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  Take Heart. It Happened to Me, Too

  When I was a kid, I was a great shot. Really! By the time I was fourteen or so, I had won a number of High Gun awards at local trap clubs. On Sundays, while other youngsters were receiving the benefits of catechism and the Gospel, I was learning the lore of the gun.

  My dad was so proud that he awarded me my grandfather’s Model 1912 Winchester. It was the same firearm that Captain Billy had used as captain of the 1924 Olympic trap team.

  Captain Billy Fawcett was the Founder of Fawcett Publications, which published Whiz Bang, a racy pocket-sized publication designed to fit the pocket of a WWI doughboy’s tunic. The company went on to publish such notable magazines as True, The Man’s Magazine and Mechanics Illustrated, to name but two of many.
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  My grandfather’s singles trap gun was a lovely Winchester Model 1912. It originally was a field gun, but over the years it had gradually been transformed into a trap model.

  That Model 12 was, and still is, a lovely firearm. It had been manufactured in 1919 and tastefully engraved, apparently as a field gun. Later, its 30-inch barrel had been crowned by a Simmons ventilated rib. In deference to my size, Captain Billy’s stock had been removed by my father and a truncated Model 12 stock was installed. In spite of the fact that it kicked the whey out of me every time I used it, I shot it successfully until my shooting was visited by what I called the “Dark Ages.” My brilliance with a shotgun didn’t last.

  In the beginning, Dad had told me, “Here, point this at the target and pull the trigger.” In those earliest of days, I was using a sort of single shot 16-gauge, similar to those that every well-meaning father gives to an offspring in the hopes that, by some miracle, the youngster will overcome the deficiencies of design that the father had struggled with when his father gave him a gun just like it. I couldn’t overcome it, and the results were predictable.

  In an attempt to change those results, Dad dug around in his gun cabinet and came up with a lovely .410 Ithaca side-by-side. We went forth with some sort of a little ground trap and tiny targets called mosquitoes. He repeated his famous instructions, “Here, point and shoot.” Since I believed everything he told me, I did as instructed and, before long, the little targets were exploding with satisfying regularity. I simply pointed at the target and pulled the trigger.

  When I graduated to trap, I again inherited Captain Billy’s Model 12. It didn’t fit me very well. But, my God, how that gun kicked. It took me ’til Thursday or Friday each week, before the bruising achieved an ugly yellow-green, which I came to consider as preparation for Sunday’s weekly beating.

  Years later, I look back with wonderment at the vicious pounding I gladly took. Especially in light of my recent discovery that Captain Billy’s Model 12 had a 2 9/16-inch chamber. Oh, I know, all Model 12, 12-gauges are supposed to have 2 3/4-inch chambers (easily verified by The Winchester Model Twelve by George Madis), but this one, made in 1919, had the shorter chambers to accommodate the old, roll-crimp shells.

  Gradually, I overcame some of the weekly bruising by padding both myself and the gun. At the time, I figured looking like the victim of child abuse was simply the price one paid to achieve championship caliber.

  I haven’t shot that gun in decades. Self-inflicted pain isn’t one of my vices. But recently, I took it in to have it refurbished as a family heirloom.

  “Did you know this has a short chamber?” the gunsmith asked. My jaw fell open.

  “You’re kidding!”

  “Nope, look it here.” He’d removed the barrel and dropped a chamber gauge into it. “Musta kicked like hell,” he observed.

  Musta indeed. Instead of the nominal eight to ten thousand pounds of chamber pressure, I was being whacked by a hell of a lot more than that. But the relative abuse the gun rendered had little to do with the evil times of the “Dark Ages” that had begun to dawn on me.

  The “Dark Ages” began when my dream of a lifetime was realized. I was hired as associate editor of Sports Afield magazine in New York. The rare benefit of this position was that I was invited for shooting at various get-togethers held by manufacturers for members of the outdoor media. Unfortunately, at the same time, I was fulfilling the duties of an associate editor—editing, lots of editing. And the “Dark Ages” crept into my life like fungus invading a host.

  You see, the problem with editing is this: you are also required to read all of the copy that you are editing. Sure, every now and then an article about shooting shotguns would crop up. Unfortunately, few of them bore any resemblance to my father’s sage instructions of, “Just point and shoot.” And, so I read. And, little by little, the garbage that those writers were touting seeped in. Sustained Lead was very popular back then. Shortly, it was followed by Swing Through and its henchman, Pull Away. My final fall from grace into the “Dark Ages” came when I saw an infamous chart published by someone on leads. You probably remember it too. It has a series of ducks flying, together with a “calculation” of the exact amount of lead necessary to hit them when they are flying at so many miles per hour. I realized immediately that trying to calculate which technique to use on what kind of target, flying at some speed or another, made successfully shooting a shotgun damned near impossible. And, my shooting began to suffer—a lot.

  Luckily, there was one event that helped to bring my shooting career out of the “Dark Ages.” I met Ad Topperwein. Ad was a legendary demonstration shooter (or what we used to call a “trick shot”). I met Ad at a function for outdoor writers and was amazed at his ability with a firearm. This led me to Herb Parsons, who was another demonstration shooter for Winchester. Luckily, Herb had made a motion picture that featured his son, twelve-year-old Fred. Herb’s motion picture simply tantalized me. Herb was a Tennessean who shot for Winchester for many years, and he was just not doing what the sage tomes were hyping in the pages of Sports Afield: “Keep your head down, swing, and follow through.” He was doing something altogether different.

  By the time I moved on to Guns & Ammo in Hollywood, California, as a short-termed Editor, I had lost all semblance of proficiency with a shotgun. Finally, I quit shotgunning altogether. The only good aspect was that the short-chambered Model 12 was no longer kicking the whey out of me, since I wasn’t shooting at all.

  These “Dark Ages” stayed with me through my eventual move to Minnesota, where I was working as a writing instructor. But since shooting, in my family, is genetic, some shooting began to creep back into my life, first with muzzleloaders and then with a smattering of pumps, semiautos, and finally over-and-unders. By this time, my shooting had improved but a little. And, then the crash occurred, which took me to the bottom of the pit of darkness. In an effort to overcome my malaise, I sought help from Mike Schmidt, then manager of the Minneapolis Gun Club, where my grandfather, Captain Billy, had held some sway a long time before.

  At the time, my guns were a Browning 12-gauge with a straight stock and a 20-gauge with the same configuration. I was buoyed by a slight improvement in my results, so I had sought out Mike to see if I could continue this slight upward swing.

  Mike watched me for a couple of minutes. “Buz,” he said, with a well-meaning tone in his voice, “you should really learn how to shoot.”

  I was devastated. I felt like an alcoholic must feel when finally confronted with the sorry state of his life at the bottom, just moments before that first call to Alcoholics Anonymous. Only for shooters, there was no AA. At least, not one I knew of or could afford. And certainly not one that would attempt to teach me anything but the same techniques I was already using, and failing with.

  The Turning Point

  Northern Wisconsin is replete with grouse. I had missed aplenty of grouse shots, but since there was no one around when I hunted them, I felt no sense of shame. My only feeling was a quiet satisfaction with the lovely turning of the leaves and the rocketing birds.

  Suddenly, behind me, there was a particularly load roar of wings. In the covert I was hunting, the cover wasn’t dense, it was absolute. To my right, high, was a blur of movement; brown body, rocketing from aspen glow to dark pine gloom. A second roar, there was the bark of a shotgun. What happened? The gun hung limply in my arms. I opened it. A single shell arced through the stillness and fell, muffled by the damp leaves. A rapid ruffle of wing beats drew me to a secluded glen in the pines nearby. There, fluttering a final tattoo, lay the most mystical of all creatures in the upland gunner’s life—a mature adult grouse—the drummer-of-the-woods; the solitary, shy, elusive male who had survived many seasons of predatory pressure. A moment of elation, a moment of sadness, and the wonderment of it all. But, how? What had happened? In that instant, I knew I had found a calling—to replicate that perfect shot.

  The Road to Glory

  Well, not exactly. In the best-told stories, after that glorious moment of revelation the hero, face filled with resolve and a shine of enlightenment, rises from the mire and steadily climbs the heights, while a heavenly choir sings hosannas.

  In the first place, while I had a hint as to the destination, I had no idea how to get there. I knew I wanted to replicate that miraculous shot. But I wasn’t quite sure exactly what that shot was or where it came from. I only knew I wanted to feel it again—that wonderful feeling of wonderment and glory. But how?

  Struggling to find out, at least, what I had experienced, I bought books, films (in those days, 16mm), and eventually, as they became available, tapes. I found that what I was looking for was apparently an elusive thing called “Instinctive Shooting.” There were all manner of practitioners: Ad, of course, and Herb; but there were others. Annie Oakley had taught women for a time in England. Robert Churchill, an Englishman, advocated a technique which looked suspiciously like that which Annie taught in England before her return to America. Churchill, however, seemed to replace the free-flowing style of Ms. Oakley with the more stilted moves of the military. Over on this side of the pond, an itinerant shooting instructor, Lucky McDaniel, took to the roads of the United States, and, for a few bucks here and there, taught children and adults how to shoot washers and aspirin tablets, among other things, out of the air with a BB gun. His grand finale was to throw a BB in the air and have a kid he had just taught to hold a gun an hour before, shoot it with another BB from the rifle.

  But even more of my discoveries came from some related activities. Archery was a big contributor. Howard Hill was my hero as a kid. I would sit mesmerized in a darkened theater watching the archery master perform seemingly impossible tasks with the bow and arrow. I read everything I could on tennis, baseball, handball, and, in fact, any activity where someone was required to hit something on the move.

  Gradually, I learned it wasn’t the hitting the object that was the problem. It was how one first looks at the object before the strike. How does a predator look at its intended prey?

  Later, I started teaching shotgunning classes based upon this method of instinctive shooting, which I had melded from a variety of sources and coupled with my own experience of what worked and what didn’t work with modern side-by-side shotguns. I began to become a predator, instead of the prey of Captain Billy’s Model 12. But, discovering how a predator really looks at prey wasn’t without its own failures.

  I can remember an awful moment when, after I’d been teaching for a couple of years, two of my graduates asked me to go dove hunting. Well, I had used my new technique extensively on targets but, at that time, I had little experience with instinctive shotgunning on game. The first day was a disaster. Walking into the dove field with my students, I hit the very first bird, and not a single one thereafter. Again, devastation!

  That night on the phone with my wife, I whined, “It’s no good, it won’t work—I can’t hit a damned thing. All this work and I haven’t learned a damn thing.”

  “Okay,” she said without the slightest hesitation, “get out there and do what you’d tell one of your students to do in that situation, or else sell the damn guns and get a real job.”

  That night, I revisualized the entire day. This revisualization is a process which eventually became a method in my school and, later, also became part of most every college and professional sports coaching program as well, at least in some way or another. Anyway, visualization was new to me at the time and something I discovered by chance. Just as I was falling asleep, I replayed the hunt over and over again. It became quite clear that I was more interested in appearing to my graduates as a dazzling shot—worthy of the shooting instructor that I’d become in my own mind—than I was in simply following the technique as it then existed. My ego was interfering with my predator.

  The following day I went nearly one-for-one, expending twelve shells for ten birds. It became clear—in instinctive shooting, it’s the process that’s important—not the result. More simply put, the technique is everything. It is the lion’s anticipation of the charge, the bird dog’s intensity on point, and the cat’s laser-like focus before the leap. Breaking the target or hitting the bird is simply quiet applause signaling success. It is the anticlimax signaling the end of the game.

  Once you are certain of hitting each and every target, how you hit them (rather than how many you hit) becomes the fascination.

  Sherlock Holmes put it best: “Ah-ha, Watson. The game’s afoot.”
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  THE PREDATOR

  The Early Years

  As a youngster, I was fascinated by the food-gathering tools of early people. I hesitate to call them “primitive people,” because they were on the cutting edge of technology, during the times in which they lived.

  The first high-tech scientist made the most significant discovery. He found that instead of grabbing those pesky small lizards with his bare hands, he could catch them more easily by stunning them first with a stick. He had made a valuable contribution to the future of mankind. He was the very first to find that he became a more efficient hunter by EXTENDING THE REACH OF HIS ARMS.

  Unlike his fellow predators, early man was comparatively slow afoot. Prey was limited to man’s running speed, and even then, man doesn’t bend well enough to grasp at a gallop. So whacking with a branch was a significant discovery.

  The sharpened branch was a natural evolution and hitting gave way to piercing. But somewhere in there, amidst the biffing and jabbing, the real advancement took place. In an instant, the first guided missile scientist was created. Somebody threw a rock.

  Rock throwing worked well, but it wasn’t until the first guidance officer was created that man took his first significant steps toward instinctive shooting.

  On this auspicious day, a brilliant experimenter learned that if you first point at a lizard, the rock can be hurled with eerie accuracy. From then on, pointing was in.

  The sharpened stick was then hurled by hand. Its speed was eventually increased through the use of an atlatl, a throwing stick. The speed was trebled by the bow. Bows and arrows were, and still are, absolutely deadly in the hands of an experienced instinctive archer.

  Take a moment to reflect that there is almost no difference between the stance of the instinctive archer and the more common shotgunning stance. Indeed the stance we know as the “rifleman’s stance,” the one most commonly used by shotgunners, can be traced directly back to archery.
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  One animal, Homo sapiens, is slow and has a relatively short tongue. But it has learned to launch its food-gathering tools with deadly accuracy.

  As a youngster, I wasn’t allowed to use the various examples of early food-gathering tools found around my father’s study— he was an amateur anthropologist and archeologist. But it didn’t take much imagination when the originals were close at hand for an inventive youngster to create his own tools. And thereby an enigma was created. When left to my own devices, alone in the woods and fields around our home, I was absolutely deadly with spear or bow or even slingshot. (Though, frankly, I never mastered the traditional sling of Goliath fame.) But when my father finally agreed to watch my feats of accuracy, the abilities fled from my spears and bows and slingshots. It was a devastating blow—I couldn’t hit a thing.

  It was almost as if there was two of me: one who prowled the outback in search of prey, and one who attempted to communicate theses feats to my father.

  It wasn’t until many years later, while developing the technique which I currently teach, and the subject of this book, that I was able to resolve the enigma.

  And lest you think I’m lapsing into some kind of mysticism, let me assure you, you’ve probably experienced the same sensation.

  If you’re a hunter, and I assume you’ve done some hunting, you’ve probably experienced a wild flush. A pheasant or grouse lets you pass, then explodes into violent flight. Your head turns. You see the bird. Suddenly, it’s as if you’re underwater. Everything shifts into slow motion. People in a high-speed car crash often experience the same sensation. Even though you seem mired in sand and move slowly, you do move. Every flap of the bird’s wings is frozen in time. It’s a pheasant. Its red facial feathers are vivid, like scales on a fish. From somewhere comes a shot. It’s dim and far off. Someone else shot your bird. It is falling. It hits the ground. You come out of slow motion. About here you realize a shell has been fired. The empty is in your shotgun. You shot. Or at least some part of you did. Your hunting partners rush in, filled with congratulations.

  “Damnedest shot I ever saw,” one shouts, pounding you on the back. “Whoa, we got a ‘trick shot’ on our hands,” another murmurs looking at you with new respect. But in your mind’s most secret place, that mental room where all truth lives, you admit what you’ll never say. You didn’t have a damned thing to do with that shot. It was as though someone else took over your gun and shot the bird.

  Well, someone else did!

  The Other Part of Our Brain

  Do you remember, as a youngster in school, a teacher telling you that you use only 10 percent of your brain? Geniuses use up to 5 percent more.

  Did those statistics bother you? They did me. Nature just doesn’t work like that. Nature figured out how to make every living thing, plants and animals, on this planet interdependent. Then when it got around to me, it made a 100 percent brain and gave me the use of a meager 10 percent. Was there something I was missing? Could the original usage have been lost to antiquity like the appendix?

  I thought about the disparity for a long time. If we only use a small percent, why didn’t nature create a smaller head? But no, there we are with 90 percent mashed potatoes, and 10 percent brain. Hummmm.

  I wish I could say, “Then in a flash it came to me.” But it didn’t. In fact, I was probably using that huge part of my brain long before I was aware of its existence.

  From the time I was a child I recognized that I was able to shoot a bow, throw a rock, or launch a spear better if I didn’t think about it first. It sure was true with baseball. If I had to think about how to throw the ball, it never made for a strike. And, I remember my Dad saying about shooting, “Just point and shoot. Don’t think.”

  Actually, I had been teaching shooting professionally for several years, and getting about the same results that other instructors do, when I suddenly realized what had been right on the tip of mind since I was a child.

  IT IS THE BIG PART OF OUR BRAIN THAT IS IN CHARGE OF USING THE FOOD-GATHERING TOOLS.

  And then the other part of that awesome realization: WE HAVE LITTLE OR NO CONTROL OVER THAT PART OF OUR BRAIN.

  But wait a minute. If we are able to use it, there must be some control. Actually, the reverse may be true.

  IT IS ABLE TO USE US.

  We’ll probably all agree that for most of Homo sapiens’s span on this planet, humans have been hunter/gatherers. Only for the last tick of our 200,000-year time clock (give or take a hundred thousand) have we farmed and been relatively stable in our homelands.

  Throughout most of our history, before we were accountants, writers, lawyers, doctors, or the like, we were hunters. Much of our cultural life was directed by primal drives: the drive to protect the genetic base, the drive to protect the home turf, the drive to procreate, and the drive to stave off hunger. Of all our drives—those instincts which come programmed into our DNA—the most vital is the last, the primal drive to stave off hunger. Its most obvious partner is the attack response.

  Without our ability to attack and kill prey animals, the other primal drives were of little importance. Before we could raise our children in the safety of our home cave we had to eat.

  And so it is my belief that the largest part of the brain of Homo sapiens, the modern human, is and always has been, devoted to the ability to kill prey animals with some sort of launched, swung, or thrown tool.

  Finding, tracking, even setting up the ambush is part of what we have come to call the conscious mind. The other part we refer to as the sub-conscious mind. Meaning that the sub-conscious part is somehow beneath or less important than the conscious mind.

  I believe that demeans a part of our brain that has sustained us for hundreds of thousands of years. It isn’t less than the part we are aware of; it is simply different.

  Homo sapiens

  It takes very little stretch of the imagination to see Homo sapiens as a predator. This is especially true when we take a look at the techniques man uses when he displays his talents as a predator.

  Take, for instance, this business of pointing I mentioned earlier. All predators point. At least all air-breathing, ambushing predators point. Furred, feathered, skinned, or scaled, all ambushing predators point in some manner. The point is nothing but the pause before the attack. During that moment, however brief, the eyes of the predator fix on a tiny part of the prey animal, that part which will receive the attack. The eyes of the predator, generally forward looking, triangulate on the target and estimate range. If the prey is moving, they also measure speed, angle, height above the ground, and size—all are needed information. With all data in, the attack is launched. There is no time for thought. The predator streaks toward its prey, adjusting as the prey dodges. If the attack is successful, the result is dinner. If not, the result is hunger. Some predators launch themselves. Some launch a part of their body, as in the tongue of a lizard or toad. Even if an animal is relatively slow and has a short tongue, it has learned to launch its tools with deadly effect.

  There is one ingredient Homo sapiens shares with every other predator—the eyes of the predator. No matter how hard the cheetah drives toward the prey, no matter how much the lioness turns or changes direction, no matter how steep the falcon’s dive, the eyes of the predator move in a straight line toward the prey. They never leave the preselected prey animal; they never leave the preselected spot on that animal. Show me a lioness that jumps over a bush during the attack, and you’ve seen a lioness who’s just lost her lunch.

  Man, like the chameleon, is slow. But like the chameleon, man can launch a device to catch prey animals.

  The Predator

  You already know I feel the large part of our brain is responsible for the attack response. Consider the calculations involved in hitting a clay target.

  Let’s say we’re going to launch a 108mm clay target off a 90-foot tower. It will travel 60 mph out of the trap. Forty yards away, it will have decelerated to 30 mph and have dropped twenty feet. We will throw it at an angle of 167 degrees away from you. Your assignment will be to determine the vector of seven-eighths of an ounce of shot from a 12-gauge shotgun at a velocity of 1270 fps through a barrel with .010-inch restriction.

  I don’t know about you, but that target would be melted in the sun by the time I calculated the correct answer. Even if we had a computer, the target would be on the ground before we could type in the data for calculation.

  Yet, the large part of your brain can figure out the answer in thousandths of a second, even if the target size is changed, and it’s thrown in a different spot every time, at different speeds. The brain can do this, AS LONG AS THE CONSCIOUS MIND DOESN’T INTERFERE.

  To keep from calling it the “Large Part of Your Brain” every time, I have nicknamed it simply “The Predator”

  While we don’t seem to have any direct control over the Predator, we are able to train it—program it. We do this the same way a batter learns to hit the ball or a quarterback his tight end. Indeed, these are sports I’ve come to call “hunter-killer sports.”

  Early man found the same thing to be true. The more he practiced with his hunting tools, the better he got. These practice sessions led to competitions and the competitions to games: games in which the participants practice the attack response and, in many cases, protection of the home turf.

  In racquet sports, the participant kills a small prey animal over and over with a club. In badminton, they even put feathers on the prey and call it a “bird” or shuttlecock. The pitcher throws a projectile at a target. The catcher’s glove simulates prey. The batter tries to kill it. The game is a series of mixed metaphors, but nevertheless, games like these please us because they allow us to practice and give vent to our most basic instincts—our primal drives.

  This recognition of the Predator, as the controller of food-gathering tools and weapons, isn’t unique. Far-Eastern cultures have grappled with this concept for centuries. Indeed, I believe anyone who teaches activities of this nature for very long will eventually realize there is another element in the puzzle: an element distinct and different from the conscious mind.

  The Predator does not see time the same way our conscious mind does. In the attack, time as we know it seems compressed. That is, things seem to slow down.

  Consider the ping-pong player. This is one of the hunter-killer sports, and it clearly creates the ability for time compression amongst its top players.

  Someone watching an Olympic match will see serves and volleys traveling at blinding speed. The players seem to move with impossible quickness and return shots the viewer had trouble even seeing. Yet when asked about a particularly difficult ball return, players often respond, “Oh, it wasn’t that fast.”

  Recently, one of our graduates, who also plays tennis, remarked about the difficulty in hitting a particularly formidable opponent’s serve. “Finally, I had to use time compression,” she said, “in order to return her serve.” When asked, the student admitted she focused on the edge of the ball to slow it to a manageable speed. This is the skill of the Predator.
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  WHAT IS INSTINCTIVE SHOOTING?

  There is a lot of talk going around now about instinctive shooting with a shotgun. Back when I came across these words, they were barely mentioned in a handful of obscure readings. I experienced it before I had the words to describe it. We all have.

  Instinctive shooting is loosely described as everything from shooting a BB gun without sights to shooting from the hip. Since no two people ever seem to agree wholly on exactly what instinctive shooting is, I will define it as it applies to this book and our shooting school.

  Annie Oakley was a staunch supporter of instinctive shooting. In an early quote, Annie is reported to have said, “Shooting a shotgun is no more difficult than pointing your finger.” Annie taught in England for the princely sum of one pound per lesson in 1887 while the Wild West show made appearances in the British Isles. She returned to this country and eventually taught at Pinehurst, North Carolina, until the time of her death. Annie’s deadly accuracy was combined with a shooting style of grace and beauty—a combination not seen again until, I believe, the Wingshooting Workshop followed on this same path toward instinctive shooting. But Annie never got her technique into writing.

  Robert Churchill espoused an instinctive style in England during the early 1900s. In reading his book, I believe that he ran into the same problems I did in my early years—it’s a whole lot easier to shoot instinctively than it is to teach it.

  Churchill came up with some pretty neat stuff, however. His shooting stances were a real contribution, but I sincerely believe they were based on Annie’s teachings. Unfortunately, Churchill took Annie’s squared-away stance out and blended in a bit of the military protocols—always a danger in instinctive shotgunning.

  Churchill’s patterning for fit is a contribution as well. But Robert Churchill wasn’t the only instinctive supporter to make his way into print. Lucky McDaniel copyrighted a book in l980 on instinctive shooting. McDaniel is better known for his teaching technique that first taught students, using BB guns, to shoot taped steel washers out of the air and eventually worked down to aspirin tablets and, finally, shooting another BB with a BB.

  Down through the ages, most trick shots—Annie Oakley, Herb Parsons and the like—have used instinctive shooting to amaze and astonish. To the uninitiated, instinctive shooting does indeed seem to border on the miraculous. But it’s more than fodder for trick shooters.

  An instinctive shotgun shooter has the ability to hit a moving object without establishing a perceived relationship between the barrel and the target.

  Now that’s a pretty big statement. Because in most current descriptions of instinctive shotgunning, the writer continues with the definition: “The shooter is only dimly aware of the barrel in the lower part of his/her vision.” In fact, when performed properly, the shooter has no perception of the barrel. If the shooter is looking at, or is even “dimly aware” of, the barrel or bead, he/she is concentrating on the wrong thing, and will miss. So let’s proceed a step further. If the shooter is establishing a relationship between the barrel and the target by: (1) swinging the barrel along the flight path of the target and firing as he passes through the target; (2) intersecting the barrel onto the target and firing as he pulls away along the apparent flight path of the target; and (3) establishing a sustained lead ahead of the target. If these are the methods, then the shooter is simply aiming by our definition.

  Frankly, it has been my experience that the conscious mind is not very adept at shooting moving targets. It is too analytical, non-spatial, and slow.

  In the first two of the three commonly taught methods mentioned above (Swing Through and Pull Away), the shooter depends on the lag in mechanical lock time and muscular reaction to hit the target. The shooter is actually attempting to move the shotgun at a speed faster than the target. But nobody tells the shooter how much faster. And it wouldn’t work even if he were told what speeds. At least, it would not work all of the time. The third commonly taught method (Sustained Lead) demands that the shooter first estimate the range, speed, angle, acceleration or deceleration, and size of the target. He must then guess at the proper lead and shoot while trying to keep the barrel moving at the target’s speed. All of these methods are wrongfully focused upon aiming—aiming to swing faster than the target, aiming to pull away from the target, or aiming consistently in front of the target.

  This reliance upon aiming of shotguns is even more obvious when we consider the firearm choice of most modern shotgunners: pumps, semiautomatics, and over-and-unders. These firearms offer the shooter—and you see this term commonly used by most modern gun writers—”a narrow sighting plane.” Believe me, if you are shooting instinctively and are POINTING the shotgun correctly, A SHOTGUN DOES NOT HAVE A SIGHTING PLANE.

  The most brilliantly designed and most easily pointed shotgun is the classic side-by-side. In the hands of an expert, the side-by-side can do everything the “narrow sighting plane” shotguns can do, plus the one thing side-by-sides do best: point naturally.
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  The most brilliantly designed and most easily pointed shotgun is the classic side-by-side.

  When an expert uses a side-by-side, missing a target becomes the exception. When the expert does miss, he or she knows exactly where the charge of shot went, and why.

  There are two exercises I would like you to do to help illustrate this instinctive technique.

  First, however, we’ll need to determine which eye is your master eye.


  3 »
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  EYES—THE MOST COMMON PROBLEM

  Testing for Eye Dominance—Does It Work?

  If I were to pick the most common problem for shooters who come to our school, the Wingshooting Workshop, it would be eye dominance.

  There are two common ways in which lay people can test for eye dominance.
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  If you are right-handed, point at a distant, small magpie’s nest in a far tree. Now, close your left eye. If the finger is still on the nest, you are right-eye dominant—maybe.

  1. If you are right-handed, point at a distant small object with the right hand. Close the left eye. If the point stays on the object, the right eye is dominant.

  2. Hold your hands at your waist. Cross the thumbs and forefingers so they leave a small hole. Raise the hole up, with your arms fully extended, and look through it at the distant small object with both eyes open. Now close the left eye. If you can still see the small object your right eye is dominant.
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  SAME SIDE DOMINANCE. Here, Chuck Gossett demonstrates how the hole-in-the-hand-test works. He makes a hole through his fingers. He raises the hole and looks at the camera lens. The camera saw the right eye and, therefore, understood the right eye was dominant.

  The problem with both of these simple tests, as well as those performed by eye professionals, is that one should be adding something to that declaration:

  “You appear to be right-eye dominant, AT THIS MOMENT.”

  Amazingly, in our school, we have identified what appears to be FOUR different eye dominances for Homo sapiens the hunter.

  They are:

  1. Same-side dominance (i.e., right-handed, right-eye dominant).

  2. Cross-dominance (i.e., right-handed, left-eye dominant).

  3. Ambi-dominance (i.e., right-handed with eye dominance shifting alternately from right to left and left to right).

  4. Hemispheric dominance (i.e., right-eye dominant when the target or prey is in the right hemisphere, left-eye dominant when the target or prey is in the left hemisphere).

  The blind dominant eye or phantom eye really isn’t a separate form of dominance. It’s probably an anomaly, but an extremely elusive one and it points the way to a universal solution.

  We once had a professional eye-person in the school who, when ambi-dominance and hemispheric dominance were revealed during the course of the school declared, “Nonsense, I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Several hours later, I asked, “Remember that thing you never heard of (ambi-dominance)? Well, you have it.” He came to agree.

  Paul S., another graduate of the Wingshooting Workshop, who makes his living as an eye professional, made a prophetic statement: “We don’t see with our eyes, we see with our brains.”

  We See with Our Minds

  Think about it. We don’t see with our eyes. We see with our brains. If that doesn’t sound profound, let me demonstrate. With both eyes open, hold two fingers together, about an inch in front of your open, master eye. Notice how the fingers have become transparent; you seem to be looking through them. Now you and I both know you can’t see through your fingers. But your brain is making an adjustment for the blockage. This little trick is going to be very important when it comes to shooting high overhead shots.
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  Here’s a simple demonstration of our brains at work. With both eyes open, look at another person’s right eye. Now slowly insert two of your fingers between your right eye and his. Keep your fingers an inch or so from your own eye. Notice how your fingers seem to have become transparent.

  Just the other day, I noticed an article about a nationally recognized shooting instructor.

  In it he was quoted as saying, “You must shoot with both eyes open. If you close one eye, you lose 50 percent of your vision.”

  I’m here to tell you it simply isn’t true. A recent workshop graduate is a lawyer who has litigated numerous actions involving the loss of an eye. The best evidence from his experts now shows that a person only suffers a 15 percent loss when one eye is completely lost.

  And, indeed, a person who is blind in one eye, or even missing an eye, can shoot as well as a person with two eyes. The brain has several different ways of establishing depth perception, even when one eye is lost or not open.

  To carry that even further, because of the eye anomalies and because we see with our brains not our eyes, a person with two eyes may still not be able to shoot well with both eyes open. Because most instructors insist that shooters shoot with both eyes open, I believe they’re relegating some 30 to 40 percent of shooters to mediocre shooting or even making them worse shooters if they follow this advice.

  Only this last year, I had a student who had just been to a large, well-known shooting school hosted by an equally well-known ammo company. The instructors conferred about him and called him in and, with sincerest apologies, informed him he should probably take up another sport. They said his shooting would always be poor. Luckily he didn’t believe them.

  Within minutes of his shooting at the Wingshooting Workshop, I could see that his particular anomaly cropped up—he had ambidominance. It was serious to enough to cause real problems. But once recognized, it could be dealt with. Today, he is a 95 percent shooter.

  Let’s take a closer look at each of the forms of dominance.

  1. SAME-SIDE DOMINANCE This can be right-handed, right-eye dominance, or left-handed, left-eye dominant. These are the lucky ones, as it is the easiest form of dominance for shooters. These shooters learn to hit targets with relative ease. Yet, this can cause its own kind of problem, since they seldom seek professional help because they are naturally lucky with good hand-eye coordination in general.

  Some will think it strange that I include same-side dominance with eye anomalies. But it is a form of dominance, so in order to recognize it you should consider it as one of the anomalies. Same-side dominance may simply be one of the only eye anomalies that are useful to instinctive shooters.
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  SAME-SIDE DOMINANCES. When they point at a distant object with a firearm that falls within their parameters of fit, the barrels go to that object without fail every single time.

  2. CROSS-DOMINANCE Cross-dominance is quite common. My own brothers and father were plagued with it. Their solution was, as right-handed individuals, to shoot left-handed. This is an easy fix if the individual in question is cross-dominant all the time. If that’s the case, shooting from the other side is one solution. Unfortunately for newcomers, left-handed guns are harder and more expensive to come by, along with everything else for lefties. For a left-hander with cross-dominance, they get the unexpected benefit of getting something cheaper for once in their life: a right-handed shotgun.

  Cross-dominance is quite easy to spot. Let’s say a right-handed person points with the right hand at a distant small object, like a ball. To someone standing behind the pointer, the hand will appear to be pointing off to the left. That’s because the stronger left eye pulls the right finger over to it. This is assuming the pointer is looking only at the ball and not at the hand.

  Gun aimers are not vexed by this to the same extent as gun pointers, since aimers have shotgun beads as reference points to the target. But aiming is a flawed technique and usually drops most shooters off at 60 to 70 percent, so this is not a fix for the cross-dominant shooter to take up aiming.
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  CROSS-DOMINANCES. When they point at a distant object, with a firearm that falls within their parameters of fit, the left eye will always pull the firearm off to the left, 18 inches. No question.

  When a cross-dominant, right-handed, instinctive shooter shoots at a target crossing right to left at around twenty yards, the shot will pass eighteen inches in front of the target—again, because the dominant left eye is pulling the pointing finger over to it. Naturally, the gun barrels go with the finger. As a result, the barrels end up pointing to the left of the target. Usually this still results in a hit. When shooting at the target crossing left to right, the shooter is eighteen inches behind the target. Usually this results in a miss. This often plagues the cross-dominant shooters in something like sporting clays and they often struggle to find the real reason behind their inconsistencies.
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  Chuck Gossett demonstrates what happens in cross-dominances, seen from the target’s side. Chuck is closing his right eye. Notice how far off on his left the eye is pulling the barrels.

  3. AMBI-DOMINANCE is the saddest of all the eye dominances; it continually holds out hope that the phenomenon has ended, for those shooters who are unaware they have it and think it is just a bad streak. As long as the shooter is same-side dominant, shooting usually progresses normally and they are lucky. When cross-dominance suddenly appears, all hopes of hitting targets disappear, but more so on one side or the other. In many people, this is the answer to “I have some good days and bad days” phenomena. But ambi-dominance creates all kinds of hell for the shooter to self-diagnose, as the dominance shifts from eye to eye, and it is not consistent.

  A right-handed person, when right-eye dominant, has no trouble shooting targets passing from right to left. When a dominance shift occurs, the shot passes eighteen inches to the left as the left eye pulls the hand over in front of it. Generally, a shooter cannot see his own shot string so this is difficult for the shooter to tell what is happening. However, a person standing directly behind usually can. An instinctive shooter can be trained to almost always know where the barrel was pointing at the time of the shot. The exception to this is when there’s been a dominance shift. The student whose shots pass eighteen inches to the left, when asked by the instructor, “Were you pointing at the target?” answers, “Yes.” He’s telling the truth. He really was pointing at where his Predator THOUGHT THE TARGET WAS.

  1. A short story to illustrate. (All these next comments are about targets passing from right to left for right-handed shooters). Point at a distant small dot with the right hand. Gradually, close the right eye. Allow the pointing finger to move with the new visual information. Suddenly open the right eye. The finger will be pointing to the left of the target dot.
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