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            1 INTRODUCTION

         

         MY BACKGROUND

         I was born and raised in the western Lake District region of Cumbria. Generations of my family have lived in the region, going back hundreds of years – specifically the Eskdale, Wasdale, Ravenglass, Corney, and Bootle village areas – so it is a place I can call home. My late and ever-colourful grandfather was a true Dalesman and a master of many field sports, most notably salmon fishing in the River Esk, that gives the Eskdale valley its name. Field sports, the country ways, and shooting have always been a part of my life.

         When I left school at 16 years old, I got an apprenticeship as an engineer in a local, well-respected establishment, but my real passion was science. After a few years as an engineer, and taking the time to complete my A-levels at night school, I left for university and graduated with a BSc (Hons) degree in 1999. I then won a scholarship for a PhD, which I completed in 2002. I am now an academic and I bring these skills to my approach toward hunting.

         To some it might seem odd to be a scientist and into airgunning. These might not appear to be typical bedfellows, but to my mind this says more about the prejudices of others than my legitimate passion for the sport. I shoot with airguns in my spare time as much as I can, which sadly, is never enough to feed my passion. I have a number of shooting projects in Cumbria, and I am privileged to have the trust and respect of the landowners who allow me to shoot over their land, and to be a part of important conservation projects, like protecting the red squirrel population by culling grey squirrels, or hunting the rabbits that eat expensive plants on stately estates.

         I am rarely happier than when I am alone in the middle of vast woodland, being close to nature on a summer or autumn evening. There is nothing quite like watching the sun go down whilst you learn from what is happening around you. In this modern world of ever-demanding jobs, computerised games machines, the Internet, and 24-hour television, few people ever experience a true connection to the rawness of the wild. Being in the middle of British woodland, unaccompanied by the irritating sounds of traffic, bleating car or house alarms, not even the sounds of human voices softened by the distance, is an important and much cherished part of my life.

         When hunting, I swap the drone of everyday experience for being surrounded by birdsong; cuckoo calls, the ‘coo’ of woodpigeons, pheasant barks, blackbird trills; the tranquil sound of flowing streams, the wind blowing through the tree canopy, the smell of wet grass, and clean air in my face, which in the autumn and winter months is sufficient to turn my nose and ears numb; magnificent skies and fabulous sunsets revealing a riot of colour from the Lakeland woodland and fells. It is also to experience true darkness away from all artificial lighting, where you cannot see your own hand two feet from your face.

         Airgunning has brought me closer to nature than I ever could be by other means. It has enriched my life in ways that I never anticipated, for which I am deeply grateful. Growing up in Lakeland has led to my understanding of the countryside being both healthy and realistic. I believe I am a better person for it, although I suppose that is for others to judge. My mind has been educated about our wildlife, and I am constantly learning new things. I hope, in my own way, that I’ve made a contribution toward managing the wildlife for the betterment of it.

         Experienced airgunners will know what I mean when I say, ‘you do not have to shoot anything on a hunting trip to enjoy yourself and be enriched by the experience of being out there in the countryside, feeling you are a part of it’. Inexperienced airgunners can look forward to finding out just what I mean. Your enjoyment is not measured by the size of your quarry bag, but a full bag is a special feeling of a job well done. You never master the airgun, or hunting with it, but the journey of trying to master it brings great enjoyment. It is about the journey, not the destination. Happy travelling!

         AIRGUNNING AND ME

         In his youth, my father had shotguns and shot crows from the back of tractors ploughing fields, or bunnies fleeing from his ferrets in the Eskdale valley in the late 1940s and early 1950s. He then went on to have a Fire Arms Certificate (FAC) .22 rifle. When we kids were growing up, he got rid of his guns for fear of safety issues with us running about the house. Later on, he got an air rifle.
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               Airgunning can bring you close to nature and the countryside as well as providing you with priceless moments like this one. Returning after a day’s woodland shooting I was greeted by a glorious view and sunset on the walk back to the car.

            

         

         At this time, he worked for the Ministry of Defence, as a security guard on a military testing range, and often took the gun into work to shoot at night. I’ll always remember him coming home with bags full of rabbits, and as a small child I would sit with him to watch him gut, skin and butcher the bunnies in our kitchen; he would give me the rabbit tails to play with. He picked up on my early fascination and curiosity and explained to me the concepts, and need for vermin and pest control, as well as the importance of respect for the animal. He was so proficient at airgunning that neighbours would come to the door and ask if he had any spare from time to time, or put their orders in for him. Everyone knew he nearly always had rabbits and he shared them freely.

         Growing up, we ate well. Many in the real countryside did. Indeed, when my father was a small child growing up during the war, he always stated that he was never aware of rations. In the countryside, there always seemed to be a salmon, rabbit, pigeon, duck, or pheasant on the table. When he had been very successful he would walk around Eskdale giving the local families and the elderly spare rabbits to ensure that they did not go without provisions during this challenging period.

         I started practising seriously with airguns in my youth (early 1980s), sitting on the cold ground in the family back garden with my father’s .22 Webley Vulcan and tins of terrible Hustler pellets – they were the only brand we could get hold of back then. I learned my craft by spending hours shooting at spoon heads, clothes pegs – my late mother was furious! – old toy action-man figures, and jam-jar lids. I washed the neighbours’ cars, worked as a bottling-up boy at the local pub, and helped farmers during hay-time, and nearly all my earnings went on tins of pellets or new parts for the Vulcan, which like all of us, aged far too quickly.

         My father told me that I needed to be able to get pellet groupings – say 7 or 8 shots out of 10 – no bigger in spread than the diameter of a two-pence piece, at 25 yards, before he would let me take on any culling of live quarry. To do otherwise would be inhumane, he said, and these were wise words. This was also in the days of open-barrel sights and the Vulcan kicked like a mule, so trust me when I say this was harder than it sounds. It took me a long time to get to that level, but it slowly happened and then I was ready.

         I have many happy memories of those early days. I remember adding white chalk to the fore sight on the barrel so I could see it at dusk and continue practising, rather than having to pack up, go into the house, and take an early bath for school the next day. I remember buying my first telescopic sight – second-hand, of course – a 4x15mm scope, followed up with a 4x20mm wide-angle scope, which in a rather endearing way had a slightly bent lateral line just to the right of the central crosshair. It also required constant re-zeroing because it would creep due to the recoiling airgun.

         All this was paid for by whatever money I could make outside of school hours. The scopes extended my range, and made me better at the ones I had already practised; my father made good use of the new glassware on the gun and the bunny count increased even more. Homework suffered, and I am sure that was one reason it took me a few years of being an engineer before I actually got to university. At this time in my life, the call of the woods was stronger than that of the library.

         Back then, airgunning was so basic, so primitive, and yet so devastatingly effective. That Webley Vulcan was an absolute killing machine in my father’s hands. Before leaving school I got a good summer job working on a farm. The work was hard and the hours were long, but the pay was very good, even by today’s standards. With a friend, we also got our first formal shooting permission from another local farmer. His land was riddled with rabbits and rats, among an array of other legal vermin. However, the now ageing Vulcan was no longer really up to the job. This project and my growing interest in airgunning required something more effective, so I saved for a new MK II Weihrauch HW80 in .22 calibre. A friend loaned me a 3–9 x 40mm scope and I was in business. At the same time, he got a new Theoben Sirocco when they were a very new and innovative design – lovely gun. These were happy days indeed.

         This was in the late 1980s, and at that time, two airguns were legendary and most people involved in serious vermin control either owned, or had owned them. They were both Weihrauchs (HWs) – namely, the under-lever HW77 and the break-barrel HW80. With the HW80 I knew I had a serious bit of kit, and no excuses for lame performance in the field. We bagged enough to learn our trade and provide a basic service for the farmer. I also shot a wild mink on this land with the HW80, and it was one of the most satisfying shots I’ve ever taken. I will never forget it. From a standing position, a clean head shot, instantly dead, sent spinning from a tree in corkscrew fashion from about 25 yards – mink have small heads! Don’t believe the rumours that there are no mink in the Lake District; there most certainly are, although thanks to my HW80, fewer than there were.

         Over the next few years, I became increasingly unhappy and disillusioned with my job. I was unfulfilled, under-valued and underpaid, so I went back to college to train for university. To fund my new studies I had to sell everything I had, including my beloved HW80 and all my airgun paraphernalia. It was heartbreaking and I had mixed emotions, although I still hunted at this time, by borrowing gear from friends.

         After obtaining my degrees and then getting a new career, one of the first things I did was to re-engage with airgunning after my brief hiatus. The first thing was to do some research and see what had changed in the world of airguns. Beforehand, the HW80 was the weapon of choice for most serious hunters – even John Darling had one, but now there were some new kids on the block; new manufacturers, new models and some guns called Pre-Charged Pneumatics (PCPs) had really taken off. I knew nothing about them so I stayed clear of them at that time.

         I did some reading, noticed a company called ‘Air Arms’ (AA) and read about the tuned synthetic internals in their spring guns, and some of their design innovations. I also checked out the HW80 again, which seemed to be pretty much the same and somewhat dated to me after some seven years since having sold one. Part of me said, ‘If it isn’t broken, don’t fix it. It’s just as effective as it ever was’ – true, the HW80 will always be a legend in the world of hunting, but I knew that engineering and design should have advanced a little over the years, so what was new out there and what were people talking about?

         I wanted to ease myself back in with what I knew – spring-powered – but a more modern take on them, so I ended up going for an Air Arms TX200 Hunter Carbine (HC) with a walnut stock, and to this day, this is still my spring-powered gun of choice. A couple of years later, I bought my first PCP, an AA S410K, followed a few years later by another AA S410, but now the Classic full rifle, fitted originally with a walnut thumbhole stock.

         Airguns have come a long way since those days of sitting on stone-cold ground in the family garden until the late hours on a summer evening, trying to stare at a chalked-up barrel sight in the last embers of daylight. Airguns are now more highly engineered than they have ever been, deadly precise, consistent, reliable and an absolute joy to shoot. They are a world apart from where they were when I started, but I must confess, I am still nowhere near the shot or hunter my old father was, with an ageing Webley Vulcan that kicked like a mule, a bent-haired 4x20mm scope, and shoddy pellets.

      

   


   
      
         

            2 WHY CHOOSE AN AIRGUN?

         

         THE ‘GOOD OLE DAYS’ OF AIRGUNNING

         I remember with great fondness, and probably some rose-tinted nostalgia, how I hunted with airguns when I started. All I really had was an airgun, a tin of pellets, and I merely wore dark clothes, black, green or navy, because I couldn’t afford camouflage – grabbed the airgun and pellets, and off I went to the farmer’s land.

         On the whole, most shooting involved randomly wandering around farm buildings, fields and woods, looking for non-observant rabbits and rats. When young and full of beans, I didn’t really have the patience for sitting in wait. I did it a little, but it was not my favourite pastime. Some knowledge of mating periods through the year for various quarry, their basic behaviours, and an understanding of airgun law was pretty much it.

         I was hunting with airguns and enjoying the pursuit. I was sensible, safe – and certainly keen. This approach was effective in the sense that I achieved respectable bags of vermin shot on a number of forays, but by no means all. I would go shooting with some friends and there were plenty of discussions over who had the ‘best’ gun, all in good spirits, and that was that. For me these were the ‘good ole days’. We put little thought or worry into anything and just got on with it. That’s what young boys in the countryside did back then. You hunted, fished, or did both. Things were simpler and seemed to work reasonably well.

         There was nothing wrong with this method, and to this day, I will often throw the guns in the car and then go for random walks over the land, just to see what might come my way by chance rather than design. It is a wonderful way to spend an autumn day or a summer evening, and I recommend this experience to anyone interested in airgunning. At times, it is best not to over-think – just do it. It is airgunning in its most basic and raw form and you will enjoy success at it, but it is not the most effective tactic and I would never describe it as providing a serious service for the farmer. We made an impact on pest species, but my experience was limited and I hunted mainly for the pot, so although it had its place in my development as an airgunner, it was not sufficient to make me a truly effective hunter. Things needed to move to another level, and over the years, I’d like to think they did.

         THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE AIRGUN HUNTER

         The approach and philosophy of the airgunner is very different to that of other shooting disciplines. I am not saying one is ‘better’ than the other, just different, and each one arguably better suited to different scenarios. Many airgunners also own shotguns, or cartridge-based rifles, and enjoy all formats. These shooters will know which tool to reach for to get a particular job done, but many stick to one format and seek to get the most out of that. Those who use only airguns under the UK legal limit (discussed later) approach shooting differently, say, than those who use only shotguns. They are different disciplines.

         I know a number of people who are members of shotgun syndicates. These chaps pay landowners money to shoot over their land, and some concentrate primarily on game birds (pheasants) or wildfowl, along with some other quarry that presents itself by chance. It can be just for the sport of it, or to eat. The shotgun comes into its own league when the quarry is on the move, and some of the hunting techniques involve spooking animals to flush them out, or waiting for them to fly by the shooter who is concealed in a hide.

         Sometimes, the shooter will simply stomp through the woods and see what gets spooked, or take part in organised pheasant shoots where ‘beaters’ will do it for them whilst the shooter looks for the birds in flight. In some cases, the pheasants are bred and fed specifically for the shoot, and could never be described as truly wild. Vermin species – grey squirrels, rabbits, and rats –will be shot, but usually only if they emerge by chance. Cartridges can be too expensive to waste on some vermin, and even more so if they are not what you are really there to bag.

         None of these methods or techniques are of much use to the hunter using air rifles. Hunting with air rifles is more in line with the psychology of the sniper, relying on the concept of the planned ambush or stealth whilst stalking. The crucial idea is to work out the places giving the best cover, whilst giving access to areas that the quarry frequent. Of course, airgunners can hunt effectively when they themselves are on the move, but less so when the quarry is in motion. It is a bit like tornado hunting in the USA. You find a place where and when you know they occur, and then wait or wander around the region seeking out opportunities. If you’ve done your research it should pay off.

         An important skill involves stalking the quarry down into range, using one’s surroundings to help to conceal movement, and slowly encroach on the position of the sighted quarry. The idea is not to flush anything – quite the opposite – but if you do spook something, it can still be culled if it makes the mistake of pausing at some point, as grey squirrels and rabbits often do. Other methods require patience and lots of it. I must say that I’ve rarely met a shotgunner who is prepared to sit and wait, often for a few hours, to ambush grey squirrels at feeding stations. However, crucially, the different philosophies complement each other well in the overall scheme of things. Alternative formats of rifle (rimfire/centrefire) can be used for the control of vermin and game species, but the philosophy would be the same as that of the airgunner in the sense of ambushing or stalking quarry.

         THE ADVANTAGES OF THE AIRGUN

         There are unique advantages to using an airgun for hunting certain vermin species. An airgun can be nearly silent when fitted with a moderator, so it is entirely possible to shoot around farm buildings, near horse paddocks, poultry, sheep and pig pens without putting the farm animals under any undue stress. If you get it right, few people or animals will ever be aware of your presence. It is also relatively ecological; only one small pellet is deployed, as opposed to lots of shot as with shotguns, and this will not damage exotic tree species or foliage should you miss the intended quarry. The respective ammunition is also relatively cheap, so airguns can often be the preferred weapon of choice and offer a very serious and real alternative to other methods.

         The airgun has other advantages. For example; when trying to control a rat infestation, many farmers do not want to put poison down because dogs, cats and raptors can become the unintended victims of poisoning. Shotguns might not be viable around the farm buildings due to the presence of livestock, horses, and so on, so the airgun comes into its own as a highly clinical and precise method of removing rats from the site without the need for any poison, and causing no distress to livestock. In addition, if you intend to eat your quarry – rabbit and woodpigeons – the airgun fires a single pellet, which is placed in the head of the animal, so no meat is destroyed. As a consequence, there is no need to fish the shot out of the animal when preparing for the table.

         THE FRUSTRATION OF HUNTING WITH AIRGUNS

         I have met many people over the years who once tried shooting with airguns, but gave up soon after. When I enquired further, the typical response was that they described becoming frustrated with airguns. They were unable to hit anything and the whole process was somewhat more demanding than they had initially assumed it would be. This reflects two important factors; firstly, for some reason that has never been clear to me, hunting with airguns seems to imply that there’s a kind of ‘easiness’ to it, that it should be straightforward. You just put the crosshairs on the head of the critter and pull the trigger, don’t you? Er, no. Secondly, hunting with airguns does require a collection of skills that might not be immediately obvious. Few people starting out realise the importance of pellet choice, of distance judgement, when and where to hold over or hold under, the best point of impact (POI), the influence of steep angles (inclination/declination) on shot placement, or that the trajectory of the pellet needs to be thought of as a curve and taken into account with the other factors outlined here. Somewhat disillusioned, many move on to shotguns or cartridge-based high-calibre rifles, and this is a shame, but understandable if you are not enjoying good results.

         If we think closely about the essence of hunting with airguns, we can see why it is so demanding. On the whole, it requires sending a projectile (the pellet) smaller than the fingernail on your little finger, downrange from, say, 10–40 yards, to land within a region no bigger than the diameter of a 10-pence or 5-pence piece. The environment, the gun, and the shooter are all sources of variability that can impact on whether the outcome will be success or failure.

         Some people can just pick up the airgun and have a real aptitude for it. It is intuitive to them and as their knowledge grows, their skills improve even further. Intuition and skill work in concert and result in a highly knowledgeable and able airgunner. For me, the fact that I see the clear benefits from practice when out hunting in the field and I need to call on those skills, yet on other days I can’t seem to hit a barn door, is addictive. No two hunting forays are ever the same – you are constantly being tested.

         You need to think, so hunting with airguns is a cerebral activity. For me, the cerebral nature of hunting with airguns is a positive thing. It is an attraction to the pursuit. It takes time and effort before you will start to enjoy consistent results with an air rifle. When starting out, we all want to get into the fields and woodland as soon as possible, but time down at the practice range will be better spent as you begin with your interest. This is frustrating for many, and for those demanding instant results. Unfortunately, the skill required for hunting effectively with airguns takes time to acquire and there are no short cuts.

         HUNTING WITH AIRGUNS: IT’S NOT FOR THE FAINT-HEARTED

         You need to have a particular mindset in order to hunt, and to hunt with airguns in particular. It might look good on the tin, but the reality for some might be very different. If you are hunting in the UK with energy-limited airguns, then you are shooting vermin and pest species. Legal quarry would include; rats, rabbits, grey squirrels, crows, magpies, rooks, jackdaws, woodpigeons, feral pigeons, collared doves, blue jays, mink, stoats and weasels.

         Hunting with airguns is all about consistency and precision in shot placement, but sometimes the shot will not go as planned and might not be as clean as intended – we are human after all. You might have pulled the shot, the wind could have blown the pellet off course, or perhaps you loaded a duff pellet. I don’t want to dwell on the issue, but it would be dishonest to pretend it doesn’t happen, no matter how rarely. You need to have the discipline to practise as much as you can so that such situations are as rare as they can be, and the fortitude of character to deal with it, if it does happen. On occasions, you might need to get up close and personal to your quarry. If you truly respect the quarry you shoot, you need to act swiftly and calmly should something go wrong.

         Ultimately, the aim is the humane dispatching and lethal removal of vermin. If plan A is sub-optimal, you need a plan B. Cruelty is not an option. I certainly do not want to put anyone off hunting with air rifles, but I do suggest they consider the full implications of their actions before further considering whether it is for them. Although this book is about hunting with airguns, competition target shooting and hunter field target shooting, both highly enjoyable and popular, mean that you can fully enjoy the sport of airgunning without shooting any living thing, should you discover that hunting living animals is not for you.

         AIRGUNS IN THE 21ST CENTURY

         The tool bag of the modern airgunner is a world away from what it was when I started out. Back in the day, airguns were primarily spring-powered (springers), rarely moderated, fitted with small telescopic sights at best, although often just open barrel sights, and with poor pellet options. Lamping involved a huge lead-acid battery, which often leaked in your backpack, an old car headlight, wires, and often two people – one to hold the lamp and one to hold the rifle and shoot. Airguns were fitted with single-stage, non-adjustable and often clumsy triggers, and they kicked like a mule when fired. I remember these days with some nostalgia, but at the same time have no wish to return to them.

         It is now the 21st century and I’m pleased to say that things have moved on considerably. Now, the airgunner can choose between a variety of airgun formats, such as pre-charged pneumatics (PCPs), or spring-powered units; open sights can be fitted with fibre-optics so they can be seen in the dark; the choice of pellets has never been larger and the quality of them never better; the multitude of telescopic sights available – different manufacturers, specification, and magnification – are enough to send the airgunner into a positive state of decision paralysis. A legion of sound moderators are not only available, but now seen as a necessity – certainly for PCPs – and almost all guns have high-level adjustable two-stage triggers.

         Lamping is effortless. You can give your friend the night off and do it alone, with self-contained lamps the size of a cigar, with large beams and small batteries. These units just sit on top of your telescopic sight. In fact, you can give your lamp the night off and use night-vision. Laser rangefinders help with assessing distance; shooting sticks or bipods help with stability; and various customisations on stocks and gun actions add a whole new dimension to the airgunning experience. There are now even many different forms of camouflage patterns, which seem to have turned this aspect into a science, as well as providing almost full wind- and waterproofing.

         Things have certainly moved on, and hunting with air rifles is a serious business. These advancements can have the capacity to make you more effective as a hunter, providing you do your bit. No amount of electronic wizardry or exotic materials will make you an effective shot without constant practice, and none of these trinkets give you fieldcraft skills. The phrase, ‘all the gear and no idea’ leaps to mind here. The technology of airgunning has changed, but the skills required for being an effective hunter remain pretty much the same as they always have, and these skills take time to accrue and maintain.

         AIRGUNS: MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS

         There are a number of myths and misconceptions surrounding airguns and their effectiveness. Some of these are held by the non-shooting general public, but I have also encountered a few shooters who should know better. Nonetheless, a nonextensive list of some of the most popular misconceptions and myths are provided below. Please note, throughout this book and below, unless otherwise stated I am referring to legal non-Fire Arms Certificate (non-FAC) air rifles.

         AIRGUNS ARE NOT SUITABLE FOR HUNTING


         Clearly, this is not true. Airguns are not only suitable for hunting, but as we will see, they can also be the preferred weapon of choice over shotguns and cartridge-based rifles in certain circumstances. I think this myth comes from the misconception over the word ‘air’ (implying ‘soft’) and the fact that many people often use them simply for plinking in the garden, which invokes the notion that they are toys and not firearms, in the minds of some.

         Modern precision airguns are very suitable for the effective hunting of vermin species. It is estimated that only 4 foot-pounds (4 ft.lbs.) of energy is required to dispatch a rabbit humanely, providing the pellet is put in the right place. A .22 calibre airgun producing 11.5 ft.lbs. of energy at the muzzle with a 16 grain pellet will generate a pellet velocity of around 570 feet-per-second – fps, a measure of velocity – as it leaves the gun. At 60 yards, it is still carrying 7.35 ft.lbs. of energy – which is 64% of the initial muzzle energy – and will be travelling at 465fps – 70% of the initial velocity – at this distance. Therefore, it is still carrying almost double the parameters it requires to dispatch vermin species humanely at this distance. The mathematics of airguns shows then that they carry the energy to dispatch vermin at 60 yards, and theoretically, beyond. However, it is unlikely many of we mere mortals are anywhere near consistent enough at that distance and why conscientious responsible hunters never take on shots at those extended distances. This means that humans are the main limitation, not the gun.

         A .22 CALIBRE GUN IS MORE POWERFUL THAN A .177 CALIBRE GUN


         Simply, not true – both calibres are calibrated to the same limit in muzzle energy. The legal energy limit for air rifles in the UK is 12 foot pound energy (12 ft.lbs.) at the muzzle. This is equivalent to lifting a 12 pound weight 1 foot. That is the same for all calibres. This myth might come from the fact that the .22 pellet is bigger, in relation to the .177, and .22 is also a common cartridge-based calibre, so the general public get confused.

         A RIFLE IS MORE POWERFUL THAN A CARBINE


         This is an interesting one. In terms of muzzle energy it is not true. Both the full-length rifle and the carbine have to adhere to the same legal limits. In terms of precision in shot placement, both produce small levels of dispersion in pellet groupings, at typical hunting distances. I have never been aware of any major or significant differences between the rifle or carbine format in terms of dispersion in shot placement at these distances. Both do an excellent job. The rifle should be slightly more nose-heavy, and that might help with any muzzle flip, even for low-recoil airguns.

         Personally, I believe that if there were to be a difference, then it will be most notable at the extended ranges – 50-plus yards – that target shooters encounter in competitions, likely to be more apparent for spring-powered guns, and in favour of the longer rifle barrel. However, for the hunter, in all practical senses there appears to be no significant difference between the rifle and carbine in terms of performance in the field. Target shooters might push the distance of the airgun to the extent that such differences become more apparent, if indeed they are present at all.

         Note, these latter points really pertain to precision in shot placement. In terms of muzzle energy – what some people refer to as ‘power’ – there are no differences between a rifle or a carbine. Both adhere to the same UK legal limit.

         LAMPING IS POACHING, AND THUS ILLEGAL 


         Not true. Lamping certain quarry – for example rabbits – is perfectly legal, providing you have permission from the landowner to carry out such activities on their land. Therefore, lamping per se is not equivalent to poaching. Again, the general public get confused between the fact that illegal poaching probably does go on mainly at night, and by definition, so does lamping. If you are lamping rabbits with permission, it is legal. If you are lamping rabbits without permission, that is poaching, illegal, and might also be classed as armed trespass. Thus the two often get fused together in some form of fuzzy logic, fuelling the perceptions of the general public.
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               Providing you have permission from the landowner, lamping certain pest species – like rabbits and rats – is perfectly legal. Make sure the landowner knows when you intend to go out at night so they do not think you are a sheep rustler!

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            3 GETTING STARTED

         

         KNOW THE LAW:

AIRGUNS, VERMIN, AND GENERAL LICENCES

         The legal limit of muzzle-energy for a non-Fire Arms Certificate (non-FAC) air rifle is 12 ft.lbs. This can be measured by using a device called a ‘chronograph’. If you do not own a chronograph your local gun shop should have one, and will only charge you a nominal fee for checking your gun’s muzzle energy for you – it’s a quick and simple thing to do. If an airgun is over this legal limit, and is not registered on the owner’s Firearms Certificate (FAC), then the airgun is illegal and the owner is breaking the law. The fines and penalties for owning an illegal airgun can be severe and your gun can be confiscated and destroyed, so it is therefore crucial to ensure that an air rifle is legal at all times.
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               Determining the muzzle energy and velocity of your airgun / pellet combination is a crucial part of modern airgunning. Making sure that your airgun is always legal requires a device called a chronograph. Designs vary, but a owning a ‘chronograph’ helps to ensure you know your gun is legal and ascertain how it is performing.
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               In this example ‘E’ relates to muzzle energy in ft.lbs and ‘V’ relates to velocity in feet-per-second – fps.

            

         

         The limit is not a target to aim for – pardon the pun. Most airguns work superbly at 11.5 ft.lbs. In fact, anything in the 10.5 ft.lbs to 11.5 ft.lbs. range is perfectly fine for hunting. The problem with being too close to the limit is that the muzzle energy can vary and be influenced by pellet weight and other factors – and the police can test your airgun with any pellet they choose, not necessarily the one you actually use so it is wise not to get overly close to the limit.

         For storage, although airguns do not need to be kept in expensive steel gun cabinets, they do need to be secured in some way and effort must to be made to store them out of sight. They need to be secured so a minor cannot gain access to them. It is also good practice to store your ammo (pellets) in a different place to your gun. The law changes regularly and any prospective airgunners should familiarise themselves with the current law regarding the safe storage of hardware. Following best practice is a good rule of thumb, even if that means taking more precautions than the law requires. So, although it is not a requirement to lock airguns in a steel gun cabinet or equivalent, it is probably still prudent to do so. An airgun is a firearm in the eyes of the law. It is not a toy.

         As previously mentioned, there are lists of species classed as pests and suitable to shoot with an air rifle, but sometimes it is important to understand context when thinking about species that can be culled humanely. For example, government agencies issue protocols referred to as ‘General Licences’ and they provide the legal basis for the culling of certain pest bird species. They are the law and very specific contexts can govern when it is and is not legal to shoot a given species. It is no longer the case of simply assuming that because an animal is on the ‘vermin list’ that you can take pot-shots at them in the garden. Things are different for some bird species, and I refer the reader to the general licences, which are reviewed every year and available on the website for the British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC: www.basc.org.uk). Note the licences themselves are not something you necessarily apply for. They outline the code of conduct for the legal control of certain pest bird species.

         Ignorance is no defence and it is every hunter’s responsibility to ensure that they are up to date with the latest airgun laws. It should also be noted that baiting certain bird species into the garden is also illegal. If you put seed out for songbirds and a woodpigeon comes flying in to feed, do not reach for the airgun. Please ensure that you adhere to the general licences at all times. Knowing the context for legal shooting is a fundamental part of being a law-abiding and responsible shooter.

         ASSOCIATIONS THAT SUPPORT AIRGUNNERS

         At first glance, you might not think that joining a national association is particularly important, or useful for getting started in airgunning, but in the modern world it is prudent to be a member of an association that represents the interests of airgunners, field sports, and hunting in general. There are a few associations out there to choose from and by far the biggest, and one with most political influence, is the British Association for Shooting and Conservation (BASC: https://basc.org.uk/).

         As the years have passed, associations like BASC have taken on an increased prominence and relevance for all hunters. Times and attitudes have changed and for the uneducated masses, the country way of life is often seen as vulgar and abhorrent. Associations like BASC fight the corner of field sports and country life and are involved with the development of government policy, but they require your support.

         I’m a proud airgun member of BASC and have written for their publication, Shooting and Conservation, in the past. There are a number of good reasons to be a member, but most prominent is that BASC provides you with shooting insurance. This is an excellent service. Farmers and landowners know you’re serious if you are a member of BASC, an association with which they are likely to be familiar. They also have peace of mind that you are insured, and these differences just might help to seal those elusive shooting permissions. BASC also produce important updates on the ever-changing shooting laws, general licences, and what’s happening around the country in field sports; clubs, societies, meetings, and so on, so it connects you to a wider community. BASC provide advice and I have found them to be very responsive and helpful to all enquiries. If you are keen about hunting, join an association that supports you. It says that you are serious about it.

         LEARN ABOUT WILDLIFE SPECIES

         Shooting at vermin species requires knowledge of them. It is important to know the difference between a rabbit and a hare, the rook and the raven, a red squirrel and a grey. Some of these are protected species, rare, endangered, and illegal to shoot; some are classed as pests or game. Out in the field, certain quarry might be far away, the light could be of poor quality, and the animal might well be partially obscured by vegetation or woodland. All these factors can come into play and influence one’s perception of what you think you’re looking at. If you are starting out at hunting vermin, reading up on those species, what they look like, what they sound like, their habits, breeding and feeding and so on, will prove invaluable in the field. If in doubt when looking down the telescopic sight under sub-optimal conditions, do not take the shot. If you get it wrong you might be committing an illegal act, one that will cost you financially, and could result in the confiscation of your airgun. If you are starting out, read up on the physical differences between species. Read up on the behaviour, mating patterns, eating routines, and anatomy of the animal. All this knowledge will come into play when out in the field. Never release a pellet toward a living animal unless you are 100% sure of what you are shooting at.

         SPRING-POWERED AND PRE-CHARGED PNEUMATIC (PCP) AIRGUNS

         Contemporary airguns come in a variety of flavours in respect to how they generate energy to propel a projectile downrange. Spring rifles, affectionately known as ‘springers’, are perhaps the most traditional, a tried and tested method that has differed little over decades. A high-quality, tuned spring gun is a joy to use and a very capable air weapon for hunting. They are powerful and consistent, capable of giving years of enjoyment. The big advantage of using springers is their self-contained simplicity, you just need to grab the gun, your pellets, and go hunting. The disadvantage is that they only provide a single shot at a time and they take time to re-load. They also recoil, which influences shot placement and dispersion in pellet groupings if not held correctly. There is certainly some skill required here in exploring holding techniques until you settle on one that works for you – not too firm, not too loose – in an attempt to tame the recoil.
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