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To Sally, George and Violet.


Thank you for your patience.
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Foreword





If you read the national press you might well see the airgun portrayed as “a lethal, high-powered firearm.” Listen to some shooters and you might dismiss it as a toy. In reality, it is neither second cousin to the AK47 nor to the catapult: the truth lies in between.


Used properly, it is an effective hunting weapon but it has serious limitations. If you know those limitations, and how to get the best from it, an airgun can provide superb sport. More than that, its limitations demand a level of skill which many would argue is unequalled by any other shooting sport. There is little margin for error and, as well as learning to shoot accurately, you will need a wealth of fieldcraft - for the newcomer to airguns that can be a daunting prospect.


It needn’t be, if you read this book.


This is the distillation of years of experience by one of the country’s most respected airgunners. It is concise, clear and above all a damn good read. If you weren’t hooked on the sport before, you will be after reading this.


Mathew’s constant emphasis on safe and humane shooting will ensure that you get off to a good start. His down-to-earth, practical advice, all garnered from first-hand knowledge, will keep you on the right path.


The great thing about airguns is that they suffer from fewer restrictions than most other guns and pest shooting is generally accessible and free. But always remember that in law airguns are firearms and subject to the same legislation as a shotgun or full-bore rifle. There are at least 32 offences you can commit and some carry a heavy jail sentence. The legal advice may not be the most exciting part of the book but it really is essential reading.


Today airguns are coming under increasing pressure as a result of pea-brained yobs, a sensationalist press and populist politicians, and there has never been a greater need for airgunners to be first-class ambassadors for their sport. Follow Mathew’s advice and you will be. You will also enjoy some tremendous sport and – this is the big bonus – bring something home for your supper.


 


Good shooting!


 


Jeffrey Olstead


Head of Publications


British Association for Shooting and


Conservation



















Introduction





Hunting with air rifles has provided me with an enjoyable pastime and meat for the table for more than twenty years. Through this book, I hope to be able to share some of the pleasure this fascinating hobby has given me and some of the knowledge I have managed to gain through my trials and tribulations since first setting out with a gun.


Although they are relatively low-powered, modern air rifles are incredibly accurate and capable of packing a lethal punch. Ammunition is inexpensive, so even newcomers should be able to put in sufficient practice to quickly become a competent shot. Furthermore, air rifles are very quiet in operation, making them the ideal tool for discreet pest control in situations that rule out the use of high-powered guns.


As modern society has drifted away from the grass roots of food production, the subject of hunting – either for the pot or for pest control – has become an emotive issue. However, I don’t believe anyone should need to defend their choice to partake in this engaging pursuit; provided, of course, that there is always a good reason for their actions. Most people eat meat and I believe that harvesting your own is far more dignified than leaving it to someone else to farm and kill animals that have endured goodness knows what just so you can fill your belly.


To the benefit of animal welfare, the environment and countryside sports, people appear to be thinking more carefully about where their food comes from. Consequently, people are once again learning to appreciate just how gratifying and important it is to grow, forage and even hunt your own ingredients. The treatment of livestock, the impact on the natural world and the reduction of food miles are key factors of sustainable food production, and hunting with an air rifle ticks all these boxes and brings the added bonuses of pleasure, satisfaction and exercise. Furthermore, because airgun quarry species are regarded as vermin, they provide a free source of meat, so there are significant economic gains too.


A rabbit or pigeon shot with an air rifle was born in the wild, it fed and grew in the wild and probably bred in the wild. This compares very favourably with the existence of a farm animal, which could well have spent its entire life indoors being pumped full of antibiotics and processed feed before being transported miles and miles to queue up for slaughter.


Of course, not all pest species controlled with the air rifle make good eating – rats and crows instantly spring to mind. However, the threat they pose to human health or populations of other wild animals must provide a good enough reason for culling to maintain the balance.


Whatever the reason for hunting with air rifles, the pastime offers a lifetime of learning and enjoyment – not least because it is also an excellent excuse for not only enjoying but also becoming a part of the great outdoors. The experienced hunter appreciates that his or her quarry can literally change its habits with the weather, let alone the seasons, and he or she will need to be able to read the countryside and all the little clues provided by nature to be truly successful. A close relationship with nature is inevitable for hunters and that’s why they are regarded by many as the guardians of the countryside.


This book contains information that I hope will be of great use to newcomers and experienced hunters alike – knowledge that has taken me well over half my lifetime to accumulate, and as much of it through failure as triumph. Air-rifle hunting is challenging and it has to be accepted that success may not always come quickly when you are pitting your wits against the finely tuned senses of wild creatures that manage to avoid the clutches of predators on a daily basis.


Nonetheless, it is the element of difficulty that makes our sport so rewarding. There is little satisfaction in achieving something without having to overcome challenges. Whether potting pigeons on the allotment, stalking rabbits on the hills or controlling crows on the farm, I hope this book will equip the reader with useful skills to help you to consistently meet those ever-changing challenges and to enjoy success in the field.



















CHAPTER 1


Air rifles and how they work
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Air rifle hunters are spoilt for choice; the walls of gun shops and the pages of the latest shooting magazines are adorned with dozens of different models made by manufacturers from all over the world. From a £75 second-hand bargain to a £1,000-plus state of the art supergun, most will be fit for the purpose of hunting. Of course, there are a few dubious airguns out there; from cheap, mass-produced tat that is nowhere near up to the tasks likely to be encountered in the hunting field to over-designed gimmick guns with expensive extras that even the most experienced hunters are never likely to need. I hope the following paragraphs will help you to make more of an informed choice when you part with your hard-earned cash.


Before purchasing an air rifle – be it your first or the latest addition to a growing collection – it is important to make sure that it suits your needs. The best way to answer that question is to understand how the airgun works and to establish what you want to get from yours.


Power sources
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Modern air rifles are impressive pieces of kit but you don’t have to splash out on a top of the range model like this to enjoy the sport.








In very simple terms, air rifles function by blowing a projectile (usually a lead pellet) down the barrel with a blast of compressed air. This feature is one of the key appeals of the airgun; its power source is easily, and usually inexpensively, recharged and does away with the need for costly and noisy explosive charges associated with the ammunition used in more conventional powder-burning, live-fire rifles.


Air rifles generally produce their blast of air via one of two power sources: spring-and-piston or pre-charged pneumatic. Two less common variations of this are the ingenious gas-ram system pioneered by British gunmaker Theoben and the CO2 capsule. I don’t believe the CO2 capsule provides a reliably consistent power source for the serious hunter.


Let’s start with spring-and-piston air rifles, often referred to as springers. These guns epitomise the simplicity of the airgun because the whole propulsion mechanism is self-contained.


Behind the barrel of a spring-and-piston gun sits a chamber that houses the mainspring and piston. This type of gun is cocked either by breaking the barrel or by the stroke of a side- or under-lever. The cocking stroke compresses the powerful mainspring behind the piston, ready to be released by the trigger.


When a spring-and-piston rifle is fired, the spring powers forward, driving the piston in front of it and creating a pocket of compressed air within the sealed chamber. The air escapes through a transfer port at the front of the cylinder, right behind the pellet, which it then pushes on through the barrel.


Springers are wonderfully simple in operation, and there is something very gratifying about hunting with a gun that is powered by energy produced by your own effort. The cocking stroke usually exposes the breech, into which the pellet is directly loaded. The breech is then closed and sealed by the return stroke of the barrel or cocking lever. This simple and effective mechanism has stood the test of time, giving many decades of reliable service to hunters all over the world.
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Spring-powered air rifles are cocked by the stroke of a lever or, as in this case, the barrel. Their self-contained power source makes for hassle-free shooting.
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Loading a pellet direct to the breech of a break-barrel air rifle.








Of course, the ever-ready power plant of a springer has its shortcomings. The most significant disadvantage of a spring-and-piston air rifle is the fact that the moving parts that power it can also cause a fair amount of recoil. First the piston slams forward, then it bounces back off the cushion of air at the front of the cylinder. This movement can translate into quite a kick. Predictably, more expensive models tend to shoot much smoother than those at the budget end of the market. However, the effects of recoil can be tamed with good shooting technique and consistent accuracy can easily be achieved with regular practise. We’ll look at that in more detail later.


Another consideration with springers is the effort needed to cock them. Achieving the power levels required for hunting can result in a gun that takes a fair amount of grunt to cock, and this might be a serious consideration – particularly for youngsters, women and older shooters. Nonetheless, however much power it takes to cock a springer, the action in a decent air rifle should be smooth with no grating – the slick cocking stroke should conclude with a crisp ‘snick’ as the trigger sear engages, fastening the piston in place.


Also, it has to be accepted that, after thousands and thousands of shots and probably several years of service, the spring, and most likely a few other components, will need to be replaced. Fortunately, this is a reasonably straightforward job and kits are available with easy-to-follow instructions if you’re reasonably practical. If not, your local gun shop should be able to carry out the necessary repairs without breaking the bank.


A cautionary word: never fire a spring-and-piston air rifle before the barrel or cocking lever is returned to its fixed position. Although many guns are designed not to do this, there is a serious risk that the spring will be released and the piston flung forward. Without a pellet in front of the port to create a cushion of air, the piston will smash into the front of the chamber, doing untold damage to the innards of your pride and joy. The force of the workings of the gun trying to snap back into place can bend barrels, crack woodwork and dissect fingers. Don’t try it.


Thoeben’s gas-ram system, developed in the 1980s, is an interesting variation on the spring-and-piston power-plant. This system is still self-contained in the sense that no charging equipment is required, but instead of a steel spring, the piston is driven by a gas strut – a sealed chamber of compressed air or nitrogen. Most people will have seen a gas strut in operation, taking the weight of the tailgate when they open the boot of their car.


When a gas-ram air rifle is cocked (which is done in the same manner as with a spring-and-piston gun) the air is further compressed. When the gun is fired, the strut pushes forward behind the piston and drives air towards the pellet.


Gas-rams offer several advantages over springers. The strut doesn’t wear anywhere nearly as quickly as a spring; in fact they last for decades. Also, they don’t lose power when left cocked for long periods of time, so shot-to-shot consistency is very good. The mechanism also functions more quickly than a spring-and-piston system, so the pellet takes less time to leave the barrel.


The downside is that gas-rams can be harder to cock and some people just don’t get on with their snappy recoil. The fast firing cycle can manifest as quite a harsh jolt that some shooters really can’t get to grips with. However, like the kick of a conventional springer, this should easily be overcome with good shooting technique.


The other popular (and probably the most popular) type of air rifle is the pre-charged pneumatic, often known as PCPs.


Pre-charged air rifles have an air reservoir, usually in the shape of a long cylinder or diver-style buddy bottle, which holds enough air to power dozens, and sometimes hundreds, of shots. Each time the gun is fired, a regulator or valve releases a consistent pulse of air which propels the pellet along the barrel.


A great advantage of the PCP is the fact that the absence of any significant moving parts means the firing cycle is virtually recoilless. This ‘dead’ action means that accurate shooting is much easier to achieve than with a springer. For this reason, pre-charged pneumatics quickly found favour with target shooters when they first became readily available in the 1980s. Of course, this high degree of accuracy is also very useful in hunting situations, when straight shots literally do make the difference between life and death, and PCPs are now the first choice of many sporting shooters.


Also, because the firing power is already generated and contained within the workings of the gun, PCPs require far less effort to cock than springers, so you don’t need much brawn to use them. Most pre-charged air rifles are cocked by a bolt-action or by the throw of a short lever. Many models also incorporate multi-shot magazines, from which the simple cocking stroke also probes another pellet into the breech, ready for action. This fast, efficient loading system can be very useful to the hunter, especially when a swift follow-up shot is required.
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As well as having virtually no recoil, pre-charged airguns often provide the option of a multi-shot magazine for fast follow-up shots.
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In single shot mode, the probe of this pre-charged air rifle can easily be seen as it feeds a pellet into the breech.








The number of shots you get from a PCP depends on several factors. These include the efficiency of the valving system or regulator, and the size and capacity of the air reservoir. By and large, a light, compact gun is likely to produce fewer shots per fill than a large, heavy one.


When you reach the end of the useful charge you’re going to need to refill, and that’s the biggest disadvantage with pre-charged airguns. Many guns are fitted with a dial that tells you what air pressure you have on board – otherwise you’ll just have to keep count of your shots. PCPs tend to cost a little more than springers in the first place, and remember that you’re going to have to add charging kit to the equation too.


The cheapest charging method is to use a stirrup pump to manually generate the full charge of compressed air. While the stirrup pump shares the springer’s appeal of generating your own power, it can also be quite a chore to operate. I find that manual pumps are perfectly adequate for small-capacity guns but the exertion of pumping a large buddy bottle up to 230 bars (bars being the pressure scale adopted by most airgun makers) makes my pulse pound so much that it takes a good ten minutes’ recovery before I am able to shoot straight. Still, it’s good exercise.


The lazy, and very convenient, option is to go for a large-capacity diver’s bottle. A decent-sized 300-bar diving bottle will refill the average airgun several dozens of times before you have to pay for a refill. The downside is that the bottle will set you back a couple of hundred pounds or so and they are heavy, cumbersome brutes to lug around. You also have to be very careful transporting them – with all that compressed air trapped inside a metal shell, it’s going to make a mess if it goes ‘pop’. You’ll also need your bottle tested every five years to make sure it is still up to the required standard.


In spite of the drawbacks, a diver’s bottle is a useful piece of kit that makes for very convenient charging. You’ll be reminded of the benefit every time you refill your gun with the simple twist of a knob. Once the gun is filled, you just let trapped air hiss out of the hose via the bleed valve, uncouple the gun and you’re back in action.


It is advisable to carry out filling in a reasonably clean environment – and not in a dirty old barn. Pre-charged air rifles have delicate internals and their valves don’t like grit or dust. Modern design has reduced the problem, but get dirt into the innards of a PCP and you could be looking at a costly repair bill.


Most PCP’s come with the necessary couplings to fit the charging hose to them, and couplings vary from manufacturer to manufacturer. Some shooters are discouraged by the apparent hassle of having to mess about with charging kit but it is really quite straightforward.


A serious warning for owners of pre-charged air rifles is that they should only ever be filled with clean air. There are a few horror stories knocking around the air-gunning grapevine which tell of exploding metalwork, mangled fingers and lost eyes resulting from foolish experimentation with more volatile gases.


The important parts


Being a major component, the barrel seems a fairly obvious place to start. The barrel isn’t just a spout through which the pellet is pointed and launched, it is a carefully designed component that actually helps the pellet maintain the power imparted by the gun’s action. The inside of a rifle barrel is grooved or rifled (hence the name) in a corkscrew fashion. The twist of the rifling gives the pellet a spin that helps it cut through the air with maximum stability after it leaves the muzzle. The barrels of better-quality air rifles are often choked. The choke is a tiny narrowing, or pinch-point at the front end of the barrel, which improves down-range accuracy.


Barrel length is an important consideration. It used to be assumed that a longer barrel would set the pellet on a truer course and therefore improve accuracy but, as some modern air rifles shoot very accurately in spite of having barrels of much less than 25cm in length, this theory is largely discounted.


Nonetheless, a longer barrel improves air efficiency and needs less input from the power-plant to achieve full power. What this means is that a spring-and-piston gun with a long barrel will need a less powerful and therefore smoother-shooting spring than the equivalent model with a shorter barrel. Similarly, a pre-charged gun with a long barrel will produce more full-power shots per fill than the equivalent short-barrelled version. A long barrel also provides greater leverage and consequently an easier cocking stroke on a break-barrel springer.


But, just to further complicate the choice, short barrels have advantages too. Compact guns tend to balance better because the bulk of the weight is closer to your body, and this makes them easier to shoot. A short (or carbine) gun is also very useful if you are going to be using it in confined conditions – shooting rats inside farm buildings, for instance. In this situation, a carbine model will enable you to quickly swing onto your target whereas you would probably be worrying about bashing the muzzle of a longer gun.


A silencer is regarded by most hunters as an important, and in many cases essential, addition to the barrel. With stealth and concealment being paramount when it comes to going unnoticed by one’s quarry, it makes sense to keep the sound of shots to a minimum; I certainly like to have my air rifles fitted with silencers to mute the muzzle report.


Silencers are often referred to as moderators or suppressers, which makes sense as they moderate and suppress the noise of the gun rather than silence it. As the blast of pressurised air escapes from the muzzle behind the pellet, it can make quite a crack. Inside the cylinder of a silencer is a series of baffles. As the air escapes from the muzzle into the wider chamber of the silencer, much of it is deflected and muffled by the sound-absorbing baffles, and the muzzle blast is consequently reduced. It is also claimed that some silencers improve accuracy as the turbulent air behind the pellet is stripped by the baffles, leaving the little projectile in a pocket of ‘clean’ air as it leaves the barrel and begins its journey to the target. Although this may be true, the effect is minimal at best and of no great significance to the hunter.


A good silencer will reduce the muzzle report of a pre-charged air rifle to a muted ‘phut’, which not only makes for stealthy hunting but also causes less disturbance when you’re practising. The result can be quite astounding and I have lost count of the times that I have missed shots at live quarry only to be able to make a kill with the second shot because it went unheard.


Silencers have a more noticeable effect on pre-charged air rifles than on spring-and-piston models because the muzzle blast is about the only noise emitted from a PCP. Fit a silencer to a springer and it will still sound quite noisy because you can’t avoid the mechanical sound of the moving spring and piston. However, the noise of the mechanism is far more noticeable to the shooter because you have your head right next to the action of the gun. Down range, where your quarry will be sitting, the sound of the gun’s power-plant is less significant and a silencer will make a useful, and very noticeable, reduction to the muzzle report.


Some air rifles come with factory fitted silencers – often as a shroud or bull-barrel which stretches the entire length of the barrel – but many come without, leaving it to the shooter to select the most appropriate model. Most air rifles can be coupled with one of a variety of compatible silencers, and your gun dealer should be able to advise on what’s best. The first thing to check is whether the silencer you are buying is calibre-specific, because if you fit a .177 silencer to a .22 barrel you can be pretty sure that the pellet won’t come out the end!


You also need to make sure that your favoured silencer is compatible with your gun because air rifles are designed to accept either a threaded, screw-fit silencer or the type with a sleeve that slides over the barrel and is secured with a small grub screw. When fitting the grub screw variety, the screw does not need to be graunched into place until it’s mangled into the barrel; it only needs a gentle nip to keep things secure. Whatever kind you have, it must be absolutely aligned with the barrel. If it’s slightly off-centre, the pellet will clip it and accuracy will be ruined.
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The stock is the handle that marries the gun to the shooter. This thumbhole version is sculpted for an improved fit and features crisply cut chequering to improve grip.








When choosing a silencer, don’t assume that the biggest is necessarily the best. High-tech baffles can result in surprisingly compact silencers that work incredibly well. Most of the major brands do the job fairly well but, as ever, you tend to get what you pay for. Some manufacturers are moving away from metal to carbon fibre for the construction of silencers, as the latter material is lighter and produces a quieter sound profile. One problem with some carbon fibre silencers is that their shiny finish can reflect quite a lot of glare when the sun shines on them – and this will attract the attention of your quarry. Still, this nuisance can easily be remedied with a covering of camouflage tape or a spray of matt-black paint (before you fit it to the barrel, please).


The stock is the wooden or, increasingly often, plastic chassis into which the action of the gun is seated. It is a critical component as it forms the all-important contact with the shooter.


Plastic stocks, often described as synthetic or tactical stocks, are becoming increasingly popular. They are more robust and usually lighter than the wooden equivalent, which can be a great benefit to youngsters, women and people of smaller build. I initially had misgivings about the image portrayed by synthetic stocks, which usually come in black and are very military in appearance, but their practical advantages are undeniable – they bounce back from knocks and bumps far better than the wooden equivalent.


Being something of a traditionalist when it comes to gun stocks, I favour the wooden option because it blends in well with the countryside and has a certain sporting look about it. More expensive airguns tend to be fitted with walnut stocks and those towards the lower end of the market are generally finished in beech wood, which is a little heavier and not as prettily grained.


Materials aside, the stock plays an important role as the handle of the gun, and it should fit the shooter properly. As well as looking good, textured areas of chequering or stippling around the main handling areas will improve grip when your hands are wet with rain or sweat. These handling areas are at the fore-end and the pistol grip, where your trigger hand sits. Most stocks are fashioned to enable the thumb of your trigger hand to fit over and around the stock; the best ones also cradle your thumb in a very relaxed upward position, known as thumb-up. Many air rifles also come with a thumbhole stock option at an additional cost. Thumbhole stocks enable your thumb to fit through the woodwork and right around the pistol grip. These stocks look very elegant and some shooters favour the secure hold they provide – they are certainly worth trying if within your budget.


The height of the cheek-piece, where your cheek is cradled towards the butt end of the stock, needs to be considered relative to the type of sights you intend to use. It is not so critical if you are just using the open sights that sit low against the action of the gun, but if you’re going to fit a telescopic sight, you’ll probably need a stock with a raised cheek-piece, with a high comb to provide good eye alignment.


If you do plan to use a scope, make sure the gun you buy has rails machined into it – most do. These rails are the grooves onto which the mounts that hold your scope will be clamped.


At the extreme butt end of the stock sits the shoulder pad or plate. The fit of the shoulder pad will affect gun handling and eye alignment. On some guns they can be adjusted for height – a very useful feature.


So, you know about power-plants, barrels, stocks and gun-fit, but there is one element that will make or break a potentially great air rifle, and that’s the trigger. This little component is the switch that enables the shooter to control his or her gun and send the pellet on its way when the aim is good. There are good triggers and there are bad triggers and, unfortunately, some otherwise good air rifles have terrible triggers.


Because the trigger is the control by which the shooter unleashes the shot – translating what’s going on in the sight picture via your eye, brain and muscles – its operation is paramount.


You really don’t want a trigger that takes a great effort to pull because you’ll yank the gun off aim before the shot is released, but an unpredictably light trigger is dangerous and equally difficult to operate with any degree of consistency. A good trigger should be crisp and easy to predict and there should be no detectable roughness to its movement.


Modern air rifles usually come with decent two-stage triggers. The first stage offers some movement against light pressure until it comes to rest against the second stage. Most shooters hold the trigger in this position while making final adjustments to their aim before touching off the second stage to release the sear and unleash the shot when the aim is just right. There is no pre-tensioning with a single-stage trigger; the sear releases under the initial movement. Although a good two-stage trigger should be your first choice, a good quality one-stage trigger is preferable to a poor two-stage model.
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The trigger unit can make or break the performance of an airgun. A smooth, crisp mechanism with a comfortable blade is essential for accurate shooting.
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The advice of a reputable gun dealer is invaluable. The best will allow you to try before you buy.








Triggers are usually adjustable for length and weight of pull, often in the first and second stages. This adjustment can often be carried out by simply following the manufacturer’s instructions. If you are in any doubt, leave it alone and consult your local gun shop.


The final, and arguably most important, component I am going to discuss in this chapter is the safety catch. In a hunting situation, the shooter will often be carrying a gun that is loaded and cocked – a potentially very dangerous tool indeed. The safety catch is a vital means of making the gun safe by deactivating the trigger should it be accidentally pulled, snagged, hit or whatever. Once the shooter is ready to take a shot, it should be possible to easily and quietly disengage the safety catch as part of the final preparations.


It amazes and disappoints me that some otherwise excellent, and certainly expensive, air rifles aren’t fitted with a safety catch. The shooter should ensure that his gun comes with this potentially life-saving feature – better still, opt for a gun with a safety catch that engages automatically every time it is cocked and loaded.


Even when the safety is engaged, and even when the gun is unloaded, always treat it as if it were loaded and never point it at anyone. The best way to avoid a life-wrecking accident is to ensure that the gun is never pointed anywhere it shouldn’t be.


Choosing your gun


Even when equipped with the knowledge of how an airgun works, making the final choice can still be bewildering. My recommendation to the absolute beginner is to go for a good quality new or second-hand spring-and-piston air rifle, depending on what you can afford. A decent springer is all the gun you need to start out in air-rifle hunting; with practice it will enable you to become an accurate and effective shot and will give you a starting point from which to choose your next, presumably more expensive, gun as you advance.


The best advice I can offer is to try before you buy. The air rifle that ticks all the technical boxes and looks beautiful on the pages of a magazine may not actually suit you, and you won’t really know until you give it a try.


The best thing you can do is join a club so you can get your hands on all sorts of air rifles before you arrive at a decision – one of your new air-gunning friends might even be able to line you up with a second-hand bargain. If you don’t have a local club, then any good gun dealer should be happy for you to try air rifles out on the range so you can gauge how all the components work together and how a particular air rifle performs in your hands. A good gun shop should also have a compressor to charge diving bottles (or at least a large diving bottle to recharge customers’ guns for a small fee) if it sells PCPs. Nothing frustrates me more than a gun dealer who is happy to take the cash for an expensive pre-charged air rifle but can’t be bothered to offer the necessary service to keep it charged. A good gun shop should also provide a sound after-sales service including maintenance, repair and advice as and when you need it. Look after your local gun dealer and he will most likely look after you.


Gun maintenance, storage and transportation


When you have your own air rifle, you’ll want to take pride in it and take care of it. Most experienced shooters will know exactly what I mean. Shooting is your hobby so you should take pleasure in it, and a large part of that pleasure comes from the joy of owning a good-looking gun that performs well.


Fortunately, air rifles don’t need an awful lot of maintenance. In fact, my guns get little more than a wipe-down with a lightly oiled cloth after each outing. Although fairly minimal, this wipe-down is vital to protecting and preserving the surface of the gun because things like rain, sweat from the hands and blood from shot quarry will soon corrode metalwork. Springers need a little more care – though not much more – and will benefit from an occasional dab of grease around the exposed moving parts of the cocking mechanism. Of course, they will also need the spring to be replaced every couple of years or so.


More attention is required when an air rifle gets a proper soaking during a sudden downpour in the field. My initial advice is don’t panic because the bluing or whatever finish your gun has is designed to protect the metalwork from a certain amount of moisture. My guns often get drenched to the point of having water running out of every imaginable crevice – including the expensive ones that incorporate circuit boards and sophisticated electronic triggers. The ordeal has never done them any harm because I have taken the appropriate steps on my return home.


First of all, if your air rifle gets really wet, try to avoid putting it back in the gun bag, except, of course – when the law dictates it must be – on your journey home. Apart from soaking your gun bag, packing the gun away for any amount of time will enable the moisture to seep deeper into the action. It’s far better to leave it where some air can get around it so that it can breathe.


As soon as you get home, give the gun and sights a thorough wipe-down with kitchen roll to soak up all of the surface water from the exposed parts. If your gun is a pre-charged pneumatic, the next job is to dry fire it (firing it unloaded) a few times to blow out any water. Of course, firing an unloaded springer can cause serious damage, so if your gun is of the spring-and-piston variety you’ll need to put a few pellets through it (safely into the ground, on the lawn or suchlike) to achieve the same result. Next, remove the action from the stock so you can repeat the kitchen roll treatment on the hidden parts. Leaving trapped water between the stock and the action will result in rust, and water trapped between a silencer and the barrel or a magazine and the action will have the same effect, so remove them too.





[image: ]

The electronic internals of this high-tech pre-charged air rifle can easily be seen as it’s stripped for cleaning after a heavy downpour. Rain poses no threat to your gun as long as you take proper care of it.








The gun and removed parts will now need a couple of hours to dry naturally in a reasonably warm (but not hot, so please don’t get the hair-drier out) and well-ventilated environment. Once the gun has had a thorough airing, it just needs a light wipe-down with oil before replacing all the parts and fixing the action back in the stock. Your airgun is now ready to store until your next outing.


One maintenance job that is sometimes required, and is perfectly easy to do for yourself, is barrel-cleaning. After firing hundreds and hundreds of pellets, the barrel can become fouled with lead deposits. Some barrels are more prone to fouling than others, but it can result in a loss of accuracy. If your gun’s grouping of pellets starts to deteriorate, it’s a good idea to clean the barrel with a simple pull-through device that can be purchased fairly inexpensively from your local gun shop. The improvement is often drastic enough to necessitate re-zeroing, and it usually takes a few shots to get a freshly cleaned barrel sufficiently leaded to shoot consistently.


Your airgun’s stock – if it’s of the wooden variety – will benefit from an occasional application of oil. The unvarnished woodwork finish often associated with better quality air rifles can become a little dry without such treatment and, although unlikely, splitting along the grain can result if this is overlooked. Purpose-made stock oil is available from gun shops, although I have occasionally raided a dab of walnut oil from the pantry and it seems to do the job perfectly well.


At the time of writing, English law does not necessitate the installation of a secure gun safe for the storage of sub-12ft.lb (non firearms-rated) air rifles. However, the government has recently suggested that rules for airgun storage might be tightened but what this might entail and when, or even whether, this might become law has not been confirmed.


Nonetheless, a secure gun cabinet comes highly recommended. Keeping your guns under lock and key provides ultimate peace of mind that they will not fall into the wrong hands – be it at the hands of intruders or of inquisitive young people in your household. If you can’t afford a gun safe then a lockable wardrobe, cupboard or cabinet is the next best thing; I would certainly suggest that airguns are kept in a locked room, out of sight from casual visitors, at the very least. Leaving guns leaning in the corners of rooms is far from advisable both from a safety and security point of view and because of the simple fact that they could very well get knocked over and damaged. Wherever you decide to securely store your air rifle, make sure it is a place that is free from damp so your coveted gun stays in tip-top condition.


As well as keeping within the law, it is also important to ensure that sufficient measures are taken to ensure that your gun is properly protected when in transit. An airgun is a precision instrument; it takes time and effort to get one properly zeroed, so the last thing you want is for that to be undone by careless handling.


A padded gun bag should offer enough protection in normal circumstances but it could be worth considering the purchase of a hard case with foam lining if you are going to be doing a lot of travelling with your air rifle. Even when your gun is in a bag, care should be taken to ensure that it is handled properly; the way some shooters throw their guns around is enough to make me cringe, and I can’t imagine how they expect them to still be zeroed at the end of it. I try to be mindful not to bash or jolt my gun whenever I move it, especially when getting it in and out of the car. I’m also very careful not to allow the barrel to bear too much of the rifle’s weight whenever I lean it against something. Please, please don’t try to lift your gun from the barrel end when it’s in a bag – I’ve seen an airgun heaved out of the boot in this way on more than one occasion. As well as placing you at the dangerous end of the gun, it also puts far too much strain on what is, after all, just a hollow tube of metal that you really ought not to bend.


My final word on gun care is to leave any major work to the experts. Don’t be tempted to tinker unless you really know what you’re doing. Have-a-go engineering can turn an expensive air rifle into a useless piece of junk, and can also be very dangerous. If you think there’s a problem with your air rifle, and you don’t know what it is, take it to a gun shop where the necessary work can be carried out by experienced hands. It will probably work out a lot less expensive in the long-run.
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