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  Foreword

  Terry Boyer loves to hunt upland game. So do I, which is why it was a pleasure for me to read this book on upland shotguns. Although any old shotgun can be used in the uplands, Terry makes it clear what distinguishes a true upland gun from, say, a target gun, a waterfowl gun, or a turkey gun (although upland shotguns can also be used on targets, ducks, and gobblers). He further refines his definition to suggest guns (along with chokes and loads) for various species of upland game. You can hunt pheasants in open country and woodcock in the thick stuff with the same gun, but Terry will tell you why there are probably better, more specific choices in both cases.

  I enjoy writers who aren’t afraid to express their opinions. The late Jack O’Connor, to whom Terry refers a few times, was such a writer. And although Terry promises not to get up on his soapbox too often, he’s not hesitant to do so when he deems it important to his readers. For example: “American shooters: wouldn’t you like to know more about the shells that you are spending your money on than some outdated ritualistic formula?” He then proceeds to tell you what you really need to know about shotshells—and why.

  On pheasant loads, he writes: “I personally believe that if you think you need a 3-inch load to hunt pheasants that what you need to do is get your gun out of the closet in the off season and practice shooting. That will help you take more pheasants than the heaviest 3-inch shell.” I’ve lived in Iowa most of my life, hunted pheasants since the 1950s, and have never used a 3-inch shell to kill a rooster. Amen, Terry!

  Whether you’re a beginning upland hunter or a seasoned veteran, you’ll learn something—probably a lot—from this book. Terry covers everything from gauges (still a mystery to many people), action types, currently available upland guns and shotshells, how to “customize” your shotgun from butt to muzzle (and your loads), how to clean, transport, and store guns, and the value of off-season practice.

  He also makes the very logical point, which all too many hunters seem to ignore, that in choosing a gun/choke/load combination, you have to consider not only what you hunt, but how you hunt. Pheasants, for example: you’ll likely have very different shots if you’re involved in one of the large-group, block-and-drive operations in the Dakotas, as compared to hunting alone or maybe with just one other buddy, behind a good dog or two.

  And Terry talks about other factors involved in upland hunting, including gear (such as boots and clothing) that will allow you to pursue your sport in greater comfort. On the subject of boots, for example, he points out that there are boots that give protection and support without excessive weight. The less weight on your feet, the longer you can walk—and upland hunting involves a lot more walking than it does shooting. (The late Bill Bowerman, track coach at the University of Oregon where he coached many national champions and American record-holders, made the same observation about his runners and their shoes. He felt reduced weight was so important that he started making shoes for his runners. One of the results of his fixation on shoe weight was the birth of a company you may have heard of: Nike). Upland hunters should have the same fixation.

  Terry does have a few quirks some readers may find unorthodox. For example, he’s a big fan of the 16-gauge, prefers over-and-unders to side-by-sides, and doesn’t like double triggers. Whichever of those you find sensible as opposed to eccentric, Terry will give you solid reasons for his choices. And he’ll also point out that what works best for him may not be what works best for you, all the while giving you information that will guide you through the complex world of today’s upland shotgun.

  While this book is thorough, it’s not so long that reading it will seem a daunting undertaking. And when you’ve absorbed what Terry has to say, you may very well find that he’s helped you choose a gun or load that’s better suited to the game of upland hunting as you play it. That, in turn, may mean more birds in the bag and a more enjoyable time afield—because it can be frustrating when you’re saddled with the wrong tool for the task at hand. I enjoyed it and learned from it, and I’m sure you will, too.

  

    Larry Brown

  Garden City, Iowa
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  The successful bird hunter must be knowledgeable about many things, but in the end it comes down to this: He must know his birds, his dogs, and his guns.

  —Geoffrey Norman, The Orvis Book of Upland Bird Shooting

  The simplest definition of an upland shotgun is that it is any shotgun that is used to take upland birds and game. Of course, if we stayed with that description, there would be no reason for me to write this book!

  Any shotgun is a smoothbore weapon that fires shot charges and is used to take birds and game, both large and small. The fine matched pair of English doubles used by a Lord of the Realm on a driven bird shoot is a shotgun. The smooth bore, pot-metal muzzleloader used by an African or Indian tribesman to provide meat for his family—and maybe cash from larger animals—is also a shotgun. Although there is a vast difference in the two guns and how they are used, they both meet the requirements of the simple definition above.

  So what really is an upland shotgun? The upland shotgun is a key. It is a key to years of pleasant and memorable experiences. It is a source of joy and fellowship. It is a key to hours that add up to days that turn into years spent with good friends, both canine and human.
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    There are lots of different options for an upland gun.

  

  There is an old saying that politics makes for strange bedfellows. This may be true, but upland hunting makes for an even stranger mix of friends and companions. I have been knocking around chasing upland birds for over forty years. In that time, I have enjoyed the companionship and camaraderie of captains of industry, insurance salesmen, delivery drivers, mechanics, roofers, farmers, cowboys, and college professors, just to name a few. Among my current group of hunting companions are a surgeon, a defense attorney, an oilfield worker, a veterinarian, a judge, a youth counselor, and a real estate appraiser. The things we have all had in common are a love of bird hunting, shotguns, hunting dogs, and the outdoors.

  The upland shotgun is your key to being in the outdoors in the glorious days of autumn and the short dark days of winter. It is a key to the world of hunters, a part of the eternal relationship of predator and prey.
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    Fresh snow, a fine hunting dog, and your trusted over-and-under—ingredients for the perfect day in the field. BROWNING ARMS

  

  Yes, in the most simplistic terms, the upland shotgun is merely metal and wood crafted together to launch a load of shot at a rising bird or a running rabbit. As it comes from the factory, the upland shotgun is nothing more, nothing less. It is the hunter that adds life to a shotgun. It becomes a part of the hunter and he becomes a part of the gun. It becomes a keeper of memories, a trusted companion, and adds life to the hunter just as the hunter adds life to it.

  In World War II, Rear Admiral Daniel V. Gallery commanded a task force built around the escort carrier Guadalcanal. His group captured the German submarine U-505 on the high seas. It was the first enemy vessel captured on the high seas during warfare since 1814. When speaking of his success, Admiral Gallery said, “Ships are just metal boxes. Some ships never ‘come alive’ no matter how many crews serve on them. Other ships ‘come alive’ the first day and sail into history. The Guadalcanal was such a ship.”
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    Remington’s Model 870 Wingmaster (here in 16 gauge) is a classic pump-action upland gun. REMINGTON ARMS

  

  The upland gunner who has spent any time in the field will experience guns that “come alive” for him. They will hold a promise when he first picks them up, and they will grant that promise over months and years in the field. This book is for you, the hunter. I want you to be able to find and enjoy that particular gun that comes alive and becomes a part of you whether you are new to the sport or an experienced hunter (which is how I refer to myself instead of “old”).

  I can give you hints and ideas about what to look for when you’re searching for your perfect gun. Is there a special gun out there for you? Yes, there is one, or more, for everyone. I have used many shotguns in many different environments and on many different types of game over the years. I have been fortunate to have several guns that fit the criteria of a special gun. What works for me won’t necessarily work for you, but we have a common bond with our guns, even though they are different.

  Forty-five hunting seasons ago, as a young boy using a borrowed 16-gauge single shot, I took a pheasant rooster while hunting with my dad. Since then, I have spent as much time as I could spare (and some I couldn’t) chasing upland birds and game. I’ve learned from experience what works for me and even more about what does not. I’ve had custom guns made to order that I couldn’t shoot worth a darn and off-the-rack guns that earned a special place.

  Despite what others may think, right now is the golden age of shotguns. There are more makes, models, action types, and gauges being produced today than at any time in history. Modern computers and computer-operated machinery have eliminated much of the hand fitting that was required in the past for a gunmaker to turn out a high-quality weapon. Shotshell companies have spent huge amounts of money in recent years on research and development. This gives the shooter of today a cornucopia of gauges, loads, and shells that weren’t even dreamed of just twenty or even ten years ago.
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    Jon Uhart likes the weak-hand carry so that he can use his strong hand to give signals to his dog, Sage.

  

  There is a whole industry of aftermarket accessories that can be added or done to a shotgun to increase its performance, fit, functioning, and looks. Today’s consumer can custom-tailor his gun and the ammunition for it in a way that was only available to the very wealthy and very knowledgeable just a generation ago.

  But before we go any further, I want to clear up a very important point. I retired after thirty years as a cop. During my tenure in law enforcement, I was classified as an “expert witness” in many fields and in many different courts. I hate the word “expert”! I may be a serious student of the subject, but I don’t consider myself an expert. My dictionary defines an expert as: “One with special skill or knowledge representing mastery of a particular subject; or having, involving, or displaying special skill or knowledge derived from training or experience.” Yes, I have lots of training and years of experience, but I am still just a student of the subject. I still learn on a regular basis about shotguns, birds, loads, hunting techniques, and other topics related to my preferred sport. And I intend to keep learning until about three days before my ashes are scattered over a favorite bird cover.

  In any book like this there is a certain amount of technical information required to understand the subject. I will try very hard not to give you more than you need or can handle. Also, I will try not to get on my soapbox too often. When I do, please just bear with me. Having said that, I hope you will continue along as we look at upland shotguns in the twenty-first century. Whether you are a novice who picked up this book to get some ideas for your first gun or an experienced hunter who wants a reason to buy a new gun, this book will be for you.

  So pour your beverage of choice, get comfortable in your favorite chair, and let’s go hunting!
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  Iwas talking to a friend of mine about this chapter while pondering how I could describe upland game. His explanation was simple: “If you can carry it in a game bag, it is an upland bird or game animal. If it won’t fit in a game bag, it ain’t!”

  That makes sense to me. Rabbits and squirrels are the upland game most often taken with a shotgun, and they can be carried in a game bag. All of the upland birds can be carried in a game bag, although some, such as sage grouse, can make for quite a load. Some writers consider the wild turkey an upland bird, but turkey hunting is done in a much different manner than hunting for upland birds. Camouflage, calls, and decoys make turkey hunting a separate sport closer to water-fowling. The guns and gear used are very different from the common upland gun, so in this book we will not consider the wild turkey an upland bird. Besides, a turkey won’t fit in a game bag! That being said, let’s take a look at the different upland animals and birds and the conditions in which they are hunted.

  RABBITS AND HARES

  The most common game animal taken with a shotgun is the cottontail rabbit. He is a fast and tricky target, relatively easy to kill, and excellent table fare. For many hunters, the first game they ever took was a cottontail.
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    Jackrabbit. U.S. FISH & WILDLIFE SERVICE

  

  Hunting cottontails in thick cover—or in the snow with a beagle or two on the chase—is a joyful experience. I must confess, however, that I haven’t shot a cottontail in over twenty years for two reasons. First of all, I hunt with bird dogs, and there is a cardinal rule of not shooting anything on the ground when hunting with bird dogs. This rule is in place not only to help with the dog’s training but to also prevent any shooting accidents. My dogs are a part of my family and a part of me. You wouldn’t want a member of your family injured or killed, and I don’t want that to happen to my dogs.

  My other reason for not shooting cottontails involves an experience in college. One year I lived in an old farmhouse that had been converted into student apartments. It was outside the city limits and the driveway was a two-track dirt road that ran three quarters of a mile from the highway. Beside the forty acres of grown-over cropland around the farmhouse, there was also an abandoned railroad track that ran across the property. It was cottontail heaven. The rabbit season was three months long and the limit was ten per day. I hunted several days a week with shotgun or .22 and usually limited out. Since I was a poor college student on the GI bill, rabbit became a primary meat source. During that year, I think I ate rabbit at least three times a week. I don’t care how exquisitely you prepare rabbit, I still can’t eat it, and I don’t like to kill game animals I don’t eat.

  Snowshoe hares can provide great fun in the states where they are available. When I lived in Colorado, we would often come across them during our winter coyote hunts. I never hunted them there with a shotgun, but I have hunted them while armed with a shotgun—with and without dogs—in other states and have found them quite challenging to hunt.

  Here in the West, jackrabbits can be an enjoyable hunt with a shotgun. The speed, maneuverability, and evasive tactics can make for a real challenge. I had a friend from the Northeast down for a few days of quail hunting several years ago. Jackrabbits kept jumping out right next to him and startling him. One morning as we were heading out to hunt, he asked if we could leave the dogs in the truck and hunt jackrabbits instead. I took him to a pasture that was overrun with these long-eared varmints. He was happier than a kid in a candy store and went through several boxes of shells shooting rabbits that morning.

  QUAIL

  I took my first bobwhite when I was about twelve years old. That’s not the first time I had hunted them, but it was the first time I was able to hit one. Now, over forty years later, I still shoot holes in the air on covey rises and shake my head in wonder when I miss an easy single. Yes, I have had the privilege of hunting bobwhites when they behave like gentlemen and are hunted accordingly. I have also had to run like a sprinter to keep up with my dogs that were trying to keep up with a covey that ran because they couldn’t fly that fast!
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    Male and female Gambels and Mearns quail.

  

  On the opening day of our Texas quail season last year, hunting buddy Jeff McVay and I took our limit of fifteen quail each in about six hours of hunting. What was unusual is that even though there are both bobwhites and scaled (blue) quail in the area we hunted (about 3,000 acres of pastureland near Sundown, Texas), our limits that day consisted of the faster-flying, harder-running blue quail. After seven years of drought, we finally had a year with above-average rainfall and the quail rebounded. During the course of the season, we usually manage a mixed bag of bobs and blues. Now I have read for years that the bobwhite is a gentleman of a bird that will hold for both dogs and hunters. That’s not the case when he lives in mesquite and prickly pear country around scaled quail! The bobwhite learns how to run with the scalies and becomes a Texas redneck just like them.
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    California quail. U.S. FISH & WILDLIFE SERVICE

  

  Gambels, Mearns, valley (or California) and mountain quail are some of the most underhunted game birds in the United States. Having hunted all but the California quail, I can say that I enjoy pursuing all of them, but considering the terrain, temperatures, and fauna of the western areas of the United States they inhabit, maybe the bobwhite really is a gentleman. He is at least easier to hunt over his range, which extends from the eastern seaboard west into Texas and north into Iowa and Minnesota.
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    Gambels quail. ©ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/CAY-UWE KULZER
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    Sharp-tailed grouse. ©ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/LAWRENCE SAWYER

  

  GROUSE

  Mention grouse to a hunter who lives east of the Mississippi River and they think only of the ruffed grouse, which has been called “King of the upland game birds” by a number of writers over the years. Most often hunted in the East and Northeast, ruffed grouse are challenging birds to find and are often hunted in very thick and dense cover. And those who hunt them are some of the most fanatical and dedicated bird hunters you can find. Mention grouse to a western hunter and he is liable to think of a halfdozen other species, all of which are usually found in varying habitat and hunted in different ways.

  There are the greater and lesser prairie chickens, which can be hunted in the traditional way with dogs but are often shot as they fly in to feed in the morning or evening. These birds were once as plentiful as the buffalo on the western plains, but habitat loss and market hunting (not normal hunting) have made them very scarce throughout their range. Another resident of the plains is the sharp-tailed grouse. This bird inhabits the “wide-open spaces” but is hunted in cover you would swear could not hide a field mouse.

  The mountains of the western and coastal states are also home to the blue grouse and the spruce grouse. Although seldom hunted in the more traditional manner of following a dog, these birds can provide an interesting and exciting hunt for the upland shotgunner with or without a dog.
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    Blue grouse. ©ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/SASCHA BURKHARD

  

  Our largest upland bird, the sage grouse, is also currently suffering from habitat loss due to overgrazing and farming. Several states have closed or limited their seasons on this majestic game bird. Although they appear to be as big as a B-52 bomber and as slow as cold molasses, these birds are challenging targets for the shotgunner. Also, two sage grouse will easily weigh over ten pounds, and believe me, that can become a real burden in your game bag when you are two miles from the truck on a 70-degree Wyoming day!

  PARTRIDGE

  Although many types of grouse are locally known as partridge, or in that lovely northern accent as “pa’tridge,” there is a difference in the species. There is the Hungarian partridge of the northern plains. These birds are often found in similar habitat and in the same areas as sharptail grouse. They can be tough to locate sometimes, but they’re a fast and often difficult target when found.

  While challenging enough when pen-raised on hunting preserves, in the wild, the chukar partridge is a bird that gives a new twist (and other aches, pains, bumps, and bruises) to the term “bird hunting.” They are found in some of the roughest and wildest country in the West. When hunted in their natural habitat, chukars have you wishing by the end of your first day that it were legal to scan the hillsides for them and shoot them with a scoped varmint rifle rather than having to hike after them to shoot them with a shotgun.

  Although it is often referred to as a grouse, the ptarmigan is actually a subspecies of the partridge. Found in Canada and Alaska, they are seldom hunted in the traditional way of using dogs and a shotgun. A guide friend from Alaska told me that most ptarmigan he has seen harvested were taken while sitting with a .22 or a 410 shotgun.

  DOVES

  The most commonly harvested game bird in the United States is the mourning dove. Hunters take millions every year, and a dove on the wing—especially if he is riding a tailwind—is one of the most, if not the most, challenging targets that can be taken with a shotgun. I have a good friend who is a retired aeronautical engineer. He worked on the designs of many of our fighter aircraft and also on the space shuttle. He has told me that man will probably never be able to design an aircraft that can maneuver like a dove. He then went into a long discussion about wing loading, velocities, wing and surface pressures, etc. Like the bumblebee that cannot fly according to the experts, the dove cannot maneuver the way it does, but it does! I have heard the dove aptly described as “a small bird surrounded by all of the sky.” That statement about sums it up.

  Besides the mourning dove, whitewing doves are found in the West and Southwest. They are larger than a mourning dove but are faster flyers and just as tricky and demanding to shoot.
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    Mourning dove. ©ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/C. PAQUIN

  

  A new dove that has immigrated to the United States in the last few years is the Asian collared dove. A native of the steppes of Siberia, it has become quite plentiful in the U.S. Some states have included it as a game species, while others, including my home state of Texas, have not yet protected it as a game bird. About half again as large as a mourning dove and slightly smaller than a whitewing, it is also a difficult and tricky target on the wing.

  In a few western states, there are open seasons on band-tailed pigeons. These large members of the dove family are found in the high mountains and valleys and are usually hunted as they come in to water in the morning or evening.

  WOODCOCK

  Known by a number of names, this charming and delightful bird is usually found east of the Mississippi River. I have also found them in Iowa. They are an excellent bird to hunt with a dog, as they will hold very tight and flush fast, straight up, and very close! I was visiting with one of my readers at the SHOT (Shooting, Hunting, and Outdoor Trade) Show in Las Vegas one year. He had hunted woodcock for the first time that year and had already developed that “glazed eye, drooling mouth” look of the woodcock hunter. He was telling me that in the terrain and cover he hunted, the shots were measured in feet, not yards, and he had yet to retrieve enough of a woodcock to enjoy a whole bird or even a whole breast of one. We talked guns and loads and I gave him some suggestions on available 28-gauge shotguns and some of my favorite loads. A 28-gauge over-and-under with special spreader chokes and light loads had him tasting the delightful flesh of woodcock that fall. Although I usually prefer white meat from my game birds, I must admit I have a special fondness for the dark, exquisite meat of the woodcock when sautéed in butter with portabella mushrooms.

  PHEASANTS

  I admit to being a rabid pheasant hunter. Although I love hunting any type of game bird that can be taken with dogs and a shotgun, I have a special love of pheasant hunting. My first ever game animal, taken when I was eight years old, was a rooster pheasant, and I have been addicted to these birds ever since.
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    Ring-necked pheasant. ©ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

  

  The late and great Jack O’Connor, who was often called the “Dean of the Outdoor Writers,” described the rooster pheasant as the “trophy whitetail buck of the upland birds.” Jack didn’t kill his first pheasant until he was middle-aged, and by that time he had killed many trophy whitetail deer and hundreds of other trophy game animals.

  There are as many ways to hunt pheasants as there are hunters. The classic English driven bird shoot is seldom seen or done in the United States, but it is available on some game preserves on a limited basis and at a very high price.
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    The author’s dog, Dee Dee, brings in a rooster.

  

  Many hunters prefer the large group drive-and-block for hunting pheasants. I have seen as many as thirty hunters in one field using this technique. Dogs may or may not be used. Many, many roosters are killed this way every year, but the pheasant is a smart and wily opponent that could teach evasive tactics at West Point. Even after a large group goes through a patch of cover, a hunter with a good dog can often find birds in the same field. I have done this many times over the years with my Brits and a friend or two. One year a friend and I watched a group of about twenty hunters sweep a half section of CRP grass. They had a number of birds get up and fly off unharmed. They also managed to bag about ten birds. There were probably a total of fifty hens and roosters that were flushed by the large group. After they got back into their vehicles and left, we loaded our guns and set the dogs loose. We needed three birds to fill our limits for the day. Within twenty minutes we had flushed four roosters, had taken three of them, and had headed the 150 yards back to the truck. These were birds that had either laid low and let the group walk right by them or had sneaked back behind and through the line of hunters.

  Last year a friend of mine from Tennessee met me in Kansas for a middle-of-the-season hunt. At the motel where we were staying was a group of twenty-four that was hunting without dogs. They were gone well before sunrise every morning and returned long after dark. Steve, my friend’s young nephew, and I headed out about 8 or 9 A.M. every morning and were usually back by 5 P.M. or so. We may not have limited out with four birds apiece, but we usually had eight birds or so. We also had tired Brittanies that put in long days covering miles of ground and finding lots of birds. One night we got to talk with several of the fellows from the large group. They told us that the twenty-four of them were averaging about thirty birds a day. One of them told me that you couldn’t hunt the big fields without a big group. I was also told by several of the hunters that you couldn’t find a dog that would hunt roosters. Fact is, we had taken all of our roosters in large blocks of public CRP land, and most were taken over points from our dogs. One year I was able to spend nine days hunting pheasants in three different states on one trip. In those nine days, over sixty roosters were taken over points from my Brits or the other pointing dogs that my friends were hunting. We never had more than four hunters and worked mostly large fields of cover.
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    Jeff McVay used his Benelli Super Black Eagle for this limit of Kansas pheasants.
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  With rifles and pistols, the size of the bore is given in inches or millimeters. This is the caliber of the weapon and usually a part of the name of the cartridge. For example, a .243 Winchester and a 6mm Remington both fire a bullet with a diameter of .243 inches (6mm). A 7mm Remington fires a bullet with a diameter of .284 inches, or 7 millimeters. A 308 caliber is .308 inches in diameter (or if given in millimeters is 7.62mm).

  The gauge of a shotgun indicates the bore size of the gun as well, but a different measuring system is used. Shotguns are sized (or gauged) by a system developed in England in the 1700s. The gauge of a shotgun is the number of lead balls of the bore’s diameter required to make a pound. Ten lead balls meant the gun was a 10 gauge. If twenty lead balls were required, the gun was a 20 gauge. Since the bore of a shotgun does not have rifling (lands and grooves), all shotguns are smoothbores.

  The most common gauges in the United States today are the 10, 12, 16, 20, and 28 gauges. There is also the 410 gauge, but the 410 is actually a 67 gauge. The bore diameter of a 410 is approximately 45 caliber. It was derived from the shot cartridges provided to U.S. Army troopers during the late 1800s. Designed for use in the standard .45-70 caliber rifle, they enabled a trooper to pot a prairie chicken or sage grouse for dinner without tearing up the bird with a single 405-grain lead bullet. Later on, there were special smoothbores designed on the rifle actions. These “foraging” arms used an all-brass shell that contained the powder, shot, and wadding in a shotshell. Several commercial companies began making variations of these cartridges and guns. The earliest reference I have been able to find to the 410 shotshell is a 1911 Remington catalog listing it as a loaded round for the various single-shot guns developed from these foraging arms. The first reference I can find for a manufacturer is a Marble “Game Getter” manufactured about 1910. By the 1920s, all of the gun and loading companies had guns and ammunition in the 410 gauge.
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    All of the gauges of shotshells.

  

  
    Shotgun Gauge Diameters
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  Other gauges have been manufactured and loaded over the years. Back in the days of blackpowder, 8-gauge shotguns were popular, and there were also 2, 4, and 6 gauges. Prior to the time of the American Civil War, rifles had lands and grooves and fired a ball that engaged the lands and grooves and caused the projectile to spin. Many of the weapons issued to the regular troops were smooth bore muskets. The way to increase the energy of the bullet was to increase the size of the bore. Since anything over 50 caliber (0.50 inches) was getting into the size of shotgun bores, most of these muskets were in effect very large-bore shotguns, but they were used with single projectiles.

  Many of the famous explorers and ivory hunters of the early 1800s used such weapons. Sir Samuel Baker, who explored most of Africa and discovered Lake Victoria among many other places, used a 2-gauge smoothbore with an explosive shell as his weapon for elephants and other dangerous game. The gun weighed over thirty pounds and used 6 to 8 ounces of blackpowder as a propellant. Baker wrote the gun always spun him around three or four times and gave him a frightful headache and a severe nosebleed. It was usually two or three days before he could shoot this gun again, and he would rely on his smaller rifles (6 and 8 gauges) during the period of recovery.

  Imagine firing a weapon like this. The lead bullet weighed a half-pound and the recoil would be absolutely punishing. I recall reading an article a number of years ago where the author tested a 4-gauge elephant rifle for recoil. This fired a 4-ounce ball with 4 ounces of blackpowder used as the propellant charge. The machine he used to measure recoil recorded it in foot-pounds of energy and had the ability to measure up to 200 foot-pounds of recoil. The first shot with the 4 gauge was so far over 200 foot-pounds that it broke the machine! In contrast, a modern 12-gauge 3-inch magnum shell in a 7-pound gun gives about 45 foot-pounds of recoil!

  Fortunately, we do not have to concern ourselves with monsters such as this today. Modern shotguns and shotshells are much more efficient than these blackpowder cannons were. The guns and shells of today provide the shooter with velocities, shot amounts, and levels of efficiency unheard of even twenty years ago. Let’s take a look at the different gauges available to today’s hunter and check out the advantages and disadvantages of each.
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      10-gauge shell.

    

    10 GAUGE

    When I was a kid growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, the 10 gauge was almost obsolete. I recall seeing a few in the collections of acquaintances of my father, but the only 10 gauge I ever saw in use was by a guide on the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake around 1970. He had a foreign double with 32-inch barrels choked full and full. This behemoth weighed about 10½ pounds and fired the 3½-inch 10-gauge magnum load with a full 2 ounces of shot.

  

  The 10 gauge had just about faded into oblivion when the restrictions on the use of lead shot for waterfowl brought it back. The early nontoxic shells were not as effective as hunters were used to with lead loads. There was a resurgence of interest in the 10 gauge so those hunters could have the same shot weights (1¼ and 1½ ounces) they were used to in the 12 gauge. The first company to take advantage of this new interest was Ithaca/SKB, which brought out their Mag-10 in 1975. Until then, shooters wishing to own a 10 gauge were limited to imported doubles and single shots.

  Other manufacturers jumped on the 10-gauge bandwagon. Remington introduced their 1100/11-87 variation, the SP (Special Purpose) 10, in 1989 and Browning introduced their BPS-10 (Browning Pump Shotgun) in 1989 and their 10-gauge “Gold Hunter” semi-auto in 1994. The resurgence of the 10 gauge was brief. The Mag-10 was discontinued in 1996, and although Remington and Browning still offer their various 10-gauge models, most are being eclipsed by the 12 gauge chambered for the 3½-inch magnum shell. Tengauge guns and ammunition are still available for the waterfowl or turkey hunter who wants the effectiveness of this big gauge. There are a number of choices in models, finishes, and barrels.
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      12-gauge shell.

    

    12 GAUGE

    The most popular shotgun in the United States and in the world is the 12 gauge. I have been told by the rep of a major ammunition manufacturer that in their product line, which is marketed all over the world, the 12 gauge outsells any other gauge by a 7 to 1 margin. Twelve-gauge shells can be found anywhere ammunition is sold, from the shelves of a “megamart” in the U.S. to the counter of a small trading post in the African bush.

  

  The most common 12-gauge shell is 2¾ inches in length but it’s also available in 2-, 2½-, 3-, and 3½-inch lengths. Please note that these are the dimensions of a fired shell. A loaded, crimped round is shorter. This means that a loaded 3-inch shell will fit in the chamber of a gun chambered for the 2¾-inch shell. Firing the longer shell in the shorter chamber will raise pressures to a dangerous level that will most likely damage the gun and possibly even injure or kill the shooter. This will be discussed more in the chapter on shotgun shells, but the hunter should always make sure he has the correct shell for the gun being used.

  Prior to the 1980s, most 12-gauge guns available in this country were chambered for the standard 2¾-inch shell. Guns with the 3-inch magnum chamber were usually specialty items used by waterfowl and turkey hunters. Again, the requirement of using steel or nontoxic shot changed this. Prior to the ban on lead shot, a hunter equipped with a 12 gauge with a 2¾-inch chamber could use loads containing up to 1½ ounces of lead shot. Due to the difference in weight versus mass of steel and lead, most early 12-gauge steel loads in the 2¾-inch length were loaded with 1 to 11/8 ounces of steel pellets.
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    On the left, 1½ ounces of copper-plated lead No. 4 shot (210 pellets); on the right, 1 1/8 ounces of steel No. 4 (205 pellets).

  

  In addition to being traditionalists, hunters in the U.S. also have a creed that if “big is good, bigger is better.” I was actively involved with the Colorado Division of Wildlife demonstrating and informing hunters on this new shot. There are approximately 216 No. 4 steel pellets in a 12-gauge, 11/8-ounce, 2¾-inch shell and approximately 204 No. 4 lead pellets in a 12-gauge, 1½-ounce, 2¾-inch shell. Over a two-year period, I was called a liar, a politician, and much worse when I tried to convince shooters of this. They had been using lead shot for years, and to them, if there were 11/8 ounces of shot, it had to have fewer pellets, and therefore be less efficient, than 1½ ounces of shot pellets. I had containers with both lead and steel pellets and a scale with which to weigh them. Even after seeing the weights on the scale and counting the pellets out for themselves, many shooters still could not be convinced.

  Gun manufacturers found that more and more shooters wanted guns that had 3-inch chambers and were capable of handling both 2¾- and 3-inch shells. This was easy to do in pumps and double barrels, but it required new research and development in both gas and recoil-operated semi-autos. Prior to this, most semi-autos capable of taking the 3-inch shell were regulated for the heavier recoil and pressures of these shells and would not function with lighter 2¾-inch loads. I owned one semi-auto during this transition period with an adjustable valve in the forend that was turned and set for light or heavy loads. Others either had to be completely re vamped or a new design and gun had to be made. The excellent Remington 11-87 is one gun that came out during this period. The Remington 1100, while a fine weapon, had a gas system that couldn’t be adapted to the various loads. Remington engineers redesigned the gas system and implemented some other upgrades to the entire action and brought out the 11-87, which will function, without adjustment, with the lightest target loads to the heaviest magnum loads.
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    Size comparison of 12 gauge and 16 gauge receivers.

  

  Now in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the standard chamber length in most guns is 3 inches. The shorter 2¾-inch-only chamber is found only in specialty guns. My favorite competition shotgun is a Browning Gold Sporting Clays model, and it only has a 2¾-inch chamber. The standard Gold Hunter is available with a 3-inch chamber.

  In 1988, a new kid showed up on the 12-gauge block. O. F. Mossberg & Sons began marketing a strengthened version of their Model 500 pump shotgun and named it the Model 835. This new kid on the block was chambered for a 12-gauge 3½-inch shell. This new shell gave turkey and waterfowl hunters heavier loads that were previously available only in the 10 gauge, and this new chambering was soon available from a number of different manufacturers. The 3½-inch 12-gauge guns have surpassed the 10-gauge guns in sales. Not only does the hunter or shooter have adequate firepower when needed, but he can also use light 2¾-inch loads or 3-inch magnums in the same gun.

  This new 3½-inch chambering does have some drawbacks. In a pump or double, of course, any 12-gauge shell can be fired. Because of the strength of the system for the massive 3½-inch shells, most semi-autos chambered for this round are limited to the lightest load that can be fired in them and still function normally. Most of the manufacturers recommend at least a 11/8-ounce load at a velocity of at least 1,200 feet per second (fps) for reliable functioning. I have extensive experience in load testing on several 3½--inch semi-autos and have found the manufacturer recommendations are correct. But I have also found individual guns that would function with lighter loads. It is a trial-and-error method, and if you own one of these guns, you just need to see what the limits are on your specific gun.
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      How 12-gauge (bottom) and 16-gauge (top) receivers fit in the typical hunter’s hand.

    

  

  This next topic will be covered more in another chapter, but I need to first bring it up here. Many shooters or hunters who are thinking of buying just one gun for all of their hunting think they need a gun with a 3½-inch chamber. This is seldom the case. Most often these guns are considerably heavier than the equivalent 3-inch model to help tame the recoil of this Roman candle of a shell. When used as an everyday gun, they are often too heavy for carrying in the field and can cause the new shooter to forget hunting and take up golf instead. I know a number of 12 gauge owners whose guns will chamber the 3½-inch shell. However, even for waterfowl and turkeys, most use 3-inch shells. I have one friend who bought one of the first 3½-inch semi-autos to come out. He has had the gun for about six years, and I don’t think he has ever fired a 3½-inch shell in it.

  16 GAUGE

  I took my first pheasant in 1960 using a single shot 16 gauge with an exposed hammer and a load of No. 6 shot. Two years later, my Dad presented me with a 16-gauge double barrel as a birthday present. I used that gun on into high school but then succumbed to the siren song of a 12 gauge. Next was a long affair with a 20 gauge. Then it was back to the 12 gauge. In the last few years, however, I have found myself hunting upland birds more and more with a 16 gauge.

  Up until World War II, the 16 gauge was the second most popular gauge in the United States and the most popular gauge in Europe. After World War II, the 12 gauge became the most popular and the 3-inch chambering was developed in the 20 gauge. Also, new gun models made of lighter weight alloys were coming out, and many companies found it was much more cost effective to gear up to make just two frame sizes instead of three. Prior to WWII, most 16 gauges were built on a frame size proportionate to the gauge. Most of the guns manufactured since then are built on 12-gauge frames, which makes a 16-gauge gun actually heavier than the same model in a 12 gauge. This defeats the handling characteristics that make a true 16 much livelier than a 12 gauge. I have a 16-gauge semi-auto that was one of the last built by a major company. Built on a 20-gauge frame, it is a joy to handle and shoot.
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    Pheasants taken with a 16 gauge over-and-under and a pump shotgun.
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