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A waterproof and breathable membrane is an 
essential feature in a top-quality shooting coat

Anything scoring 5,000 plus on the ‘hydrostatic 
head’ water-pressure test is deemed waterproof

STAY DRY ON 
THE DRIVES

Getting wet and cold improves no one’s performance on shoot days, which is  
where a good-quality waterproof jacket comes in, says Lucy Higginson

A
DMIT it, you’ve probably been 
there. So bone-cold and damp 
after a day’s shooting that you 
have crept closer to the fire 
(breeks, stockings and all), 

unable to face the prospect of stripping off 
until the bath is absolutely ready. Yet with a 
driven pheasant costing £50 and a grouse 
double that, allowing yourself to get soaked – 
arms leaden and fingers numb – impairing 
both your fun and safety, should be avoided at 
all costs. As we finger rails of shooting coats, 
how often do we consider if a coat is truly fit for 
purpose? The tailoring and tweed may be 
delectable but what tells us if it will cope with a 
seven-hour deluge? It pays to understand the 
basics of waterproofing. 

“You need a coat with a top-class mem-
brane that’s been seamed properly, designed 
well, finished with a good DWR and made of 
the right face fabric,” summarises Corry 
Taylor, founder of Schöffel. The bad news is a 
quality coat with all this will cost £250 to £550. 
The good news is it’s probably worth it. 

Critical is a membrane that is both water-
proof and breathable. These attributes are 
measured with a “hydrostatic head” water-
pressure test. While anything scoring 5,000 
or more is deemed waterproof, materials used 
by top makers often boast far higher scores 
(and say so on their labels). “Gore-Tex is the 
gold standard membrane for waterproofing,” 
says Simon Esnouf of Scandinavian brand 
Harkila. It’s also the dearest. “A normal Gore-
Tex scores 20,000 for waterproofing and 
25,000 for breathability.”

These membranes can be built loosely into 
a coat between the outer fabric and lining as a 

them waterproof and it’s best to keep these to a 
minimum since the tapes are not breathable 
and will add to a coat’s weight. 

Besides a great membrane, the outer fabric 
of a coat needs a DWR: Durable Water 
Repellency coating. “This helps water droplets 
‘bead up’ on your coat and stops the fabric 
from ‘wetting out’,” explains Nigel Winkle of 
Ridgeline. But DWRs need maintaining. They 
only last about 20 washes (or downpours) and 
then need topping up with a technical wash 
such as Nikwax. 

Waterproof gurus flinch at the words 
“washing powder”. “People don’t read the 
washing instructions – regular powders and 
fabric conditioners peel off seam taping and 
destroy membranes,” grumbles Winkle. 
“Technical washes are more expensive [about 
£10 a litre] but are very good and help rejuve-
nate the DWR,” confirms Esnouf.

DWR works better on flatter fabrics and for 
other reasons, too, when it comes to apocalyp-
tic weather, it seems our beloved tweeds 
should stay at home. All that wool soaks up 
water, making coats heavy, cumbersome and 
slow to dry. Instead, we should overcome our 
snobbery towards polyester and polycotton 
mixes. “Polyester is very light and gives you 
full movement,” says Barbour’s Martin Smith.

“Manmade fibres – polyesters and nylon 
blends – are the most durable, windproof and 
light,” confirms Musto’s design manager for 
countrywear, Louise Clinton. They also dry 
pretty quickly. 

Even if you have a coat with all these prop-
erties, you may compromise it. “The pressure 
of leaning on a fence post can affect the 
water-proofing,” points out Nigel Winkle. 

“dropliner”. “This is the most comfortable 
kind of coat,” says Taylor. “It’s like wearing a 
duvet.” But it does not give your outer fabric or 
pockets much protection, and leaves the thin 
membrane vulnerable to damage. Laminating 
it to the outer fabric solves this but makes the 
jacket noisier and less pliable. 

The solution favoured by Harkila and New 
Zealand performance kit firm Ridgeline is to 
bond the membrane to the lining of the coat. 
“It still creates noise but the noise is on the 
inside of the coat,” explains Esnouf.

Different jackets in one brand’s range may 
use different solutions, with pros and cons to 
each. Membrane seams must be taped to make 

And you’re in trouble if you puncture the 
membrane on barbed wire, though some 
firms may be able to put a Gore-Tex patch in 
for you. “Where you’ve got too much dirt 
you’ve got a barrier that water could 
potentially get through, too,” adds Esnouf, 
so washing it and drying it gently, on a 
hanger, ideally, is important.

Winkle also bemoans the current trend 
for tighter-fitting clothes. “Blokes want to 
see their muscles through their coats at 
the moment but you need air between 
your skin and the fabric, otherwise you get 
cold transfer straight away.”

The gameshooter’s uniform of shirt and 
tie has long been recognised as bananas 
by those whose dressing habits are more 
scientific than sartorial. “You really need a 
shell, mid-, base-layers and spares,” explains 
Winkle. “Brits 
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CARING FOR YOUR COAT

■ DO read the washing instructions – few of 

us do. Fabric conditioners and bio powders 

destroy membranes and lift seam taping.

■ DO refresh your DWR (Durable Water 

Repellency coating) with a specialist wash, 

such as Nikwax.

■ DO gently tumble dry non-tweed coats – 

this helps refresh the DWR.

■ DO NOT put high-tech shooting coats 

near direct heat; airing cupboards and 

radiators do untold damage. Don’t store 

them in direct sunlight, either.

■ DO allow room for an insulting layer of air 

to sit between you and your coat. 

■ DON’T throw a heavy, wet coat over a 

hook if there’s a hanger available. 

Waterproof membranes are thin and can be

fragile, especially if used as a dropliner.

■ DON’T leave a damp coat in the back of

your car for weeks – it will rot.

■ DO explore getting a Gore-Tex patch if 

you manage to puncture your membrane.

■ DO leave your tweed at home if the 

forecast is dire. Wool readily soaks up water, 

becoming heavy, and takes longer to dry.

■ DO take a spare coat, if you’ve got one.

Gore-Tex liner, using a good 
DWR and, in Musto’s case, 
mixing less absorbent 
nylon thread with the 
wool. “Tweed is com-
pletely quiet and stays 
warm when it’s wet, it’s 
one of my favourite fab-
rics,” says Taylor, “but if 
it is coming down in 
stair rods, it is probably 
the wrong product.” 

Good cuffs and zips 
are essential. “Studs 
can be diffi cult if you 
bash one or the dog 
chews one,” says 
Esnouf. “It’s often the accesso-
ries that let you down.” For this 
reason, Harkila uses a YKK zip 
(“it’s the gold standard in zips”), while 
Barbour has looked to skiwear for inspiration 
and uses a waterproof, plastic-coated zip on 
its Swainby jacket. Musto and Schöffel, who 
also make sailing and skiwear respectively, 
cover their zips with a double storm guard 
with a drainage channel. 

Knitted cuffs around the wrist that can 
soak up water have been jettisoned for non-
wicking lycra or neoprene, and though 
shooters are often wedded to a cap, a hood is 
essential on a dire day. “Ours are stored in the 
poacher’s pocket,” says Taylor of Schöffel’s 
jackets. “When you need a hood, you really 
need one. In the worst conditions, it’s 
emergency kit.”

don’t always understand the New Zealand 
style of taking layers off when you start getting 
warm. It’s about adapting your clothing to 
the conditions.”

Some fi rms are sympathetic to loyalties to 
traditional tweeds and waxed cottons. 
“Because they don’t have membrane and 
taped seams, we don’t label our waxed jackets 
as ‘waterproof’ but 99% will keep dry in one,” 

says Barbour’s 
Martin Smith, 
though we all 
know it stiffens 
when wet and 
is rarely worn 

on the peg today.
Mu st o  a n d 

Schöffel have done 
their best for tweed by 

adding such things as 

“It’s essential,” agrees Esnouf. “Ours are 
three-way adjustable so you can see out prop-
erly. But it stops water going down the back of 
the neck and there’s no need for what some 
call ‘a two-cap day’.” So much for the techni-
calities, what of the design? “A throat fl ap can 
work well. And draw cords round the waist 
and hem are good for stopping wind from 
going up the coat,” says Esnouf.

Barbour and Schöffel are both proud of 
their clever underarm cuts. “You need perfect 
lift so the coat doesn’t come up with you,” says 
Taylor. “Even with a box of cartridges in your 

pocket you won’t notice any weight – that’s 
what we’ve built our reputation on.”

“We understand the extreme weather pro-
tection a sailor needs, so our coats have things 
like a really high collar (on our Highlands 
jacket, for example) that can cover your ears 
and do up tightly,” says Musto’s Louise 
Clinton. “And we scoop the back hem to give 
you something waterproof to sit on.” 

Schöffel puts Polartec fl eece linings in its 
pockets for added comfort and Taylor points 
out that “the top of the coat should run just 
underneath the chin”.

 Knowing that rain makes fabric darker, 
many fi rms opt for sage green or teak colours; 
olive soon turns black if it wets out. All the 
fi rms I spoke to are rigorous in their product 
testing. Musto fi eld tests garments for at least 
six months before putting them on the market; 
Harkila and Ridgeline were designed for 
prolonged hunting trips in extreme 
Scandinavian or New Zealand climates. 
Schöffel’s Taylor points out: “It took me five 
prototypes to get the angle of the handwarmer 
pocket just right.”

We all know that the weather will bugger 
up your plans if it really wants to. But a game 
shooter, like iPhones and cigarettes, can be 
pretty useless when they’re soaked. A fantas-
tic coat is not an accessory, it’s essential.

Above: cross-section through material used to 
make raincoats (left), the water-repellant 
coating holding rain drops outside; Gore-Tex 
(right) resembles a sandwich with nylon 
forming the outer layers and tefl on the fi lling 
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Harkila’s Pro Hunter X Jacket has been 
designed specifi cally for game-shooting

From far left: Barbour Swainby; Schöffel 
Ptarmigan Interactive; Barbour Bedale Wax 
Jacket; Monsoon Elite II Smock Ridgeline
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