total liberty – when he could not fly them for a few days.  This was often done from a tall tower to give the hawks security, and this is one possible use for the so-called ‘hawking tower’ near Prestwick Airport.  Also known as the Shaw Monument, it was supposedly constructed by a local laird so that he could watch his hawks being flown when he was too old to follow them actively.  Whatever the origins of the structure, it bears a carved panel depicting a falconer carrying a hawk.   [11:  James Campbell, A Treatise of Modern Faulconry. Edinburgh: Balfour and Smellie, 1773.] 
The Hawking Tower at Prestwick


[image: ]Sadly, even by Campbell’s day, environmental changes and the increase in casual ownership and use of firearms was beginning to make hacking hawks risky, even on remote moors, and Campbell was also one of the first to note declining populations of game and changing attitudes to hawks themselves. Changes in society also meant that those of more moderate means had opportunities to pursue hawking.  The Renfrewshire Subscription Hawks in the early 1800s was one of the earliest hawking clubs open to paying members, rather than establishments owned by private individuals, and was presided over by Mr Fleming of Barochan.  Fleming’s own head falconer John Hainshaw took on an apprentice, young John Anderson, who was to become one of the most celebrated of the Scottish professionals.  Mr Malcolm Fleming of Barochan with his Falconer John Hainshaw and apprentice John Anderson (James Howe 1780-1836).



In time, Anderson became head falconer and employed Peter Ballantyne (himself the son of a professional falconer) as assistant in 1818.  The two men ran the Renfrewshire Subscription Hawks after Fleming’s death in 1819.  Anderson also played a curious part in the coronation of George IV in 1821, when he ceremonially presented the monarch with two falcons on behalf of the Duke of Atholl, this being the traditional rent for the Isle of Man which the Dukes held.  This was, by that time, purely ceremonial and Anderson was depicted in the 16th century costume he wore for the occasion.[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Gerald Lascelles, “Falconry” in Harding Cox and Gerald Lascelles, Coursing and Falconry (The Badminton Library). London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1892, pp.325-326.] 

[image: Isaac Robert Cruikshank, John Anderson, c 1750 - 1833. Falconer, hawksman to Malcolm Fleming of Barochan, the Earl of Morton and Sir Alexander Donne of Ochiltree]

Anderson was instrumental in preserving the Scottish tradition of falconry and after his retirement, his erstwhile apprentice Peter Ballantyne went to work for Lord Carmarthen at Huntly. Here, Ballantyne worked alongside Dutch professional John Pells and so came to learn the Dutch methods too, learning to make hoods in the Dutch manner and becoming a successful all-round falconer.  After leaving Lord Carmarthen, he worked for Sir James Boswell of Auchinleck, also managing greyhounds, for some 25 years, then went to Mr Ewen of Ewenfield with whom he enjoyed great success.  On Mr Ewen’s death he was employed by Mr Oswald of Auchincruive and died, aged 84, whilst still training hawks – a testament to the health hawking engenders and the lifelong passion it instils.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Roger Upton, A Bird in the Hand: Celebrated Falconers of the Past. London: Debretts, 1980, pp.130-131.] 
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Peter Ballantyne in advanced years (engraving from Cox and Lascelles, 1892) 




[image: ]
Portrait of Ballantyne’s Dutch colleague John Pells, by James William Giles RSA, of Aberdeen (1801-1870). Oils on mahogany panel.

Other long-serving and skilled professionals included Francis McCullock, or McCulloch, and the Barr family.  William Barr was a gamekeeper for John Maxwell, one of the members of the Renfrewshire Subscription Hawks, but learned to handle and train hawks, most likely from Anderson and Ballantyne.  William had three sons, the eldest of whom, also William, trained hawks but emigrated to Australia in 1853.  The younger brothers, Robert and John, are better known.  The youngest, Robert, enjoyed success working for Captain Salvin, a leading English falconer, and then Maharajah Dhuleep Singh, the young heir to the Punjab from whom it was annexed by Britain.  On leaving the Maharajah, Robert worked for the Old Hawking Club, alternating between grouse hawking in Perthshire and rook hawking on Salisbury Plain.  After seven years he went on to work for the Marquis of Bute but died in his service in 1870.
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Exceptional Scottish falconers Robert (left) and John Barr(right) 



The middle brother, John, had by far the most illustrious career.  He commenced his career working, like his brother, for the Maharajah Dhuleep Singh in 1857. This gave him tremendous opportunities for travel which few working-class people at the time would have had: visiting Syria, Italy and other parts of Southern Europe where he exchanged ideas with other falconers.  He had much involvement with the Maharajah’s Indian falconers as well as contact with Arabian methods, and also made regular trips to the Netherlands to learn from Dutch professionals.  This, plus his early background in Scottish methods, made him the “cleverest professional falconer of this [nineteenth] century”.[endnoteRef:14]  Barr went on to work for a French hawking club based at Châlons in the Champagne region, temporarily took over his brother’s position after Robert’s death, worked independently giving exhibitions of trained hawks, was engaged by the Old Hawking Club and another British/pan-European club and finally worked for a Mr Evans near Cambridge, where he died aged only 39.  In that short lifespan, he encountered and worked with people from the widest range of backgrounds, learned various languages, travelled to countries as diverse as Iceland and Syria and was multi-skilled in a demanding profession that required great practical skills, knowledge, perseverance, physical fitness and not a little tact and diplomacy.   [14:  Lascelles, p.327.] 

Barr’s lifetime encompassed an era of immense social change.  Whilst life was still grim for the majority, there were certainly more opportunities for travel and leisure facilitated by railways and better standards of living and falconry, becoming better known through increased communication and literacy, gained in popularity.  However, it was in no measure ever as widespread as shooting and this was a limiting factor in access to ground and quarry for falconers.  
Despite that, it appealed to those who sought more contact with nature and Scotland increasingly became a magnet for falconers due to the relatively unspoilt countryside.  This arguably began in earnest with the eccentric Colonel Thomas Thornton who undertook A Sporting Tour through Scotland in the 1780s, described in his later memoir (1804) of that name.  Thornton undoubtedly exaggerated the size of the fish he caught, the numbers of grouse and deer he hawked or shot and the heights of the Grampians, but undoubtedly faced great hardships to access, by horse and on foot with a huge entourage, his hawking ground, especially that around ‘Dulnon Camp’ on the River Dulnain in the mountains near Newtonmore. This ground is still flown over by falconers to this day – some making great sacrifices and facing increasing bureaucratic difficulties to travel from mainland Europe – and the site, whilst no means as precipitous as a contemporary painting suggests (see below) is nonetheless hard to access but well worth the effort. Thornton, despite his foibles, did much to encourage others to explore the grandeur of the Highlands, whether for sport or general sightseeing. As the Victorian era progressed, this became somewhat easier yet no less valued.
Whilst Pictish evidence mirrors Anglo-Saxon references from all across Northern Europe insofar as large, edible quarry such as hares, cranes and geese were a feature of more food-oriented early hawking, the first written record of mountain hare hawking can be dated with certainty to 1881 when a James Corballis enjoyed success with a goshawk.  This is significant as it further democratised falconry, helping to widen access to the most splendid tracts of countryside which were often the preserve of those seeking grouse or red deer.  However, where falconers could secure access to moors, either by clubbing together or through supportive landowners, grouse hawking also became favoured.  The Old Hawking Club, once the mainstay of hawking in Britain, were keen exponents, hawking at Langwell where their celebrated professional falconer, John Frost, was sadly taken ill and died in 1890. Laid to rest at Berriedale, Caithness, near the ground he loved so well, his grave remains a place of pilgrimage for visiting falconers from Britain and further afield. Nowhere in Europe could hawks be flown at truly wild, testing quarry in such magnificent scenery, as in Scotland.    
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The merlin by John Faed
[image: ][image: No photo description available.]John Frost, Falconer to the Old Hawking Club, and his grave at Berriedale.



One unexpected benefit of greater numbers of falconers was that, amid the then conventional persecution of birds of prey for game preservation, they provided a small, yet growing, voice for sustainable use, conservation and protection of hawks.  Animated and often heated correspondence appeared in the press from the 1850s onward between those who though all predators should be eradicated and the falconers who implored gamekeepers and their employers to accept the relatively scarce depredations of birds of prey: “do not lend a hand to exterminate the race of our falcons, fast declining; but spare the noble peregrine; spare him, even if you neither could be nor would be a disciple of the hood and the leash.”[endnoteRef:15] Slowly, landowners and tenants who enjoyed hawking began persuading gamekeepers not to excessively persecute hawks and whilst old habits died hard, there is some sense of change in attitude by the turn of the century. Highland ’keeper Dugald Macintyre, at the end of a long career in which both his father and he had themselves trained and flown hawks, wrote “The Highlands without beasts and birds of prey would not be the Highlands, however, and I should not like to see any kind exterminated.“[endnoteRef:16]  Falconers increasingly depended on gamekeepers for access to ground and indeed to hawks – many that would undoubtedly have otherwise been shot or trapped ended up with falconers – and this, in turn, helped to bring about more enlightened attitudes. [15:  John Potter Hamilton, ‘A Plea for the Peregrine’ in The Field, 6th November 1858.]  [16:   Dugald Macintyre, Wild Life of the Highlands. London: Allen and Co., 1936 , p.202.] 
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Portrait of unknown falconer by Robert Cree Crawford (1842-1924).

Scotland provides us with one of the most striking examples of the truly international nature of falconry.  In 1930, a Mrs MacLean, who flew various species of hawks between the wars, hosted a visiting Hungarian sportsman who remarked to her, on seeing her hawks fly, that there were no falconers in Hungary – despite the terrain being perfect and it being, supposedly, the route via which nomadic falconers brought it to the west.   She thus arranged for an acquaintance of hers, Stephen Biddulph, to help to reintroduce it to [image: ]Hungary.  Of mixed Anglo-Greek heritage, Biddulph had spent virtually his whole life in India where he was an Army officer, as well as a noted falconer and talented artist, though had flown hawks in Scotland whilst on leave in 1889 to experience the magic of hawking on the moors.  At Mrs MacLean’s request, aged 72, he travelled to Hungary with falconers from what is now Pakistan and trained a number of Hungarians with an interest in wildlife to restore the sport.  The story does not stop there, however – one of the boys he trained, Lorant de Bastyai, later fled to Britain after the Hungarian Revolution and was instrumental in establishing the Welsh Hawking Club.  Thus, from Scotland, via India, falconry returned to Hungary and received a boost in Wales! Were it not for Mrs MacLean, the flourishing falconry club in Hungary today would not have existed.Mrs MacLean


Nonetheless, for all of the resurgence of interest in falconry, the general public still knew little about hawks, which almost had undesirable consequences for one Scottish falconer during the Second World War.  Alastair McArthur had been involved with hawking for many years and it was through him that English falconer Charles Knight obtained a male golden eagle, named Mr Ramshaw, who accompanied him on lecture tours in wartime, boosting morale and educating the public about hawks and their conservation.[endnoteRef:17] McArthur joined the Royal Navy in 1940 and found himself in charge of a flotilla responsible for minesweeping and air-sea rescue in the waters between Dover and Calais. In 1943 he was interrogated over a telegram sent to him from Sutherland about a “despatch of merlins”.  Censors naturally assumed he was communicating about shipments of the Rolls-Royce Merlin engines used in aircraft and motor torpedo boats and thus suspected espionage.  Eventually, he was able to prove it related to feathered merlins he was receiving from a ’keeper in Scotland! These small falcons ate little, largely providing for themselves when McArthur was on shore and could fly them, but often lived on his boat above his bunk and were exercised from the stern when at sea, much to the amusement of his fellow sailors.  However, he gained more responsibility prior to D-Day so had to pass them on to another falconer.  After the war, McArthur returned to Scotland, farming in Kintyre and contributing a chapter on hawking to a publication on wildfowl. [17:  Ken MacDougall (ed.), “Milestones and People” in The Falconer: 2002 Anniversary Edition. Celebrating 75 Years of the British Falconers’ Club. N.P: The British Falconers’ Club, 2003, p.36.] 

Few, however, had the luxury of being able to maintain peaceful pursuits during wartime and of course falconers were killed on active service on both sides of the conflict.  It took a long time to re-establish active hawking and things were compounded by decreasing numbers of hawks, which were destroyed during the war to safeguard homing pigeons carrying messages from spies in Europe or downed aircrew.  When numbers did not recover, falconers were amongst the first to notice, and subsequent research showed pesticides such as DDT to have an impact throughout the food chain. Ultimately, this led to more drive for domestic breeding of hawks, in turn benefitting wild populations both through active reintroduction programmes globally but also by increasing ecological awareness.  
[image: A picture containing text, linedrawing

Description automatically generated]One notable falconer of more recent times who helped to get hawking back on its feet in Scotland was the actor James Robertson-Justice.  Whilst best known for playing pompous authority figures on screen, this flamboyant character was a very dedicated falconer.  After fighting for the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War and being injured in the Second World War, his love of his ancestral Scotland became stronger.  He contested North Angus for the Labour Party in 1950, helped to launch Scottish Television in 1957 and served as Rector of Edinburgh University.   Passionate about the preservation of Gaelic, he was often credited in films as Seamus Mòr na Feusag (“Big James with the beard”!) and in 1966, at the height of his falconry career when he was living at Spinningdale on the Dornoch Firth, brought traditional Scottish tales to a wider audience in several episodes of BBC’s Jackanory.  After his death in 1975, his ashes were interred in his old hawking bag on a cairn on the moors he hawked.
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James Robertson-Justice in cartoon form (above) and with falconer Philip Glasier (at left) and Walt Disney (centre).






Another larger than life character of this era was Walter Joynson.  Walter was a true eccentric, a huge man in size, stature and personality, and despite being blinded in one eye whilst serving with the Royal Marines, flew a variety of hawks in the post-war years from his home near Aberfoyle. He helped many falconers to practise their sport in the 1950s and 60s and was a familiar sight, often wearing belted kilt or trews with a huge brass buckle and his trademark blue bonnet, at hawking related events.  Indeed, Walter appears on a postcard, carrying a goshawk, that has been sold all over Scotland for years and is probably in most falconers’ collections, looking the very epitome of the Highland chieftain.    
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Ronnie Moore with his golden eagle Ailsa
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Roger Upton, Steven Frank and Mark Upton, Caithness.
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A disabled falconer uses an Argocat to take out his eagle.
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The golden eagle, traditionally used for hunting mountain hares.
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Becky Lupton with her golden eagle.

The 1960s and 70s saw a further increase in falconry’s popularity – due in some part to people’s greater awareness of, and appreciation for, birds of prey.  Visiting falconers joined Scottish falconers not just for the unique grouse hawking on the moors, but also the more prosaic flights, primarily with goshawks.  Although these were virtually extinct in Scotland, they could be legally imported from Finland where they were still shot in great numbers, and these hawks were the mainstay of most Scottish falconers.  Falconer John Murray become one of the first people to enjoy success with the golden eagle, which was barely considered worth the effort of training by many falconers though had a small but dedicated following in Central Europe.  John had a particular passion for the species, having befriended the great naturalist Seton Gordon, and was granted a licence to take one such eagle on the condition it was eventually returned to the wild.  He eventually released the bird far from human habitation and, the following year, it was spotted with a mate attempting to breed in Orkney – the first recorded attempt for many years.[endnoteRef:18]  He was also once tasked with rehabilitating an osprey – then incredibly scarce – which was the victim of an oil slick.  He nursed the bird back to health but sadly it never recovered sufficiently for re-release and so went to a wildlife park.  Other Scottish falconers, including Leo Macari, Martin Connelly and most recently Neil Hunter, have set impressive standards in eagle falconry, flying their eagles as nature intended from a soaring position over the Highlands and Southern Uplands, which are the prime areas in Europe to see these majestic species flown at their best.  [18:  Dr David Fox, Eagle Falconry: A Personal Perspective. Eastleigh: Falcon Leisure Publishing, 2012, p.107.] 

Other developments affecting falconry in Scotland have been the introduction of species from the Americas, notably the Harris’ hawk and red-tailed hawk, which are not only perfectly suited to Scottish quarry and terrain, but are relatively simpler to train and hawk with than species such as the goshawk.  These, like all species commonly used, readily breed in aviaries, making falconers self-sufficient in terms of access to hawks.  These species are also principally employed to take rabbits and hares, with the occasional gamebird.  As such, they make hawking far more accessible to the average person who might otherwise have to pay for access to game species.  Technological advances in the form of radio-tracking and more recently GPS mean hawks are seldom permanently lost and increased international communication has fostered strong co-operation between falconers around the world, sharing experiences and certainly within the EU, to date, the ability to travel with hawks.  Thus whilst Belgian, French, Italian and Dutch falconers come to Scotland for hawking in the stunning landscapes, Scottish falconers have also had the opportunity to fly overseas too – one eagle falconer from near Dundee has spent much of his season hawking in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Austria each year.  
Aside from practical hawking, the sport’s cultural significance cannot be overestimated.  Any activity with so long a heritage cannot but influence language and literature.  We have already considered the placename Hawkstane, and there have been assertions that Falkland, long the site of a royal hunting and hawking lodge, derives its name from falcon (though these are not conclusive), but many Gaelic placenames seem to imply falconry links.  The word Seabhaig denotes a hawk, and given that Scottish falconry formerly relied on hawks taken from the nest until domestic breeding became the norm in the mid-20th century, Creag an t-Seabhaig (Deeside) and Cleit an t-Seabhaig and Stac an t-Seabhaig (both in Sutherland) suggest crags, rocks and cliffs, respectively, where hawks were known to nest.  The Gaelic proverb Cha deanar seabhaig de 'n chlamhan – “you can’t make [good] hawks out of kites”[endnoteRef:19] has a parallel in the French On ne saurait faire d'une buse un épervier (you can’t make a buzzard into a sparrowhawk) and references the fact that some species of bird of prey like the kite are useless for falconry. This certainly attests to the practice of falconry amongst the Gaelic speaking communities as well as the lowland Scots.  Another Scots proverb, “hawks winna pyke out another hawk’s een”, is akin to “there’s honour amongst thieves”[endnoteRef:20] though whether, as some authors attest, it relates to falconry or is simply an observation on wild hawks is uncertain.  Golf, with its Scottish origins, has a linguistic link with falconry – hawks were, and are, transported on a portable perch termed a ‘cadge’ from which the English terms ‘cad’, ‘codger’ and ‘cadging’ originate.  Which came first etymologically is unclear, but the caddy that carries golf clubs shares origins with this term.  [19:  Alexander Nicolson (ed.), A Collection of Gaelic Proverbs and Familiar Phrases: based on Macintosh’s Collection, Second Edition. Edinburgh: MacLachlan and Stewart, 1882, p.95.]  [20:  David Purves, “Scots Proverbs” in Poems, Stories, Plays in the Scots Language [online]. Available at: <https://electricscotland.com/poetry/purves/proverbs.htm>] 

[image: ]
A cadge boy
Literature was strongly influenced by falconry since its methods and role in society made it a ripe source of literary allusion.  This is a phenomenon all across the globe, from the Arabic oral tradition of poetry, through the Afghan rubaiyat of Kushal Khan Khattak and works of Sufi mystic Rumi, to the writings of Calderon, Dante and to Shakespeare’s interpretation of the events surrounding Macbeth.  Actual Scottish literature is no exception. An anonymous ballad, The Twa Corbies, describes a knight dying in a ditch as two crows wait to feast on him.  They are expecting this since: 
His hound is to the hunting gane,
His hawk to fetch the wild-fowl hame,
His lady’s ta’en anither mate,
So we may mak our dinner sweet….
O’er his white banes, when they are bare,
The wind shall blaw for ever mair.

In an English version, the knight is protected from the crows (or rather ravens) by his lover, hawk and hound but here, he is abandoned by the supposed symbols of his status.  It has been suggested the Scottish version was a response to the English to show the lack of honour many such knights had in pillaging and destroying property.[endnoteRef:21]Another Scots ballad deals with Edward, a young man who has committed patricide: he suggests to his mother there is blood on him because “Oh, I hae kill’d my hawk so guid” – again the mere suggestion of which was akin to a statement of a [endnoteRef:22]dishonourable character.  John Barbour, the first poet to write in Scots with his epic on the Wars of Independence, The Brus (c.1375) kept hawks[endnoteRef:23] whilst William Dunbar (c.1460-1530) was most adept at using falconry terms and language in a symbolic manner: [21:  David Horobin, Falconry in Literature. Blaine (WA): Hancock House, 2004, pp.82-83.]  [22:  Ibid., p.83.]  [23:  Fleming, p.14.] 

Your clerks are servit all about,
And I do like ane red hawk shout,
To come to lure that has no life,
While my plumes begin to break out:
Excess of thocht does me mischief.[endnoteRef:24]  [24:  William Dunbar, “To the King” in James Paterson (ed.), The Life and Poems of William Dunbar. Edinburgh: William P. Nimmo, 1860, p.277.] 


The ‘red hawk’ was a young falcon, some of which can be vociferous, especially if awaiting food – as here where Dunbar says he is not being permitted to fly to the lure. Sir Walter Scott’s later novels are also full of falconry references, admittedly not always accurate since he had no personal acquaintance with the sport, but as a romanticised vision of the past. These are of great significance, however, since being such popular reading material they inspired interest in the sport, with some Victorian falconers attributing their first knowledge of falconry to Scott’s works.  Therefore, this noted Scottish writer played a not insignificant role in actually perpetuating falconry after it had become largely forgotten.  Twentieth century novelist John Buchan, best known for The Thirty-Nine Steps, made the son of his hero Richard Hannay a falconer[endnoteRef:25] – clearly based on Buchan’s own son who practised the sport.  [25:  John Buchan, The Island of Sheep. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1936, pp.24-26] 

Because falconry, of necessity, works in conjunction with nature and employs natural predators against natural prey it is entirely sustainable.  Practised properly, it is a contest of equals – the ideal quarry is the one which the hawk would take in her natural state and is, therefore, adapted to escape from her.  Whether the uphill running and jumping of the mountain hare, which will often stop dead and leap right over the hawk as she closes in, the acrobatic roll of the crow or the evasive jinking of a grouse, it is this interaction between predator and prey that is the whole point of the exercise.  Witnessing the dramatic flight whilst enjoying the natural world by becoming part of it, the falconer sees the world through a hawk’s eyes and whilst, of course, the hawk wishes to succeed, she will be fed and the falconer will still be happy if she fails, which is more often the case than not.  Scottish professional James Campbell, discussing the difference between the then new forms of shooting and hawking, wrote, as long ago as 1773 “The sportsman had hitherto drawn his pleasure from observing the various turns of the chace or flight; and when he obtained it, he was little mortified that the hare or woodcock made its escape”.[endnoteRef:26]  Wild hawks are successful in only about 25% of their hunts, and trained ones less so.  Impact on quarry species is minimal and no falconer would wish it any other way. [26:  Campbell, p.38.] 
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‘The Display on the return to camp at Dulnon, August 1786’: Colonel Thornton’s base in the hills at Alvie, Newtonmore. (Landscape by Sawry Gilpin, figures and animals by Philip Reinagle).
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The same spot on the River Dulnain, with cadge boy, August 2022.

Conservation
The very earliest bird protection laws were set up by falconers. Goshawks were carefully re-cycled, as in the Colloquy of Aelfric (950-1010): "They feed themselves and I in the winter, but in spring I release them to the woods then, in autumn, take the young birds to tame.
When Robert of Avenel gave Eskdale to the Church of St Mary of Melrose around 1235 he reserved the rights to the nests of hawks. James IV in 1496 reserved the peregrines on the Abbot’s Craig at Stirling for himself. 
[image: ]With the advent of shooting, falconry lost favour and birds of prey were vilified. Some species were exterminated altogether. The sea eagle, osprey, goshawk and red kite were totally killed off, while peregrines, merlins, kestrels, hobbies, harriers, golden eagles, buzzards and owls were reduced to relict populations. Despite this, small numbers of falconers kept the traditions alive and, as we have seen, actively campaigned for protection for birds of prey at a time when they were commonly considered vermin. Because falconry brings practitioners and followers into not just close, but personal, contact with the avian world, falconers frequently become passionate advocates for birds of all sorts.  Falconry aficionados like Lord Lilford, John Gurney and Alfred Newton were active in campaigning for preservation of birds, and one of the first successful campaigns by the newly formed RSPB, banning the importation of plumage for fashion in 1921, was spearheaded by Winifred Cavendish-Bentinck whose family had hosted the Old Hawking Club at Langwell. In addition, being dependent on pristine habitats, falconers are thus often amongst the first to notice changes in wildlife or the ecology of an area and in mid-twentieth century, “found themselves as a lone militant group opposing the various forms of devastation that they saw afflicting bird of prey populations”.[endnoteRef:27]   [27:  Eric and David Hosking with Jim Flegg, Eric Hosking’s Birds of Prey of the World. London: Pelham Books, 1987, p.151.] 
Goshawk


In the 1970s falconers started re-introducing goshawks to Speyside and Argyll, and then in the 1980s falconers helped in the recovery of the red kite. As a result, both species are now doing well. 

At the same time falconers pioneered breeding their birds in captivity so that falconry is entirely self-sustaining. Scottish falconers are fully self-sustaining for their raptors and even produce sufficient for export.
Globally, falconers have helped to restore several endangered species, from the iconic peregrine falcon in the USA and beyond, the Mauritius kestrel, the Philippine eagle and many other species.  In Scotland, a programme to reintroduce the white-tailed sea eagle from surplus Norwegian birds utilised falconry techniques[endnoteRef:28]  [28:  ibid, pp.80, 146-147.] 


Education
There are about 16 bird of prey centres in Scotland in addition to the large, well known zoological collections. Most offer flying demonstrations as part of their visitor experience. The majority of those centres are open to the general public. Some are private centres which offer experience and activity days focused on falconry and raptors. All of these activities are centred around conservation, education, research and rehabilitation of wild injured raptors. 

A total of six centres offer raptor rehabilitation as part of their bird of prey centre or are an independent rehabilitation centre. 

Many bird of prey centres provide an outreach education programme for school children. Some also have an elected Education Officer which will visit schools or host them at their centre and provide educational resources tailored to different age groups and key parts of the curriculum. 

In addition to schools the Girl Guides, Brownies, Scouts, Cubs and various other clubs are included in educational activities and outreach visits. Loch Lomond Bird of Prey Centre will welcome up to 15-20 different schools and clubs in a typical year. 

Most centres on the central belt of Scotland prior to avian influenza in a typical year would expect to aid in rehabilitating 3-5 wild raptors.

Many small groups of friends form their own falconry clubs and host their own field meetings. Crawford Falconry Club has 20-30 active members who attend field meets and meet regularly. Their overall membership is roughly 80-100 members from as young as 12 years old up to 70 and they welcome anyone. The two best-known clubs in Scotland are the Scottish region of the British Falconers’ Club and the Scottish Hawking Club.

In addition to the above there are up to 100 pest control management companies operating in Scotland, with roughly 50 individuals within those companies carrying out pest control with birds of prey. 


 Every Game Fair has a display of birds of prey, with a commentary, and such demonstrations are frequent at country shows and other outdoor events. These enable a much wider audience to learn more about birds of prey and their role in the environment, as well as the unique partnership with humanity which enables the public to see these otherwise elusive creatures at close quarters, thereby perpetuating a passion for their preservation and wellbeing.
[image: ]The iconic red kite, a conservation success story aided by falconers. This trained kite, flown at a demonstration, enables the public to see such birds at close quarters and learn to value them.





[image: ][image: ]
Scotland’s bird of prey centres, through outreach activities, enable young and old alike to experience the thrill of a bond, however brief, with the wilderness.  For some it will be a momentary thrill; for others it will ignite a life-long passion – but for all it is a memorable experience.
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A young falconer learns how to hold a falcon, passing this cultural heritage to the next generation (above), whilst other children learn about the care and management of hawks on a centre visit.
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Whilst most British raptor populations are relatively stable, shows and demonstrations also give the general public opportunities to learn about non-native species which may be threatened by pesticides, habitat loss or direct persecution in their natural environments.
[image: ]
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Loch Lomond Birds of Prey center
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Nick Baker group
.[image: A picture containing person, grass, outdoor, standing

Description automatically generated]
Scottish falconers at the International Festival of Falconry 2009.
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]
Jack Mavrogordato and John Murray at the Game Fair at Blair Drummond, 1964.

Falconry, therefore, is more than simply a sport.  It is a way of life that absorbs all who come under its spell, whether medieval monarch or modern manual worker.  It is, furthermore, a cultural phenomenon which transcends creed, colour, gender, nationality, politics, religion and race.  It enables its devotees a unique understanding of, empathy for and personal – often spiritual – bond with the natural world which few other human interactions with nature can.  A falconer must, by definition, be a conservationist since they depend on healthy habitats and relish wilderness.  It has a tendency to unite people from the widest possible backgrounds and has left a remarkable legacy of cultural heritage.  All over the globe where it is practised, it has shaped art, language, literature, conservation and even international relations over the centuries and was, therefore, recognised by UNESCO as a prime example of humanity’s Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2010. Scotland’s contribution to this global heritage has been immense.  
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