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CHAPTER ONE


Teaching Yourself to Shoot an Air Rifle





THE AIR RIFLE’S PURPOSE


There are two tasks to which the air rifle is generally put: pest control and rabbit hunting.


Pest Control


Pest control often takes place in barns or industrial buildings. Using a firearm or shotgun in such locations would obviously lead to serious damage occurring to the fabric of the building. This would make you most unpopular with the property’s owner, but beyond this there is the question of safety.


Pest control takes place at very close range, so any weapon more powerful than an air rifle will send its projectile zipping straight through the quarry like a missile. It has more than enough surplus energy remaining to cause serious, even fatal, injuries to stock, farm workers, or the shooter himself.


Within buildings, the use of firearms is highly likely to result in ricochets. This occurs when a projectile passes clean though the quarry, strikes something hard (such as a wall) and bounces off it. The shooter has absolutely no control over a ricocheting bullet: it can go anywhere.


In barns and industrial buildings, there may be animals or people in the locality; this, combined with the ricochet factor, is a recipe for disaster. It is also entirely possible that the person firing the gun could end up being the one that gets hurt. I know of an incident in which a highly trained soldier was killed by a ricocheting bullet fired from his own weapon. Only an incompetent fool would choose to use a firearm within the confines of a building.


Another problem with firearms, when it comes to pest control, is the fact that they are not able to deal with the large number of pigeons that have to be taken in one go. In a morning I can take forty pigeons from a single building. In the larger industrial buildings, it is possible to take a hundred or more pigeons in quick succession. The reason for this is that a firearm discharges its projectile by causing a small, controlled explosion within the barrel. A side-effect of the explosion is heat, which will shortly start to have a detrimental effect upon the weapon’s accuracy. As few as ten to fifteen rounds can be sufficient to affect accuracy. Air weapons do not have this problem: they can fire a hundred pellets in quick succession without their accuracy being affected.


Rabbit Hunting


Several factors make the air rifle, rather than a firearm, a more suitable weapon for rabbit hunting. Firstly, landowners are often willing to let a person on to their land to hunt rabbits with an air rifle, but would not be willing to grant that same permission to someone with a firearm. They understandably believe that the potential for accidental injury or damage to property is far greater when a firearm is employed.


Secondly, quite a lot of land is not suitable for the use of firearms. This includes fields with roads or footpaths near by, or fields that back on to houses. Any fields that contain stock or surround a farmhouse or farm buildings will probably be off limits. Not so with the air rifle.


A firearm may outstrip an air rifle for sheer power and range, but that power has a downside. Any shot that misses a rabbit can travel a considerably long way, 220yd (200m), say. As a consequence, a firearms user has to satisfy himself that behind every target he shoots at there is something that can act as a backstop to absorb the bullet if it misses the target.


A bullet is a lethal projectile. Therefore, the shooter has to be 100 per cent positive that a miss will find the bullet going to ground long before it reaches an environment where it can do any damage. This places a very high degree of responsibility upon the shooter. Air rifles do not present the shooter with that kind of responsibility, meaning that the shooter can discharge an air rifle with a far greater degree of confidence. This is a point well worth considering: a stray bullet that causes damage or injury will expose the shooter to criminal prosecution and/or possible civil litigation.


Air rifles have to be used with care, but their lower power levels make them a lot safer to use than firearms. A firearm will exhibit a muzzle energy of about 1,000ft per lb. A non-FAC (Firearms Certificated) rated air rifle will, in comparison, produce no more than 12ft per lb muzzle energy. Even an FAC-rated air rifle will not go much above 40–80ft per lb. These figures dramatically demonstrate how much safer an air rifle is to use than a firearm.


Firearms are very noisy. Even your humble .22’s noise scares those who are not used to hearing it; it also scares dogs and livestock. But a modern air rifle fitted with a state-of-the-art silencer hardly manages to whisper. This has obvious advantages. Firstly, you will not scare the landowner or his neighbours; secondly, you won’t scare off every rabbit for miles around when you discharge the weapon.


COMPARISONS


At the time of writing, a decent .22 bullet rifle will set you back in the region of £500 to £600, whereas an air rifle of similar quality can be purchased for £250 to £350. But the real saving comes with the ammunition. Pellets are a tenth of the price of the cheapest bullets.


A shotgun, unlike an air rifle, can be used to take moving targets. This is because the shotgun spreads its load over a wide area. However there is a downside: the quarry is peppered with hundreds of tiny pieces of shot. The person preparing the meat for the table may be very diligent indeed but, no matter how hard they try to remove all the shot, some of it always remains undetected – most unpleasant to discover in the mouth when you’re eating. An air rifle delivers a much more surgical strike, because only a single pellet is used to take down the quarry, usually in the head –a part of the animal that is not eaten.


How Clean is the Kill?


Many people think that the low level of power produced by an air rifle means that these weapons do not have sufficient punch to kill an animal cleanly. A non-FAC-rated air rifle can have a maximum muzzle energy of 12ft per lb; it only takes 4ft per lb to kill a rabbit if shot in the head. So when a pellet leaves the barrel of an air rifle, it has three times more energy than that required to kill a rabbit. But it’s not quite as simple as that: a pellet on its flight from barrel to target constantly loses energy as a result of drag.


What we need to know is, how much of that initial 12ft per lb will be left when the pellet eventually strikes the rabbit’s head. This depends upon the range and upon the type of pellet you use, but the following table gives a fair indication.


From the chart overleaf you can see that even at 40yd (36m), the air rifle can deliver a pellet with almost twice the level of energy required to kill a rabbit. 












	The effect of range on energy levels






	Range

	Feet per pound






	20yd (18m)

	9½






	30yd (27m)

	8.6






	40yd (36m)

	7.7















THE AIR RIFLE HUNTER


Is it possible for a complete beginner to teach himself how to shoot? Yes, but it won’t be a walk in the park. This book has been put together in such a way that it can be used as a self-teaching training manual, equipping you with everything you need to know to become a competent hunter.


Hunting quarry with an air rifle has to be humanely carried out. Thus, the air rifle user must be a competent marksman. To become a marksman involves a lot of work, and discipline akin to that exhibited by those who engage in athletic sports. You have to know how ammunition behaves, be thoroughly conversant with the workings of telescopic sights, have the ability to read the weather, possess a broad knowledge of animal behaviour, be able to utilize fieldcraft to blend into the outdoor environment in which you are hunting, and finally be able to handle your chosen weapon.


All the required skills have a theoretical element that must be tackled through the avenue of serious study. Then there is the practical side: hours upon hours of practice are necesssary if you want to turn all the hard-won theory into a usable skill.


Marksmanship is a skill acquired by those who commit a large amount of time to long practice sessions on the range; this hones the skills to the level required by those who want to shoot at living creatures. Marksmanship is a perishable skill, and if you do not practise on a regular basis it will fade. Competitive target shooters will practise every single day to keep their skills in tip-top condition. The serious hunter needs to be finding the time for at least one session on the range every week.


Attributes


In addition to the hours of practice, there are some personal qualities that an individual requires if he is to become a competent hunter. Many people go and spend a small fortune on an air rifle and accessories in order to take up air rifle hunting, only to discover that they are not at all suited to the sport. To save you wasting your money, I have put together a checklist of the physical and emotional qualities that the hunter needs to possess. When looking at this list of attributes, try to be brutally honest with yourself to discover if you are the type of person that can enjoy hunting.


Good Physical Health


Hunting and pest control require the shooter to spend extensive periods of time in the outdoors, often having to combat inclement weather conditions. It is not uncommon to cover anywhere between 5–13km (3–8 miles), on foot, in a morning. Such walking requires a decent degree of physical fitness, specifically strong legs and a good cardio-vascular system. An unfit hunter will succumb to fatigue, which has a detrimental effect upon marksmanship. Good physical condition will mean sharp reflexes and good muscle control, both essential ingredients in the recipe for a good marksman.


Good Vision


Eyesight is obviously one of the marksman’s most vital tools. Therefore, good eyesight is essential. This does not preclude those wearing glasses, as long as the glasses are able to give the wearer a normal range of vision.


A Strong Sense of Personal Responsibility


Air weapons are very powerful weapons, so should be handled by those who possess an innate sense of personal responsibility. Those who handle an air rifle must do so in such a way that it does not endanger others or cause any suffering to the quarry. Sadly, vast numbers of rifles are in the hands of those who do not posses this quality, which is why so many air rifles are used in so many crimes. As a result, it is likely that in the not too distant furture possession of an air rifle will require a licence.


Emotional Toughness


Using air rifles to shoot quarry involves the taking of life, which is not, and should never be, pleasant. There will be blood, and sometimes there will be injured quarry that you will have to finish off with your bare hands.


Being able to deal with this requires a degree of emotional toughness, which does not mean that you must have a cruel streak, but that you must be able to kill in a calm, rational manner. Anxiety and fear of remorse will make you a hesitant shot, resulting in injuries rather than clean kills.


A Feeling for the Outdoors


To become a good sporting marksman able to take quarry cleanly, you will need to acquire a high level of fieldcraft. Aquiring this is possible only if you are a person who enjoys being in the outdoors.


CONSTRUCTING YOUR OWN 40-YARD RANGE


Before you can even contemplate firing an air rifle, you have to provide yourself with a suitable practice area. This means a properly constructed practice range, with sufficient length to allow the shooter to place a target 40yd (36m) away from the firing position. The range does not have to be any longer than 40yd (36m), as this is the absolute maximum range at which quarry should be taken. The rationale behind shooting on a properly constructed range is quite simple.


Modern hunting air rifles are powerful weapons specifically designed to kill. This means that a pellet fired from such a rifle has the capacity to penetrate tissue and smash through thin layers of bone, including those of a human. Usually, when a person is hit accidentally with an air rifle pellet, it is nothing more than a painful flesh wound. But wounds causing permanent disability, even death, are not unknown.


It is clear that practice sessions must take place on a range, and that a bit of board propped up precariously in the back garden is totally inappropriate. You may choose to join a club to access such a range, or you may, like me, decide to build your own. But before going on to the actual construction of the range, it’s well worth pausing for a moment to answer a reasonable question that is often posed: Why begin with targets?


Targets


It is essential that you restrict yourself to shooting targets until you are competent enough to hunt live animals. They are the ones that will suffer horribly if you make a hash of it. Very few people are naturally gifted marksmen. For most, marksmanship is a skill hard won through hours of dedicated practice. If you were to go straight out into the field and start shooting at rabbits or birds you would have few, if any, kills. You would also cause an awful lot of suffering to the creatures that you would undoubtedly injure in some way, resulting in a slow, lingering death.


An air rifle pellet is a light, small projectile. It can only cause sufficient shock and injury for instant death if it is accurately placed into a small area of the quarry’s body, referred to as the kill zone – usually the head area.


The kill zone will be no bigger than a pound coin. Hitting that at a distance of 30–40yd (25–35m) takes a considerable amount of skill. To acquire this skill, you will have to begin with targets and put in weeks of serious training, sticking at it until you achieve a 1in (25mm) grouping – considered the benchmark for humane hunting. This means being able to place three consecutive shots into an area that can be covered by a 1in (25mm) circle.


Siting Your Range


I live on a smallholding with a five acre field behind the house, so finding somewhere for my range presented me with no problems. However, if you don’t live on a smallholding don’t worry; your garden may well suffice if it can spare you an area 40yd (36m) long and 6½ft (2m) wide. In fact, you could just get away with an area slightly smaller: 30yd (27m) long and 1yd (1m) wide.


A garden is private property; if you are the owner of that property you have a legal right to shoot on it as long as your shots do not stray onto other people’s land – they won’t if you have a properly constructed range.


A modern air rifle fitted with a silencer is very quiet, so neighbours should not be disturbed by your practice sessions as long as you are sensible in your selection of targets. A pellet passes clean through a paper target silently, but a metal target, of which there are many on the market, will produce a plinking sound every time you strike it: a sound that will quickly grow irritating. Think before you shoot.
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Range layout.








Range Layout


The piece of ground that you select for your range site needs to measure 30–40yd (25–35m) in length, and 1–2yd (m) in width. It is self-evident that the area chosen has to offer a clear line of sight from the shooting position to the target area. A flat piece of ground could be used, preferably it should have a steady slope from the target area down towards the shooter. Should you miss the backstop, a most unlikely event, the pellet will be caught by the high ground.


The area behind the backstop should be designated a safe zone: 20yd (18m) in depth and 10ft (9m) in width, in which nothing that could be damaged or hurt resides: a greenhouse or grazing cow for example. The safe zone should be open fields or the like. Some modern air rifles can propel a pellet out to a distance of 60yd (55m). In the unlikely event that you miss the backstop, the 20yd (18m) safe zone ensures that the pellet loses all of its remaining energy in an environment that is under your control.


If you do not have sufficient room to facilitate a safe zone behind the range, you can increase the width and height of your backstop: from 4 × 4ft to 6 × 6ft (1.5m × 1.5m to 2m × 2m). Nobody could possibly miss a backstop of that size.


The area between the shooting position and the backstop should be grass or earth, not a hard surface such as concrete. Hard surfaces can cause ricochets which are unpredictable in nature and thus dangerous. The range area should be completely fenced in, so as to prevent pets or people wandering into the line of fire during practice sessions.


Safe handling of an air weapon is the foundation stone on which marksmanship is built. In the RAF, where I learnt to shoot in the 1980s, safety was hammered into me over and over again until it became instinctive; only with this kind of approach can you ensure that accidents do not happen. A bit of wood or a cardboard box propped up in the back garden for practice sessions just will not do.
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Construction of backstop.








Constructing the Backstop


A backstop is basically a wall with sides made out of stout material, such as bricks or wood, which is filled with a substance that can absorb a pellet in flight bringing its forward momentum to a rapid halt. Sand is usually that substance, but earth would do just as well as long as it’s stone free. One stone in the soil, even a small pebble, could cause a ricochet. The way to ensure that the soil is stone free is to sieve it.


The earth or sand has to have sufficient depth so as to prevent a pellet passing through. The earth or sand is required to be 4in (10cm) at its shallowest point. To achieve this the slope must begin with a base of 2ft (50cm), which will decrease slowly as it grows in height, reducing to 4in (10cm) in depth when it peaks at a height of 3ft (1m). This will require a good tonne of soil or sand.
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Construction of a firing position.








Constructing the Firing Position


The firing position is simply a place from which you shoot. It should be precisely 30yd (27m) or 40yd (36m) away from the base of the backstop. The firing position can be a small shelter that protects the shooter from the weather, or simply a board on which to kneel or lie. Whichever option you decide to use, it is a good idea to have a couple of firing supports: one to correspond to the kneeling position and another to the standing position.
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Wind indicators and distance markers.








Wind Indicators and Distance Markers


To finish the range off properly you need to add a couple of wind indicators and a series of range markers. Wind indicators are there to tell you which direction the wind is coming from and how strongly it is blowing, which is vital information that is key to the correct placement of the shot. A wind indicator is easily made by placing a baton to either side of the backstop. The baton should be about 6½ft (2m) in length, with a thin 1ft (30cm) length of lightweight material attatched to the top of it.


Range markers are offcuts of wood painted in a bright colour. They are knocked into the ground along the edge of the range at precise distances (in yards) from the firing position: 10, 15, 20, 25, 30 and 40. The ability to judge distances to within a few inches is of the utmost importance, as it will enable you to place your shot on the correct trajectory to strike the target at the required mark. The closer something is, the lower you aim; the further away something is, the higher you aim. The distance markers will help to teach you the skill of range-finding.
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Target placement.








TARGETS


Now that you have a safe place to shoot you will need something to shoot at. Targets are the obvious choice, but what sort? There are so many to choose from.


To begin with, you will need some traditional-type targets with a number of rings that decrease in size as they move toward the centre. These targets will be needed to set the sights on your rifle, including both open and telescopic sights. These targets will allow you to calculate the adjustments that need to be made to the sight’s windage and elevation settings, so that you can calibrate the sights to suit the individualities of your eye. Do not worry – this is not as complicated as it sounds.




Range Safety


Before you can start to put your newly constructed range to good use, you must first have a clear understanding of range safety. The ‘dos and don’ts’ that must be followed at all times




	Always have the barrel of the rifle pointing down the range; even when you know for a fact that the weapon is unloaded.


	Always have the safety catch applied until you are in the firing position and ready to take aim.


	Never leave a loaded weapon unattended


	Always wear safety glasses in case of a ricochet. Ricochets on a properly constructed range are most unlikely, but the unlikely does sometimes happen and if struck in the eye, the shooter may be blinded for life. Safety glasses for shooting purposes can be purchased very cheaply.


	Never allow anyone to enter the range area whilst firing is taking place.








When you have learnt the basics, you will need to move on to a target that depicts the type of quarry you intend to shoot. These targets should be life-sized, with the kill zone of the animal or bird depicted by a small discreet circle. I do not like targets that have the kill zone depicted in some vivid colour that can be seen from miles away. Real quarry does not come with a red dot stuck to its vulnerable areas, so they must reflect reality. Realistic targets will not only reveal the level of your marksmanship, but will give you a good idea of what the real thing will look like at different distances. This is why you will need to practise on the target across the full spectrum, from 10yd (9m) right out to 40yd (36m).


The final type of target that’s worth having for the range are the knock-down metal targets used by field target shooters. These targets are the silhouette of an animal or bird cut in metal; somewhere on the silhouette a 1in (25mm) hole is drilled out; behind it a disk is inserted that is connected to a knock-down mechanism. Hit the disk and the target falls down flat, it can be reset by pulling on a length of cord. These targets are great fun for practice sessions.


With paper or card targets you will need something to hold them; all four corners have to be held down or they will blow up in the wind. You could pin your paper target to a board with drawing pins, but it seems a waste of a good wood, especially when a simple target holder can be purchased quite cheaply. The target holder is made of metal rods which, when screwed together, form a cross shape with two crossbars; the bottom is adjustable so that the holder can accept any size of target. Use bulldog clips to fasten the target between the two crossbars. The target holder has a three-pronged foot on the bottom of its upright, which enables it to be driven easily into the ground. A target holder like this can be acquired from Deben Group Industries (see page 148).


Target placement upon the range must be carried out with great care. Whether the target is right at the base of the backstop or just 10yd (9m) away from the shooting position, you want to make sure that the centre part of the target lines up with the deepest part of the backstop. This will give plenty of leeway should you happen to fire a bit too high. If you set your target too high, then a high shot will go straight over the range.


CHOOSING A RIFLE


Now that you have constructed your range and set up a few targets, you need to choose a weapon that you can learn to shoot with. Basically speaking there are two main types of air rifle: those powered by a spring piston and those powered by a compressed air cylinder. The latter are known as pre-charged pneumatics (or PCP for short).
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Recoil phase.








Spring-Piston Rifles (Springers)


When you pull the trigger on a spring-powered rifle, the depressed trigger operates a lever that releases the spring piston; this hurtles down its chamber forcing air into the barrel, thus sending the pellet on its merry way. The release of the spring causes a dynamic reaction known as recoil, which simply means that the rifle moves when fired.


There are three distinct phases to this movement. Firstly, the rifle moves backwards into the shoulder in reaction to the air being forced from the cylinder. Secondly, the backwards movement is then almost instantaneously met and overcome by the forward momentum, created by the spring travelling violently forward. Thirdly, when the spring hits the front of the cylinder like an express train, it rebounds and the force is once more in a backwards direction.


This movement of the gun (recoil), has to be skilfully managed by the shooter or it will have a devastating effect on accuracy. In short, the recoil of a spring-powered rifle forces the shooter to adopt proper techniques, as it is a most unforgiving weapon that will not tolerate the slightest error in technique.


The PCP Rifle


The PCP has no recoil and is therefore very easy to shoot, being incredibly forgiving of poor technique. With a PCP it is possible to achieve a passable level of accuracy whilst exhibiting a fairly poor technique, though to become a really good shot the technique has to be brought up to scratch. Learning to shoot with a PCP is a bit like learning to drive in an automatic car because the gun does a lot of the work for you.


So which should you choose: a spring-powered or a PCP? Many experts tell you that there is no difference in accuracy between them, which is true enough if you happen to be an expert marksman. (There are guys out there who can split the atom with a single shot.) For the complete beginner and the mere mortal, that is not the case at all.


I have recently been coaching a young lad who had never used an air rifle in his life before. I started him out with a PCP, and after only two half-hour lessons he was beginning to pull together a reasonable grouping. When, however, we moved on to a spring-powered weapon the target looked like it had been peppered by a shotgun. Spring-powered weapons with their violent recoil are much harder to tame than any PCP.


I find that a PCP can give me a tighter grouping than I can achieve with a spring-gun. With the very best PCPs, I am able to put a succession of three shots almost through the same hole on the target. So yes, it is true that tremendous accuracy can be achieved with the spring-powered weapon in the hands of a really good technician. But that kind of skill does not come easily – to some it never comes at all – the only way to purchase such skill is to spend hours upon hours practising on the range.


The late John Darling, an airgun hunter of great renown, used a very powerful spring-powered weapon for many years with great success. However, when the first really good PCP came along the springer was shelved and the PCP took its place.


PCP or Springer?


I am quite a fan of spring-powered weapons. One of my biggest pigeon bags ever was taken with a very simple medium-powered springer, but it has to be said that PCPs are an awful lot easier to use. I just cannot achieve the levels of accuracy with a springer that I can with a PCP. Some may say that the reason for this is that my technique is not good enough, but you just have to take a look at the scores at any field target shoot, and you will see that those using PCPs are achieving higher scores than those using springers.


One of the other problems you will face with a springer derived from its violent recoil: a more frequent loss of zero than occurs with a PCP. Basically, the springer’s recoil shakes the rifle aboutabout, which moves the cross-hairs fractionally away from the line to which you zeroed them. They will have to be reset. The PCP does not have such bad behaviour.


Before you go off with the idea that spring-powered weapons are a total waste of time, being more trouble than they are worth, let me highlight their good points. Price for example, a good spring-powered rifle can cost half the price of a PCP, which is an important consideration as not everybody can afford the £400 to £700 price tag that most PCPs carry (in 2008).


Not only is the springer cheap in comparison to a PCP, it is a much simpler form of construction, therefore it takes less skill to maintain and repair; putting it within the scope of the moderately competent DIY-type, operating out of a garden shed or garage. Moreover, if rifle customizing is your particular interest then the springer is the chap for you, as there is so much that you can do to it.


A springer is also, owing to its simplicity, more rugged than the PCP and will cope better with rough handling.


My rifles take a real hammering in the field, I give them no quarter whatsoever. They are exposed to all kinds of weather, they get filthy, knocked against hard objects and rested on all kinds of surfaces that are abrasive to wood and metal. In my experience, the springer endures such treatment more manfully than the PCP. Knowing that my kind of shooting – crawling around farmyards and clambering over rubbish tips – is so brutal on a gun I prefer to spend less on a weapon, which rules out most PCPs. I can get a good springer that will last for years more cheaply than I can buy a PCP.


Another advantage that the springer has over the PCP, is its independence. The springer is totally self-powered, all it requires is a few good arm muscles to force back the spring, the PCP needs an air source. That air can be provided by an air-cylinder or a hand-operated stirrup pump. The PCP is therefore not a pick up and go weapon, it needs to be charged prior to use. Whereas, the springer is constantly ready for action, nothing needs to be done: just take it and go. This is one of the reasons why so many busy pest control operatives opt for a springer. To help you decide which is the best rifle for you, consider the following points.


Budget


Know exactly how much money you have in the kitty to spend on a rifle. Do not get trapped in the idea that the more expensive the rifle the bigger the bags will be; that is not the case at all. Some of my biggest bags have been had with a secondhand BSA Meteor, bought for less than £80; some of my smallest bags have been taken with a top of the range PCP retailing for a staggering £740. So just forget the notion that money equals success: the more expensive guns may be easier to use but they are not going to increase the bags.


Another thing to bear in mind is that the appearance of a rifle is irrelevant. Airgun manufacturers put a lot of effort into turning out aesthetic works of art to attract the eye. Looks are, from a hunting or pest control perspective, of no importance. Performance is all that matters when you are in the field; a beautiful walnut stock and gleaming metalwork do not kill rabbits. An accurate barrel, crisp action and heavy knock-down power are the things that count. Ask yourself what it can do, not how attractive it is. Multi-shot weapons are obviously more expensive than the single-shot ones, so does the hunter or the pest controller have to have a weapon with a multi-shot capacity to achieve results?


Having a multi-shot capacity does obviously make things somewhat easier. There is no fumbling around for the next pellet – it’s there in the magazine waiting to be deployed – which is supremely helpful if you happen to injure your quarry because you can quickly take a second shot. But you do not need a multi-shot weapon to achieve satisfactory results.


I remember last year taking my single-shot BSA Meteor to a cattleshed full of feral pigeons. I took forty-five of them in just a few hours, so you don’t have to have a repeating rifle to fill your bag.


A repeating rifle is a pure luxury item, something that is nice to own and use, but no more successful at killing quarry than a more wholesome single-shot weapon.


Before making a final decision, ask yourself what kind of shooting you are going to be involved in – the kind of environment rather than the quarry you are seeking. Is the environment going to be reasonably clean and kind to your weapon, or is it going to be dirty and brutal? If your shooting falls into the latter category, do you really want to be spending the price of a reasonable secondhand car on a PCP?


Pretty woodwork and shiny metal do not stay that way for long once employed in a rugged environment, at least they don’t with me up here on the northeast coast of Scotland. Which is why all that I am interested in is practicality not looks. Looks fade rapidly; practicality endures.





[image: ]

The unassisted prone position: there is nothing but human endeavour to support the rifle.








SHOOTING TECHNIQUE


The Hold


I shall look at the hold in four basic firing positions, which are the prone position, the kneeling position, the standing position and the sitting position. Learning these four positions should give you sufficient scope to meet most of the situations you encounter whilst hunting or carrying out pest-control operations.


The sniper training manual used by the American forces states that the sniper should always provide the rifle with an artificial support. This means that the sniper should not try to support the rifle by the efforts of his body alone, but he should find something to rest the rifle upon. This is known as an assisted hold, which can be employed in the prone, kneeling or standing position.
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The unassisted kneeling position.








The reason for employing an assisted hold is to counter the effects of something called ‘wobble’. When holding a rifle unassisted, no matter how good the technique, the effort of holding the rifle in the firing position places the muscles under a degree of tension, causing the arms to shake very slightly. This wobble obviously has a detrimental effect upon accuracy. If wobble is not controlled you will never hit the centre of a target. Good technique can heavily reduce the effects of wobble, but resting the rifle on a solid object can almost eradicate the influence that wobble has on a shot.


Like the sniper, the hunter and pest controller should, where possible, use an assisted hold to make his shot, as it is simply the most accurate way to shoot. But there is a problem with spring-powered weapons because they do not like being rested on a firm surface. Hard surfaces resist the rifle’s natural recoil cycle, causing the pellet to veer dramatically away from the point of aim. There are, however, a few things that can be done about this.


There are bipods designed to be used with spring-powered weapons. A bipod is basically two legs that are attached to the barrel; it has dampers that prevent it from resisting the rifle’s recoil. These days, all sniper weapons are fitted with a bipod because they provide such a stable platform from which to take the shot: every airgunner should make a bipod a part of his basic kit.
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The unassisted standing position.
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An alternative sitting position for the less flexible like me.








When using a spring-powered rifle, I carry in my pocket a sand sock – an old sock filled with builders’ sand and tied around the top with a piece of cord to prevent the sand escaping. (The finished article resembles a cosh, so make sure you don’t wander around in public places with it still in your pocket or you might end up having to do some explaining to the police.) The sand sock can be placed on top of any suitable hard surface that provides a rest for the rifle – the top of a fence post or a car bonnet – the rifle’s barrel is then placed upon the sock and the sand prevents the rifle from being affected by the hard surface beneath.
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An unassisted kneeling position.








If you are using a PCP a sand sock is not necessary, PCPs can rest happily on any kind of surface, hard or soft, without being affected in the least.


Very occasionally there isn’t anything around to act as a support. On such occasions it may be necessary to use an unassisted hold; these take a lot more skill to master than an unassisted hold and should only be used as a last resort. The percentage of first-shot strikes, when comparing assisted and unassisted holds, is dramatically higher for the assisted hold.


One of the main objectives of the airgun shooter is to take his quarry cleanly with the first shot; the assisted hold is the best way to achieve this objective.
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Shoulder pocket.
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The butt is shaped to configure with the shoulder pocket.








Shoulder


Taking up a good firing position is all about bringing the body and the rifle together in a way that does not place undue stress on the muscles. The greater the degree of stress the greater the degree of wobble.


The first thing to realize about the body is that a natural pocket exists between the deltoid muscle and the neck rotators. This pocket is where you place the butt of your rifle. The second thing, is that the butt is designed to configure with the shoulder (the more up-market the stock the greater the degree of configuration it offers). Some guns even have an adjustable butt-plate so that it can be made to marry up to the specific peculiarities of your shoulder pocket. If you can afford a gun with this feature it is well worth considering, as the better the fit between the rifle and body, the greater the level of accuracy you are able to achieve.


You can have a pad sewn into your shooting jacket where the butt goes. It does not reduce the effects of recoil but minimizes the effect of the pulse and breathing, which are transmitted to the rifle through the shoulder.


When placing the butt into the shoulder, full contact between the butt and the shoulder should occur. The contact should be firm, but do not push the butt with too much force. Remember the importance of keeping things relaxed. This is totally different from a bullet gun, which is held very firmly into the shoulder, since a firm hold does not upset a bullet gun and is essential for weapons with a big kick.
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Correct head position.
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Incorrect head position.








Head


A lot of shooters bend their head to look down the sights of their rifle, but this is not good technique. The head needs to be as upright as possible with the cheek resting lightly against the cheekpiece of the stock. With the head erect and the eye placed directly behind the rear portion of the sighting mechanism, vision occurs through the centre of the eye, which allows the muscles around the eye to be relaxed. When the head is bent over the rifle, vision occurs through the top or the corner of the eye, which places strain on the eye muscles and leads to blurred vision.


The position of the cheek upon the stock is known as the stock weld. This must be the same every time the rifle is brought to the firing position as the slightest change in the stock weld will have an effect upon the pellet’s point of impact. If the stock weld varies from shot to shot, you will see inconsistencies in your accuracy, with pellets being sprayed all over the target.
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The pad of the finger (not the joint) is the area that should engage the trigger.








Firing Hand


This is the hand that operates the trigger. The positioning of this hand depends on the type of stock used. There are three types of stock: the conventional stock, the thumb-hole stock and the pistol-grip stock.
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There are three types of stock.








On a conventionally designed stock, you see a gradual slope that moves away from the rifle and down behind the trigger. This sloping portion of the stock, referred to as the small of the stock, is the area that provides the grip for the firing hand. The index finger down to the little finger wrap around the front of the small of the stock in a relaxed manner, exerting a moderate amount of pressure to keep the rifle located in the shoulder pocket. The thumb goes over the top of the small of the stock, almost creating a right angle between the thumb and the trigger finger. The trigger finger itself lies alongside the trigger guard until the very moment you are ready to fire, at which point you place the pad of the trigger finger upon the trigger.


Many shooters place the crook (or joint) of the finger upon the trigger, but this is not a good technique as the mechanical movement of the finger when the crook is used is in a rearwards and sideways direction. The sideways movement has the effect of nudging the rifle fractionally off line. When the pad of the finger is used the movement is straight back, which of course means that the rifle is not pulled off line.


With a thumb-hole stock, you place your thumb through the hole and wrap your lower three fingers around the part of the stock directly in front of the thumb-hole.


A pistol-grip stock is the type found on most military rifles. It is basically the kind of grip you would find on a pistol but integrated into a rifle stock. The thumb wraps around the back of the pistol grip and down the inside, while the lower three fingers go down the outside of the grip and wrap around the front.
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An assisted prone position. (Notice how the non-firing hand supports the stock.)








Non-Firing Hand


This hand has just one function: to support the rifle. It does this by taking up different positions, usually on the fore-end of the stock. The position of the hand is dictated by the stance taken. It is very important to keep the arm of the non-firing hand as relaxed as possible because the more muscular tension exhibited by this arm the greater the degree of wobble you will experience. The arm is kept relaxed by not squeezing the forestock, by not over-reaching, by supporting the arm, and by not holding a firing position for too long. The longer you hold a position, the greater the level of fatigue, which leads to increased tension and increased wobble.
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An assisted prone position using a Polecat tripod. (Note how the elbow is used to lock the body position.)








The Prone Position (Lying Down)


When out in the field or around the farmyard, the first thing that you have to do before taking a prone position is examine the ground that you intend to lie upon, making sure that there is nothing unpleasant or even dangerous beneath you (animal droppings, broken glass, etc). Not all airgun hunting is done in the beautiful British countryside. Quite a lot takes place on rubbish tips, in farmyards and on industrial sites. It is surprising how many hunters in the heat of the moment just drop down, without even the quickest glance to see what is on the ground they are in such a hurry to lie on!


There is absolutely no reason why the shooter should rush to take up the prone position; slow movements are quieter, and they also tend to be less obvious to the quarry. Air rifle hunting is not akin to the fast-draw antics of the Wild West; it is more like the slow deliberate style of the army sniper, where every action is pre-planned and carefully implemented. So scan the ground before you go down, not forgetting to look for twigs that will snap when your body weight comes upon them, scaring every rabbit in the vicinity back to the safety of its burrow. Watch a fox or even a dog when it is hunting: notice, when it lies down to move those last few yards, how slowly it lowers its body like a slow-motion film. That is what you need to imitate.
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Alignment of the rifle.








The next thing to consider is the alignment of the rifle. Position it so that it is in a direct, natural line to the intended target, so that no muscular tension needs to be employed to keep the rifle fixed on that target, which requires not only that the rifle be in the correct position, but also that the body be placed directly behind it. This is the prone position used by the military. Airgun target shooters like to have the body at a 20-degree angle to the rifle, which they believe reduces the level of muscular tension in the neck and spine.


I prefer the military-type prone position, but if you find that having your body at a 20-degree angle is more comfortable for you then adopt it, but do not exceed a 20-degree angle or you will create serious levels of muscular tension in your body. As I stated earlier, shooting is all about staying relaxed; tension is the shooter’s enemy. Angles in excess of 20 degrees will also prevent you from achieving an acceptable stock weld.
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Moving body into correct position for natural aim point of rifle.








To check that the rifle is on the correct natural point of aim, place your cheek against the stock to form the correct stock weld. Look through the scope then look away, moving the eyes only, not the head, at the same time taking a respiratory pause. As you look away and take a respiratory pause you need to relax the body, which will allow the rifle to drift to its natural point of aim. When this is done look back down the scope. If the scope is framing the target, the rifle’s natural point of aim is correct; if it is not then readjust the rifle’s and your body position. The rifle and your body must act as one integrated unit, you cannot move the one without the other.
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Target framed by scope.
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Target not framed by scope.








If the natural point of aim is incorrect, do not correct the situation by moving the rifle onto the target by itself without a corresponding body movement. Holding the rifle away from its natural aim point requires muscular resistance to be exerted against the rifle. When you pull the trigger there will be a split second of muscular relaxation, at which point the rifle will move towards its natural point of aim. Because this movement occurs just before the pellet begins to charge down the barrel, the rifle is in motion as the pellet exits the muzzle bringing about a displaced shot. Adjusting the rifle and body as a single in-tune unit, rechecking and readjusting as necessary, the shooter is able to achieve a correct alignment with the rifle’s natural point of aim.


You might think that all this checking and readjusting will take up far too much time, but that is not the case at all. A minute or so should suffice, and since air rifle shooting is not all about speed – it’s about the precise placement of a very small projectile in a very small target area – then it will be time well spent.


In the prone position the front end of the stock needs to rest upon something: a log, a mound of earth, a rock or such like. With a spring-powered rifle the sand sock must be between the stock and the supporting object. If the rifle is fitted with a bipod then that will obviously provide the necessary support. (The advantage of the bipod is that it is always there when you need it, whereas you cannot always rely on rocks and logs etc.)


The non-firing arm folds back at the elbow, the hand forming a clenched fist which goes under the butt end of the stock. By tensing or relaxing the fist you can raise or lower the height of the butt, which fractionally raises or lowers the cross-hairs. The firing arm has the elbow out to the side in a position that is natural, not forced, which will provide good stability for the upper body. The leg on the non-firing side is kept straight; the leg on the firing side is bent, locking out the body to prevent side-to-side movement.


The prone position is not something that you drop into when you happen upon your quarry. It is a position you take prior to engaging your quarry, then crawl into place. We shall look at how to achieve this in the section on field-craft.
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An unassisted kneeling position where the forearm is used to support the weapon rather than the elbow.








The Kneeling Position


As with every other firing position, the first thing to do is to try to find something that your rifle can rest upon. That object, whatever it is, will have to be just the right height. If it’s too high or too low you will be forcing the rifle off its natural point of aim, using muscle resistance to do so, which is not desirable. The object that you choose to support the rifle will have to be about the same height as your shoulder when you are in the kneeling position.


In the kneeling position, the leading leg is the one on the same side as the non-firing hand. The leg is bent at the knee, with the foot placed flat on the ground and pointing in the same direction as the rifle. The rear leg is the one on the same side as the firing hand, positioned at a right angle to the leading leg with the knee on the floor and the foot supported on the toes. The buttocks then rest on the heel of the rear foot. The torso and head are kept erect and relaxed, the rifle going into the shoulder as normal. If the rifle is rested upon an object, then the non-firing hand can come back to support the butt, as in the prone position. But if there is nothing to rest the rifle upon then the forearm, not the elbow, of the non-firing arm can rest on the thigh of the leading leg. The hand makes a cradle to support the rifle. If the elbow is rested on the leading leg, the point of contact is smaller than when the forearm is used; consequently a less stable contact is produced.


If there is a wall or tree trunk to lean my back up against, I prefer to use a crouching position instead of a kneeling one. This allows me to provide support to both firing and non-firing arms. You should practise dropping into the kneeling position on a regular basis, so that it becomes a smooth movement that you can execute the instant you spot your quarry. But do not rush this movement, as rapid movement tends to attract your quarry’s attention. It needs to be a slow, controlled movement which takes a fair degree of balance, which is why the practice is necessary.
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The standing position with the arm supported by the elbow in the belt – not my favourite position but it has its uses.








The Standing Position


This is the most challenging position to take. The problem is that it provides the least stable platform of all the firing positions, thus it produces the most wobble. This means that even the most experienced shooters will only adopt this position as a last resort.


Of course if you can find something the correct height (shoulder level) to support the rifle, you can use it to turn the standing position into a stable, accurate platform. Unfortunately this is not always possible, but if you took a tripod along with you, then a supported standing shot is always available. It is a lot easier and quicker to adopt than the kneeling position, so the quarry is less likely to be alerted.
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The crouching position which allows you to support both arms. It is also worth observing in this photo how effective the Jack Pyke camouflage is inside farm buildings.








You place the tripod about an arm’s length away from your body, and rest the rifle in the yoke. Place the leading leg (the one on the same side as the non-firing hand) slightly forward with the toes pointing in the same direction as the rifle. The rifle comes to the shoulder as normal, the non-firing hand holding the tripod just below the yoke.


If no support is available, the non-supported standing position is adopted by placing the leading foot slightly forward of the body. The rifle is brought to the shoulder as normal with the non-firing hand providing support to the forestock. Some shooters rest the elbow on the hip, or on a thick army-type belt. This helps to give stability to the position and is a technique you should try to master.


A very slight bend in the knees will also help to bring stability. You have probably seen the martial arts films on the TV where the practitioner bends at the knees; this is because he is creating a stable body position from which to repel or launch attacks. Likewise, a slight dip in the shooter’s knees stabilizes the body, hence the pistol shooter dropping at the knees just prior to the discharge of his first round.


Personally, I would never use an unassisted standing position for taking quarry; it is just too unstable. If I am shooting across open fields, I always take a tripod with me for standing shots. When around farmyards there is always something around to rest the rifle upon.







Practising Positions


It is imperative that you practise each of these firing positions described in this section over and over again on your range until they become second nature, and your body has the required suppleness to adopt the positions with ease. Just as a boxer hones his craft by practising each individual element – the hook, the jab, the uppercut – until he is a rounded fighter with a bag full of tools at his disposal, the shooter must practise each individual element of his sport until he too is a rounded sportsman fully equipped for a day’s shooting.


The firing positions are the key to good shooting, providing a stable platform is fundamental to success. Put the work in on your foundations and everything else will just fall into place. Someone with a dirt-cheap rifle who has taken the time and invested the energy into perfecting their firing positions, will always outshoot the man with a top of the range rifle whose firing positions lack form. Remember that marksmanship is a perishable skill that needs to practised often if it is to be retained.





The Seated Position


This position is used with a tripod. You sit and bend the leading leg (the one on the same side as the non-firing hand) at the knee, bringing the heel of the foot back until it is almost under the buttock. The knee points forward in the same direction as the rifle. The rear leg, the one on the side of the firing hand, is placed almost at a right angle to the leading leg, the knee raised and the sole of the foot rested flat on the ground. The elbow of the firing arm rests on the knee, the rifle is set in the shoulder as normal with the forestock resting in the yoke of the tripod, which is set up a few feet in front of the body. The non-firing hand holds the tripod just below the yoke.


Breathing


Breath control is vital to the aiming process. If the hunter breathes while trying to aim, the rise and fall of his chest, produced by the movement of the diaphragm, will cause the rifle to move. The hunter must therefore breathe whilst carrying out sight alignment, and complete the aiming process holding his breath.


To accomplish this he inhales normally, exhales normally, then at the point when he would take the next breath he takes a respiratory pause – he holds his breath. Between breaths there is a natural momentary pause. The hunter should aim to time his cessation of breath with that pause: the muscles relax during the pause so holding the breath at this point avoids strain on the diaphragm.


Once you have assumed your firing position, breathe naturally until the hold begins to settle. (This does not happen instantly; it takes the muscles a few seconds to relax into the position you have adopted.) When settled and you are comfortable and ready for the shot, the rifle’s alignment is correct, and you feel confident in success: breathe in, breathe out, before taking the next breath; in that moment between exhalation and inhalation, cease breathing. The moment breathing stops make the final adjustments to the rifle’s alignment, bring the cross-hairs bang on target, then gently squeeze the trigger. Once the rifle has discharged, resume breathing.


The respiratory pause should last no more than eight to ten seconds, any longer and the average person begins to suffer from oxygen deficiency. In response, the body sends out signals telling the lungs to breathe again. These signals produce involuntary movements in the diaphragm, which interfere significantly with the shooter’s ability to maintain a stable firing position.


If you have held your breath for too long, your ability to concentrate will also be affected; concentration is vital to achieving an accurate shot. If you have not managed to line the cross-hairs up with the target during the eight to ten seconds, do not be tempted to rush the shot toward the end of the pause. Instead hold the shot, go back to normal breathing, then take another respiratory pause when you feel comfortable to do so. Rushing a shot in the dying moments of the respiratory pause, when the body is beginning to feel uncomfortable, will not yield good results. A good shooter is a patient shooter, who only takes a shot when everything is almost perfect.


Trigger Control


Trigger control is one of the fundamental skills of marksmanship; an awful lot of shooters do not take the time to master it and as a result they never achieve the results they are after. The American military’s sniper training school defines trigger control as:




Causing the rifle to discharge when the sight picture is at its very best, without causing the rifle to move.





Correct trigger control is when the hunter places his trigger finger as low as possible on the trigger blade, while leaving space between the bottom of the finger and the trigger. This positioning of the finger gives the maximum mechanical advantage. In other words, pulling the trigger is easiest if the finger is positioned low. The easier the trigger is to pull, the less effort you are required to exert, and the less disturbance you create.


It is important that the pad of the trigger finger (rather than the joint) is placed on the trigger blade, so that the pull is straight back and not sideways. When the trigger is squeezed you should be able to see daylight between the top of the finger and the stock. If the trigger finger is touching the base of the stock when the trigger is squeezed, the movement of the finger will be transferred to the entire rifle instead of being isolated to the trigger blade.


With a two-stage trigger there are two distinct movements as the trigger is squeezed. The purpose is to give a smoother and mechanically less demanding pull than offered by the single-stage trigger, which just has the one movement.


With a two-stage trigger, which is found on most medium-range guns and all top-range guns, there is slack in the trigger movement. If you cock and load the weapon and point it down the range, then squeeze the trigger gently, you will notice that it moves freely. At first no resistance whatsoever is offered, then you suddenly hit resistance. The free movement phase is known as slack.


Line up your rifle with the target, assuming good stock weld and steady position, get the cross-hairs lined up on the target, then take your respiratory pause. At the same time place the finger on the trigger, taking up the slack to the point where resistance is felt. As long as the cross-hairs stay aligned with the target, you increase the tension on the trigger until the sear is released, causing the weapon to discharge.


If the cross-hairs move off the target during the taking up of the slack, do not apply any more tension to the trigger, but pause until the cross-hairs are back on the target. Then, if your firing position is still free of tension and your respiratory pause is still comfortable, continue to squeeze the trigger. If the respiratory pause is strained, then do not try to rush the shot, just release your hold slowly on the trigger and start again.


You will by now have realized that you do not just grasp the trigger and pull. Handling the trigger properly requires a very controlled squeeze that is coordinated with the respiratory pause. A young lad who was having trouble with his shooting asked me if I would be able to help him. I agreed and went to watch him shoot. His pellets were being thrown all over the target, no two landing in the same place. His problem was simple: he was yanking the trigger; there was simply no control or coordination in his trigger pull. Once I got him to position his finger correctly, and squeeze rather than yank, whilst coordinating the squeeze with a respiratory pause, he started knocking up some very tight groupings and was soon on to the centre of his target. So remember that exercising proper trigger control is a key requirement of successful marksmanship.


Follow-Through


We have covered all the fundamentals of marksmanship, but there is one additional and more advanced skill that is worth learning because it increases your chances still further of making a clean kill with the first shot. This is follow-through, termed such because it involves continuing to apply all the fundamental skills described above both as the weapon fires and immediately after it fires. That sounds a little confusing so let me explain. Follow-through consists of:




	Keeping the head in firm contact with the stock, thus maintaining the stock weld as the weapon discharges, and continuing to do so for a second or two after the pellet has left the barrel.


	Keeping the finger on the trigger all the way to the rear, not releasing until several seconds after the pellet has left the barrel. The aim is not to release the trigger until the recoil has come to a complete halt.


	Continuing to look through the scope until a few seconds after the pellet has left the barrel. When doing this you will quite often actually see the pellet powering along through the scope and see it strike the quarry.


	Ensuring the muscles stay relaxed until a few seconds after the pellet has left the barrel.


	Not reacting to the weapon’s recoil by pulling away from it or tensing up as the weapon pushes into your shoulder. Do not react to the noise caused by the muzzle blast by flinching.





Good follow-through ensures that the weapon is allowed to fire and recoil naturally, so that the hunter and the rifle operate as a single unit.





[image: ]

Assisted shooting position using the roof of a Land Rover for support.
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Assisted standing position.
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