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Author’s Foreword





I am a lucky man … I enjoy my work. When I am not coaching, I am shooting and shooting has been my life-long passion. I still feel the same sense of anticipation and excitement entering a competition today as I did twenty-plus years ago.


My passion for shooting has taken me all over the world, offering more fantastic experiences and long-lasting friendships than I could ever have dreamed of. I often reflect on how this all came about – it was not planned – I never woke up one morning and decided to become a shooting instructor. I had never even considered it, it just happened. On reflection, instructing evolved from my own shooting. Being limited by my budget, I wanted to shoot more and thought working at a shooting ground would give me the opportunity. Silly me! As it ended up, I shot less!


I began by refereeing and helping with corporate entertainment and quickly recognised that there was a great deal of difference between being able to shoot a target and teaching someone else how to. Then I saw an announcement in the Pull magazine for a CPSA One Day Coaches Course and thought that this would help me to help the corporate clients break a few more targets.


I had opened ‘Pandora’s Box’! I am a competent shot, not a great shot. I can, more often than not, straight skeet and trap and average in the mid-eighties at sporting clays. This one day course taught me that I knew next to nothing about how I did it. I was intrigued, curious and wanted to learn more. I began to read everything I could on teaching shooting: books, magazines, videos – I bought and studied them all! At the same time, I continued to take CPSA coaching courses, one after another. These courses were held in the spring, followed by an examination in the autumn. The skills taught required practice to learn, so throughout the summers, I worked at any and every shooting ground or corporate entertainment company that I could.


You can learn any skill, but nothing teaches like experience. During the five years of courses that led to my receiving the CPSA Senior Coaches Award, I learned from every instructor I worked with, every client I coached, every article and book I read and every video I watched.


The contents of Breaking Clays are not only my thoughts and ideas but are a distillation of all that I have learned from these many sources. I would like nothing better than to list and credit each and every one, but it would take another book in its own right to do so! Just let me offer a very big ‘Thank you’ to you all and recognise that, if it were not for your willingness to share your knowledge, in person or on paper, I could not have written this book. I hope you may recognise a little of your input in my interpretation of how to break clays.
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Introduction





When asked to write this book, I had to make a decision as to its direction and content. During my life I have worked alongside many good instructors and shot in many competitions. Through these experiences I have had the opportunity to study the best shots in the world in action. I have always given special attention to anyone who had won two or more championships and observed the similarities among them in their approach to the game.


My intention is to share with you some of the secrets of successful clay shooting that I’ve learned from years of studying the best. I have focused most of my attention on the fundamentals for this is where you will see the greatest similarities among the best shooters…this is where you see what the top shots consistently do that the also-rans do not. Secondly, I decided it would be impossible to do justice to all the disciplines in one book so I have chosen to concentrate on the three main or domestic games – sporting clays, skeet and trap.


The difference between the disciplines is in the titles and rules, not in the actual shooting. In every game a target is thrown and needs to be broken to score. The technique used does not need to change because the name of the discipline being shot does. I accept that there are techniques, methods, guns and equipment which make the shooting of each more consistent, but the actual mechanics remain constant. It is the speed, angle and distance that determine the technique and the method best suited to breaking the target, not the title of the game.


When you miss, it has little to do with the ballistics of the shotgun – choke and cartridges give you inches where you miss in feet. A miss is more often caused by a breakdown in the fundamentals. All the top competitors demonstrate consistent fundamentals that they have grooved and practised for so long that they have assigned them to their subconscious. As a result, he or she can be forgiven for not emphasising the importance of these fundamentals in their teaching, instead of focusing on the technique that made them a winner. However, co-ordination, reaction time, and visual acuity are individual skills and what works for one will not necessarily work for another. Techniques and methods will vary with the individual as well as the target being shot. Mastering the fundamentals and learning which technique works best for you is the key to successful shooting.


The real purpose of this book is to help you recognise where and why you miss and to give you the knowledge to make the changes necessary to correct your mistakes. ‘Fault, Cause, Correction’ is the primary focus.


Chapter by chapter, the contents will insure a sound start for the beginner, improved performance for the intermediate, and perhaps even provide a few insights to help the advanced shooter…beginning with the mechanical and progressing through to the visual and mental skills required to shoot straight in competition.


Breaking Clays is intended to be used as a workbook that can be returned to time and time again to help with the ‘falling off’ of form and the correction of mistakes…to help you to become your own coach. To perform to the best of our ability in any activity requires knowledge, it is my hope that this book will go some way to increasing yours.
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CHAPTER 1


History of the Clay Target Games





Clay target games have their origins in live bird shooting, when wing shooters of the nineteenth century began to engage in games of chance shooting at live pigeons. That is why a clay pigeon is called a ‘bird’ and the electric trap that throws the clay is called a ‘trap’.


The format was, at first, simple. A group of gentleman would gather, often at one of the their London clubs, of which the Hurlingham in Fulham was the most famous. They began by placing live pigeons under their hats on the ground in front of them. They then would stoop, pick up the hat, place it on their heads and, only then, shoot at the departing bird. As the shooters’ skill increased, the birds were placed in ‘traps’, further from the guns. The ‘trap’ was a collapsible metal box with a release string attached, into which the live pigeon was placed, through a hole in the top. Five of these metal ‘traps’ would be placed in an arc facing the shooter. On the shooter’s call of ‘pull!’, the ‘trapper’ would select a string at random and pull it firmly. This would ‘spring’ the box and it would collapse. The pigeon would explode out of the ‘trap’. The shooter had to shoot and kill the bird so it dropped within a fenced area.


This became the fashionable sport of the era. It was so popular that the gunmakers of the time designed guns specifically for ‘trap’ shooting. Though still shot in many parts of the world today, live pigeon shooting was banned in Britain in 1921. In many countries, and in particular the United States, access to sufficient live pigeons for an event was often a problem, so enthusiasts began to experiment with a variety of inanimate targets. Glass balls filled with feathers and other imaginative ‘birds’ were tried.


It wasn’t until 1880 that an American, George Ligowski, invented the now universally-accepted replacement for live birds – the clay target. Legend has it that Ligowski was skipping clamshells with his grandchildren at a lake and that he modelled his clay targets after the clamshells.


Over the next few years, Ligowski’s clay ‘pigeon’ improved and evolved. When the use of pitch replaced the more fragile clay, this ‘bird’ quickly became the standard, replacing the feather-filled balls, at that time, the only alternative to live birds. The clay target became so popular and was so practical, it slowly began to replace live pigeon shooting altogether.


Disciplines


Shooting clay targets led to the development of numerous games in their own right, with three distinct disciplines emerging: trap, skeet and sporting clays. The worldwide popularity of these target sports has resulted in further multiplication and diversification of the games. Attempting to classify and define the proper approaches to all these various disciplines in one book would do justice to none. I have, instead, chosen to stick to the original three, as these are still the most popular and widely-shot.


Trap


Trap is the first clay pigeon game. Imitating live pigeon shooting, it had and still retains much of the original format in its setup and rules. It is called Trap after the devices, or traps, that were originally used to hold and release live birds.


The first US National Championship was held in 1885; and ‘The Inanimate Bird Shooting Association’ was formed in 1892 in Great Britain. The type of Trapshooting described herein is known as Down-the-Line. It is the oldest and most basic of all the trap disciplines. Down the Line is shot over one trap machine that has a fixed elevation but constantly changing angles. The clay target is thrown away from the shooter and must travel 55 yards. The height of the target is adjusted so that at a distance of 10 yards from the trap, its height will be 10 feet. The angles at which the targets are thrown, (to the left and right of the shooter), are constantly changing and the targets should appear random and unpredictable. The maximum target angle is normally 22 degrees either side of the centre of the trap house.


A round of trap consists of twenty-five shots, with groups of five shots being taken from five shooting positions. The maximum of five people shooting per round is called a squad. Each shooter on the squad shoots five shots from each of the five shooting positions. The shooters take turns shooting: the first shooter will shoot one shot, the second shooter takes his shot, and so on, until all five shooters have shot five shots from a given shooting position. The shooters then rotate to the next shooting position and repeat the process. Most competitions consist of 100 targets or four rounds.


Skeet


In 1920, a group of American upland bird hunters got together to shoot clay targets as practice for their wing shooting. During their practice, competitions began among the wing shooters. Charles E. Davies of Andover, Massachusetts, generally acknowledged as the creator of the original game, set out rules establishing the order and number of shots that could be taken, so the competitions would be fair to all the participants…and Skeet was born.


A competition was held to give the game a recognised title. Gertrude Hurlbutt of Dayton, Montana won the contest with her entry, ‘Skeet’, which comes from the Scandinavian word for ‘shoot’. (The winner was chosen from thousands of suggestions; among the losing entries were ‘Bye-Bye Blackbird’ and ‘Bang’!)


At first the game was shot from twelve stations set in a circle, using only one trap. This was referred to as Clock Shooting. These twelve stations gave the guns every conceivable angle of target flight. However, this setup took up a great deal of space and the decision was made to add an additional trap and, in effect, ‘fold’ the course in two, creating the same number and variety of targets but halving the space needed for shot fall out.


Like Trap, Skeet is a game of twenty-five shots. There are two houses, one low and one high, set 44 yards apart. They each throw a standard single target 67 yards. The thrown targets must pass through a 3-foot hoop, 19 feet high, placed at the centre of the range, 22 yards from the seven stations.


A squad of five shooters starts at Station 1, directly under the High House. Each person shoots one bird from the High House, then one bird from the Low House. Then a pair of birds is launched simultaneously, one bird from each house. Four targets are presented at Stations 1, 2, 4, 6 and 7. Singles, one each, high and low, are shot at Stations 3 and 5.


In the USA, there is no double on Station 4, so singles are shot at Stations 4 and 8. That adds up to only twenty-four shots, so the first missed shot is an option and can be retaken. If the competitor completes the round without missing, they can choose their last target to complete the round of twenty-five shots. Most competitions consist of one hundred targets or four rounds.


Sporting Clays


In America, birds were primarily shot for the table, whereas in England, birds were shot for sport. In the 1800s, being recognised as a good shot had great social impact on one’s place in society, opening many doors and creating an equal number of invitations.


The gunmakers of the time were quick to recognise that, not only did they need to make guns for their clients, they also needed to teach their clients how to shoot. A number of shooting schools sprang up, quickly recognising the potential of Ligowski’s clay pigeons. Initially designed to re-create the flight of the different game birds, this type of ‘game’ target shooting soon became a game unto itself, like Trap and Skeet.
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Clay Pigeon and Glass Ball Traps








At first, the Sporting Clays Competitions were rather simple affairs, locally organised and regionally shot. The first International Sporting Clays Tournament was held in Carlisle in 1925, between England and Scotland with the Scots emerging victorious. Over time, Sporting Clays has evolved into the present-day shooting game in which clay targets are presented to mirror the flight patterns of game birds, or, occasionally, rabbits, in their natural habitats.


The Sporting Clays course is laid out in Stations or stands, usually ten or more. At each Station, clay targets in varying sizes are thrown in pairs – five or so pairs to the station. The traps at each stand are set to represent the flight of one type of bird, a combination of two birds, or a rabbit and a bird. It is this great variety of trap positions, trap speeds, shooting positions, and flight paths of the different types of targets that makes this game so challenging. In the typical Sporting Clays Course, 100 birds will be presented, divided by the number of Stations and shots over the course.





Five Stand or Compact Sporting


All the major competitions feature side events, often referred to as Pool Shoots. Here a competitor can warm up for the main event and place a wager on his score to be the highest of the day or event. These so-called Five Stand events, because of land restrictions, are often overlaid on a Trap or Skeet field. Six to eight automatic traps throw a variety of targets, in varying degrees of difficulty, to be shot from the different stands. There is very little walking in a Five Stand event as shots are taken from a series of adjacent stands, similar to the FITASC parcours layouts.


These events have become very popular and as many shooting grounds added a Five Stand to their course, it was inevitable that specific competitions would evolve. Today, Five Stand has become a miniature Sporting Clays course, offering a wide range of targets in a compact area. There are three levels of difficulty in Five Stand target presentations:






	Five single targets are thrown with full use of the gun for scoring.


	Three single and a simultaneous pair are thrown.


	One single and two simultaneous pairs are thrown.








Participants take turns shooting each of the Five Stands (hence the name). Various combinations of targets can be thrown from the traps; a ‘menu card’ at each stand describes the sequence of targets. Five Stand Sporting can be, and often is, referred to as Compact Sporting.


FITASC


Federation Internationale de Tir aux Armes Sportives de Chasse or FITASC, was developed in France as practice for field shooting. Evolving from the same origins as Sporting Clays, FITASC is shot in squads of up to six, with a fixed order of stands (parcours in French) that are shot in strict rotation. A competition normally consists of 200 targets, shot over two days, in eight rounds of twenty-five. In each round of twenty-five, shots are taken from a minimum of three different stations.


A gun mount is compulsory. The shooter is required to hold the butt of the gun below armpit level (the shooting vest is marked with a line) until the target is seen. The entire squad shoots single targets first, then, after the entire squad has completed the singles, combinations of singles are presented as doubles.


The variety of types and sizes of targets are thrown at longer ranges than in Sporting Clays and this plus the continuously changing speeds, angles and distances, make FITASC the most challenging of the Sporting Clay disciplines.
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CHAPTER 2


Safety





Clay pigeon shooting has one of the most enviable safety records of any sport, and it is important to maintain this high standard. When a newcomer is introduced to the sport, the first lesson should cover safety and gun handling. Because we use a shotgun in a recreational sport in the same manner as a golf club or tennis racquet, we must never forget its lethal qualities.


Carrying the Shotgun


There are only two ways in which a gun can be carried safely.






	Unloaded, in a closed gun slip, where it is impossible to access the trigger.


	Open and seen to be empty.
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A gun is safest unloaded in a closed gun slip
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The correct technique for taking a gun in and out of a gun slip








The open gun should be carried over the crook of the arm and not, as is too often seen, over the shoulder. Though it is comfortable and easy to carry a gun over the shoulder, there is every chance of striking a fellow competitor with the stock of the gun as you turn around. Never carry the gun with the barrels sticking back over your shoulders!
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The correct technique for taking a gun in and out of a gun slip 
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An open gun is best carried over the crook of an arm
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An open gun carried over the shoulder is comfortable, but beware of striking a fellow competitor with the stock








Semi-automatic shotguns that cannot be broken open should have a flag or a piece of cloth placed in the open breach to draw attention to the fact that the chamber is empty and a cartridge cannot be placed in it. The best way to carry a semi-automatic is with the stock placed in the pocket of your shooting vest, muzzles pointing up, with the open breech facing out. It is best to carry your shotgun from station to station in a gun slip. It is comfortable, easier to manage and the slip protects the gun in transit.
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Never carry the gun with the barrels pointing backwards over your shoulder
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The semi-automatic is safest carried with the stock in your shooting vest pocket, barrel pointing up, the open and flagged breech facing out








General Shooting Ground Rules


The governing body rules for all disciplines are explicit in requiring that all shotguns be open and empty except when the competitor is on the shooting stand and the referee has given permission for shooting to commence. Ear and eye protection is compulsory when on the shooting ground. Never touch another person’s gun without their knowledge and permission.
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Ear and eye protection is compulsory 








The Ten Commandments of Safety


1. Every gun should be considered loaded and treated with the utmost respect at all times. There are only two safe guns: one that is broken and seen to be empty; one that is in a zipped and closed gun slip where access to the trigger is impossible. Treat every closed gun as if it were loaded and respect its lethal qualities.
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A gun out of its slip should always be open and empty 








2. When carrying a gun out of its slip, it should be open and visibly empty at all times. Semi-automatic shotguns should be carried with the bolt back and the muzzles pointing up. A flag or other indicator should be placed in the chamber to help others recognise its safe condition.


3. Horse play is not tolerated and alcohol should never be consumed while shooting, only after the event or practice is over and your gun is safely locked away.


4. Use only cartridges of the correct gauge and chamber-length to match the gun you are shooting. Make sure you have the appropriate shot size for the target being shot. Never use shot sizes larger than No. 6 and never mix different gauge cartridges in your bag or pockets.
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A twenty-gauge cartridge can pass through the chamber of a twelve-gauge shotgun and lodge in the barrel, or even worse, allow a twelve-gauge cartridge to be loaded on top of it! The results can be disastrous!
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Use only cartridges of the correct gauge and chamber length for your gun








Cartridges of different gauges should be stored separately, both at home and on the shooting ground. With the exception of some foreign imports, all twenty-gauge cartridges are yellow with other gauges being assorted colours.
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Mixing cartridges can have disastrous results








5. Check your gun to make sure that it is in safe and sound condition, with no dents or pitting in the barrels; that it is in proof and has been nitro-proofed, and the correct cartridge is to be used.


All guns sold in the UK, by law, have to be submitted to proof-testing either by the London or Birmingham proof houses or their European counterparts. At the proof house, the guns are subjected to a pressure test and, if passed, stamped with the appropriate marks. Also the manufacturer will have engraved or stamped the chamber size and gauge on the gun.


If in any doubt regarding the above information, contact a reputable gun dealer who can give you a report on the condition and safety of your gun.
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All guns should be proofed, and in safe and sound condition 








6. Never point or fire a gun at anything other than a clay pigeon. Any violation of this rule will automatically lead to your expulsion from the shooting ground. There are no exceptions to this rule. 


7. Always check that the gun is empty, pointing the muzzles up-range before loading, when taking the gun from or replacing it in its slip or gun rack. Also, always check the barrels for obstructions. Any blockage, no matter how small, can cause pressure to be generated in the barrels, with potentially dangerous results.


8. Muzzles must be kept pointing up the range at all times and only when you have opened your gun and ensured that it is empty, may you turn and leave the firing point.


9. There are three gun malfunctions you should be aware of while shooting.


(1) Anytime you pull the trigger and the gun fails to discharge, do not instantly open the gun. Keep it closed and pointing down range for thirty seconds before opening the gun and safely disposing of the cartridge. This is referred to as a ‘hang fire’. In the governing body rules if a gun fails to discharge, the referee is required to take the gun from you to be sure it is a malfunction and not operator error. If you open the gun yourself, you will lose a target and this could affect both your safety and your score.


(2) You fire the gun and get a strange discharge, i.e., a soft ‘ploof’ sound instead of the normal loud crack. Stop and open the gun and check the barrels for blockage. The cartridge may have not had sufficient energy to push the wad clear of the muzzle. Both of these phenomena are, fortunately, rare occurrences with modern ammunition however you should be alert to them if they occur.


(3) If a gun is in poor condition, badly maintained or has developed a fault, closing the gun may cause the hammer to fall, accidentally discharging the gun. If this should happen, it is important to have control of the gun. The best way to do this is to hold the gun stock on your hip, the right forearm hand gripping the stock, but your finger off the trigger. The barrels are then brought to the action.


This closing technique, with the gun down and pointed down-range, ensures that if the gun should discharge, it will do so harmlessly, into the ground some two yards in front of you. This hip and hand grip allows you to keep control of the gun at all times – especially important if two cartridges are loaded.


In FITASC, where you may shoot from a hoop placed on the floor and not in a cage, this closing technique is required. If any accidental discharge occurs, the shot is safely controlled.


When shooting in a stand, keep your muzzles pointed down range at all times until you have opened and emptied the gun. Then, and only then, you may turn around and leave the stand.


10. You are responsible for the safe handling of yourself and your gun at all times. You are also responsible for the behaviour of any family, guests and animals when they are in your company.


Good shooting is no accident! Let us all try to do our bit to keep it that way!
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The correct way to open and close a shotgun
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Chapter 3


The Shotgun





The Shotgun Defined


The shotgun is a smoothbored weapon with barrels of not less than 24 inches in length and an overall length of not less than 40 inches. It is the gun of choice for shooting a moving target because it fires a large number of projectiles (shot) instead of a single projectile (bullet). The shot pattern, created by the shot stream, gives a greater margin of error. The shot strings out and spreads as it leaves the barrel. The amount of spread is controlled by the degree of ‘choke’ at the muzzles. Choke is a variable constriction at the end of the barrel. The more choke, the longer the effective range of the shotgun.
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Shotguns come in many shapes and sizes








Types of Shotguns


Break Action


Side by Side – Over and Under




[image: ]





Fixed Action


Semi-Automatic – Pump




 





All types have their proponents, but for the clay shooter, there are advantages and disadvantages to the different types.





Disadvantages


The Side by Side The broad barrel configuration of the side by side obstructs vision and the angled recoil and muzzle flip reduce control.


The Pump The time taken in working the pump, and the movement of the action, takes the barrels off the target line.


The Semi-Automatic The fixed action cannot readily be seen as unloaded and safe. Many find the mechanism movement in reloading distracting.


Advantages


The Semi-Automatic Preferred for their light recoil and fast handling characteristics, the relatively low-cost of the semi-auto makes it an attractive choice for beginners, ladies and the young shooter.


The Over and Under The single sight plane of the Over and Under complements our natural pointing ability, placing both hands in line, in synchronised movement to the target. The rigid barrels offer direct recoil and reduced muzzle flip. The break action is easily seen as safe from any distance.


Competitions are won by small margins – there is often only one target separating the winner from the pack. The inappropriate type of gun could cost you that one target. The only real choice for a competition gun is between the over and under and the semi-automatic.


Shotgun actions


There are three types of actions in a break-action sporting gun.


The Sidelock


The firing mechanism in the sidelock is on plates let into the head of the stock and action bar. This design offers superior trigger pulls and has the advantage of intercepting sears that prevent accidental and double discharges.
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The sidelock (top) and the boxlock (bottom)








The Boxlock


The over and under boxlock differs from the side by side in that the firing mechanism is between the top and bottom straps behind the action, concealed by the head of the stock.
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The removable trigger plate action allows easy cleaning and maintenance








The Trigger Plate


In this design, the firing mechanism is fixed to the trigger plate and, by working a catch, can be released through the bottom of the action for cleaning or maintenance.





Buying a Shotgun


Your biggest decision and investment in clay target shooting is the purchase of a shotgun. For the beginner, the choices are many and a little bewildering. You should take your time, and do some research. Read the gun reviews in the different magazines and on-line. Talk to more experienced shots and ask them their opinions and suggestions.


Visit gun shops, examine and handle the guns that match your criteria to find the gun that feels right and seems to fit you well. The gun shop owner is usually an enthusiast and probably also shoots and can offer advice in the process. If the opportunity arises to shoot the chosen gun, then, by all means, do so. This advice also applies to the intermediate or advanced shot interested in upgrading his gun. Armed with the results of your research and enquiries, you should be able to begin to compile a short list of guns, by type and features, to match the discipline you intend to shoot. The list should also suit your budget parameters and physical requirements.


New or Second-Hand?


To buy new or second-hand is another decision. If you are buying a new gun, it will come with both a warranty and be in new condition. You can get a gun specifically designed for your discipline and some manufacturers offer a custom stock or some custom fitting options.


If, however, you are purchasing a second-hand gun, you should be aware that a gun is mechanical, like your car. Just as your car requires regular cleaning and maintenance, so does a gun. If this has been neglected, the gun could be in poor condition and, in extreme cases, not safe to shoot. A used trap gun is often a good choice. They are usually better priced and the money you save can be used to fit an adjustable comb, allowing some degree of custom-fitting.


A registered dealer has both legal responsibilities and a reputation to maintain. So, buying a second-hand gun through a dealer allows you to purchase with confidence. If you consider purchasing a used gun from a private party, you must carefully examine the gun to check proof, safety and condition. If you are unsure of how to do this, ask a more experienced friend or a dealer.


Some Words of Advice


You will be spoiled for choice in gun selection. There are as many choices in guns as there are cars on the road! This is really a two-edged sword. Yes, there is a wide selection, but it is so wide, that it’s as easy to make the wrong choice as the right one.


Make haste slowly is the best advice! Take your time, don’t be led by fashion. Make an informed decision. Make every attempt to ‘try before you buy’. Ask friends if you can try their guns…use the club guns and, if possible, attend manufacturers’ ‘Have-A-Go’ days.


Avoid excesses. Too heavy a gun will cause fatigue, too light a gun will create excessive recoil. Try to achieve balance, not only in the gun’s handling, but in its overall design, length, weight, fit and feel.


Analyse your personal requirements, both physically and mechanically. Too often we are drawn to the gun being shot by the current champion or the one tricked out with all of the ‘bells and whistles’, which sometimes little suits our own needs. The ‘hot’ gun of today can often cause a slump which, due to a stubborn belief in the gun’s championship-winning pedigree, can be a long-lasting and frustrating slump as well.


What makes a straight-shooting gun is a combination of elements-a harmonious balance. Once you have found the gun that best suits you, take the time to learn how it shoots, and when you have, stay with it.


Selecting the best gun for you


There are three requirements that a gun needs to fulfil. If you achieve all three, you will have a gun that works with you rather than against you. To find the right tool for the job for you, you need to first answer these questions:









	Does the gun fit your budget?



	Does it fit the discipline you intend to shoot?


	Will the gun allow you to shoot to your full potential?









Fitting your Budget


You get what you pay for in life. Nowhere do these words ring more true than in selecting your first gun or trading up. Always try to buy the best gun your budget will allow. I urge you to consider that the difference between the entry grade and the top gun in any particular make is nothing more than better wood and elaborate engraving. Neither of these ‘up-grades’ will help you shoot one target more. It is better to buy a plain, quality gun at your entry level price, than an elaborately engraved shotgun of poorer quality. If you buy a gun that is made of quality components, it will give you years of good service, stand up to a lot of shooting, be better balanced, with improved trigger pulls and reliable ejectors. The multi-choked gun costs a little more and is an individual choice, though it most certainly gives greater flexibility, especially in the sporting disciplines.


You do not have to break the bank to be a successful shooter! More competitions are won with good quality, entry level guns than with the expensive custom-made variety. (I will take it for granted that any gun you purchase complies with the Rules of Competition.)


Fitting the Discipline


It is amazing how many people I see shooting with an inappropriate gun for the discipline being shot. Many of them are doing an adequate job of it, but I can only wonder how much better they might be with the right tool for the job. Different disciplines require different characteristics and performance in a gun. These can be broken down into three types:


Trap


In Trap, the target is always at distance, rising and going away, so the classic Trap gun is high-stocked and often high-ribbed. The rising target needs a gun that prints its pattern a little high, building in lead, and allowing the target to be shot without being blocked out by the barrels. A 70 per cent over, 30 per cent under pattern placement is normal in Down the Line. In International Trap, because of the lower target presentations, competitors prefer their guns to shoot a little flatter at 60 per cent over, 40 per cent under.
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The trap gun








The average DTL gun weighs about 7½ to 8 lb and has the longer, 30, 32, or 34 inch barrels. Most of these guns are choked modified and improved modified or fitted with multi-chokes. This ensures the steady handling characteristics perfect for the target presentations of DTL. The International disciplines will require a gun with more life and tighter chokes; improved, modified and full.


The majority of Trap guns are over and unders. In the USA, where single 16-yard and Handicap shooting replaces DTL, the single-barrelled gun, both adapted over and under and purpose-made, are used, as are the pump and semi-automatic. USA shooters also show a preference for heavier guns and 9 to 10 lb competition guns are not uncommon.


Skeet


With its close targets, great variety of angles and number of stations, Skeet requires a gun that is far more dynamic than a Trap gun. In Trap, a gun is designed for inherent steadiness, the Skeet gun needs to have a combination of swift swinging characteristics and sufficient weight to control recoil. A good starting weight for a Skeet gun is around 7½ lb, though I know of some top competitors who favour a 9 lb-plus gun.
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The skeet gun








Skeet targets present a much flatter trajectory and the guns are set up to shoot a little flatter, with a 60 per cent over, 40 per cent under pattern. This allows the target to be kept in view, but the gun will still shoot to point of aim.


Barrel lengths of 28, 30 and 32 inch are now, by far, the most common. Multi-chokes have given the shotgun such flexibility that the same gun can even be used for both Skeet and Sporting Clays by just opening the chokes for the close Skeet targets. In the Olympic disciplines, fixed chokes are still preferred, these are very open and highly specialised. Once again, over and unders are the main gun of choice. But semi-autos and, in the US, pumps are also widely used.


Sporting Clays


This sport places the most demands on a competition shotgun because of the wide range of target presentations that are encountered. The type of targets thrown at sporting have evolved over the last two decades and have been very much influenced by the increased shooting skill of the competitors. Just look back at the scores that won the British Open in the seventies compared with the winning scores of today! 
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The sporting gun








Shooting ground owners, club members and competitors now demand far more challenging target presentations. This situation has created an almost infinite variety of targets, many at the very limits of a shotgun’s range. The average course today is, without a doubt, more demanding than it was thirty years ago. As target distances have increased, it is not uncommon to see competitors carrying two guns; a short-barrelled, fast-handling Skeet gun, open-choked for the close shots, and a long-barrelled Trap gun, tight-choked for the longer targets.


It was not long before a distinct hybrid emerged, about the same time the technique for fitting interchangeable chokes was refined. The multi-choked gun gives the shooter the flexibility to use one gun throughout a sporting course, without being at a disadvantage. The Sporter or Sporting Shotgun, as it is most commonly referred to, should have choke tubes of the extended type, with knurled ends to ease changes and a manual barrel selector.


The Sporter started out with 28 to 30 inch barrels, weighing around 7½ lb. To keep within that optimum weight for the gun and to achieve that perfect combination of steadiness and dynamics, limited the length of the barrels. But with the introduction of cold-forged barrels, new steels and modern rib-less and vented construction, barrel weight was reduced to a point where it is now possible to find 34 inch Sporters, no heavier than older guns with the shorter barrels.


Advice on barrel lengths for Sporting Clays has made for interesting discussions over the years. You will receive as many opinions as there are barrel lengths. Only you can make the decision on the correct barrel length for you. But here is a list of opinions for and against the use of long barrels:







For the Longer Barrels


1. It is easier to point with a long gun than a short one.


2. Once under way, the gun will hold its course and line, giving a good follow-through.


3. The length and balance help control recoil and muzzle flip.


4. It is well-suited to the FITASC discipline and the longer sporting targets. 







Against the Longer Barrels


1. Overcoming the dead gun or inertia is required (slow to start).


2. A deliberate timing of swing and trigger pull are required.


3. The gun requires a more deliberate style and the lead pictures must be re-learned.


4. At closer, incoming targets, as well as low driven presentations, the gun can be at a disadvantage and practice is required to overcome it.





Timing and swing-speed are, indeed, subtleties in shooting Sporting Clays. Rhythm and coordination are essential. They must be applied with an understanding of and a familiarity with the gun’s weight and dynamics. You must be able to shoot a gun without upsetting your timing, regardless of the gun’s barrel-length. I believe that those who struggle with a longer-barrelled gun do so because of a lack of this understanding.


Shooting to your Full Potential


It must seem obvious that if you are a petite lady or slight of build, the choice of a heavy, long-barrelled gun would be inappropriate. Likewise, if you are a six foot-plus weightlifter, a light, fast short-barrelled gun will be an equal handicap.


Try to find a gun that complements, rather than handicaps, your shooting. Choose a gun of a suitable length and weight to match your physical capabilities. ‘A bad workman blames his tools’ but if he does not have the correct tool for the job he cannot expect to do his best work.


If you shoot Trap, purchase a Trap gun, Skeet, a Skeet gun and Sporting Clays, a Sporting Clays gun. This may seem simplistically obvious, but the reality is: you will never shoot to your true potential in a given discipline, using a gun designed for another discipline. The improvements in the modern competition shotgun referred to earlier, have been mainly in the refinement of the gun for its particular discipline. The only proviso to this statement is the use of a suitable Trap gun for Sporting Clays; i.e., one that has been custom set-up for the Sporting discipline.


Barrel Length


Barrel length is determined by your physical size and strength, not the target presentation. While long barrels might help on the long distance crosser, they are not going to help on the close, fast incomer. Improved control is worth more than length, any day.


Strength


The modern shotgun has improved immeasurably! They are 20 per cent better balanced, 30 per cent stronger and 40 per cent more reliable than the guns being made thirty years ago. Modern metallurgy and manufacturing techniques have created guns of maximum strength and superior shooting qualities. This has been achieved, not so much by reducing weight, but by better distribution of the weight throughout the whole shotgun.


The better barrels and actions, barrel-boring and the advances in chokes, together with improved cartridges have created guns that shoot impressive patterns, balanced with low recoil.


Mechanics and Ballistics


The mechanics comprise the components of the gun, the lock, the stock and the barrel, but it is the interaction between the barrel and the cartridge – the ballistics – that allows the consistent shooting of a moving target. Because a shotgun fires a large number of projectiles – the shot – instead of a single projectile – a bullet – the pattern created allows a larger margin for error.


The shot strings out and spreads as it leaves the barrel. The amount of spread is controlled by the degree of ‘choke’ at the muzzles. This is a variable constriction at the end of the barrel – the tighter the choke, the longer the effective range of the shotgun. The optimum degree of choke present in the gun depends on the type of target presentation being shot. You should purchase a gun with the correct choking for the targets you intend to shoot.


Velocity and Patterns


It is the long forcing cones, back-boring and choke-taper technology, combined with the choice of cartridge that creates the pattern, not the length of the barrels. All velocity is generated within a few inches of the chamber, and any increase as the charge progresses through the barrel, is minimal – at most, a foot-per-inch of the barrel length.


The pattern is regulated at the muzzle, independent of barrel length. It makes no difference if the gun has 26 or 34 inch barrels, the velocity is minimally affected and the pattern quality is regulated by the amount of choke present in the muzzles.


Ribs, Beads and Optical Illusions


Ribs and beads have a big impact on apparent barrel length; a narrow rib and small bead will make a short-barrelled gun look long when mounted, whereas a wide rib and large bead will make the long-barrelled gun look short. In fact, ribs and beads can create an optical illusion! They are a very personal addition, and you should experiment to find the combination that gives you good muzzle awareness while being minimally distracting when shooting.
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There are as many combinations of ribs and beads as there are types of shotgun








The rib’s other purpose is to dissipate heat and avoid the ‘mirage effect’. Ribs are cross-filed to reduce distracting reflection. One-eyed shooters who tend to be ‘aimers’, favour a narrower rib, while two-eyed shooters being pointers, prefer a wider rib. The tapered 8mm to 11mm rib seems to suit all. 


Weight, Balance and Ease of Handling


Once the gun is mounted, it can be made to feel longer by moving the moment of inertia, or balance point, in front of the hinge pin. This makes the barrels feel a little heavier and swing more freely, controls muzzle flip and can help on second targets especially in true pairs and longer crossers. A smooth swing is more easily obtained when the point of balance is between the hands. A properly-balanced gun feels alive and much lighter than it actually is.
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shotgun rib styles











Triggers


Often taken for granted, triggers are a very important part of the gun. Their importance and effect on timing is immense. Too light and there is every chance of accidental discharge, especially on cold days when gloves may be worn. Too heavy and the effort of pulling the trigger can cause loss of timing, the swing can check and the result is a miss behind.
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The single selective trigger shown on a Beretta sporting clays gun








The single selective trigger is a necessity in a Sporting Clays gun. Instant selection makes best use of the gun chokes for the different sequence in target presentations. Single triggers are complex in design. After the first shot, the trigger must be released to allow the engagement of the second lifter. This is referred to as the ‘dead pull’. Without this ‘dead pull’, the recoil from the first shot would cause an involuntary firing of the second barrel.


This trigger release can cause some shooters to develop a twitch which can become a problem, causing a miss-fire of the second barrel. Correct regulation, with crisp pulls and the correct poundage will allow unconscious firing of the gun with minimum lock-time.


Weights of trigger pulls are a personal choice, but I would never recommend a pull of less than 3½ lb for the front trigger, with an additional ½ lb on the second trigger. That is my personal preference: 3½ lb on the front and 4 lb on the back. The ideal trigger pull is like a stem of fine-spun glass snapping with no drag or sponginess.


Adjustable triggers are a good addition to a gun. They can be adjusted to achieve proper grip and finger placement.


Stocks


Manufacturers differ greatly in their standard stock dimensions. You may be lucky and find one that fits, but the odds are against it. Many shooters struggle for years with a gun that does not properly fit. As far as the way a gun fits, all measurements are important but the drop at face (measured half-way between the drop at comb and heel) is critical to straight shooting. Too low a drop will cause cross dominance, too high a drop will cause misses over the target.
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Stock dimensions vary greatly from one manufacturer to another








The correct eye-rib alignment is essential. The comb, at face, should be as parallel as possible, negating the effect of involuntary head movement as the target elevations change. The Monte Carlo stock (it gets its name from the famous European city of Monaco, once the Mecca of live pigeon shooting) has a parallel comb. This is particularly advantageous to people with long necks. The adjustable comb serves the same purpose and allows an element of custom-fitting for cast and drop.





Grips


The shape of the grip on the stock and the fore-end needs careful consideration. They must be of a shape and size that gives a natural, relaxed hand position allowing full articulation throughout the shooting action. If the radius of the pistol grip is too sharp, it places the hand in an unnatural position – the hand is under tension and its movement is constricted.
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Basic shotgun stock grips and fore-end styles








The thickness of both grip and fore-end should be comfortable, put the hand in a good shooting position and enhance gun control. A palm swell is only required for people with very large hands. The distance between the comb nose and the breech is what matters in hand placement. If this distance is too small, it forces the hand into an unnatural position and, combined with a too-full grip, can be very bad indeed.


Recoil


Newton’s Third Law of Motion states: ‘For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction’. So, in the shotgun, the rearward thrust of the gun equals the velocity of what goes out of the front.


Recoil Type and Effect


I personally believe that recoil has a greater impact on our shooting than we are aware of, perhaps even as much as impact as gunfit does. The right gun goes a long way to controlling recoil.


There are two types of recoil:






	Conscious: where you feel it on every shot.


	Subconscious: where you are unaware of its impact.








Subconscious recoil, even though you may not physically feel it, can affect your shooting by throwing off your timing, swing and rhythm.


Recoil Cures


If we are suffering from conscious, or felt, recoil, we need to learn what alterations or additions can be made to the gun to minimize and control it. The first criteria is that the shotgun should fit not only your build and height, but also strength and reaction capabilities. The word that best sums up the cure for hidden or felt recoil is balance.


Too light or too heavy a gun can result in similar actions. Barrel length should be considered in this equation, as well. It is possible that a light gun with long barrels can have worse recoil characteristics than a heavier, short-barrelled gun.


A longer-barrelled gun of the correct weight will always have the advantage of recoil control. Here you find the inertia of the longer, heavier barrels helps to minimize recoil as well as muzzle flip. A well-fitted gun is one of the best cures for excessive recoil. However, the good gun fit must be accompanied by a good gun mount. A poorly-mounted gun can negate even the best gun fit and increases felt recoil. There are many alterations and additions that can be done to a shotgun to reduce recoil. Be aware that while some of these changes can suppress recoil very well, they can also increase weight and affect balance.







Factors that help control recoil:


1. Individual physical build.


2. Stance and posture.


3. Grip or how we hold the gun.


4. Cartridge load.


5. Gun type.


6. Noise.


7. Gun fit.


8. Balance of the gun.


9. Barrel length.


10. Forcing cones.


11. Back-boring.


12. Porting.
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Mercury recoil reducer








Additions and Alterations for Recoil Control


Spring recoil reducers and mercury recoil suppressors work by slowing the recoil force down but they can add 8 to 10 ounces-plus of weight which can affect or disturb balance and handling.
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Ported and multi-choked barrels








Custom recoil reducers Either spring, air or hydraulic, are fitted to the stock and then the recoil pad through a piston or plunger connection. They are adjustable and offer the most effective recoil suppression and reduction. But most custom recoil reducers weigh, on average, 12 ounces. This extra weight affects balance and handling. It can actually be so effective in suppressing recoil that it causes the inertia single trigger to fail to pick up the second barrel.


Barrel porting A series of holes are drilled, laser-cut or spark-eroded at angles and in shapes into the top half of the barrel or barrels, so that a percentage of gas is released, countering both recoil and muzzle flip. Ported barrels offer more benefit in controlling muzzle flip than recoil. With porting, noise is increased considerably. This has led to a ban on ported guns for use in competition by some clay shooting governing bodies.


Back boring The barrel is over-bored from the normal 729. to between 735. and 739. This improves the patterns and helps reduce recoil. The increased nominal boring requires a cartridge with a plastic wad to create an effective seal in the barrel to avoid shot balling and deformity. Felt or fibre wads do not work well in a back-bored gun.


Forcing cone This is a cone that forces the shot from the chamber into the barrel. Lengthening and polishing the forcing cone improves patterns and reduces recoil by easing the shot’s transition from the shell into the slightly smaller barrel. The improved performance has the same effect as back boring – it reduces pressure and recoil. Every gun should be factory-fitted with lengthened forcing cones.


Trigger Properly-regulated trigger pulls are very effective in reducing recoil. This is not a job for a machine in a factory, but should be done by hand by an expert.


Chokes Long chokes that have a smooth parallel progression into the barrel restriction will improve patterns and reduce recoil.


Balance Placing the moment of inertia between the hands creates balance. The combination of the gun’s weight and the shape of the stock and fore-end allows correct placement of the hands. Good balance gives the hands a good grip and lets the arms act like a car’s suspension, absorbing recoil. A well-balanced gun ensures a smooth and steady swing.
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