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Dedication


To Peter L. Horn II: Hunter, conservationist, explorer, author, and great friend


This book is dedicated to my good and great friend Peter L. Horn II, with whom I’ve shot birds from New York to Georgia, from Ireland at my shoot, to the great shoots he runs in Hungary; and with whom I’ve shared African adventures in the wilds of The Sudan and Ethiopia decades before cell phone or satellite communication was available in the bush.


It is also dedicated to Bubba, the fourth generation of our Humewood line of Labradors and who was most regrettably “the last of the Mohicans,” passing away in the fall of 2016, and also to Wellington, my brilliant spaniel, who like Bubba acted as a model and tester of products in this book and who hopefully will outlive me, as I don’t think I can handle putting down another friend.
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The author with Fab 4. Left to right: Dusty, Maggie, Sam, and Darky. Sam is the son of the two black labs. Photo courtesy of Renata E. Coleman.




Prologue


I had hoped to personally field test every major item included. That just was not possible. It was neither feasible from an economic point of view (I would’ve needed a staff of helpers, sort of like Consumer Reports) nor with the time constraints given to me. Luckily, having been a shotgunner since the age of 12, I have been fortunate to have over time functionally field-tested hundreds of shotguns and loads and boots and glasses and vests and jackets and brush pants and waders.


So while this has been labor intensive for me I hope that you will find, dear reader, much useful material between the covers.
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When a pheasant is flapping its wings, it is gaining speed but is rarely at top speed. Courtesy Shooting Gazette.




Foreword


The Development of Sporting Guns in North America versus European Sporting Guns


In order to appreciate the evolution of the shotgun, it is important to understand differences in the types of guns in common use in Great Britain, Continental Europe, and the American Colonies in our formative years. Until the early 1700s, most of the guns in North America were imported from Europe. Typically these were smooth bore flintlocks from England and France. However, as eighteenth-century American gunsmiths began to flourish, the type of guns preferred diverged.


British Sporting Guns


Throughout much of its history hunting in England was an activity of the upper class, as legally only land owners could hunt (stalk or shoot in their nomenclature) and the vast majority of the land was in large estates owned by the wealthy, often nobility. To reduce poaching, the right of individuals to possess firearms was greatly restricted. Thus, ownership of a shotgun or rifle was not even a choice for the average Brit. Moreover, deer hunting was further restricted to landed gentry and generally carried out on horseback with hounds.


The affluent British sportsmen of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were primarily interested in hunting various types of birds. Most of their arms were designed for wing shooting. Rifles were considered an oddity. In the book titled British Field Sports, author William Henry Scott (1818) described rifle shooting as a “nice and curious branch of gunnery.”
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Photos of early fowling guns, courtesy of J. Julia. Top left is flintlock; other two are of high-grade percussion firearms.


Colonel Peter Hawker, one of the most prolific authors among British sportsmen of the early nineteenth century, kept detailed diaries. In his book, Instructions to Young Sportsman, Hawker provides details regarding the design of the firearm to be used by the British sportsman. Today we would call it a shotgun; however, he employed the terms “fowling piece” or “gun” interchangeably.


The book British Field Sports, published in 1818, described the firearms as falling into four categories–and all of them shotguns: the Fowling Piece, the Double-Barrel, the Long Shore, or the Duck Gun. By the early 1800s, American gunsmiths were more interested in rifles and handguns.
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English gent firing black powder at partridge. Setters and pointers are hunting them much as they do now.


While driven shooting has reached its pinnacle of perfection in Britain, it actually began in France. Indeed, wing shooting itself became a sport in France long before England, as they adapted their flintlock designed “fowling pieces” for the task. (The French invented the flintlock in the early 1600s). Exactly when bird shooting on the wing began in Britain is tricky to establish, especially the aspect of driving birds over standing sportsmen. In the early days of the sport, known as “shooting flying” from the French ‘tir au vol’, the guns walked along with the beaters as they marched through the woods with birds primarily flying away like American hunters pushing roosters out of South Dakota cornfields; shooting the birds as we would over pointers or flushing breeds. “Shooting flying” in Britain most probably coincided with the Restoration, with Charles II’s returning courtiers carrying the lightweight French flintlocks. Richard Blome, writing in his Gentleman’s Recreation, 1688, “it is now the mode to shoot flying.”
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Lord Ripon was clearly the most famous game shot of his day, and possibly the best game shot of all time in Britain.


The French term for driven shooting as we know it today is battue. The first reference that I can find of anyone shooting driven birds in the British Isles was Sir John McGill in County Down in the 1670s. But this may be apocryphal. (It is believed that pheasant were brought to Britain by the Romans during their occupation, not for sport but as a quality food source—the way we would raise chickens or those large white “Long Island” ducks). By the second half of the nineteenth century, driven pheasant shooting replaced walked up or rough shooting as the sport of choice for the gentry. Queen Victoria’s husband Albert—Prince Consort, not King, like Prince Philip—did much to popularize it. His son, Edward Albert, later King Edward VII took it to a whole new level especially at his Sandringham estate. It was the great Edwardian shooting house party around which much of the British social season revolved. The timing for this King could not have been better as breech loading blackpowder shotguns were coming into production in the 1860s, allowing much more rapid reloading though generally a trio of guns was required by these gentlemen. It was at this point where driven shooting, with birds being pushed over the guns, really took off—no pun intended. These days of the lavish house parties, great shots and big bags, part of the Edwardian era, undoubtedly bankrupted many who wanted to keep up with the Joneses—or more accurately, keep up with the King.
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Many society figures went broke trying to keep up with the Prince of Wales.


And while the history of the shotgun in Britain may not mean much to you, lo these many centuries later, it profoundly influenced early American gun makers like Fox, Baker, and Lefever, and these designs were the foundation for the modern side-by-side guns which we love.
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The development of the modern shotgun coupled with large swaths of public land and friendly farmers allowed American sportsmen to hunt wild upland gamebirds to an extent never known in Britain.
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CHAPTER 1


Basics


Fifty years ago, the world was a much simpler place. Esteemed writers like Warren Page and Jack O’Connor would often write an article on creating an appropriate battery of firearms to cover most of our sport. Invariably, it would boil down to a .22 LR, as everyone needs that to practice inexpensively and without much recoil or noise; a 12-gauge shotgun along the lines of their favorite endeavors; and suggesting a .270 or .30–06 if one lived in the West, or perhaps a lever-action in .30–30 or .358 for hunting in the brush and woods from Maine to Minnesota.


Eastern rifle hunters were advised to get a 2.5X or, at most, a 4X scope, most likely with a post reticle. (I still have my original Lyman All-American 2.5X with its post reticle as a memento of that era, although it is no longer mounted on any gun that I own.) The western hunter would be well advised with either a 4X or 6X scope, most commonly had with a very simple crosshair. If memory serves, magazine articles of the time argued the advantages of a crosshair versus a dot. (Remember this was before the days of variable powers, duplex or BDC scope reticles, and decades before illuminated reticles.) Some high-powered .22-caliber centerfire would be suggested for those who shot woodchucks or prairie dogs, and something more powerful for those lucky enough to have access to elk or moose or grizzly. (If one shot all the above, that would total six firearms.)


There was an old saying among the writers of that generation: “Beware the man who has only one shotgun,” meaning such a man could probably shoot that one firearm well, as he shot it often and at everything. It is almost impossible today to be a one-shotgun man, unless one concentrates solely on one sport, be it skeet or trap or waterfowl. Non-lead shotshell loads required by the federal government for waterfowling made sure of that, as did improved recreational shooting opportunities and hunting applications for the shotgun, everything from sporting clays and Helice to turkeys and predators. If one were fortunate enough to compete in skeet, trap, sporting clays, and their respective sub-gauge events, hunt South Dakota for ringnecks, Wisconsin for grouse, Cape May for woodcock, quail in the plantation belt, geese on the Canadian prairies, ducks in the flooded timber of Arkansas, etc., one would need a lot of different shotguns to do it all right. It would also mean you have enough money to buy them all, and probably even that you are retired, if you have enough time to do it all. Congratulations—and do you need any new friends?
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A covey rise in the traditional tall Pines of Brays Island offers one of the splendors of classic southern sport. Photo courtesy of Brays Island.


Still, some of us yearn for efficiency and multi-tasking (and not everyone, of course, has a bank account with which to address every shotgun whim). So, in this section I will show you ways your shotguns can perform multiple tasks. For example, your waterfowl gun can be quite effective for predator hunting if you add optics and lights. While skeet shooters historically prefer a shorter barrel than sporting clays competitors, with multiple screw-in chokes in just one shotgun, a person could get by at both games. Alternately, one could, I suppose, have a set of 26-inch or 28-inch barrels with skeet chokes for that game, and 30- or 32-inch barrels choked differently for sporting clays. (Shorter barrels are more suitable for women, youngsters, older, weaker, or shorter individuals.) Barrel length should be in proportion to the shooter.


Then it comes down to autoloader versus over/under. Pumps are rarely a contender for serious clay bird competition these days; in the old days, Winchester’s famous pump model 12 with a Cutts compensator was common on the skeet grounds, but very few top competitors, if any, would go that route today. Shooting the 12-gauge in competition means a lot of recoil over the years, so more tournaments have been won at American skeet with the semiautomatic Remington 1100 than any other firearm. Most sporting clays guys prefer over/unders. But some individuals shoot over/unders better than they shoot autoloaders and vice versa, and that is just a fact of life. No one shoots competitive trap any longer with a side-by-side, though some of the traditional British and Golden Age American manufacturers made side-by-side live pigeon and trap guns, both hammer and hammerless. There was a point at which British pigeon guns were relatively inexpensive on the secondhand market, especially from some of the less-famous makers, because they were heavy and stocked too high. Today, for many in England who prefer shooting extremely tall driven pheasant with side-by-sides, new homes have been found for these wonderful guns, and their prices have increased dramatically.


Making the Case for One Shotgun
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There are special joys to birdshooting in the West including amazing vistas. On a hunt like this for chukar partridge, fitness is required. Photo courtesy Highland Hills ranch.


A hypothetical upland hunter who pursues ringnecks or sage grouse or Hungarian partridges out West would probably be well suited with a side-by-side or over/under—individual preference, nothing more, nothing less—choked Modified and Full. Some hunters prefer autoloaders or pumps, both for the cost advantage and additional third shot. For such hunting, I prefer the 12-gauge for work of this kind, but certainly 20-gauge with a 3-inch is awfully close. (Remember, every time one goes down a gauge, the effective pattern for any given choke narrows a bit until one gets to .410-bore, wherein it narrows tremendously and one must go to Full choke to have sufficient density to kill clays in the 20-yard range on the skeet field.)
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An upland bird hunter in the West would probably be well-suited with a side-by-side or over/under, choked Modified and Full.


If this fellow also pursues ruffed grouse or occasionally heads south from Oklahoma through Texas to the classic tall pines of the American South in pursuit of Gentlemen Bob and wants to stick to one shotgun, then the 20-gauge becomes the better choice. By switching shotshells to something faster with smaller pellets, and with a felt or fiber wad, the same gun used for those pheasants and chukars should produce Improved Cylinder and Modified patterns from those Modified and Full barrels, respectively. Testing and analysis on the patterning board is the only way to see how your gun actually performs, of course. As Ken Eyster once told me, “Each barrel is a law unto itself.”


Let’s change the hypothetical of our western upland hunter once more. Instead of heading south for quail, he enjoys the occasional day of waterfowling but does not pursue it so much to warrant the investment in a 3½-inch 12-gauge behemoth. He prefers double-barreled guns to autoloaders. If our hypothetical upland hunter in the paragraphs above is also an avid sporting clays shot and can afford only one gun (and assuming when he competes he wants to win in his division rather than just have fun), he would be better served with an over/under than with a side-by-side.
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A good waiting position when expecting a flush as barrels can go swiftly to the bird.
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Upland bird hunting in the West. Photo courtesy of Classic Bird Hunts.


Again, the 12-gauge has the edge over the 20-gauge 3-inch, but it depends on the waterfowling. If those few days are spent shooting geese, I would say the 12-gauge is a lock. If it’s early season teal or wood duck or mallards coming in nicely to decoys, then the 20-gauge is fine.


In the case where waterfowling is part of our hunter’s mixed bag of tricks, it is a real question as to which non-lead load to use. If he’s using his granddad’s Fox or Parker or Model 21, bismuth or Hevi-Shot Classic Doubles has to be the load of choice, especially for chokes tighter than Modified. If he’s using a modern double (and please do check with your gun’s manufacturer if you are this hypothetical individual), the barrels may be perfectly fine with steel shot or tungsten.


The Great Choke Debate


I suppose I might be a dinosaur. The more I shoot and the older I get, the more I like fixed chokes. I have seen barrels ruptured because of interchangeable choke tubes. This is most common when the choke tube has not been screwed in tight enough. This is particularly common for fellows who shoot extended choke tubes and tighten them in by hand, rather than using a proper choke tube wrench. Chris Batha, if memory serves, once wrote in a magazine about choke tubes not properly cleaned and the pressure of the gas getting under the tubes and creating the same effect. As I did live in Ireland and in Scotland for years, shooting on wet days was common. As the guns need deep cleaning after those soggy days afield, the interchangeable choke was just one more thing to worry about. Also, at some point one of my flush chokes was over-tightened, or perhaps not sufficiently greased/oiled, and I needed to take the gun to the gunsmith to have it removed. The choke needed to be thrown away at that point. Finally, do remember that a thin-walled tube that falls on the floor and is dented even in the slightest must be discarded, or, again, the chance of rupturing a barrel is just too high.


Barrels of Barrel Choices


To get the best accuracy possible with a slug gun, either auto-loader or pump, one needs to tune the trigger, perhaps drill and tap the gun for scope mount bases, use a rifled barrel, and, if the gun is being used only as a slug gun, should probably have the barrel “pinned.” If you want to skip the pinning, then one can certainly get a camo waterfowl gun with the appropriate slug barrel added to it or, perhaps the appropriate slug gun with a waterfowl barrel as an add-on. Hastings makes among the best aftermarket slug gun rifled barrels.


The competitor who shoots sub-gauge skeet, sporting clays or Fitasc events would probably best be served with a set of carrier barrels for a 12-gauge gun with 20, 28, and .410 tube inserts for the other gauges. The other alternative for shooting sub-gauges will be found in three- or four-barrel sets (three-barrel sets based on a 20-gauge frame, four-barrel sets if based on a 12-gauge frame). Most likely, if you are at that stage of your competitive career, you probably already have quite a good idea about what you want and what suits your style and technique best.


Whether you prefer an over/under, side-by-side, auto-loader, or pump is a very personal decision. (I’m ignoring the very specialized single barrel trap guns for this general discourse; similarly, I am also ignoring bolt-action shotguns for slugs and the odd lever-action used in some Cowboy Action matches.) When we get to sporting clays, I will discuss my favorite over/unders and my favorite auto-loaders, as these are the two platforms of choice for the competitive shot. When we get to game guns, side-by-sides and pumps will once again play a role.


Guns for the Upland Hunter


In my shotgun selection overview, I primarily spoke about over/unders and side-by-sides. This probably illustrates more about my opinions (read prejudices) than it does about the sport. My first shotgun was a Browning Auto 5, over fifty years ago, my second a Remington 1100 claimed on Green Stamps (I trust some of you reading this are old enough to remember what those were), so my first shots at clay targets and pheasants and ducks were all done with these two wonderful guns.
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When hunting in a group, blaze orange becomes important. For this type of shooting many hunters prefer the extra shots an autoloader provides. Photo courtesy Cheyenne Ridge.


The Argument for Two Barrels


My firearm of choice for over 90 percent of waterfowling today would be an autoloader. And if I was shooting 3½-inch 12- or 10-gauge shells, no other firearm would even be considered. For upland game, though, I prefer double-barreled guns. There are two reasons for this. The primary one is safety. If I’m hunting with a friend and I break open my gun or he breaks open his, we are aware of this safe mode of carry via a quick visual inspection of the other. This certainly is not possible with autoloaders, if you’re standing to the left of your friend (given the right-hand orientation of the receiver opening on most autoloaders) or vice-versa. Same thing with pump guns, although I suppose with sufficient visual acuity you might be able to see the fore-end pulled all the way back. For crossing barbed wire or streams, this safety aspect of a plainly visible open and inert shotgun is a bonus (to be completely safe, of course, empty the shotgun of cartridges first).


The other reason I prefer double-barreled guns, and here the edge probably goes to side-by-sides, is that they are lighter and shorter and, therefore, quicker. This is a real advantage if one is hunting thick cover. With the same length of barrel, double-barrels are a few inches shorter than their semiauto and pump brethren, as the auto action is typically 5–8 inches in length but trigger placement mitigates some of this disparity and this translates to a quicker gun when pursuing woodcock or ruffed grouse. Also, if you’re hunting wild birds, you’re probably covering miles. Over miles, ounces feel like pounds. And day after day those pounds add up—or perhaps I’m just feeling my age.
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Dressed in an Orvis jacket and Beretta hat, both with orange highlights, I should be quite visible to other hunters. This side-by-side is a pleasure in the uplands, from Garbi, one of Spain’s better makers.


Upland Gauges


If you are 12-gauge guy, and I must admit I love the 12-gauge gun, go for it. All the same, it’s only real advantage in upland shooting is seen on longer shots and bigger birds. The ringneck pheasant demonstrates this need well. If you are shooting behind flushing dogs, with the birds more likely to get up at distance, the bigger gauge enables you to go up in shot size without significantly diminishing the pattern density. Penetration is a concern with such a bird as well. Remember, on a going-away bird—and pheasants always seem to travel away from the folks with the guns—you need to push through all the feathers, fat, and even the entrails before you reach the hearts and lungs for a quick kill.
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A 20- or 28-gauge will serve you well when hunting bobwhite quail.


The hunter of woodcock or grouse or quail, especially Gentleman Bob, is probably better served with a 20- or 28-gauge. (The 16-gauge is a great compromise, but has two distinct disadvantages: It is hard to find shells for it at most retail stores, and, when it is available, choices within the gauge are woefully limited. Some call it survival of the fittest, I call it a shame.) There is almost no difference in performance between a 20-gauge ⅞-ounce load and a 28-gauge ¾-ounce shell. All other things being equal, they kill as well. The 28 is a bit lighter, and at some point guns can, indeed, become too light and too quick. Really strong guys need to soften their mount to deal with superlight guns. But this is something only you can determine for yourself.


If you do shoot small, quick birds most of the time, but occasionally hunt ringnecks behind flushing dogs (where your shots at least on most days should be farther than if you were shooting over pointing breeds), then the 20-gauge 3-inch is the hands-down winner. Being able to shoot 1¼-ounce loads that pattern well puts the 20 in a class of its own amongst sub-gauges for this type of shooting.


The .410 has to be considered a gun for experts. To have patterns dense enough, you must use Full choke. Even then, at modest ranges, say 20 to 25 yards, the pattern won’t be much bigger than a good-sized dinner plate. That said, in the right hands and at relatively close range, the .410-bore is a great gun for any bird the size of a quail or partridge or smaller. If you use a .410 and kill efficiently and humanely with it, you probably know enough about the gun and the game so that this section can be skimmed over.


For any of the small birds hunted over pointing breeds, open chokes are most efficient: Cylinder, Skeet, and Improved Cylinder are all fine. If you are shooting a single-barrel gun, take your pick, and if you are shooting a double barrel, pick two out of three. If you are shooting larger birds or at long distance, Modified or Improved Cylinder for your first barrel, good to about 35 yards, and Full for your second shot at a bird now presumably farther away, should work quite well.


Double triggers certainly have a place on upland guns. Without a doubt, they are the quickest way to select the barrel you want to shoot first. Single triggers, either selective or nonselective, are fine too. Personally, for this type of shooting, and if this is your only type of shooting, there is hardly any advantage to a selective trigger. The one advantage to them I do find is that if I’m shooting in a situation, for example doves, where I’ve shot one bird and want to load another cartridge quickly, it is easier to load it into the top barrel of an over/under, so I will select the top barrel before the day begins and leave it there until it concludes. With a side-by-side, it makes no difference. The dissimilarity in opening in size of/angle of opening, for anyone who cares, is called the “gape.”


If shooting an over/under for hunting, I must admit I prefer a solid top rib to a ventilated, as I feel the heat dispersion aspect of the latter is overrated and, on a wet day, it is just another area that needs drying and cleaning to prevent rust.


On a side-by-side, flat, filed, or concave ribs are all equally good. The choice comes down to personal preference. I must admit I do not like the look of a raised, ventilated rib on the side-by-side, and certainly it means a different gun fit than a rib more or less on the same plane as the barrels. But that’s just me. If you have a Model 21 that was offered with a high ventilated rib and you like it, I make no judgment. (My wife keeps telling me that I’m self-righteous. However, her use of “righteous” is a malapropism, implying, rather, that I prefer to be right than wrong and I see little to favor wrongness—although I must admit that these sentences are a bit self-righteous, if not downright egotistical. Might she have a point?)


If you are shooting double triggers, a straight grip is the obvious choice, although a very shallow Prince of Wales or semi-pistol grip as found on an old Belgian Browning works almost as well. If not straight, though, the grip must be very shallow. I prefer rounded fore-ends on over/unders and preferably a semi-beavertail along the lines of Italian manufacturers on side-bysides, but this, too, is a personal decision.


Length of barrels—I thought you’d never ask! Shorter barrels are definitely falling out of favor, especially amongst target shooters. For the grouse woods, however, shorter is definitely more maneuverable. This is even more important if you are shooting an auto-loader or pump-action. There is no ballistic disadvantage to 26 inches, but it’s about as short as you should go, especially if you want the gun to hold value on the resale market. Barrels at 28 inches are probably as long as I would go with the double-barrel gun to carry as I’m pushing my way through the alders. If shooting quail or dove or pheasant, the choice is personal and there is no one correct answer. Certainly you can go longer. But if I were shooting numerous species from woodcock to pheasant, one probably couldn’t go wrong with the compromise of 28 inches.


There is also another factor to be considered choosing barrel length. It is the size and strength of the shooter. The taller and stronger the shot, the more appropriate longer barrels become. Similarly, a smaller or weaker individual is better suited to shorter barrels. A 5’4” woman is more likely to shoot well with 26- to 28-inch barrels than she would with 32 inch. However, strength also is a factor. If the 5’4” woman is a power lifter, she may well prefer 30-inch barrels. All of these factors interact. And all are based on the presumption that the shotgun stock correctly fits the shooter.


The Mount is the Shot


[image: image]


This good gun mount on an incoming target is shown on this and the next photo. I would like to see the feet closer together.


Ed Anderson is the gunsmith of the Beretta Gallery in New York City and a Master-class sporting clays shot. He once told me something that really opened my eyes about shooting. I knew it on an unconscious level, but I had never heard it verbalized before: “The mount is the shot,” he said, simply. Truer words have never been spoken. The mount starts with good footwork, but as you see the target, whether it’s game or a clay pigeon, you steadily move the barrels toward it, focus on the bird, then blend the speed of the barrels and the bird until you’ve established the proper sight picture.


The Stance


Footwork is one of the keys to shooting well. You need to be erect, balanced with your weight slightly forward, and relaxed. Ideally, your heels should be no farther apart than your shoulders, and depending on your conformation, they can actually be as close together as six to nine inches. The front knee should be slightly bent, with the weight somewhat over the front foot; fifty-five to 60 percent of the weight should be on the front foot. The toe of the leading foot should be pointed at the spot where you plan to connect with the bird.
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Shooting incoming targets: Notice how the weight is on the rear foot and the front leg is bent, allowing a good transfer of weight backwards while staying on the line of the bird.
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My great and good friend Bob Castelli purposely showing incorrect form and a bad gun mount. His body is all scrunched up, weight is too far forward and bending forward from the waist. . . . This is not Bob’s style but a staged photograph.


During your mount, the gun will be coming across your body at about a 45-degree angle before making contact with the pocket formed just inside the shoulder as you raise your arms and the gun. The heel of the buttplate should settle about the top of your shoulder. Your gun should reach your face and shoulder simultaneously or at least close to it. The plane of your face should be perpendicular to the rib. Don’t cant your face or tilt it more than minimally forward. Your neck should be slightly forward but not enough to cause any strain, and your eyes should remain as level as possible.


Perfect Pocket


Just inside the shoulder there is a pocket that is easy to feel. Raise your right arm, keeping it bent at the elbow and parallel to the ground. Now move it forward slightly. Use your left hand to explore the pocket; this is where you want to place the buttplate. Depending on your physique, the top of the butt may be level with the top of this pocket or a bit below.


The gun needs to be locked into this pocket. Your left arm (or right for Southpaws) should be held at a naturally comfortable angle. Holding your leading arm directly below the gun as you might do when you’re shooting a rifle, doesn’t work for shotgunning. But keeping it parallel to the ground would quickly tire your arm and cause you to start missing the targets. (From Kay Ohye’s book You and The Target, some trap shooters keep their arm above parallel to use “bone to bone” to lock the stock in place.) A 30- to 45-degree angle below horizontal is about right for the majority of shooters.
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This image illustrates a common mistake, especially among beginners. Weight is too far rear and the head is too far back and erect on the stock. The Winchester model 42 is lovely though.
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In this staged shot, the gun is placed too low in relation to the shoulder, and the face is too far forward.


Never lower your face to the gun. This often happens to shooters who make the common mistake of mounting the shotgun above the bicep or on the point of the shoulder. Ouch! Do this a few times, and I guarantee you will never do it again. Some shooters will find the exact spot more easily by standing square to the gun. In shooting situations, however, it’s generally best to have the gun going across your body that 45-degree angle I spoke of. You must learn to find this pocket with unconscious effort—in time and with practice, it will become muscle memory.


Every shooter is different. After you’ve spent enough time shooting, you will eventually develop your own natural style and technique both in mounting and in target acquisition. Always try to keep it based on sound fundamentals. That is the key to hitting birds.
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This is like the previous photo but even more extreme in wrongness.


The Twist


One of the keys to target shooting, indeed to all shotgun shooting, is twisting from the waist, with the actual movement being generated from the feet and lower legs and moving upward. Too many shooters incorrectly sway or shift weight from one foot to the other, which causes them to come off the correct line—”rainbowing” it’s called. You must learn to twist, or to pivot, from the waist. This keeps the shoulders level and barrel on the line, but you must also work from your legs to accomplish this correctly and consistently. In fact, the best shooters work their move from the legs, getting their knees involved.


The easiest way to get a feel for this movement is to take a broom handle or something similar and place it behind your neck, holding it near the ends. Then stand in front of a mirror with your feet directly below your shoulders and twist to the left and the right. This is the way to move your shotgun to a target. So, now pick up your shotgun, double-checking that it is empty, of course, and practice moving to the left and the right by twisting from the waist in the same manner.


In this mounting process, your head must remain still and your eyes level. (To keep your eyes almost level, the gun fit must be perfect.) In an ideal mounting process, the tips of the barrels will barely seem to move.


Heads Up


When you are being fitted for a gun, the gun-fitter will try to get your eye directly over the center of the rib, with your face as perpendicular as possible. Turning your face or cocking your head to force your master eye into the correct position creates an imperfect perception of the target, because depth perception is then inaccurate. Never lower your head down toward the gun. Instead, the gun should always come up to your cheek with a lift of your shoulder. With practice, muscle memory will automatically place the gun in the same spot on your face every time—and when this happens, your shooting will improve remarkably.
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Head is nicely upright in relation to the stock and the eyes are pretty close to level in relation to the barrels.
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Face is too far forward and angled too far down.




The F Words


When I’m not shooting well, I tend to talk to myself, trying to work out my problems through self-coaching. I normally can tell how I’ve missed a target—above, behind, below, or in front—but the question is, why? Usually, I can trace my poor shooting to either sloppy footwork or a bad mount, which means my master (dominant) eye is in an incorrect relation to the barrel/s; i.e., while I’m focusing on the bird, the barrels appear as a blur and their relative position just doesn’t seem to be right.


I have broken down self-correction into a four F-word mantra: footwork, flow, face, and finish.
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Weight is too far back, as is the face.


Footwork—Consistent footwork is absolutely critical to shooting well. Poor footwork equates to running out of a swing and coming off the line to the target. This will cause you to shoot low. By putting slightly more weight on the front foot and pivoting on the rear toe, the right-handed shooter can stay on the proper line for birds going to the left. Stepping into the shot, in the direction where the bird is going, will also do wonders. When a flushed bird flies behind you, turn around and plant both feet so that you’re balanced for the shot. If you are not alone, make sure to point the barrels skyward as you move into this position.
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While there are a multitude of staged errors, the main one I want you to focus on is breaking at the waist.


Flow—By this I mostly mean don’t poke at the bird or “rifle” the shot, which can be tempting to do on shallow angles. While you may get lucky and hit something from time to time, these no-movement shots generally don’t work. Some shotgun movement is always necessary.


Another part of flow is to not box the mount. In other words, do not pick up the target too early and then chase it for a long way with a mounted gun. Instead, move the gun to the target and blend the tip of the barrels to the bird as part of the mounting process. As the gun reaches your face, most of the work will already be done and the shot can be quickly and correctly taken.


Face—Hitting the same spot on your face with the stock each time, with a consistent amount of pressure, is also important to a proper mount. Pressure that’s too light might cause your master eye to be off-center. This, in turn, would cause you to shoot toward the left (if you are a right-handed shooter)
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This staged sequence is designed in an exaggerated form to demonstrate what not to do. In this, the gun comes off the face as the shot progresses, with the bird moving to the shoot. This is a very common fault. Righties stay on the gun better on a target moving to the left.
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Finish—Finish, or follow-through, is the fourth element in shooting well. It doesn’t have to be exaggerated, but it must occur. The barrel needs to keep moving steadily until the shot has completely exited the muzzle. Do not slow your swing or start to dismount too soon.


Six Inches and The Mental Game


We all have strengths and weaknesses in our lives and in our sports. We all have upper limits of talent, i.e. visual acuity, speed of reflexes. We also have upper limits, largely due to genetics and early stimuli, for our intelligence; no matter how perfect one’s environment, only one person in a few billion, give or take, will turn out to be an Einstein. Similarly, myself included, most of us do not have the shooting talent of a George Digweed (arguably the greatest competitive shot of all time); Anthony Matarese, who has won U.S. national titles and a world championship; or the late Smoker Smith who was the top shot of his day. Still, good coaching, a well-fitted gun, and the intelligent use of choke and load will help maximize anyone’s individual performance.


There is another aspect to successful shooting that should never be overlooked: confidence. There was a time when I toyed with taking sporting clays very seriously. At my club in Westchester County, New York, in practice I put in a number of 97 and 98 performances, and at competition I set the club record with a 94. Admittedly, it was not the toughest course in the world, but it was still tough enough, and the next closest scores were an 87 and 88 put in by a couple of All-Americans.


I once shot in a sporting clay competition in which I was nowhere close to winning because of an appalling performance on springing teal, my bugaboo. I did, however, post the only straight on the high tower, and the field that day included Smoker Smith, shooting at his peak, Andy Duffy, who went on to win U.S. National and European titles, and Jon Kruger, the U.S. Champion at the time.


For whatever reasons, I often became very self-conscious under the pressure of competition, whereas guys like Smoker flourished in the crunch and loved a gallery. I wilted. Had I been clever, I would have gone to a sports psychologist, and perhaps, and only perhaps, as Marlon Brandon said in On The Waterfront, “I could have been a contender!” Instead, I quit shooting competitively except at the club level.


Confidence applies to game shooting as well. With a lack of confidence, one tends to become too tentative and too cautious. Triggers don’t get pulled or are pulled too late. Birds get wounded instead of killed, or they fail to fall altogether.


On a day of extreme driven shooting, I find if I kill the first couple of good birds well, I can be quite lethal. If I miss the first few, I can have a really bad drive or even an entire day (I do, admittedly, like going for the toughest, tallest, most visually deceptive birds). If I find I can’t shoot to my own standard—after all, I am competing against myself not anyone else—I do my best to self-coach and talk myself through the slump. I mumble about moving my feet or locking my face on the stock. Usually I can talk myself into shooting well, though not every time. If the self-coaching fails, I kill a couple birds that I would normally let fly by. “Easy” birds. It puts the image of a well-shot bird into my brain on some subconscious level, lets muscle memory take over, and I can then try and stretch myself again.


Often, especially at trap competitions, if one gun misses a clay, so will the next shooter. The concept of missing creeps unconsciously into the second shooter’s psyche. As it turns out, the most important six inches in shooting is not lead or barrel length—it’s the six inches between one’s ears.


Ethical Limits of Range


A shooting pal of mine, John Milius, who inspired numerous Hollywood household names (Steven Spielberg, Tom Selleck, etc.), to buy fine guns wrote or directed a number of well-known movies. Some films are magnificent, The Wind and the Lion, and Apocalypse Now; some hugely popular hits such as Conan the Barbarian. John is probably best known for the lines from his Dirty Harry movies, one of which, uttered by Clint Eastwood, is that, “A man has to know his limitations.”


That is the core of divergent points of view. The simple truth is that very few shooters are competent even at the relatively comfortable 30-yard mark. Most people don’t judge range accurately (though it can be learned with practice and a rangefinder). Back in the days when I co-owned a successful commercial pheasant and duck shoot in Ireland, I was frequently amazed how often people considered by their peers to be great shots were merely adequate at only a very limited range, generally twenty-five or thirty yards. When watching them shoot, they were lethal on these birds, but would hit a bird five yards higher up in the middle or backend, and with another five yards added on miss completely. These shooters missed the point both figuratively and literally: the sight picture changes with distance.


It is here that the problem with the schools of “instinctive” or “natural” shooting you’ll so often see in advertising or in shooting magazines articles exists. There is no “instinct” to shooting. That’s a complete myth. Shooting is a hand-eye sport. Humans have learned hand-eye coordination that enables us to perform any number of tasks: drive a car, catch a ball, or place a fly once one has learned how to cast properly in front of a trout. Some acquire this skill set better than others. When it comes to shooting, you are functionally throwing shot where the bird will be, not unlike a quarterback throwing a football to his receiver running downfield. But natural hand eye coordination should never be confused with instinct, which is far better illustrated with a Labrador’s desire to retrieve or a setter’s to point.


To be a competent shot, one must have technique, which normally comes only through good training, coaching, and proper practice. And when one is talking about extreme shotgun shooting at fifty yards or greater, one is in a rarefied atmosphere. The great shotgunners, those such as George Digweed, Dan Carlisle, Anthony Matarese, Diane Sorantino, and Kim Rhode, can make such shots routinely but do not think for a minute that they do not work at their proficiency. When I was shooting a lot, I found extreme shooting very natural—because I practiced it. Today, having blown out my shoulder for the third time, I have had to cut back on the number of days I shoot in order to put off having surgery. I rarely shoot clays anymore in an effort to protect that shoulder. But shooting less than I used to, I am not always at the top of my game. On days when I am on song, I know it, and I will crumple an extreme bird as easily as a medium one. Knowing my limitations, as Milius would say, I will have shot to my capabilities on that particular day or drive.
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Two world champions—Anthony Matarese and Diane Sorantino—and a wannabe—yours truly.


Shooting at extreme range is not beyond the scope of the competent shot, but the proper tools need to accompany the effort. One needs large shot, large loads, and tight chokes. One needs to actually pattern their gun to know at what point the pattern of the chosen load goes to hell. Tom Roster, undoubtedly one of the world’s great authorities on shotgun ballistics, worked up loads for his guns that provided well over 90-percent patterns at forty yards and retained Full-choke forty-yard pattern configurations at sixty-plus yards. While it is unfortunate that Roster did not pattern his guns beyond the sixty-yard range, it would have been interesting to determine how far adequate patterns were achievable with buffered loads and tight chokes. An educated guess would put that in the seventy-five- to eighty-yard range, though very few people are capable of making sure kills at that distance. (Photos of these patterns were reproduced with Tom Roster’s kind permission in my book The Complete Guide to Wing Shooting. Terrible title, interesting book, for those with a technical bent).


Let me put this another way: A skeet target is normally shot at about 20 yards. It is 21 yards to the center stake of the skeet field. To my mind, someone who is not shooting good scores on skeet at this modest distance has no justification to be trying for 40-yard pheasants or ducks. My guess is that great shots probably cripple and lose, on a percentage basis, fewer birds at 50 yards than the average shot does at 30. One should neither extol nor criticize another man’s view of sport, as long as that sport is done honestly and within one’s abilities. To contemplate shooting at distance on live game, even if you are a good enough shot to make humane kills, it is necessary to pattern your gun at your maximum range. I once patterned a 20-gauge gun of mine and at 50 yards there were sufficient pellets in the pattern to humanely kill a bird whereas at 60 yards there were hardly any pellets in the pattern. Only experimentation and observation will determine your barrel choke load combination at distance.
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First barrel patterned at 20 yards. Full choke very tight. This not meant to be for killing birds at this close distance, as there is too much meat damage. Very hot core . . . off-center to the left and way too high.


As another famous Milius line uttered by Dirty Harry: “So you feel lucky, punk, well, do ya?”—should not be in your mind as you are going to a bird. If you can lift your gun with confidence, assuming that you are going to kill your quarry quickly and humanely, you are shooting within your own scope. If you cannot, especially on more typical birds, I suggest you revisit your technique and equipment and, if necessary, take lessons, change guns, loads, whatever it takes to actually make you proficient and build legitimate confidence.


[image: image]


Full choke from my 28-gauge at 30 yards.
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Now at 40 yards.


Shooting Where It Will Be


Wildfowl shooting, upland shooting, and the clay games all have something in common: To be seriously good at any of them, you need to employ different techniques and use different equipment. On a technical sporting clay course, for example, the course designer will often beat you by having a bird that is doing something different than first appears. That, strangely, is also what they all have in common. One must be able to read the target, be it clay or live game.


Live birds often are not actually doing what is first perceived. A pass-shot dove, besides not flying on a straight line, may also be slipping in a side wind—and slipping shots are very tricky to read. You have to look at the wings to see if one is slightly higher than the other for curl, and one must be aware of wind direction in relation to the target for slippage. Also, one must read whether its wings are flapping or set. If they are set, the dove is probably gliding downward or dropping to some degree. Personally, I think a pass-shot bird at 40-plus yards with curl and slip is the greatest challenge.


A tall pass-shot bird requires a steady mount, a big sight picture, and the ability to track and read its flight (or line) accurately. This is all aided with longish barrels and a fair amount of overall gun weight; the latter required to minimize recoil with heavy loads (i.e., laws of inertia). For truly tall wildfowl, long barrels, tight chokes (modified or half is max choke for tungsten or steel loads) that have been ideally patterned for a specific load, and large shot are all required. If you can handle the recoil, a minimum 1¼-ounce shot payload on mallard-size game will send enough pellets with sufficient energy to cleanly kill at longer yardages. Geese require heavier loads and larger shot than mallard, and mallard more than teal.


Buffered loads are a plus. Hypervelocity loads do not help much and are not worth their added recoil. Slow cartridges should also be avoided, at least in part for their lack of penetration. Long barrels are an advantage in that they aid in momentum, which aids a smooth swing. For heavier loads on big birds, an auto-loader such as Beretta’s A400 Xtreme or a Remington Versa Max, which handle 2¾-, 3-, and 3½-inch shells, really come into their own. The fact that they are almost impervious to the weather is a huge advantage, especially in salt or brackish water.




Three’s the Minimum


A number of years ago, a couple guys were running a shooting clinic called Optimum Shooting Their names are Gill Ash and Jerry Meyer (their partnership has since split up). The pair was aided by cartridge manufacturers, choke tube makers, clay bird companies and other relative industry support, so they were able to experiment with a fair amount of rigor. If memory serves, they used a trampoline-like mesh to catch clay targets that had not been broken.


Many clays hit with fewer than three pellets were unbroken, with just one or two pellets having penetrated them. In other words, to break off with consistency a visible piece of a clay, something needed to score a hit in competition, one needed a minimum of three or four pellets on the clay.


Just like clays, gamebirds need at least three or four pellets of sufficient energy impacting the front half of their body, and ideally in the front third, for a clean, humane kill. (A true sportsman will always use his second barrel to finish off a wounded bird, rather than going to a second bird.)


Different clays also need different pellet sizes for the correct amount of energy to be imparted and make the break. Likewise, the dome of a standard clay target is tougher than the underbelly. A rabbit at distance needs a larger pellet. A mallard or large duck needs heavier shot than a pheasant, a pheasant larger shot than a quail. The gun and load that is best for goose does not work nearly so well on a ruffed grouse.





Thirty-four-inch barrels have exactly a five-inch advantage over 29-inch barrels. Unlike a rifle, this added barrel length has no ballistic significance. A strong fellow such as George Digweed will undoubtedly prefer something in the 32-inch range. Personally, I am quite happy with 29- to 32-inch barrels, depending on weight and balance, and a woman or small man might in fact find 28 inches preferable.
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One of the strongest game shooting teams of all time in Britain. George Digweed and Richard Faulds have around 50 World and Olympic titles between them; Philip Fussell is considered one of the 100 best British shots of all time; my pal Jamie MacLeod and Ian and Liam Botham are all renowned shots. I’m in the back center. This was a day of invited guns by Steve Thomas, who has the Prescombe shoot not too far from London. Photo courtesy of Charles Sainsbury Plaice.


Over/unders have the advantage of a more precise sight picture. The term “single sighting plane” is a misnomer. The issue at hand is actually one of width (compared to the sight picture of a side-by-side and even the receivers of a semiauto or pump), otherwise sighting planes would be on different levels. For both-eyes-open shooters, another advantage of over/unders expresses itself when, with a high hold point on a trap target or a directly overhead incomer, one can often see the bird “suspended” underneath the barrels like a half-tone in photographic lingo which allows a more consistent sight picture to develop. (For those not conversant with photographic nomenclature, it means that the image will not be crisp and distinct, but will still be apparent though fuzzy or blurred.) This is why, for example, a two-eyed shooter has a higher hold point at the trap house–he can see the bird coming out of the house, beneath his barrels.


While one wants to be steady and consistent for tall to extreme pass shooting, one needs to be slightly aggressive, even reckless, in their approach to shooting grouse or quail. By reckless I do not mean dangerous, but rather shooting out of one’s comfort zone, pulling the trigger much earlier and with much less hesitation than one would on a tall bird. A tall goose or mallard or, indeed, dove may only be in range when he is close to vertical, and that takes some studying and timing to get correct. To shoot a covey rise of quail well, on the other hand, one needs to get the first shot off as fast as possible, though not so close as to produce “Georgia snow.” That probably means telling your brain (or is your brain telling you?) to pull the trigger when that first quail is somewhere between 15 and 20 yards. By the time neurons are fired, primer ignited, and pellets sent downrange to the target, that should translate into a kill about somewhere between 20 and 25 yards in front. (And that gives you time for a second shot also still in range.)


Again, birds need to be read. Is the bird dropping in relation to the horizontal or is it climbing slightly? If it is dropping, often the case, then one needs to shoot low. I like to think of dangling legs on the target and come down from the body to these imaginary feet, then fire and follow through. To a bird at a slight angle, I would go from those dangling feet towards the wing in the direction of flight to establish my line, fire, and follow through. More lead is obviously required on quartering shots, more again on a crossing shot.


There is a world of difference between the ideal waterfowl gun and an upland gun. Indeed, there are all sorts of different firearm, ammunition, accessory, and technique requirements between each sport. Certainly, I would consider a lightweight 20- or 28-gauge for small ducks like teal when they are decoying well. For spooky ringnecks getting up far in front of a flushing dog, I would want a 12-gauge or a 20-gauge 3-inch with a 1¼-ounce load of No. 4 or 5 coupled with tight chokes to penetrate from behind.




Triggers and Flinches


One of the worst things that can happen to a shooter’s confidence is to develop a flinch. Flinch tends to be caused by the pounding that one endures while shooting, though the noise associated with shooting can be a factor, too. Shooting a heavy load hundreds of times is like standing still while someone beats on your shoulder again and again and again. Throw in the barrel flip, which after a long day can cause quite an ache against your cheek or neck, and a flinch might just be in your future.


The best way to deal with a flinch is to not develop one. The good news is that it is more easily prevented than cured. This lies partly in knowing your own physical limitations. For example, some shooters never develop a flinch from a shooting normal 1⅛-ounce trap loads from an over/under, while others might develop one while shooting a light 1-ounce load in an auto-loader.


Flinches come in all shapes and sizes. I’ve seen all sorts. Sometimes the shooter steps forward. Sometimes one seems to push the gun, other times they’ll seem to pull the gun, or drop the barrels. Whatever form it takes, a miss is sure to ensue. Let’s look at some basic principles for avoiding flinch.


Light loads recoil less than heavy loads, but it’s not as easy as reading “Reduced Recoil” on the box and assuming that will do the trick. There are cartridges from some manufacturers that do seem to be more pleasant to shoot than others, even when they produce the same exterior ballistics.


A heavier gun generates less recoil than a lighter gun with the same load-laws of inertia. Auto-loaders absorb more recoil than fixed-breech guns and spread the recoil over time, though some autoloaders are more pleasant to shoot than others. Gas-operated designs such as found in the Beretta or Remington semiautos seem to do the best job at creating a mild shove.


While trap and wildfowling are primarily 12-gauge sports, 20- and 28-gauges can be used effectively in practice sessions at skeet or sporting clays, for most game shooting situations, and, obviously, in gauge-specific competitions. Many serious skeet competitors use a 12-gauge gas gun, then switch to sub-gauge over/unders. Some competitors use their 20-gauge tubesets in their 12-gauge carrier barrels and their averages are not noticeably affected.


All guns can be made to shoot more pleasantly via a few different ways. The easiest way is to add a recoil pad that does a good job of absorbing shock. Again, some brands are better than others (Sorbothane-like Kick-Eez leaps to mind). A more labor-intensive and expensive method is to lengthen the forcing cones and back-bore the barrels. This helps create more of a push than a punch (several big manufacturers now offer these as standard features). Barrel porting forces gases upward and reduces muzzle rise, which in turn allows the shooter to get on the next target faster and eases the jolt to the neck over the long term. Adding weight to the buttstock or the barrels (or preferably both), helps keep the balance point where you want it while slightly reducing felt recoil. There are even stocks on the market designed with a hydraulic system that absorbs recoil. ISIS, no relation to the terrorist organization, makes a combination recoil-reducing system and recoil pad that is worth looking into for those who are greatly affected by recoil. They need to be installed properly, not all gunsmiths can do it, and they are expensive—but for many worth the money.


In my old age, I find that a gel pad inserted into my shooting vest does a great job at making a long shooting day more comfortable. I prefer the soft versions of these pads. The drawback, of course, is that if you wear one consistently it will slightly alter your length of pull.


A bad trigger may lead to flinching. The worst triggers have a significant amount of slack and/or a significant amount of creep. Both destroy your timing. Most competitive shooters require a trigger pull of about three to four pounds and completely devoid of creep or slack.


It is easier mentally to accept a heavier trigger pull than it is to deal with creep or slack. When you pull the trigger you disengage the sear, which allows the hammer to fall. Some shooters develop a flinch by lightening their trigger so much that, on some unconscious level, they become afraid of touching it for fear of a premature discharge. (No need to call Dr. Freud, just go to a trigger expert—less expensive, more rewarding.)


If you develop a flinch and can’t cure it through the means described above, there is another alternative: the release trigger. Release triggers are not for the beginner, the uncommitted, or the absent minded, because you pull the trigger first, call for the bird, and then release the trigger to disengage the sear.


The safety implications for such a trigger setup should be obvious. More than one trap house has been shot by someone whose mind wandered while holding down the trigger. Release triggers are pretty much limited to the clay field. Some clubs require guns so equipped to sport a warning sticker on the buttstock. No hunter should ever use one.


Some serious trap shooters develop a flinch on only the first shot of doubles, without the bad reaction tainting other parts of their game. Some of these gents have overcome the problem by using a release/pull-trigger system. In other words, the trigger releases on the first shot and is pulled normally on the second. If you do go to a release trigger, make sure that it is installed by a manufacturer or gunsmith with a solid reputation, warranty, and design. Once installed, do not tinker with this trigger at all on your own. If it needs work, return it to whomever installed it.


I suppose this is as good a spot as any to go into “lock time.” This is the time between when you pull the trigger and when the firing pin is struck by the falling hammer. Theoretically, the faster the lock time is, the less follow- through you’ll need; practically, unless your lock time is abysmal I’m not sure how much this really matters. The truth is that while some guns are much quicker than others in their lock time, as long as your gun isn’t too terribly slow it won’t matter much. There is one caveat. Let’s say, for example, that you shoot an old autoloader with a slow lock time on your normal trap shots and handicap targets, but switch to an over/under with much faster lock times for doubles. This difference between guns may affect your timing. If your favorite auto-loader has a particularly slow lock time, you may be able to purchase a kit from companies like Brownells that will speed it up. Your goal should always be to make as many things as possible consistent in your shooting.







CHAPTER 2


Breaking Down the Modern Shotshell


“Long live lead!” say I, but that may be short-lived as more states and federal land are requiring non-lead shot.


As I’ve explained, the ban on lead for waterfowling led to new generations of cartridges and shotguns designed specifically for that task. That was necessary because your dad’s or your granddad’s shotguns, those old pumps or side-by-sides with fixed full-choke barrels, though a joy to shoot, are unsuitable for use with any shot that’s harder than lead. It is here, then, at this time in history that demanded U.S. waterfowlers shoot non-lead shot, that shotshell design and components realized their first big innovations since the invention of the plastic wad and shell hull.


Bismuth was an early answer for the call for “nontoxic” shot (a.k.a. “non-lead” shot). But early bismuth pellets were too light and too brittle. Lucky for us, bismuth is much better today than it was even 10 years ago, so, if you do choose to use Old Betsy and her Full chokes, then bismuth answers your desires. Indeed, with any fine old gun, even those with relatively open chokes, I wouldn’t risk using anything as hard steel shot.


It was this ban of lead and especially the introduction of steel and other shot of harder materials such as tungsten, that has witnessed most 12-gauge wildfowl guns increasing their chamber to 3 and 3½ inches, in order to pack as much punch as possible in the payload. But, as Newton’s third law states, for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction—and these heavier loads generate considerable recoil.


While many modern autoloaders do a good job of absorbing the blow, 3½-inch loads still kick significantly. To think otherwise would be foolish, so, while this length is offered in pump-actions if 3½ inches is your shotshell of choice, I would definitely do some testing with these super magnum loads before purchasing that action. Don’t get me wrong, Winchester’s old Model 12s are a thing of beauty, but firing multiple 3½-inch shells through any pump will beat you up. I think that modern autoloaders offer the best bang for the duck buck, combined with as much recoil mitigation as is possible, plus that third shell advantage over a double, makes it the gun of choice for most serious waterfowlers.


For those who go after geese or large sea ducks like eiders, yes, 3-inch and 3½-inch 12-gauge and, in some cases, even the mighty 10-gauge, should be considered. All have a terminal advantage over anything smaller. That said, if you’re happy to shoot 2¾-inch shells, say at decoying mallards or black ducks, then any action you prefer is fine (and in those situations, smaller gauges and over/unders work well with the right loads and chokes).
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