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  FOREWORD

  In 1956, a game warden friend of mine mentioned that the new outdoors editor of the Houston Chronicle, who’d just moved to the city from the piney woods of East Texas, was one of the best field shots he’d ever seen, and with a little coaching might make a champion at trap or skeet.

  I promised I’d help the young man any way I could.

  At the Oleander Skeet Championships at Galveston that year there was a special 50-target event for sportswriters covering the shoot, and Bob Brister showed up late—I expect on purpose. It was obvious he had never seen a skeet field and didn’t even know which house the bird came from. I think for fear of being embarrassed, he didn’t even bring a gun.

  I introduced myself, handed him my old Model 12 and told him those targets were a whole lot easier to hit than doves or ducks. His first shot went off almost before the bird got out of the house. I’d forgotten to tell him my trigger had been honed down to a very light pull, and it went off before he was ready.

  But he smoked the next target, and from then on all I had to do was stand behind him and tell him how far to lead the bird. He broke the next 49 straight and won the trophy.

  What Brister could have done in clay-target shooting, if he’d ever gotten really serious about it, nobody knows. But his heart was in hunting, and also about that time live-pigeon shooting got started along the Mexican border and with his field-shooting experience he was a natural.

  I don’t know how many times he’s made the All-American TAPA pigeon team, and I’ve watched him take trophies at trap, skeet, box bird shoots, columbaire shoots, the Southwest Quail Shooting Championship, and just about anything that’s done with a shotgun. We used to have an annual powder pigeon championship in Houston, a clay-target game similar to crazy quail, and Brister either won or placed in it every year. When our Greater Houston Gun Club installed an international trap field, he broke 100 straight, practicing for the final U.S. team tryouts, which is the only straight anybody ever shot on our international field.

  In the 20 years I’ve hunted with him and shot competition with him, no matter whether the game was geese or clay pigeons, I could always count on two things: Brister would be hard to beat and he would also be changing guns, swapping stocks, testing loads, or experimenting with something the whole time.

  I remember one big pigeon shoot; he was wood rasping the comb of his gun to make it shoot lower and somebody asked how many birds he’d missed to be hacking on such a beautiful new gun. He hadn’t missed any, but said he didn’t like the way he hit ’em, that he was shooting high. The next day he won the championship and was right in the middle of every bird.

  When I heard some of our gun club members talking about a 16-foot-long moving target used for studying shot strings, I didn’t even ask who it belonged to. Who else would go to the trouble of changing a 16-foot-long piece of paper after every pattern? But Brister has an inquiring mind that just doesn’t run down.

  If anyone is capable of writing this book, I believe he is. He’s one writer who has lived what he writes about. And if there is anything he hasn’t tried with a shotgun, I don’t know what it is.

  GRANT ILSENG

  Houston, Texas


  PREFACE

  It has been written that shotgunning is a slapdash sort of thing, its use more an art than a science. Indeed the vague public conception of the “scattergun” is just that—pellets so scattered about that far less skill is required than with a rifle. Yet watching a bearded, muscled young man named Dan Bonillas, deep in concentration, relentlessly smoking fast-moving clay targets shot after shot, hundred after hundred, with the small, tight pattern of a full choke, it becomes obvious that there is also precision to the shotgun.

  Each time the gun is opened, smoke curls up from cartridges evolved after years of research into the chemistries of powder and plastics, each shot a controlled explosion, firing within milliseconds of the ignition period of the one before it, and that is only part of the science of the shotgun.

  An old master respectfully shoulders a fine double, and it becomes a living thing of grace and fluid motion, reading the myriad variables of angle, speed, and directional changes of birds in the wind to literally paint them from the sky. And that is the art of the shotgun—the most popular firearm in use in America.

  As human populations increase, and big-game species become harder pressed for habitat, the use of the smoothbore will become more significant to the sport of hunting and thus to the continuance of the rights of Americans to own and use firearms. The majority of Americans now working hardest to uphold those rights are hunters.

  The book is written out of respect for the shotgun and toward a clearer understanding of how it can be more efficiently used for the good of the game, the hunter, and the shooting sports.

  Since I am neither artist, scientist, ballistician, nor even a very good nitpicker, no claim is made that my tests of patterns, performance, or shooting methods are to be taken as gospel. For acceptable statistical validity, thousands more tests would have to be run, requiring years for an individual to accomplish.

  What we have here are indications, one man’s attempt to find out new things about a very old firearm. The most significant findings would seem to be the addition of a new dimension to consideration of the shot string and what it means to clean-killing effectiveness with modern loads. In this respect, I am indebted to the counsel and assistance of many authorities, some shooters and some who work within the industries that produce the guns and ammunition. I have tried to be more reporter than investigator, although it is impossible to be one without the other.

  Winchester-Western, Remington Arms Company, Ithaca Gun Company, and Federal Cartridge Company all contributed data, photographs, and in some instances ammunition for use in the tests.

  I am particularly grateful for the assistance given by Tom Roster, brilliant young ballistician and professor at the Oregon Institute of Technology, who has produced handloads that surpass the performance of any previous shotshell load, and in doing so may have contributed impetus to the trend toward efficiency rather than sheer numbers of pellets put into the air.

  I am also specifically thankful for the ballistical computations and computer material, along with technical insight, contributed by E. D. Lowry, former ballistician for Winchester-Western and now an independent consultant in Bellingham, Washington.

  My personal and professional thanks to William B. Horn of Federal; Neil Oldridge, Ed Barrett, John Linde, and Wayne Leek of Remington; and also to Rod Van Wyk, John Madson, Ed Kozicky, and William E. Talley of Winchester.

  Finally I must thank the gentleman who gave me my start in competitive shooting and who wrote the foreword to this book. Grant Ilseng, recently inducted into the Skeet Shooting Hall of Fame, is the only shooter in history to be named to the All-American skeet team and All-American trap team in the same year as an amateur, then achieve All-American status as a professional and in live-bird shooting as well. He has been a good coach and friend.

  I do not expect every reader, nor even all these authorities, to agree with everything in this book. Nor is mention of any name or company to be considered agreement or endorsement of the material herein.

  Since Major Sir Gerald Burrard compiled his classic The Modern Shotgun, toward the beginning of the century, little has been written of what actually happens to each pellet at that mysterious moment when a shotload reaches a fast-moving target.

  I tried to find out. And as honestly and as best as I know how, I have photographed and reported this aspect of the art and science of shotgunning.

  The reader can interpret the results as he chooses.

  BOB BRISTER

  Houston, Texas


  

  1

  LEARNING TO SHOOT

  Susan Welton, a pretty teenager with brains, happened to be at our house one day when I needed pictures of somebody holding a shotgun. Although Susan had never handled a gun of any kind, she agreed to help out. Like most beginners, she wanted to crane her neck over the stock and bend backward rather than forward, but in five minutes she was holding the gun properly. Then it occurred to me. Here was the chance to answer the question I’ve been asked so often all these years: How long does it take to learn to shoot a shotgun?

  I’d always figured learning to shoot a shotgun could be done, if done right, in about two weeks, maybe less. Not with the kind of proficiency that wins medals or money, but adequate technique for getting some game and being safe around other shooters. Susan agreed to give it a try.

  I handed her my backyard practice gun, a Daisy Model 99 BB gun with its sights removed, and she started plinking at a Ping-Pong ball in the grass. Susan is a right-hander whose left eye is dominant (see Chapter 8) and so had to learn to shoot left-handed, to match that master eye. But after an hour or so, she had her left foot forward, her body bending nicely at the waist, and she was getting close to that Ping-Pong ball in the grass. I told her to practice 30 minutes in the morning and 30 minutes in the afternoon, to try and see where she was hitting, and to concentrate on the target rather than the gun.

  Next day she was hitting the Ping-Pong ball.

  We then put up a couple of little NRA targets, and I had Susan lower the gun and wait for the command to fire. Then I’d tell her to hit the left target, the right one, or maybe the Ping-Pong ball. She didn’t know which until the command came. What I wanted was to focus her mind entirely on the target, not the gun. That sort of practice eliminates the “aiming” or “gun fixation” that so many new shooters acquire without realizing it.

  Susan wasn’t hitting the paper targets or the Ping-Pong ball every time, but she was getting closer. I watched her mental “computer” start to take over, an inch at a time pulling the impact of the BBs nearer to the point of aim. Remember she had no sights; this was the sort of instinctive pointing the human body happens to be better adapted to than aiming.

  You don’t see a good quarterback line up behind the football and aim his passes; he throws them instinctively. So do dart players, spear chunkers, and pool sharks, the best of whom concentrate on the target rather than on their “weapon.” But shotgun shooters have a tough time learning that, and the best way around it is to eliminate right at the beginning the source of the fixation—the sight. Many shooters have probably read about and maybe tried the BB-gun technique to learn or improve their shotgun shooting, but very few bother with removing the sights. A rifle with sights teaches how to aim, and that’s the last thing a new shotgun shooter needs.

  Susan practiced her 60 minutes a day, but I got busy and couldn’t really work with her. On the seventh day she appeared with a handful of paper targets, the bull’s-eyes full of holes, and a half dozen riddled Ping-Pong balls.

  “I can shoot where I look,” she said, “and that’s when you said we would go to the skeet range.”

  Opposite, above:

  The start of an experiment; the author attempts to teach a youngster who’s never handled a gun to shoot a shotgun in one week. Here teenager Susan Welton, with a sightless BB gun, shoots at a Ping-Pong ball in the grass.

  Opposite, below:

  Because head position is the shotgun’s only rear sight, proper placement of cheek on stock is a crucial part of early shotgun teaching. Here the author adjusts his pupil’s head position, which was done each shot until she realized the advantage of having it there, otherwise new shooters often compensate and learn to shoot fairly well with poor head position, a problem that can be difficult to correct later.

  She was indeed handling the BB gun smoothly and naturally, and why not? In seven days, 30 minutes twice a day, she had probably put that gun to shoulder more frequently and pulled the trigger more often than the average hunter does in a couple of years.

  [image: image]

  We went to the skeet range and started out at shooting station number 7. The incoming (high house) target there is a relatively easy one, requiring very little forward allowance, yet it is indeed a moving target and the shooter can start to learn the value of lead and swing. For the first five targets Susan wasn’t allowed even her BB gun; I just asked her to stand in shooting position, watch for the target, and point at it as if she had an imaginary gun in her hands. If her point was jerky, high, or low she could see it as well as I could and correct it.

  [image: image]

  Starting from low gun position, the student is told to shoot either left or right target, not knowing until the command which it will be. This teaches smooth gun mounting and helps eliminate aiming or gun fixation by focusing shooter’s attention on target. Shot by shot, the student’s “mental computer” begins to narrow the error of shot placement, instinctively and naturally.

  Again the purpose was to force her to concentrate on the target rather than the gun, and in Susan’s case (she’d never even seen a clay target before) to gain at least some idea of the angle and speed of the object she’d be trying to hit.

  [image: image]

  After a week of practicing 30 minutes twice daily, Susan breaks her second skeet target with dead-center hit.

  Then she was handed her first “real” gun, empty, and she got more dry-run targets. Each time she was asked to swing on the target, point right at it, then pass it and see a little daylight ahead of it as she pulled the trigger.

  I was watching over her shoulder, and it was interesting to see that built-in computer start to function with the actual gun. She had been accustomed to a lightweight BB gun with a heavy trigger pull, but this was a Remington 1100 20-gauge lightweight, weighing considerably more and with a much lighter trigger pull.

  The first time the target came by, Susan poked at it and snapped the trigger. She may have shut her eyes for all I know, figuring I’d sneaked a shell into that gun. But after that she gradually smoothed out and the big moment had come. I checked her ear plugs, told her that the noise of the gun would seem strange that first time, as if maybe the gun had exploded or something, because a shot sounds differently when it happens right there in your face, but not to worry.

  I broke a couple of targets for her, letting her hear the gun shoot, see it function, and see how little it kicked me. Then I handed it to her, told her to call “pull” loud and clear, and the target came sailing for us. I wish I could say she hit that first one, but she didn’t. She shot in front of it. I’d made the mistake of telling her too much about shooting in front of things and she’d momentarily overridden her computer, trying to make the gun shoot out in front. So I told her to point at the target, and only at the last second move a little in front of it.

  She smoked it! Then she broke the next one. And the next one after that. So I told her to try the lowhouse, the straightaway bird, and to rely on her computer—no lead for this one, just let the gun find the target and shoot when she felt like it.

  She surprised me, smashing that target like lightning. The wind was blowing and the target had been an erratic one with a chip broken off as it left the house. Instead of going straight, it had veered to the right. But Susan demolished it instantly; she’d simply done as told, and let the mental computer find it for her. She broke the next low-house target, and it was obvious to me she could stand there and break targets at station 7 all day long.

  I asked her if the gun kicked and a blank look came over her face. “I really don’t know,” she said. “I was thinking about the target and I don’t remember anything except the gun going off but I don’t think it kicked me, did it?”

  Few instructors are fortunate enough to get a student like Susan.

  She ran into trouble hitting the long crossing shots at station 4, and again because she is a better student than I am instructor. I’d told her she’d need more lead ahead of that target, and fouled up her computer again. The first shot she swung way out in front, stopped, and shot. This is exactly what almost everyone will do the moment the mind starts concentrating on how far out front instead of how to get out there properly. So I told her to start the gun nearer the house, swing past that target and right through it, and see a little more daylight than she’d seen at station 7. That one she shot behind. So I told her to do the same thing but see a little more daylight. She smoked it.

  From now on, Susan can be just about as good a shooter as she wants to be. The gun shoots where she looks. All she has to do is practice enough to know where to look. It is no miracle that she learned to do this in a week, nor are any of the instructional techniques used on her either new or revolutionary.

  The BB gun was the basic and most important link in the chain of learning because it offered the opportunity for a lot of repetition, a lot of shooting without recoil, and very little expense. Many shooting instructors, including the U.S. Army, have learned that the BB gun is the fastest, least-expensive way to develop natural shooting ability (The Army’s “quick-kill” technique of instructive shooting was used in teaching soldiers to get on target instantly in the jungles of Vietnam.).

  [image: image]

  Most students want to skip the BB basics and start out with a real gun. This youngster is leaning too far back, weight on wrong foot, attempting to cope with recoil, swing, and a great deal of new advice all at once. But such instruction is better than none. The shooter here was participating in a National Hunting and Fishing Day observance at Greater Houston Gun Club in Texas. Several beginners who attended that clinic are now fine shotgun shooters.

  Yet most students (and teachers) want to skip what they figure to be a rather dull step and start out on the shooting field with a real gun. And that is very often when bad habits are formed that are difficult to break.

  Before any computer can function—be it human or electronic—it must have a certain set of standards or data programmed into it, and for a shooter’s mind to move the gun instinctively, it must be programmed from the start to hit dead on. Unless the shooter can put gun to shoulder and hit dead on, how can his mind know for sure where “ahead” or “behind” may be?

  If head position varies from one shot to the next, the mental computer is thoroughly confused. And the easiest way to lick that problem is to deal with it from the start.

  That BB gun in the backyard will refuse to hit a Ping-Pong ball if the student’s head position is out of kilter. Head position is a shotgun’s rear sight. So the student quickly gets the message and his head starts positioning itself properly. If it doesn’t, the most significant step the instructor can make is to get that head straight, right from the start. If the shooter learns to compensate and get by with head craned over the stock or in some odd position, he could learn to shoot fairly well, but never truly well. It is much easier to learn the right way.

  The only trouble I had with Susan was in that first lesson on head position, and I stressed it constantly, literally forcing her head into place with my hands until her eye was properly over the barrel. Once she got the idea, the rest was easy (A new device, described in Chapter 7, can do wonders toward teaching proper head position.).

  It is fascinating to watch that mental computer start to function as a student practices. At first the shots will go wide of the mark. The student sees this and starts to correct for it. A few dozen shots and the gun begins to point nearer the target. Without consciously changing a thing, the student finds the shots coming closer to the target. That’s the mental computer starting to take over, guiding hands, arms, and torso muscles toward a common goal. But there is nothing weird about it; you learned to drive a car the same way. You didn’t aim at the road, you learned by practice where the wheels were and your mental computer learned how to center them on the right side of the road, perceiving just how much turn of the wheel or pressure on the brakes got the job done.

  Once it learns, the mental computer can do those things better than the conscious mind. If you want to test that out sometime, just get into a car (preferably one with manual transmission) and force yourself to concentrate on each motion required in driving. Tell yourself your conscious mind is going to let out that clutch perfectly, without a jump or slip and that when you stop you’ll do it by conscious effort at pushing the brake pedal with perfect smoothness.

  Chances are you’ll get a lousy let-off on the clutch and a jerkier stop than if you’d been driving along thinking about something else. If you try that “conscious effort” long enough you’ll find yourself getting worse, because you’re getting tired.

  This conscious overriding is precisely what happens to many shotgun shooters when they begin trying to improve their shooting. You’ll see a shooter relaxed and having fun with friends out on the skeet or trap field, smoking targets beautifully. Then he gets into competition, tries to override the computer, aims rather than swings, and begins chipping birds. Pretty soon he misses, no matter how hard he concentrates. Concentration is a wonderful thing, stressed constantly by expert shooters and instructors. But concentration cannot substitute for learned reflexes and practiced movements, the basics of doing something subconsciously.

  That’s how Susan learned to shoot in a week. She shot the BB gun a lot of times. And the same system will work for anyone—but maybe not in a week, maybe not in a month, because not everyone has a teenager’s reflexes, eyesight, and natural ability.

  Once any shooter learns to hit where he looks as a natural reflex, the big battle is won. After that it is just experience and learning where to look, how much daylight to see ahead of that bird or target. When the computer knows, it will put the gun there long before you can tell it to so do.

  By none of this do I imply that within one week Susan or anyone else can become an accomplished shot capable of proficiency on game. This requires practice and experience, which is difficult to acquire other than going hunting and learning the hard way. One of the fastest alternative ways of learning game shooting is by going to an English-type shooting school, where targets are thrown in cover and at angles that simulate actual hunting conditions. But there are very few such facilities in America, the best known perhaps being the Orvis Shooting School at Manchester, Vermont.

  The Orvis establishment is patterned after the famed Churchill School in England, and instructors there can fit an individual with a gun to his measurements, and when he shoots, watch the load in the air (another old English gimmick that greatly impresses people). Most good shooting instructors can do that, whether English or not, because the shot string is visible as a sort of shadow, or disturbance of the air, easiest seen on an overcast day with a background of light clouds. Actually a good instructor doesn’t need to see the shot in the air; he can tell by watching whether you shot over, under, ahead or behind.

  Unfortunately, there are too few really top instructors. Two of the best I’ve known are All-Americans Grant Ilseng of Houston, Texas, and Fred Missildine of Sea Island, Georgia. Ilseng coached my first round of skeet, and many times helped me out of slumps on the live pigeon circuit. He now teaches at the Greater Houston Gun Club.

  The only semblance of an English-type shooting school in the South, to my knowledge, is Fred Palmer’s layout at Alpharetta, Georgia, near Atlanta. He has grouse butts built like those in Scotland, a quail walk, high tower (for throwing clays simulating high-crossing doves or ducks), and a trap range. He’s also the first instructor I ever saw teaching the BB-gun method, although it had been done by Lucky McDaniel and perhaps others before.

  I realize many shooters scoff at BB-gun teachers, or for that matter English-type shooting schools. And certainly I had no benefit of either while growing up shooting ducks, doves, and quail in eastern Texas. But since then, I have had benefit of the counsel and friendship of one of the greatest of all English shooting instructors, the late Norman Clarke of the Churchill and Holland & Holland schools.

  From Mr. Clarke I gained respect for the concept of such schools and what their instructors can do for some shooters, many things, for sure, that cannot be achieved simply by shooting American-style trap and skeet. Learning to mount, swing, and fire a gun quickly at a crossing clay target in heavy cover is much more likely to adapt a man to quail or woodcock than standing with gun rigidly mounted on the trap range.

  I am surprised that more gun clubs in this country do not set up some sort of field course, quail walk, or whatever might be called a tour through the woods with targets coming or going at unknown times and angles. Archery clubs use such courses to sharpen up their members before hunting season, and riflemen have their offhand silhouette targets to simulate hunting conditions. But shotgun shooters in America mostly learn in the woods on their own, the best way they can.

  No matter what the shooting conditions will be, nor whether the student intends to be a hunter, skeet shooter, or international trap champion, it all starts at the beginning with being able to shoot where you look. I believe the fastest way to learn that is with the BB gun and a great deal of pointing and handling practice before encountering the distractions of recoil, noise, and redundant advice.

  First the new shooter must know where dead on is in terms of his own sight picture and head position. When those basics are fed into the mental computer, the rest comes naturally.
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  SHOTGUN ETIQUETTE

  Shotgun etiquette, other than at shotgun weddings, would seem to be a rather simple subject. But thousands of hunters who are excellent shots are terrible “security risks” and have never been told why they are not overly popular as hunting companions.

  When to shoot and when to wait is an instinct acquired by experience, but it can also be learned by thinking in advance. The good shooter knows that if he is on the right side of a blind or bird dog and the bird swings to the left, then this is clearly not his shot. He should not shoot across another shooter, even if there seems no danger of hitting the other man (Ever have the muzzle blast of a shotgun go off in your ear?). The question is, how far away is the other hunter safe, from sound and stray shot.

  Many shooters believe light bird shot will not carry far enough to harm a shooter some distance away. Unfortunately, several small lead shot can stick together in one lump that will go farther and hit hard at a distance. The best rule is never to pull the trigger with a gun barrel pointing toward any house, person, dog, or other object no matter how far away it is. You’ll miss some chances at birds, but you’ll never shoot anyone either. Practice makes this a built-in subconscious taboo that can stop a trigger pull even before the hunter can think.

  Never yell at, give instructions to, or in any way interfere with another man’s dog. This confuses the dog but not its owner, who is likely to be sure, right then, he doesn’t want to hunt with you again.

  [image: image]

  Although only one bird of this bobwhite covey went to the right, shooter on the right concentrated on that one bird to avoid shooting past hunter to his left. In excitement of such moments shotguns are often fired too near a companion; muzzle blast in one’s ear can be injurious to the hearing. Such a practice is both poor manners and poor sportsmanship.

  Many young dogs will flush birds, then compound the mistake by chasing them, and it requires restraint to keep your mouth shut and your barrel down. But that restraint is necessary, for many a dog has been shot this way. A young dog chasing directly behind a covey of quail or a low-flushing pheasant is beneath the bird, of course. However, it is also behind it, and since many shooters miss birds by shooting low and behind, the dog could very well run into the load of shot intended for the bird. Good manners here are simply not to shoot if the dog is anywhere near the line of flight of the birds. If the distance is great, the birdshot may not hurt the dog, but its owner may well hurt you.

  In walking in on a pointing dog, or with the expected flush of a pheasant or some other game bird imminent, never put the gun off safety until the game has actually flushed. You could stumble and pull the trigger. There is nothing more disconcerting to other hunters than to hear the click of a safety go off, knowing then that the other man’s gun is ready to fire. Pushing off the safety should be a part of mounting the gun for firing. It should not occur until then.
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  When dogs chase birds, as most young dogs will, make sure any shots taken are up in the air and well clear of the dog. Firing at low-flying birds, particularly cripples a hunter is trying to finish off, has resulted in pellets put into many a dog. Although some dog trainers purposely “sting” dogs with long-range shot to reprimand them, the practice is dangerous (a clump of even small shot could put out an eye) and at close range a shotgun can kill.

  One of the most frequently violated of gun-handling procedures is loading and shutting the action with the gun pointed in an unsafe direction. This is only a momentary gesture, but if a man slams shut a double barrel or lets fly the action of an automatic while the barrel is even flirting past someone’s foot or fine bird dog, other hunters in that group should immediately call attention to his mistake. A firing pin could be stuck or broken, projecting in such a way that the gun fires as it is closed. Unless this mistake is called attention to, it likely will recur. Often the hunter isn’t even aware he’s done it.

  In recent years it has become increasingly popular to take wives, girlfriends, youngsters, and others hunting who may have had little or no previous experience with shotguns. This can certainly add to the pleasure of an outing, but I do not believe an actual hunt is the place to start anyone with a gun. There is too much excitement, the experienced shooters are too likely to be preoccupied with equipment, dogs, etc., and the first few moments out of the car when everyone is loading up can be the most dangerous. The place to teach such fundamentals as loading, unloading, shouldering, and pointing the gun are in the backyard (preferably with safe “snap caps” rather than live shells).
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  Note the position of the lady’s gun; should it discharge there could he one less fine hunting dog or perhaps husband. This scene was posed to show the danger of putting beginners in the field before they are familiar with basic firearms safety.

  Supervised dry pointing and mounting of the gun for a few sessions every evening weeks before a hunt can work wonders with beginners. Not only do they feel more familiar with the gun, they stand less likelihood to mount it improperly and get painful bruises, nor are they so likely to end up disliking the experience. If a youngster can actually hit something his first trip out, he may be sold on hunting for life. If instead he is berated for some fault of gun handling (which he really wasn’t responsible for in the first place), he’s likely to be turned off.

  Another major danger out hunting, as on the highway getting there, is alcohol. If someone has been drinking, he simply shouldn’t be hunting.

  Every hunting accident today has extra significance, affecting not only the hunter hurt, but perhaps all other hunters as well. Antigun groups love to present hunting-accident statistics in their attempts at promoting anti-hunting legislation. Parents refuse to permit youngsters a chance at one of life’s most pleasant and healthful activities for fear of their safety, possibly to a great extent because hunting accidents make front-page news while car or motorbike accidents are less sensationalized.
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  Supervision of youngsters is important; they get excited and can only absorb so many hunting and safety lessons at once. Beginners should start out hunting with only one shell at a time, and younger nimrods should be up front with an adult where they can be observed.

  Here are some practical tips that could help protect you and reduce those grim statistics that hurt us all:

  Never start a youngster hunting with more than one shell in his gun. Kids get excited, and after they shoot often forget that a double or autoloader is primed to fire again. After a few trips, when the shooter has proved his coolness under fire, he can be permitted more shells at a time.

  If a simple single barrel with visible hammer is used as a first gun, make sure the beginner can demonstrate time and again proficiency at letting down the hammer from full cock to safe position. Sometimes, with hands perspiring or cold, the hammer can slip and the gun fire.

  Whether hunting birds, rabbits, or deer, make sure every member of the party has some blaze orange clothing, even if it’s only a bright cap.
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  This classic mistake, posed for the illustration, is so obviously dangerous it requires little comment, yet it causes a few accidents every hunting season. No gun should be pulled barrel first toward the shooter under any circumstances, whether taking it from the case or pulling it beneath a fence. Loaded guns inside vehicles ask for accidents.

  Should you hear some hunter brag about taking a “sound shot” at a grouse or quail in heavy brush, keep clear of him. He’s an accident going someplace to happen!

  Don’t develop the habit of resting a loaded gun on your foot to keep it out of snow or mud, even though such practice is now commonly acceptable on skeet ranges where some shooters wear special leather pads on their shoes for the purpose. Unlike hunters, skeet shooters—when not actually on the shooting line—always have unloaded guns.

  One of the most common shotgunning accidents involves one hunter popping up from cover to shoot just as another fires from behind him. Always know where the others are before the trigger is pulled.

  Hunting from a vehicle, besides being unlawful in some states, is dangerous in that one hunter may jump out to shoot just as another fires from behind him. This happens most frequently to hunters riding in the cab of a pickup truck who bail out to shoot just as someone in the back shoots.
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  By walking in on a quail covey side by side, these shooters have greatly reduced chances of accident. Note that each has picked the bird to his side. Even with birds flying virtually together, practice at picking “your bird” ingrains the habit and makes it easier when big covies buzz up suddenly and switch direction in midair. No matter which way a bird started out, it is the bird going to your side at shooting time that should be taken. If that bird reverses field and turns into another hunter’s zone let him go and find one going your way. Thus you will “double” less on the same bird with another shooter.

  After every hunting trip unload all shooting jackets, vests, etc., of shells. This will prevent the possibility next trip of perhaps a stray 20-gauge shell being put by mistake into a 12 gauge. When that happens, the 20 can drop unnoticed into the barrel, and next time the gun is fired it may blow up. This is one of the most common causes of gun bursts.

  Another, even more frequent, cause of gun bursts (although it usually results only in a blown barrel at the end rather than an explosion nearer the shooter that could be catastrophic) is accidentally getting mud or snow in the end of the barrel. If for some reason you have stumbled, or perhaps made a long crawl getting within range of game, unload and check the barrel.

  Most experienced shooters know these things, but for some reason many still do not realize the tremendous muzzle blast their guns have when fired too near the ears of companions. Every season it happens two or three times to me, and each time I wonder if my head is still there.

  If a crippled duck is swimming off, no matter if you put him down, let the hunter on the other end of the blind finish him off—or at least ask his permission (and give him time to get out of the way) before you do the job.

  Last, shooters, like drivers, should operate defensively at all times keeping both eyes open for that hole in the end of somebody else’s barrel. Doing just that, sometimes in the nick of time, is why I’m still alive.
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  THE PUMP-ACTION GUN

  Arguing over the best shotgun is like debating the virtues of blondes, brunettes, or redheads. Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder. But bedchamber ballistics are rarely posted in public places, as shotgun shooting scores are. Although our data may be qualified, we can at least make some observations.

  The highly regarded best-grade English side-by-sides, with their famed broad sighting plane, fine balance, etc., have almost disappeared from contemporary major competition. To my knowledge no top title at skeet, trap, ISU-Olympic trap, or international skeet has been won in years with a side-by-side. But the side-by-side was designed to be a game gun, a field shooter’s joy. And for that job it remains one of the finest ever created. It has certain field advantages unshared by any other design.

  Nonetheless, Americans tend to assume that if one gun is good for skeet or trap, it must therefore be equally good for field shooting. We have been doing that sort of assuming for years, and trends in American field guns (by those shooters who can afford any gun they want) have followed quite closely the trends among trap and skeet models.

  In the 1930’s, autoloaders (everybody called them automatics), mostly of the hump-backed Browning-patent design, had been around for years. But the sleek profile and swift handling of the Winchester Model 12 pump, the Remington 31 (the ball-bearing corn sheller it was billed then) and the corn sheller’s silky successor, the 870 pump, won the hearts of serious shooters all across America (Europeans, meanwhile, were looking with distinct distaste upon what they call magazine guns as unsightly, possibly even unsafe, and boorish to boot.).
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  Which gun is best to some shooters means performance, others price. In England, where development of the fine shotgun was epitomized by a class of guns known simply as best grade London guns, this Purdey over-under would be considered by some to be about as best as a gun can get. It features select wood, three sets of barrels, fitted trunk case, and several thousand dollars’ worth of prestige on its nameplate, was estimated to be worth something in the vicinity of $20,000 in 1976, and could ultimately be worth much more.

  The pumpgun promoters had plenty going for them. The guns were strong, simple, and would function in a driving dust storm that would put any automatic out of commission. They could be fired, it was claimed, as fast and maybe faster than any autoloader. The late Winchester shooting professional Herb Parsons went around the country claiming his company’s Model 12 would do things impossible with any automatic, and he would challenge anyone in the audience to match his speed with the slick-pumping 12. In one demonstration he would throw up seven clay targets with one hand and then break them all before they could get to the ground.
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  In winning the Olympic Gold Medal at the most difficult clay target competition of them all, international-style trap, Englishman John Braithewaite chose an over-under Browning. Over-unders have won every medal in recent history at this form of competition, which often requires very fast, long second shots.

  But Herb was an honest man. When I asked him, he admitted he accomplished his remarkable performance by holding down the trigger and, as he put it, “pumping like hell.” On the old Model 12 this could be done; with the trigger down, the gun would fire the instant the action closed. This was not exactly a contribution to safety and has been changed so that on modern versions the trigger must be released and pulled again to fire.

  Herb’s technique underscores that, although the pump action was, and is, very fast, it is normally just a tiny bit slower on the second or third shot than an autoloader. This can be proved rather quickly at a fast game requiring two shots, such as international trap, although plenty of expert pump shuckers can break doubles at American trap with no problem.

  Although the relative speed of a pump compared with an automatic or two-barreled gun could be argued forever, there is absolutely no doubt in my mind that the average shooter can get off two accurate shots slightly faster with an autoloader or two-barreled gun than with a pump. He has no action to pump, no split seconds of racking the fore end back and forward again, to distract him.

  But in ordinary field hunting, that split second required to shuck the pump action may, for many shooters, contribute to more accurate shooting. The reason is that most English (and many of the best American) shooting instructors teach a field-shooting system in which the gun is brought rapidly up to a moving target and fired the instant the butt touches the shoulder. In this way, the movements of mounting and swinging are utilized to provide a certain momentum of gun and swing, which helps eliminate stopping or checking the swing.

  Some English instructors teach that even when two birds are passing over, and the first has been felled by this quick-mount-and-swing technique, the gun should actually be dropped from the shoulder slightly, then remounted and fired in precisely the same way as the first shot. I personally cannot see that such remounting is necessary, and I know I’d have a tough time getting all that done with a covey of quail in a high wind buzzing around my ears or a fast flight of high doves hitting 60 miles per hour over a feeding field.

  But the point is that there may be a tendency, after the first shot is fired, to slow the gun and aim for the second shot, since the gun is already shouldered and roughly on target. This, in turn, could destroy the built-in forward allowance of the fast-swing system.

  This brings us back to the pumpgun, and the reason many shooters can score better in the field, particularly on ducks and geese, with a pump than with any other action. In the process of pumping between shots, the shooter is temporarily brought off target and must make a fresh point with all the advantages of the built-in momentum of the second swing.
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  A classic among American pumpguns for its balance and handling, this Winchester Model 12 is the two millionth produced. Presented to former Texas Gov ernor John B. Connally, it has a circular medallion of solid gold inset in the receiver commemorating the state and national titles Mr. Connally has held.

  Despite years of experience with pumps (and when I shot only that type of gun, I could shuck one pretty swiftly), I found—as have so many others—that the trombone action is just a shade slow sometimes in the competitive live-bird ring, where a great many dollars may be riding on a quick, accurate second shot. Unlike field shooting, where the shooter can get back on game according to his own timing, competitive live birds must be dropped in a small scoring ring and sometimes a tiny thousandth of a second in timing can mean a bird lost dead outside.

  I switched first to an autoloader, then to an over-under. With both these guns I originally missed the pumpgun in one major way—I had a terrible tendency at first to throw the second shot right behind the first one, without reswinging or getting started again, as I’d had to do with the pump. The result was a great many tailfeathered birds and missed shots until I finally learned what was happening.

  Does that mean that the pump is the best field gun? In some ways, yes. It is a tougher gun than an autoloader and less likely to break down or jam in the field. It will withstand blowing sand and dust. And it offers three or more shots (depending upon laws governing game hunted), and those extra shots sometimes mean a great deal where game is scarce or quail coveys have sleepers that get up just about the time the two-barrel shooter has his gun open to reload.

  English gun authority Gough Thomas has called the pumpgun “eumatic,” a word he coined to mean convenient, in the sense its design actually helps it do its job for you. He specifically referred to the gun’s ability to start to pump itself when the mechanism is released (by pulling the trigger) and the way that recoil from the preceding shot actually starts the pumping hand moving rearward to operate the action.

  Although “eumatic” is in no dictionary (and Gough Thomas is probably in no telephone book, since his real name is G. T. Garwood) the gentleman, as in most instances, is quite correct. The pump does start to work almost automatically to prepare the shooter for the next shot. And if you’d like to have some fun with friends not aware of this, make a small wager that you have a pumpgun that will pump itself automatically.
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  One of the most versatile pumpguns is Remington’s Model 870 in 20 gauge with lightweight action. It can he had with 3-inch chamber for magnums, yet weighs about 6 pounds. The magnum action will accommodate standard 2¾- or 3-inch cartridges. The 870 is one of the largest selling shotguns of all time.
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  The pumpgun is the choice of many veteran waterfowlers because it will continue to function despite mud, blowing sand, cold, or even lack of cleaning. It is easier to load than an over-under or double in the confined quarters of platform blinds, such as the one shown, and will function with light, standard, or extra-heavy magnum loads.

  This self-pumping can be proved rather dramatically on a rifle range or anywhere there is a bench rest with sandbags. Rest a 12-gauge pumpgun of normal weight with its fore end on a sandbag, insert a magnum load, then hold the gun only with its pistol grip (as you’d shoot a bench-rest rifle) and squeeze the trigger. The fired case should go flying out of the gun almost exactly as if ejected from an autoloader. The reason is that the rearward forces of recoil shove the fore end back, opening the action, and ejecting the shell. Obviously this gimmick works best with loads of heavy recoil.

  This is at least a partial argument for those who claim they cannot remember to pump a pumpgun. In my own instance, constantly testing guns and switching from one to another in the field or at trap or skeet, I find it almost impossible not to remember to shuck a pump, for the simple reason it starts shucking itself for me.

  Since I’m certainly no mental giant at remembering things, I believe almost anyone can quickly adjust to remembering to shuck a pumpgun.
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  WHY A TWO-BARRELED GUN

  In recent years there has been an international turn toward the over-under. It may not have the soft recoil of an autoloader nor the multiple shot capacity of either pumpgun or autoloader, yet some shooters (and I’m one of them) favor the stackbarrel above all others. Before getting into whether the over-under or side-by-side is best, for the purposes of this chapter, we’ll lump the two together initially as two-barreled guns and discuss how they compare with pumps and autoloaders.

  One of the most practical advantages of two-barreled guns is having two chokes rather than one. A two-barreled gun with one barrel tight and one fairly open can offer a choice of choke appropriate to the shot presented. For example, the first shot at game is often at closer range than the second. Thus, an open choke gives the first shot more pattern spread at the closer range; the second shot gives a more concentrated full-choke pattern for the departing game. This situation exists when jump-shooting pheasants or quail or almost any game that will be farther away by the time the second shot is fired.

  Since most modern two-barreled guns offer choke selection, either in the form of a selective single trigger or two triggers, the gun’s tight barrel can be used exclusively for high, passing singles (such as doves or ducks) and the firing sequence can be reversed so that the tight-barrel shot is taken at approaching game (say diving ducks which rarely flare but tend to come whistling on past) and the second shot can thus be taken with the more open barrel as the bird is closer. Some expert dove shooters like to employ this system, because when properly executed the birds can be made to fall in front of the shooter rather than behind him in the brush where they may be more difficult to find.
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  In close quarters like this Louisiana quail and woodcock cover, the shorter the gun the less likely it is to be stopped in its swing by brush, and the two-barreled gun is approximately three inches shorter than a magazine gun of the same gauge and barrel length. Also, in heavy brush the third shot offered by an autoloader or pump may not be important; birds often are behind brush by the time a third shot could be fired. Short-barreled doubles or over-unders usually are well balanced and fast to point, a factor more important than firepower in situations such as these.

  But is the two-choke option really adequate compensation for the lack of a third shot? With most hunters I doubt that it really is, and I believe the reason so many are going over to the two-barreled gun is not the choice of chokes, but that like myself, they prefer the shorter, faster-swinging, finely balanced aspects of this type of gun plus pride of ownership of a fine firearm.

  In competitive trapshooting, many doubles experts use the two-barreled gun for its dependability and speed; it is a little easier to get around to the second target than shucking a pumpgun and a little more reliable to shoot than an autoloader, which could conceivably jam or malfunction (Modern autoloaders, and shooters who have learned how and when to clean them, continue narrowing that gap.).
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  The two-barreled option of one choke tight and one open led to the demise of these dove and quail. The selective single trigger of the Beretta SO-5 was kept on modified for these high passing doves. When the dogs pointed quail, the selector was moved to improved cylinder for the closer shot at the departing bobwhites; the tighter second barrel came in handy on second shots, particularly with coveys that flushed wild.

  At skeet shooting, where the rules are more lenient toward malfunctions, the autoloader is more common than the over-under for reasons of lower recoil and lower price.

  Although almost anything in the above could be debated, one thing cannot be and that is that the two barreled gun—of equal barrel length—is a shorter gun overall than the pump or autoloader. This is because the latter guns have a receiver about three inches long that the two-barreled guns do not have. Thus, for example, a 12-gauge over-under or double with 28-inch barrels is about three inches shorter overall than a pump or autoloader with the same length barrel.

  Another reason often cited for the superiority of the two-barreled gun is its fine balance between the hands. This is certainly true with almost any quality gun, but in all honesty almost any gun can be weighted and balanced to provide between-the-hands balance.

  It has also been said there is a certain snob appeal to the two-barreled gun, and on some hunts and in some areas (particularly overseas) the man with a fine double or over-under is looked upon with more esteem than one with a magazine gun. But I honestly believe that the reason most shooters are now using two-barreled guns rather than pumps or autoloaders is simply that the shorter guns feel better and they hit better for them. And that is by far the best reason of all.
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  With birds such as pheasants, which sometimes flush underfoot and sometimes wild, two chokes are better than one. The shooter here is using a Charles Daly over-under with its lower barrel bored out (from modified to improved cylinder) and the top barrel full, an ideal combination for an all-around field gun.

  Side-by-Side or Over-Under?

  Proponents of the side-by-side double claim that the eye is naturally drawn to the center of the broad sighting plane between the barrels and that canting or twisting of the gun is easier observed, less likely to occur, and means less to pattern placement if it does occur than with the over-under. They point out that the side-by-side barrels offer less wind resistance and thus tend to be blown about less and swung easier against a strong crosswind.
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