
~ 

El 

Preserved 
for posterity 
Ran Toft meets expert taxidermist MIKE GADD and finds 
out how a fascination with dead animals and birds led him 
down a somewhat unusual, but successful, career path 

TAXIDERMY 

A
s A lad, Mike Gadd often 
came across dead wild 
animals while exploring the 
Yorkshire countryside in 
which he was raised. 

Most people would walk right past 
such corpses and certainly not pick them 
up. Mike, however, found dead birds and 
other animals fascinating. "I always 
thought it was a shame to bury what were 
often lovely creatures, so at the age of 
about 14 I began preserving and 
mounting them," he says. 

Mike's initial attempts at taxidermy 
were, by his own admission, "absolutely 
appalling". However, he slowly improved. 
"I got in touch with gamekeepers and 
others who started bringing me stoats 
and squirrels. Before long, other people 
got to hear of my interest and also began 
dropping things into me. Soon, I was 
getting a real mixture of stuff," says Mike. 

He often popped into Knaresborough 
where a former circus strong man ran a 
small taxidermy business, badgering the 
owner to take him on as an 
apprentice. "He kept saying 

Mike did his own taxidermy at weekends 
and felt confident enough by the time he 
was 21 to do what his headmaster had 
predicted and set up his own 
taxidermy business. Since 
then he hasn't looked 
back. "At a school 
reunion, I was 
surprised the 
headmaster 
remembered 
me. When I 
painted this out, 
he said: 'Well, 
you don't easily 
forget someone 
who once left a 
stuffed rat on your 
desk.'" 

Mike has now been a 
taxidermist for more than 40 
years. During that time, he has 
preserved everything from hummingbirds 
and ostriches to lions, giraffes and big 
cats. However, the early years were 
financially difficult for him. "There were 
times when I couldn't afford to repair the 

and command 
higher prices." 

Mike, who is 
now one of only a 

handful of people in 
the UK recognised by 

the Guild of Taxidermists 
as a master bird taxidermist, 

has won a string of awards over the 
years. 

An artist at work 
Taxidermy is not the gory business many 
people imagine it to be. "Skinning a bird 

• no, then finally relented and 
agreed to employ me on a 
trial basis for the princely 
sum of £2.50 a week," 
recalls Mike. "I remember 
punching the air with 
excitement. I was so 
grateful." 

Mike's headmaster let him 
leave school early to take 
advantage of the employment 
opportunity, and prophetically 

~ • • Skinning a bird takes me 
about 20 minutes. That's the 
quick, straightforward part. 
The problem is putting the 
bird back together again 

takes me about 20 minutes 
and is the quickest, most 
straightforward part of 
taxidermy: Mike tells me. 
"The problem is putting it all 
back together again. It's 
important to study the bird 
thoroughly before making the 
first incision and to make 
notes and take photographs 
of it from every angle. If you 
don't, it would be a bit like 
taking a car to pieces without 
a diagram and having all the 

remarked that Mike would be running his 
own business by the time he was 21. 
Being self-employed, though, was the last 
thing on Mike's mind at this early stage. 
"In fact, my work was still bad." he 
admtts. "But I got better, and as others 
left I moved up the ladder, eventually 
becoming head taxidermist," he says. 
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car, so I didn't have my own transport for 
six months," he says. "I literally ate what 
came in - including peacock, swan, 
moorhen and sparrow!" 

He continues: "I have always 
struggled to get good money for good 
worik. I specialise mainly in raptors 
because these are popular with collectors 

bits scattered around the yard." 
He takes great care when remov1!\)ra 

bird's skin not to penetrate the body sac 
that contains the internal organs. Eyes 
are replaced with glass ones, usually 
imported from Germany. Mike makes a 
cast of the beak, or sometimes reshapes 
and paints the real one. 

Preserving a raptor the size of a 
buuard or peregrine takes Mike about 
three days. But that is only part of the 
job. Providing a realistiC, authentic setting 
for a mounted raptor is a much longer, 
time-consuming process. The "rocks" 
sometimes incorporated into Mike's 
displays are not actual stones, but casts 
of real ones. 

"The ones in my peregrine displays 
are replicas of rocks I found and cast in 
the field on a dedicated trip to Mull, while 
some of my other works feature casts of 
rocks I found in the Lake District. Such 
pieces can cost £2,000 to £3,500 each 
to reflect the weeks of work involved in 
not only preparing and mounting the bird, 
but also researching and fabricating the 
setting: he says. 

Other birds, including owls, are often 
mounted on real or replica pieces of 
wood. Featuring a clump of heather in a 
mounted display might seem relatively 
easy. "But it's not a question of just going 
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out at the right time and cutting what I 
need. The heather has to be cured and 
every single part of tt painted," says Mike. 

Among Mike's mounted and cased 
birds of prey available for sale at the time 
of writing were a peregrine nest scene 
(£3,450); a gyr falcon in flight (£2,200); 
two little owls, one on a tree stump and 
the other on a branch (£1,450); a 
kookaburra (£1,200); an American 
kestrel (£950); and three barn owls, each 
on a branch (£360-£390). 

"I get commissions from people in all 
walks of life: he says. "They are mainly 
in the UK, but they live in everything from 
stately homes to council houses. A lot of 
my pieces are not that large and can 
quite easily be hung on a lounge wall. 
They are like having 3D pictures in your 
home." He also woriks on a speculative 
basis. "Those are my stock pieces," he 
explains. "I simply work on whatever I 
choose and what I think will sell. 
Typically, I have a couple of dozen pieces 
for sale at any given time." 

Mike especially enjoys preserving 
birds that are not commonly encountered. 
He says: "I am not going to be that 
interested in receiving a dead female 
blackbird that somebody has found in 
their garden, but I would certainly 
welcome unusual birds, such as a 
golden oriole or bee-eater if one 
happened to be found dead in the 
wild or was a captive fatality." 

He also buys old taxidermy 
collections containing rare or 
unusual preserved birds so 
that he can repair and 
rework the various pieces. 
"One bird I purchased was 
a harpy eagle. You very, 
very rarely encounter these 
in taxidermy. I just had to 
have it, even though it's a 
very old and damaged 
cabinet skin." 

Mike's taxidermy 
freezer is stuffed full of both 
UK and foreign birds waiting 
to be immortalised in a 
display case. They include 
snowy owl, golden eagle, a 
bald eagle ("tt really is a M thin 
on top") and various smaller 
birds, such as a fieldfare that 
perished in Scotiand during a cold 
snap. 

However, he stresses: "It's 
important to have a paper trail for each 

and every bird - proof of where it came 
from and when, and that it was obtained 
legitimately." When I visited Mike, his 
current projects included a golden eagle 
with its roe deer prey and a scene 
featuring several red grouse 
commissioned by some New Zealanders. 

To Mike, a dead bird is not merely a 
corpse but a potential work of art - a 
fitting and lasting tribute to a creature 
that once graced the skies with its beauty 
and majesty. 

Joumalist Ron Toft edits /he wildlife pages 
of wwwTheTmveIEdffor.c.om. 

How to contact Mike Gadd 
MIKE would greatly appreCiate 
hearing fmm Cage & Avi8fy Birds 
readers, if and when they have dead 
British and foreign birds available. 
He says: "I would love to do more 
British birds, but they have to be 
'normal' in terms of plumage and 
not mutations." Mike Gadd can be 
contacted on 01937 844580 or 
email: mike@taxidermy.co.uk. 
Website: www.taxidermy.co.uk 

Preserving a bird 
of prey. such as 

II1ls red kite, takes 
Mike Gadd about 

three days 
Cl Ran Toft 
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