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New Charles Boswell .410 Over and Under. (DAVID GRANT)




























Forewords





Foreword


Mike Barnes Editor, Fieldsports Magazine




 





Having known Chris for more years than I care to remember, and handled a variety of his work during that time, when he called to ask if I would write this foreword, saying yes was a given.


Chris’s knowledge and dexterity never cease to surprise me. He can talk about practically any given subject, which, regardless of its previous mileage he will give a new and added twist. Which for a shooting instructor and columnist is a rare gift.


Chris has been a regular writer for Fieldsports Magazine since it was launched. Each quarter we discuss his proposed subject for the forthcoming issue. Never a problem, and we agree a date for delivery.


An editor’s joy! It arrives on time (or early), word perfect and while it covers the agreed topic, there is always a different and unexpected slant.


It helps that he knows what he is talking about. Great knowledge of guns too. A vastly experienced instructor, he can also shoot a bit, as I’m sure those who have stood next to him in the shooting line will have discovered. He has shot game on at least three continents, and yet his heart remains in the English countryside. This is the place where he is probably most at home, certainly in the autumn and winter. His love of great sport and the heritage that goes with it fuels his imagination to the point that he never, ever tires of it.


So, as a truly first-rate coach and highly experienced and widely travelled game shot, and a good writer, there could be no one better to deliver a book such as this. I’m sure you will enjoy it.
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Foreword


Ralph Stuart Editor in Chief, Shooting Sportsman





 





We all wish that we could shoot better. Whether we are new to the sport, have become competent with a shotgun, or are consistently on the leader board at clays tournaments, none of us are completely satisfied with our performances every time.


The fact that you have cracked the cover of this book shows that you don’t feel that you know everything about shotgunning. And that’s a good thing. A willingness to learn and an openness to new ideas are big first steps in improving your abilities.


Another big step is finding the right teacher – and you’ve found him in Chris Batha. I have known Chris for going on 15 years, and he never ceases to impress. He is one of the most knowledgeable, skilled, enthusiastic shotgunners I have ever met. He pretty much lives to pull the trigger. You’ve heard people say, “Been there, done that”, well when it comes to Chris and shooting, truer words were never spoken. Chris is an international clays shooter, a globetrotting game shooter, an award-winning instructor, a host of television shows and videos, a writer, a trip host, a gunfitter, a gun salesman and even the owner of two gunmaking companies. He knows shooting inside out.


But more importantly, Chris is passionate about sharing what he’s learned with others and helping grow their enjoyment of the sport. I remember when we were looking for a Sporting Clays Editor for Shooting Sportsman Magazine, Chris’s name is the one that popped up time and again as someone who would connect with readers and be able to present technical information in an accessible manner.


Having shot all over the world, Chris is familiar with almost every type of situation and environment likely to be encountered by shotgunners. Whether it’s upland hunting over dogs, waterfowling in a blind or shooting driven birds on the moors, Chris has experienced it and can offer sound advice in a clear, concise way.


The same goes for clay shooting. Chris is so familiar with the various presentations – having shot them as well as set them – that he knows the best methods and techniques for breaking them.


Which is the true beauty of this book: it bridges the gap between the range and the field, applying to both the clays enthusiast and the keen game shot.


In all honesty, when I first heard about this project, I thought, Really? Another clay-shooting book? But after Chris began explaining the details, I started thinking, finally, someone is going to address the specifics on how shooting targets relates to shooting game. It’s about time.


Because when you really think about it, all of today’s clay-shooting disciplines have their roots (buried though they may be) in game shooting. Successfully taking clays or game still comes down to mastering the fundamentals, establishing the right technique, and then practising until a particular shot becomes second nature.


For hunters, even if the shots presented on a clays course don’t bear much resemblance to those seen in the field, they can only benefit from shooting during the off-season. As Chris said in his first Sporting Clays column in Shooting Sportsman, “A well-practised sporting clays shooter who likes to hunt birds will be a better and far more consistent shot than the stalwart hunter whose only practise for live quarry is the quarry itself.”


In other words, if a hunter bangs away enough at clays, not only will he fine-tune the fundamentals such as footwork, stance, posture and gun mount, but he also will improve his hand-eye co-ordination, which is a key to good wingshooting. With enough practise at the range, his reactions to birds in the field will become purely instinctive and he will stand a much better chance of connecting. After all, there’s no asking Mother Nature, “May I see that grouse again?”


So whether you shoot clays, birds or both, you have done well to pick up The Instinctive Shot. Chris’s on-target advice will put more Xs on your scorecard and birds in your bag. Not only that, but it will give you another excuse to get out and shoot.


Now who could wish for more?
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Charles Boswell .410 Over and Under. (TERRY ALLEN)

























Introduction





Over my thirty years as a shooting instructor, the one question that I am most often asked is: “How does one shoot the Instinctive Technique?” To answer, I first must define Instinctive. It is an inherent, spontaneous and unthinking reaction to stimulus. When shooting a shotgun, the Instinctive Shot is one made without conscious thought – a pure reaction to the bird’s speed and line of flight. Everyone has experienced that split-second chance at a pheasant over a rise, or a quail unexpectedly exploding from cover – we simply react to the stimuli and, more often than not, make a clean shot.


Yet when standing on a peg in a driven shoot or sitting in a dove field, the bird appears as a distant smudge in the sky, and seems to take an age to arrive into range. This gives ample time to read the bird’s speed and line of flight and to make any last-second adjustments to successfully execute the shot. With all that time to prepare, why are these shots so often missed?


The difference lies in the two scenarios. The first shot is made by harnessing our natural eye–hand co-ordination to make an Instinctive Shot. See bird, shoot bird. With the second shot, there is toomuch time to think. Making a conscious effort to place the shot cloud on a collision course with the bird all too easily morphs into aiming. Referencing the bead and measuring the lead is known to shooting instructors as the “Poke and Hope” style of shooting.


The core skill in consistent shooting is to match the muzzle speed to the target speed, developing both speed and line of flight. This is achieved by harnessing one’s innate ability to point at an object.


In shooting, as in any sport, there will be the so-called Natural – those blessed with better reflexes and visual acuity than the rest of the population. It is possible for an athlete like this who has never had a shooting lesson or any formal training to become an accomplished shot, but they are a rarity. However, it is absolutely true that any less-gifted shooter who is prepared to work hard on the fundamentals of straight shooting, can match and often surpass the more naturally gifted shots.


The word modern in the dictionary, when applied to art or medicine, is defined as “of or relating to, a recently developed or advanced style, technique, or technology”. Seeing the Olympian heights at which pheasant and partridge are shot today is testimony to the “modern” improvements in shotguns, ballistics and technique. Those on the annual list of the country’s top shots are all capable of taking high birds that lesser mortals would consider out of reach.


There is not one top athlete in any sport, amateur or professional, who has not received professional coaching. They then practise the lessons taught until the movements or actions are grooved into their muscle memory. All sports require mastery of the fundamental mechanics to be successful, and shooting a shotgun is no different. To be a consistently good shot requires practice and that practice must be perfect – how well you practise is how well you will shoot.


This book is written to explain what to practise and how to practise so you can improve your skills and consistency in the field. To make an Instinctive Shot you need to groove those fundamentals, to create the correct muscle memory to be able to make a shot without consciously thinking about it.


In the late 1890s, the German psychologist Herman Ebbinghaus conducted experiments to attempt to understand how the human mind stores memory. He discovered that if an act is repeated in practice or repeated beyond the point required for mastery of the task, a long-term muscle memory was created for that task. This eventually allowed the task to be performed without conscious effort. He referred to this process as overlearning.


It takes time for the body to overlearn a movement. A single motion must be repeated thousands of times for three to four weeks before it becomes “learned” by the muscles. During the martial artist’s practice of Kata (Exercises), he practises blocking a punch (Wax On!). When this movement is over-learned it becomes a reflex. If he is punched, he reflexively blocks the punch without conscious thought!


Making an Instinctive Shot is just like blocking a punch. You do not have time to think about all of the movements involved. If you have practised the movements until they are a reflex, you will simply “See Bird, Shoot Bird”.


The fundamentals are just one side of the Trinity of Straight Shooting. The correct well-fitted gun and sound technique complete the Triangle of the Instinctive Shot. This book is structured so that chapter by chapter your understanding and application of the information contained herein will start the beginner out right, improve the intermediate and, if you’re an experienced shot, there are still some insights that will help you shoot straighter still!



















Chapter 1


History





There are more than sufficient books on the history of hunting and the evolution of the shotgun. So, in keeping with the theme of this book, the focus here is on the 1800s, where the development of the shotgun and the introduction of competitive and driven shooting, hand in glove, created the modern shotgun and the shooting techniques that are used today.


To survive, humans have hunted for food since the dawn of time, but the sport of shooting birds on the wing is a relatively modern pursuit. Until the middle of the seventeenth century, snares, traps, nets, dogs and even predatory birds were commonly used to catch birds in the air or on the ground.


Though gunpowder was introduced into Europe from China in the 13th Century, actual firearms are relatively recent inventions. The French are credited with shooting birds on the wing in the 1600s, but the slow lock times of matchlock and wheellock guns made this type of shooting a lottery, with little consistency. The successful construction of Damascus steel barrels and the perfecting of the flintlock ignition system in the late 1700s enabled the manufacture of double barrel shotguns which made shooting birds on the wing a more viable and consistent option.
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The Halcyon Days of Driven Game Shooting.








One could say that these advancements in gunmaking were the result of the various military actions taking place during this period and, to some degree, that would be correct. However, it was when King Charles II returned from forced exile in France in 1660, bringing with him the new art of “shooting flying”, that court followers and landed gentry embraced this new sport with enthusiasm. It was their wealth and passion for this new sport that pushed and encouraged the gunmakers of the period to make significant advances in the development of the sporting guns. The likes of Joseph Manton and Henry Nock picked up the baton, taking the double flintlock into the 1800s.
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Late 1700s Flintlock. (DAVID GRANT)








The French nobility continued to refine shooting birds on the wing and in the 1820s, introduced “Battue” (To Beat) Shooting. At first, birds were driven from cover with the Guns walking in the beating line, but this practice quickly morphed so that the birds were driven towards a waiting line of Guns. This became the Driven Shooting subsequently introduced into Britain. This new sport was adopted by royalty, the court and the upper classes, taking its place alongside fox hunting and horse racing, as one of the Sports of Kings. The older practice of shooting birds over dogs, with its simple straight-away shot, was ultimately considered far too easy.


Money was no object! Bigger and bigger bags were demanded and better guns were required to shoot them. The gunmakers bent to the task. The double flintlock shotguns lasted from approximately 1790 through 1820 – a mere 30 years. These were replaced during the 1820s by the double barrel muzzle loader with its new percussion ignition system – the design in widespread use for about forty years. But beginning in the 1860s, the muzzle loading shotgun began to be replaced by the new breech loading shotguns. These allowed much swifter loading, ushering in the Halcyon Days of Driven Game Shooting.


The development and perfection of the modern sporting shotguns as we know them today occurred between 1860 and 1909. This was a time of extreme self-indulgence during which those with extraordinary wealth created a demand for game shooting where success was measured in the number of birds killed in a day or, in the extremely popular sport of competitive live pigeon shooting, the number shot in succession.


The essential requirements of the game gun are speed and ease of firing and reloading plus the robust reliability to stand up to a prodigious amount of cartridges being fired in quick succession. The live pigeon competitions depended as much on the gun as the shooter as the huge purses being contested could be won or lost on a simple shotgun malfunction. The arduous tests provided by Driven Shooting and Live Pigeon competitions were the proving grounds for the multiplying patents, constant innovations and improvements in the development of the modern shotgun.


These esoteric wingshooting events were not the pastimes of the hoi polloi but of the royalty and aristocracy. The fervour with which these aristocrats immersed themselves in every aspect of these new sports was matched with golden guineas and five pound notes which the gun trade was more than happy to accept. Estates were reshaped to accommodate the owners’ new passion: cover crops, coppices and woods were cultivated and planted. But the great numbers of birds being shot meant the wild population needed to be supplemented by pen-raised birds, so the wild grouse moors were coveted above all.
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Monte Carlo, the Mecca of live pigeon shooting.








There was great rivalry between estates, with the gamekeepers and gunmakers all striving to outdo each other – their efforts fuelled from the wallets of these affluent shooting enthusiasts! With the birds it was quantity, not quality, that was demanded and with the Guns, it was quality not quantity – and the estate lords were more than happy to pay in full for both. The London newspapers carried weekly reports of record driven bags and the results of live pigeon competitions. Advertisements were run offering sporting attire and equipment and not to have the very latest and very best was a social faux pas! And a London Best Gun was de rigueur!


The Edwardian Shooting Party was a high society event – elaborate dinners and entertainment revolved around the game and pigeon shooting. Non-shooting guests were invited into the field to admire the marksmanship of the Guns, especially of their host. The greatest shot of the period was acknowledged to be Lord Ripon, formerly the Earl De Grey. In his lifetime of shooting, his Game Book records his having shot some 550,000 pheasants, grouse, partridge, ground-game and wildfowl. His other astonishing accomplishments included shooting 28 pheasants in one minute and having seven birds dead in the air at one time! These feats could not be achieved without a dedicated team of loaders – it was the norm to have two loaders, one cartridge boy and a triumvirate of shotguns!
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The who’s who of British aristocracy and their passion for game shooting created the “Best London Shotgun”.








As a result of the fierce competition among the estates, their owners and their teams of Guns, a record-breaking number of birds and game were shot during this period. The participants were, to all purposes, professional shots. They could afford to and they did practise constantly, averaging 30,000 plus cartridges per person, per season. Colonel Peter Hawker, Lord Ashburton, Lord De Grey, Marquess of Ripon, Lord Walsingham, Maharajah Prince Duleep Singh and the Prince of Wales (later to become Edward the Seventh) are some of the names that appear repeatedly, credited with the incredible record bags for that period and the frequent sales in the gunmakers’ record books.
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Lord Ripon, the Earl De Grey, considered by many to be one of the best shots of all time. His record books reveal that he shot 556,813 fur and feathered game. Born in 1867, he fell dead on the grouse moor after a day’s shooting in 1923.








Throughout Europe, live pigeon shooting was so popular that the head-to-head matches were reported in the daily papers. Pigeons were released from sprung boxes in the centre of a fenced ring and the object was to see who could shoot the most pigeons. This was made more difficult by the random release and the rule that, to count, the dead pigeon had to fall within the ring. The participants were eliminated once they missed two birds in a row. The winner’s purse at these games was as much as £40,000.00! The sport was held in such high esteem that live pigeon shooting was an event included in the 1900 Olympic Games.
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The World live pigeon shooting Championships in Italy, 1930.
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Charles Boswell Live Pigeon Gun.
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Charles Hellis built on The Boss Action. (PAUL FIEVEZ)








London had several clubs devoted to live pigeon shooting. The Hurlingham Club in Fulham opened in 1867 as a pigeon-shooting club and the blue rock dove can still be seen on its flag today. This Club was a favourite location for over forty years, until shooting ceased there in 1906. The National Gun Club at Hendon, however, did not close its live pigeon rings until 1920.


In Monaco, The Live Pigeon International Competitions and Sweepstakes were held in a 20 yard ring instead of the standard 31 yard – testing even the best of shots! Those taking part chose their guns, cartridges and chokes with the same care as did their game-shooting peers. Because of the “Miss and Out” rule and the requirement to drop the bird within the ring, many larger gauges were used.


Eventually, a rule change was made to level the playing field and gauges bigger than 12 were not allowed in competition. At that time, the standard game gun was chambered at 2½ inches, so competition shooters began to chamber their pigeon guns for 2¾ inch cartridges to increase the amount of shot that could be used. These larger loads created more pressure on the gun and barrels but gunmakers were quick to strengthen their guns’ actions. A combination of weight, size and an extra third bite, doll’s head extensions to the top rib, cross bolts and side clips to actions fine-tuned these specialized competition guns. The Pigeon Gun of the period could be compared to the modern clay target competition gun of today.
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Luciano Bosis Trap Gun.








Live pigeon shooting was banned in England in 1920, but continued on the Continent for another half century, ceasing in Monaco in 1966 and in Italy in 1970. It may simply be that the Side by Side had effectively been perfected in the 1890s, with the Over and Under design finalized with the Boss Patent of 1909 and the Woodward Patent of 1913, but after the end of live pigeon shooting in England, followed by the World Wars and with the impact of a diminishing economy, there were very few new patents in shotgun design issued in England.


After the Second World War, the Italian gunmakers did continue to develop and innovate shotgun designs – in particular, with the Over and Under. The single sight plane and superior control of recoil made the Over and Under the configuration of choice for many of the live pigeon shooters still actively competing on the Continent. Italy’s Over and Under designs have been utilized to produce some of the best known names in Competition Shotguns made today: Beretta and Perazzi have been proven in Olympic Competitions and Fabbri rules in the World’s Pigeon Rings.
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James Purdey and Sons Over and Under.








During the evolution of the European gun trade, a similar chain of events was occurring in America where the Live Pigeon and Trap Shooters were driving the development of the American shotgun. Eventually, their patents and improvements found their way into the shotguns used for hunting.





[image: ]

Beretta Over and Under.
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Winchester Model 97. (PAUL FIEVEZ)








Hunting in America was mainly for food for the table rather than for sport. This was “shoe leather” hunting, where a dog to find, flush and retrieve the bird was as essential as a gun and cartridge. There were major differences in the requirements for a European Sporting Gun, where expense was no object in a fast and furious sport like Driven Shooting, and those of an American Working Gun, where the shotgun was a tool for the job of Walked-up Shooting. This difference created another gunmaking philosophy. The majority of the American gunmakers’ clients were not the landed gentry, but farmers and sportsmen who considered the shotgun a functional necessity used to supplement their food sources.
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The Club House at West London Shooting Grounds.








Then, in America, came the commercial wildfowl harvesters – the “market gunners”. The expansion of the American railway system in the 1880s and the expanding urban populations created the demand for these commercial shooters’ bags of wildfowl. There were no rules or restraints – birds could be shot night or day. Market gunners used punt guns and multiple-barrel battery guns, each harvesting hundreds of birds a day which were then freighted into the towns and cities around the country by rail.


In the 1890s, Winchester introduced its first single barrel pump gun, the forerunner of its famous Model 12. In 1902, John Moses Browning introduced his Auto A5. Such was the efficiency of these new shotguns that when they came into use by the commercial gunners, by 1910 daytimes and limits had to be introduced to control the number of birds an individual could shoot in a day.


I am sure that the likes of Capt. Adam Bogardus in the pigeon ring and Fred Kibble, the Illinois market gunner, could have held their own in the line with the best of the European sportsmen. Further, the American-manufactured shotguns such as Parker, A.H. Fox and L.C. Smith could stand comparison to those of James Purdey & Son, Boss & Co. or Holland & Holland of the same period.
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Wildfowling at Cowbit Wash, Spalding, January, 1907.








There can be no doubt that, at the turn of the 19th Century, skill with a shotgun was one of a gentleman’s essential qualities. Being recognized as a ‘Good Shot’ in this period was to be on a par with the top performers in any of the more traditional sporting activities. Shooting schools that taught sound fundamentals and sporting techniques were opened and became as popular as the schools for racquet sports or fencing.





[image: ]

The high tower at Holland & Holland Shooting Grounds.








The Churchill Shooting Grounds was established in 1925 by the renowned pigeon shooter, Robert Churchill. He developed a coaching style with some controversial ideas on the application of lead but his technique and method of instruction were without fault. After Churchill’s death, his Chief Instructor Norman Clarke became the Chief Instructor at Holland & Holland Shooting Grounds (established in 1885). Where Norman Clarke modified the Churchill style of shooting to some degree, his understudy and eventual Chief Instructor, Ken Davies, refined the technique into the Churchill Shooting Style that is taught today.


West London Shooting Grounds, established in 1901 has always been closely associated with James Purdey & Sons, but perhaps more famously, was home to the legendary Percy Stanbury, one of the greatest shots of all time! One of his understudies, Alan Rose, still teaches The Master’s Technique there today. In the United States, The Orvis Sandanona Shooting Grounds, established in1907 in Millbrook, NY, also champions the Stanbury Technique.


But which is the best – Churchill or Stanbury? Both are excellent, and it is up to the individual to find which works best for him or her. The techniques differ slightly but both emphasize the fundamentals and the grooving of the chosen technique by practice. There have been continuous evolutions in shooting techniques matched by the technical advances in shotguns and choke and cartridges. I consider the combination of these modern developments has raised the standard and consistency of shooting today to a level that far surpasses that of the Edwardian era. 


I concede that, for the height and number of birds being pushed over the line, the Edwardian shots were as good as the birds presented. But, typically, the birds of that era were driven at a height that, today, would be considered low and unsporting, and would not be shot at by the modern sportsman. As a further example, grouse were driven repeatedly back and forth over the butts until exhausted, showing usually twenty drives a day, ten in each direction, with two teams of beaters.


The end of the World Wars and the end of The Empire saw the end of the huge bags and the time when a sportsman either belonged to a syndicate or was fortunate to receive an invitation to shoot from the owner of a Grouse Moor or a private estate. But driven game shooting, along with the shotguns, continued to evolve, and in the 1970s, the exclusive status began to change. This change was pioneered by David Hitchings with the Gurston Down Shoot, where he created one of the first commercial High Pheasant and Partridge shoots in the UK.


The availability and opportunity of the commercial shoot ignited a passion for birds presented at heights to test even the best of Guns. Now, driven shooting had come full circle and the participants demanded quality, not quantity. Today, the best Driven Shoots strive to present higher and higher pheasant and partridge which often fly well in excess of 40 yards above the Guns! Some are so high they seem to be out of range of a modern shotgun. The margin for error on these birds is so slim that those who can regularly knock down these skyscraper birds are very few – they are expert shots having the right combination of cartridge, choke and gun to do it. These sportsmen are as professional as their Edwardian predecessors. They shoot throughout the whole game season, visiting South America in the European off-season and continue to hone their skills on the high towers of the shooting schools, using the very best equipment they can find.


The history of all sports is that every one developed as it did for particular reasons that related to the social conditions of the time. Many of the sports we take part in today did not exist 120 years ago and those that did, would be barely recognizable to the modern participant. The history of shooting birds on the wing and the development of the modern shotgun is no exception. Shooting a shotgun is an athletic skill comparable to any other eye and hand sport and the early shooters laid the foundations that have been built upon by today’s top shots.
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Shooting driven grouse. (PAUL FIEVEZ)

























Chapter 2


Safety





We all have a clear and unambiguous responsibility for safety while shooting. Nothing can ruin a day in the field more than an accident. Fortunately, they are a rare occurrence and it is every sportsman’s responsibility to keep it that way. The experienced shot can become complacent and the beginner, young or old, is often never correctly instructed in the most essential of shooting skills: ‘Safety’!




 





It is no coincidence that the shot who demonstrates solid safety in his gun handling and awareness in the field usually shoots equally well.




 





I believe that safety and etiquette are inextricably entwined; safety covering the mechanics of safe gun handling and etiquette defining an awareness of one’s position and that of others taking part in the shooting. A keen understanding of both enables a shot to fulfil his responsibility to himself, his fellow Guns, guides, beaters and dogs.


There are many mature shooters who enter hunting after first taking up clay target shooting – they may have attended a charity or corporate entertainment shoot and been bitten by the bug. Gaining proficiency with the shotgun, they are often invited by friends, family or clients to a day in the field. However, shooting in the field is totally unlike the sport of clay target shooting with its fixed parameters, safety zones and shooting cages, all controlling the safe direction of fire, where, if a shotgun should be accidentally discharged, it is always in a safe direction.


In the field, it is a completely different situation. The movement and activity can be very distracting to the uninitiated so I always recommend that an instructor/loader accompany a novice on his first two or three shoots. The presence of an experienced field shooter allows a beginner to relax and concentrate on his shooting. The instructor will explain the rules of safety and etiquette. He will explain the “fields of fire” created by the positioning of the beaters, pickers-up and fellow Guns, and, calling the shots, point out the birds that are a safe and sporting shot, and advise against the low and potentially dangerous shots and, of course, help the novice with his straight shooting.
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A gun out of its slip should always be open and proven empty.
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A shotgun is safest when transported unloaded in a closed gunslip.








First, we will cover safe gun handling:




 





Rule Number One: A shotgun is a lethal weapon. Though we use a shotgun in a recreational sport in the same manner as a golf club or tennis racquet, we must recognize and never forget its lethal qualities.




 





Rule Number Two: Always prove a gun is unloaded. When you take it from storage, put it in and take it out of a gunslip, or are handed one to inspect, check it is unloaded. Break and empty the gun and place it in its slip when leaving the field, cover or blind, between drives or when moving between hunts.




 





Rule Number Three: Every gun should be considered loaded, potentially dangerous and treated with the utmost respect at all times. There are only two safe guns: one that is broken and seen to be unloaded; one that is in a zipped and closed gunslip where access to the trigger is impossible.
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The correct technique for placing a shotgun into a gunslip. Reverse the action to take the shotgun out of its slip.


LEFT: Barrels of open and empty gun are placed into slip.


RIGHT: Holding barrels, close gun and slide it into slip.








Rule Number Four: Guns should be in a safe and sound condition. There should be no dents, bulges or pitting in the barrels; no loose ribs, cracked stocks or barrels “off the face” (loose action). The guns should have been nitro-proofed and be in proof. Barrel walls must be the correct and safe thickness, and the correct size cartridge must be used to match the chamber length and proof pressure.


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. Guns of modern manufacture will have the chamber size and gauge engraved or stamped on the gun. You should regularly maintain your shotguns. They should receive an annual strip, clean and inspection where any remedial work is carried out to make the gun safe to shoot. If in any doubt regarding the above information, contact a reputable gunsmith who can give you a report on the condition and safety of your gun.
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All shotguns should be in proof and in safe and sound condition. It is important that if steel shot is to be used the shotgun must be proofed for steel shot.








Rule Number Five: You should familiarize yourself with your gun and how it works, especially the safety and barrel selector. The control of the safety catch and the sequence in which it is pushed “off safe” is an essential skill. When the decision to shoot is made, the gun is lifted to the cheek and shoulder, the safety is removed and as the gun is fully mounted, the trigger finger moves from the trigger guard to the trigger and the shot is taken. When the safety is pushed off, it is essential to roll the thumb over the grip from behind the top lever. If you do not place it in this position, the recoil on firing can cause the top lever to strike the thumb – a very painful event!




 





There are two types of safety mechanisms:




 





Automatic safety: On opening the gun, the top lever operates a sprung rod that pushes the safety on. Every game gun should be fitted with an automatic safety.


Manual safety: Competition, semi-automatic and pump guns are usually fitted with a manual safety. This needs to be manually pulled and pushed on and off. When using a pair of guns with a loader, guns should be exchanged with the safetys on, especially if only one cartridge has been fired. When using shotguns with manual safetys, practise is essential. I believe it was Sir Joseph Nickerson who said “The person most likely to shoot you during a day in the field is your loader.”
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Do not leave your thumb on the safety: the force of recoil can drive the top lever back, splitting the thumb.








Note: The “safety” should more correctly be named the “trigger block”. It is actually a mechanical device that blocks the trigger from being pulled. However, the hammers are still cocked and, as with any mechanical device, it can fail. Slamming the gun shut, or placing it in such a way that it can fall over can cause an accidental discharge.




 





Rule Number Six: Before loading, 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. On firing, the cartridge is literally a controlled explosion. The resulting pressure propels the shot charge down the barrel at extremely high speed. A shotgun’s barrel is constructed to withstand the pressure generated in a straight line, breech to muzzle. Any obstruction will cause a pressure spike within the barrel for which the barrels are not designed. This sideways pressure can bulge or rupture the barrel.


An obstruction can be anything from a dent, a bulge or a piece of wadding left in the barrel after cleaning, to the muzzles being blocked with snow or mud – this can occur inadvertently, for example, when bending to pick up a dead bird or to take cartridges from a shell bag on the ground, as one balances by unconsciously putting the barrel muzzles in the ground.




 





Rule Number Seven: Use only cartridges of the correct gauge and chamber length to match the gun you are shooting. Never mix different gauge cartridges in your shell bag or pockets. A 20 gauge cartridge can pass through the chamber of a twelve gauge shotgun and lodge in the barrel or, even worse, allow a 12 gauge cartridge to be loaded on top of it! The results can be disastrous! This scenario can also happen with the 16 gauge and 28 gauge cartridges.


Cartridges of different gauges should be stored separately, both at home and while hunting. With the exception of some foreign imports, all 20 gauge cartridges are yellow and other gauges can be assorted colours.
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Burst barrels caused by a blockage.
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Never mix cartridges of different gauges.








Rule Number Eight: Never point or fire a gun at anything that you do not intend to shoot.
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Mixing cartridges can have disastrous results.








Rule Number Nine: Be aware of the three gun malfunctions possible while shooting.




 





First: You pull the trigger and the gun fails to discharge. Do not instantly open the gun! Keep it closed and pointed in a safe direction for 30 seconds before opening the gun and safely disposing of the cartridge. This failure is referred to as a “hang fire” – a slow ignition from faulty powder or primer may mean that the cartridge could still explode and the 30 second delay will allow it to do so safely. Opening the gun instantly could cause blowback and injury.




 





Second: You fire the gun and you 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, but more often happen with home-loaded cartridges. However, you should be alert to this possibility if it should occur. Semi-automatic and pump shotguns can be difficult to check visually. In this case, the proprietary “wad weasel”, a small weight that can be dropped through the barrel of a shotgun, will remove an obstruction or prove it is clear. This is a recommended accessory when shooting with a fixed breech shotgun.
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The correct way to open and close a shotgun.








Third: 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. This discharge is caused by the bent and sear not seating correctly. Wear, corrosion, congealed powder residue or even dried oil can be to blame. Sidelocks and some boxlocks have a second intercepting sear designed to prevent the accidental discharge. This is just another one of the reasons a shotgun should never be slammed shut. An accidental discharge can happen to anyone, so it is important to have control of the gun, especially when opening and closing it.




 





The best way to open and close a shotgun: Hold the gun stock on your hip, your right hand gripping the stock, but your finger off the trigger and on the guard. The barrels which are pointing down are then brought closed to the action.
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An open and unloaded shotgun is best carried over the crook of the arm.








This closing technique, with the gun pointed down, 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.


With the semi-automatic and pump shotgun, use the same grip and safe muzzle direction, just turning the gun on its side to access the breech, then close the action with the barrel pointing safely down and away from your feet.


I do not recommend the traditional method of lifting the stock to the barrels. A stiff action or a novice shot without much strength or co-ordination can cause the muzzles to pivot back and point at the feet as the gun is closed. If an accidental discharge were to occur, they would “shoot themself in the foot”. Also, lifting the stock to the barrels leaves little control of the gun and it could easily be dropped from the recoil generated on the first accidental discharge, followed by a potentially uncontrolled discharge of the second barrel.




 





Rule Number Ten: 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 dogs when they are in your company. Set the best possible example for your children when it comes to safety. And, of course, no one should ever touch or handle another person’s gun without the owner’s consent.


Shotguns and ammunition should be stored separately in an approved and locked cabinet or safe. Do not leave your shotgun unattended, especially if there are children present. If you leave your shotguns or cartridges in a vehicle, be sure that they are out of sight and the vehicle is both locked and alarmed.




 





Horseplay is not tolerated and alcohol should never be consumed while shooting, only after the shoot is over. In Europe, it has long been traditional to have a “bullshot” (a game consommé) with a splash of sherry for flavour after the first drive and perhaps a glass of wine with the shoot lunch. However, many teams of Guns now prefer to “shoot through” and have a late lunch where they can enjoy the meal and partake of alcohol after the guns are safely put away.


We all have an obligation to both ourselves and others when it comes to gun safety. You need to demonstrate safe gun handling yourself, and if you see anyone violating any of the rules of safety, you need to ask them to cease in a diplomatic but firm manner and instruct them in the correct and safe methods of gun safety.


Carrying the Shotgun in the Field


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




1. Unloaded, in a closed gunslip, where it is impossible to access the  trigger.


2. Open and seen to be empty.





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 hunter with the stock of the gun as you turn around. You must never carry the gun with the barrels sticking backwards over your shoulders!


Semi-automatics and pump guns that cannot be broken open, should have a flag or a piece of cloth placed in the open breech to draw attention to the fact that the chamber is empty and a cartridge cannot be placed in it. The way to carry a semi-automatic is with the muzzles pointing up, with the open and flagged breech facing out.


The best practice is to carry your shotgun in a gunslip. It is safe, comfortable, easier to manage and the slip protects the gun in transit.





[image: ]

An open and unloaded shotgun carried over the shoulder is comfortable, but beware of striking a fellow hunter with the stock.
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Never carry the shotgun with its barrels pointing backwards over your shoulder.








Guns should only be loaded when you are ready to shoot – when you are on your peg, in the blind or ready to walk up over dogs. As soon as the drive is over or the hunt is finished, guns should be unloaded and placed in their slips.


Walking in the Field


When walking with a loaded gun, the correct carry is with the muzzles elevated, the stock placed between arm and chest, and the barrels pointed skyward. In addition to being safe, this position allows the most efficient gun mount.
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Correct way to load a semiautomatic shotgun.
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Correct way to load a semiautomatic in a hide or blind.








Carrying a loaded gun correctly and safely requires muzzle awareness; if the gun is held across the body with the barrels lying across the forearm, every time one steps forward with the right foot, the muzzles will swing to the left, fanning fellow Guns, guides, beaters, pickers-up and their dogs – it is a recipe for disaster! Safe muzzle management means that the barrels must be pointed at the ground, clear of any dogs and feet, or upwards, at the sky.


When shooting in company or in a line of Guns, the safest carry for a loaded gun is skyward with the breech resting on the shoulder, trigger guard uppermost, the stock held so that the barrels are perpendicular. Many find that, when shooting alone, they prefer to carry the gun resting over the forearm with the stock between arm and chest, the barrels pointing down. This is a comfortable alternative carry, though personally, I do not recommend it as the muzzles are pointing at “dog height”.
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Correct carry when shooting over dogs.
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Incorrect and dangerous carry when shooting in a line. Every time you step forward, you sweep the muzzles through the line.
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Correct carry of loaded shotgun; muzzles vertical.
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Safe carry over forearm; muzzles pointing down and clear of feet and dogs.
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144 Inches of Hunter Orange is mandatory when Upland Bird Hunting.
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Incorrect and dangerous carry.








Note: In the USA, hunters are required to wear 144 square inches of Hunter Orange or high-visibility vests or clothing while hunting. Turkey, dove and waterfowl hunters are not, and usually wear camouflage.


Standing on a Peg or Sitting in a Blind


While standing on a peg waiting for the drive, the stock should be placed between the arm and chest, barrels safely elevated, with the arms allowed to relax, resting against the chest. This position minimizes the gun’s weight and allows a smooth gun mount. If sitting on a shooting stick or in a blind, the butt of the stock should be placed on the thigh with the barrels elevated and forward. This position allows an easy rise into the correct stance and facilitates a smooth gun mount.


When shooting from a hide or blind, it should be of sufficient size to hold the occupants and, if needed, their dogs. When sharing a hide, the best advice is to take turns shooting, with one spotting while the other shoots. The biggest danger is that one occupant remains seated to shoot and the other rises to his feet and into his fellow Gun’s line of fire.


If two people are going to shoot at the same time, be sure that there is an agreement that you will both stand or remain seated to shoot and agree on the safe “arcs of fire”. Imagine a clock, and the person on the left shoots from 12 o’clock through 9 o’clock and the person on the right shoots from 12 o’clock through 3 o’clock.


Never shoot into water. Something hard under the surface could deflect the shot in a dangerous direction.


Crossing an Obstacle
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Safely passing a gun over an obstacle, always unloaded and butt first. Before reloading, check barrels for obstructions.








When crossing a fence, gate, fallen tree, or any other obstacle, you must unload your shotgun and place it safely where you can reach it after you have climbed over or ducked under the obstacle. Once safely over, retrieve the empty gun, open and check for obstructions that might have occurred and reload.


When shooting with a companion, you both unload your guns, then you hand your gun butt first to your companion and cross the obstacle without a gun. Once over, your companion passes both guns butt first to you and crosses the obstacle without a gun. When both are safely over, you hand him back his gun butt first. Both guns are then checked for obstructions before being reloaded.


Awareness in the Field


Your host, shoot captain or guide will brief you and go through safety procedures before any shooting takes place. It is important that you take note of any special instructions that are issued to the Guns during the briefing. Be sure to understand what signal or command starts and ends the shooting, what quarry can be shot and what is not to be shot, i.e. no ground game and no hen birds. Once on your peg, in the blind or beginning a hunt, use the time before shooting to look for the other shooters, beaters, guides and pickers-up and determine their position in relation to you and your hunting dogs. From this observation you can judge “your safe arc of fire”. Always shoot into a safe background and be aware of what’s beyond the target. If you have any doubt, do not shoot.
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Safe arcs of fire for driven shooting.








Never fire at a low-flying bird! Beaters or pickers-up may be in close proximity. And never swing through the line!





[image: ]

When shooting behind the line, muzzles must be vertical.
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Turn with muzzles vertical in a smart “about face”.
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Completing the turn, the muzzles are still vertical.








Keep on your peg or in your blind or in the line walking up over dogs. Hold the line and check positions, cover and companions. Never wander away by yourself – you may be walking into the line of fire. If a walking Gun, never shoot in front of the line. If you are to shoot behind the line, always keep your muzzles elevated and turn to the rear with a smart “about face”. Never swing through the line!


Shooting in grouse butts is particularly dangerous. Always be sure that the safety frames are in their proper position. This is especially important in round butts. Better to have a narrow “arc of fire” than one that allows you to swing too far, endangering the Guns in the adjacent butts. Butts or pegs in a curved line can exacerbate this situation and require greater awareness.


For example, here are three dangerous shooting scenarios:


A novice, concentrating on his shooting and caught up in the general excitement of the oncoming quarry, can become distracted and forget all considerations of safety. This is why safety should become an ingrained habit, so it becomes consistent behaviour at all times, even under pressure.


The greedy, competitive or aggressive shot can overreach the safe arcs of fire and his poaching actions can cause neighbouring Guns to match his behaviour, creating a very perilous situation.


When shooting ground game or birds with erratic flight patterns like woodcock, it is very easy to develop tunnel vision. Your peripheral vision shrinks and you experience a narrowing of focus, not recognizing what is behind the bird or hare you are attempting to shoot.Equally bad, is hunting in thick cover, shooting on sound alone without a clean sight of the bird. In any of these scenarios, accidents can easily happen.


Eye and Ear Protection
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Eye and ear protection should be compulsory when shooting.
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Your eyes are priceless.








I believe that eye and ear protection should be mandatory in the field just as it is in the clay target sports. It always amazes me when I see fellow Guns shooting without one or the other and often without either! The report of a shotgun is louder than a jet engine at take off and repeated exposure to this level of noise will cause permanent hearing damage.


In regard to the need for safety shooting glasses, you are more at risk of being struck by an errant pellet in the field than on the shooting grounds. A low shot or pellet ricocheting off trees or water can penetrate the eye at great distances.


Remember, “Safe Shooting is No Accident”!
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