





Stalking

clearings and fields in the forest
where the deer come to feed.

An hour before sunset, one
of Berleburg’s rarer white hinds
emerges from the woods, followed
by atypical rusty-red calf. A small
number of Berleburg’s red deer are
white or grey. They are descended
from a white female introduced to the
estate from the royal deer park north
of Copenhagen. At the time of writing,
the grounds have a population of
about 70 white specimens, but older
white stags are not available to be shot
every year.

White hinds can easily produce red
calves, just as red females give birth to
white or grey calves. It all depends on
the animals’ genetics.

A few minutes after the hind and
calfwander out of the forest’s cover,
astagfollows. Itis the injured 11-year-

old and Andreas quickly confirms the
hunter can take the animal.

For along time, the stagis hidden
by tree trunks and small bushes, but
when it finally stops in the open after
abrief, unsuccessful pursuit of the
hind, Mark takes it in the shoulder and
the stagfalls. The female and her calf
seem unaware of what has happened.
It’s a few moments before they return
to the forest, leaving the dead stagin
their wake.

Honour

When a stagis taken in Berleburg,

itis honoured according to German
hunting tradition. A twigis placed

in the animal’s mouth, on its shoulder
and in the hunter’s hat. Later, as part
ofthe ancient ritual, the deerislaid on
abed of oakleavesin the castle park,
and horns are blown. In a practice
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thatis unique to Berleburg, the stag s
also flanked by the antlers it has cast
over the years.

It hasbeen along tradition
at Berleburgto collect the antlers
cast by adult males. The practice
enables the gamekeepers to mark
the progress of each stag’s rack and,
more importantly, determine the
animal’s age. They do not collect
antlers from spikers, as these cannot
be distinguished from each other,
but once they have two or more tines,
they have characteristics that make
it possible to recognise each animal
and catalogue them year after year.

Berleburg’s headkeeper identifies
astag’s cast antlers by the burr’s
rosette, whichis as individual as
afingerprint. He also compares the
shape of the antlers’ points from
year to year, though thisisn’t always
straightforward as the second point
can disappear for some years before
reappearing later.

Cast antlers are often used
commercially to make furniture,
ornaments, buttons and so on, which
gives them an economic value. When
avisiting hunter takes ared stag at
Berleburg, he has the opportunity
tobuy the animal’s cast antlers at

Collecting the castantlers
provides a progress report
for eachstagonthe estate:
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The bullet hits the stag; it drops on the spot

the day’s going rate. Often the estate’s
employees can deliver a complete set,
but that’s not always the case.

Sometimes, if there were years
when the cast antlers were never
found, a hunter must put up with
missing racks. The situation is worse
ifthe stag only entered the estate in
the same year it was shot. In that case,
there areno antlers atall.

Cast antlers
One of the keepers’ tactics to collect
the discarded prongs involves adding
awooden overlay over the hay feeder,
which knocks off the antlers when the
stags lower their heads to eat the hay.
Stags also cast their racks when they
get up after sitting for a while.
Ahandful of casual workers
comb the woods to find any cast
antlers that have been lost in the
thickets away from the feeders.
In Germany, specially trained dogs
can do the job, but Berleburgrelies
on humans. Now and then, the hunt
for adiscarded rack proves to be
particularly memorable for the one
who findsit. In this case, the estate
sometimes gives them the antler as
asouvenir, but usually this is only
ifahunter doesn’t purchase the
collection or the stag is never shot.
These workers also get the pleasure
of wandering the grounds of a finely
managed estate where the staff’s
expertise in red deer management,
along with a well-judged, restrictive
shooting policy, ensures that the
animals thrive largely based on
natural selection. These practices,
which have been carried out for
centuries, also guarantee that the
name Berleburg will continue to be
synonymous with excellence for
generations to come. %

QO contactinformation:

Ole Rasmussen arranged thistrip.
Website: jagtognaturpleje.di
Telephone: +4522991818
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