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  To my dad, Henry P. Mulak (1919–2007).




  His enduring belief in his children proved to be his greatest gift to them.




  
INTRODUCTION What Is a “Good Shot”?





  “That fella’s a good shot.” I’ve made that statement about other shooters, and probably, so have you. It’s a term of respect based on one essential qualification: the person in question shoots a shotgun well enough to have that excellence recognized by his peers. But just what does it take to be considered a good shot? What do hunters and target shooters mean when they refer to a colleague by that term?




  According to Bob Smith of Wilbraham, Massachusetts, a friend whose opinion I value, the definition of a good shot amounts to just one word—consistency. For him, a good shot is a shooter who routinely finishes with a respectable score, round after round, year after year. Bob knows a lot of shooters who shoot well, but only a few good shots. For Peter Piemonte, another friend who routinely out-shoots me at clays, his definition includes the idea that a good shot doesn’t miss the same shot twice. That is, a shooter needs to be enough of a scientist to know why he missed the shot and how to go about correcting it.




  Of course, both my shooting friends had sporting clays in mind when they offered their definitions. For field shooting, I’ve long agreed with my dad’s broad interpretation: a good shot doesn’t miss the easy ones. Let the difficult shots fall where they may, but when you’ve got an easy shot, make sure you don’t miss. Not ever. If that’s you, in my Dad’s book you’d be a good shot. And I’d agree with him: missing easy shots ought to disqualify you from even being considered.




  But recently I’ve begun to think there’s more to it than that. My own latest take on the definition of a good shot is someone who is genuinely surprised when the bird doesn’t fold dead in the air. The insinuation, of course, is that the good shot passes on chancy opportunities and low-percentage shots, but when the time comes to shoulder the gun, the good shot does so with confidence that the shot can be made. It’s not that a good shot doesn’t miss; it’s that he or she truly expects to make a clean kill after deciding that the shot is a “go.”




  Of course, that leads to the question, “Why even bother?” Sports involving gunpowder are widely suspect in this day and age. Yesteryear’s rugged frontiersmen might be a source of pride for the average American. Note the Currier and Ives prints featuring bird dogs and hanging game and hunters in action decorating many inns and restaurants, along with decoys, hunting horns, and the paraphernalia of muzzle-loading weapons—all part of our past culture. Yet today, there are words we don’t dare say out loud in civilized society, and gun is near the top of that list. If we read society’s opinion correctly, it seems that hunting is okay, as long as it was done in the distant past.




  We don’t know what to do about hunting. We can’t seem to make up our minds about how to behave in this deadly game we pursue. There is a body of outdoor literature that tells us we have a right to go hunting, then urges us not to kill anything. Catch-and-release may be an option when using a fishing rod, but not when you go afield with a shotgun. “Kill with principles,” we’re told. “Hunt, but don’t be too successful.” In these politically correct times, we don’t know how we should perceive what we’re doing. And we’re constantly attempting to justify it—not so much to others, but to ourselves.




  I’m not out to change anyone’s mind. But if you’re afield with a shotgun, there are reasons to shoot well. Arguments are frequently made that a good shot wastes a lot less game than a poor shot who cripples birds that can’t be retrieved. Maybe so. But at the heart of the matter is the idea that if you’re going to do something—anything—you ought to do it well. Simply shooting a shotgun doesn’t take much skill, but shooting it well certainly does. It doesn’t come easy. Anyone who is a good shot didn’t arrive there by accident. This book is an attempt to get you there, or at least show you the way.




  
1 Separating Truth from Myth





  People who should know better say that shotgunning is an art. Defining what is meant by an art can be tricky, but any definition always includes the terms imagination, creativity, and orignality. When you’re trying to hit a flying target with a shotgun, you’re not so much shooting at something as shooting where something is going to be a moment from now. Admittedly, that takes a little imagination, but does that make it art? Adding to the shotgunning-as-art idea is the fact that a shotgunner doesn’t really use gun sights per se—at least not on flying targets. When you’re shooting correctly, the barrel and the bead are blurred in your vision, so you’re not really aiming at all—you’re following a moving object with your eyes while holding a shotgun. You’ve got to be a little bit creative to do that, but is that art?




  Then there’s something I call the “invisibility factor” that adds to the air of mysticism. We point the shotgun and pull the trigger, and something happens that we can’t see. We see only the effects (or the lack thereof)—the target breaks or it doesn’t, the bird is hit or it keeps flying. But the process itself—the shot in flight—is invisible. If you could see what was going on (as in archery or golf), shooting would be considered an athletic undertaking. But the invisibility factor somehow makes it a creative art form—at least in some people’s opinion.




  In truth, when the shotgunning-as-art argument comes up, someone is usually trying to convince you of something illogical, such as: Shot stringing is beneficial on crossing targets. Or inconsistency is an inescapable part of shotgunning. Or little guns perform as well as big ones. Or a single pellet of such-and-such size is all you need to knock down a gamebird. Or mixed shot sizes work well. Or square shot is good for opening up a pattern. Or more is less (or vice versa). None of this is logical, and none of it is true.




  Shotgun shooting is not art. It is an application of the laws of physics with a little athleticism thrown in. To call something an art implies that people who do it well have some God-given talent, while others who don’t, don’t. That may be true of forms of expression such as music and painting, but it is hardly true of shot gunning. Rather, shotgunning is a learned skill that takes some effort to acquire. Like any applied science—from cooking to golfing to riding a bike—if you do it right, results follow. There is no mysticism involved, no special talent, no secret trick, no art. You just need to practice and pay attention to a few basic things, which are the subject matter of this book.




  It’s often difficult to separate the facts from the many dubious beliefs that people mindlessly repeat. Supposition, superstition, and the momentum of tradition cloud the science of shotgunning. In that mess of misinformation, you need to find the kernels of truth and hang on to them, because they are essential if you want to become a good shot. Following is a list of a dozen such indispensable verities. Each represents an important concept in good shooting and is elaborated on later in this book.




  1. Good shotgunning can be learned. But if good shooting can be learned, so can bad shooting. A lifetime of bad habits can be difficult to unlearn, but improved results predictably follow improved methods. In chapter 3, bad habits and their correction are addressed, as well as some techniques to improve your shooting away from the target range. Remember, you will get better with practice.




  2. In shotgunning, there are only two rules of marksmanship: find the flight line of the target, and keep the gun moving. Everything else is an elaboration of these two basic tenets. Finding the flight line and moving the gun along it may be easier said than done, however, particularly when time is short and conditions are less than ideal. But if there is “a trick to it,” there it is. The common question of “How much lead?” makes for interesting discussions, but there is really only one answer: find the line and keep the gun moving. If you can arrive at a comprehensive understanding of these two points and apply that understanding to your shooting, you can throw away every book ever written on shotgunning (including this one).




  [image: Good shotgunning can be learned.]




  3. Every miss should automatically translate into a lesson. Hitting all the targets is never a realistic goal, but knowing what you did wrong when you miss certainly is. Practice is all about getting in tune with your shooting abilities so that you can learn something positive from a missed shot and, hopefully, correct it. Skeet shooting is a good place to start and a logical departure point (see chapter 2).




  4. Gamebirds are easy to hit but difficult to kill. Simply knocking down a gamebird is not enough—a clean kill is what you’re after. There are two theories regarding the best way to accomplish that end: the penetration method versus the shock-effect method. In chapter 5, I argue that shock is a consistent killer of gamebirds, while physical trauma is not.




  5. Successful shotgunning in the field involves a lot more than marksmanship. Hunting involves gun handling, outdoor skills, and an understanding of the habits of the gamebird you’re after—plus an intelligent application of those factors over a prolonged period. It all comes under the heading of wing shooting, which is covered in chapters 7 and 8.




  6. There is one right gauge, choke, and load combination for every shooting situation. The argument goes that if one load or choke is better than another for your specific hunting situation, there must be one best combination. Find it, and consistency follows (see chapter 5).




  7. Pattern quality trumps every other consideration in shotgun performance. Your intention is never to hit a bird with all the pellets that come out of the end of the barrel—but you do want to hit it with some of them. The quality of the pattern ensures that “some” is a sufficient and constant quantity. Good patterns are responsible for predictable performance, and they are far more important than muzzle velocity, shot size, or load volume (see chapter 5).




  8. Pattern density is the first limit on the range of a shotgun. In all things related to shotgunning, the measure of effectiveness is consistency. Good shooting—that is, producing consistent, predictable results—involves an awareness of both range and pattern. Chapter 5 addresses the need to establish an effective “slot” for your field shooting—one where you’re sure of a consistently effective pattern through the full length of a 10-yard swath.




  9. Most problems with shotgunning can be traced to the invisibility factor. That phenomenon leads to numerous bad decisions. When shooters start to believe things that border on the superstitious, it is almost always a function of the invisibility factor. Investigation, however, can provide an understanding of those things that can’t be readily seen. Without such investigation, we operate far more on hope than faith. In chapter 5, you’ll learn what you can do to overcome the invisibility factor and reach the point of knowing what your shotgun can and—almost as importantly—cannot do.




  10. You can be a good shooter in spite of an inferior shotgun, but it’s not easy. The list of prerequisites for an effective field gun is brief. The foremost consideration is that there is a difference between a cleanly killed gamebird and a chipped clay target. Opinions on firepower and handling characteristics vary when the subject is the “right” gun. Chapter 4 attempts to separate the gladiators from the gladioli.




  11. Modern premium ammunition is better than anything made in the past. That fact alone makes many of the definitions and opinions of the past obsolete, yet they persist. As a result of these erroneous beliefs, the typical American shotgunner is using one choke too tight and one shot size too coarse (see chapter 6).




  12. “You better like the outdoors, because there’s not enough hunt in hunting to go afield for hunting alone.” That’s a quote from my father, and in this age of short seasons, limited bags, and a scarcity of game, his words were never truer. Here, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, being an outdoorsman and being a hunter are not necessarily the same, but it is becoming increasingly difficult to pursue the latter for a few months of the year without also making a full-time avocation of the former. The two wing-shooting chapters elaborate on this premise.




  If I were to add a 13th truth, it would be this: you can become a good shot. There is no doubt in my mind, even though I’ve never seen you shoot. If you believe it, too, then we’ve made a start.




  
2 Skeet Revisited





  “Skeet shooting and bird hunting are about as similar as paging through a Playboy magazine is to taking out a cute divorcee for dinner and cocktails.” I wrote that observation for a shooting article, and I still think it’s pretty funny—and true. In the case of the Playboy magazine, it’s all about make-believe. You can take your time; there’s no hurry. You can even turn the pages backward if you missed something or want a better look. But the dinner and cocktails is real: you need to react to a changing situation whether you’re ready or not. You can’t go back and start over if you make a mistake. There are no guarantees.




  Similarly, everything in skeet shooting is predictable. Nothing happens until you call for the target. You know in advance where it’s going, and unless you’re in a contest of some sort, you can always “turn the pages backward” by calling for the target again if you’d like another chance. In contrast, in the field, you’re on your own. Sometimes a pointing dog can add a modicum of predictability by showing you in advance where the bird might be, but you still need to react to a changing situation and do it right now. You can’t go back and start over if you make a mistake, and there are no guarantees.




  Skeet was invented sometime around 1925 by a group of Massachusetts bird hunters. Among them was William Harnden Foster, author of the classic New England Grouse Shooting. The game started out as a form of grouse-shooting practice, but smashing flying targets with a shotgun turned out to be so much fun that it quickly became popular among people who had never even seen a grouse, let alone hunted one. Competition, as it does in all things, fueled a rapid evolution of game-specific shooting methods, and skeet became 20 precise and repetitive movements that were hardly recognizable as those practiced by grouse hunters. With popularity came commercialism, and soon there were skeet vests, skeet guns, skeet loads, and skeet shoes. By 1940, even its inventor bemoaned what had become of the game he originated.




  Fortunately, the evolution of skeet involved only how the game was played, not the game itself.* We can use skeet shooting to stay in practice for bird shooting because, physically, it’s still the same game that Foster and his buddies invented: same targets, same distances, same speed. You don’t need a skeet gun or anything special to shoot skeet—you can do it with the same gun you hunt with.




  Some things seem obvious, but I’ll state them anyway. Skeet is not bird shooting. Real birds accelerate and rise once they leave the ground; clay targets do just the opposite. Birds have a way of taking flight when you least expect it, but in skeet, nothing happens until you say “pull.” Birds in flight can and do change direction; clay targets occasionally get wind blown, but essentially they follow a predetermined flight path every time. Gamebirds fly faster and slower, nearer and farther, lower and higher, and rarely as straight as skeet targets do.




  Despite these differences, skeet remains the single most important shortcut to figuring out how to hit moving targets, including all manner of gamebirds. The day is gone when a hunter could learn to shoot well just from hits and misses while hunting. Seasons are short, bag limits are small, and gamebirds are hardly plentiful. If you’re ever going to become a good shot, you need to become intimate with clay targets, and more so than any of the other clay target games, skeet allows you to work out the problems of shotgun marksmanship.




  Complicating all things shotgun is the previously mentioned invisibility factor. When we miss a bird in the field, we often don’t know why. We ask ourselves: Did I shoot too soon? Too late? Did I stop the gun? Was I above the bird? If another bird got up in a similar manner a minute later, we’d have a chance to try something different. Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen. We might see another shot like that before the season is out, but then again, we might not. In the field, we’re usually given a large dollop of time to stew about a missed shot. Sometimes, during that stewing time, bird hunters will arrive at conclusions that are not always correct. Men become desperate and change shells, change chokes, change guns—all because they don’t really know why they missed.




  There’s no such problem at the skeet range. Each shot is predictable and repeatable and offers an opportunity to work on specific problem areas. You can say, “Let me have that one again,” and keep trying different solutions until you find the right one. If you’re willing to pay for the extra targets, you can shoot the same shot over and over until the trap machine is empty or your shoulder falls off, whichever comes first.




  Some shooters truly expect to hit all the targets. For them, every miss is a mistake. That may be a workable theory at the target range, but not in the uplands and waterfowl marshes. In field shooting, never missing is hardly a realistic goal. However, knowing what you did wrong when you miss is something worth striving for. Skeet can provide that knowledge.




  The game of skeet offers a universal frame of reference for all shotgun shooters. The various shots are those we see while hunting, and nearly every bird hunter understands what is meant when a shot is referred to as a “high-house two” or a “station eight.” Of course, the translation is rarely so direct: usually, it’s “high-house two, but lower and curving away,” or “station eight, but with the bird climbing steeply.”




  For a bird hunter on the skeet field, station one high house replicates the situation in which a treed grouse loses its nerve as the hunter walks beneath. Similarly, rooster pheasants are known to rise and then level off, offering an underneath-type shot as they fly away. Duck hunters sometimes see the same shot when a bird buzzes over the rig from behind the blind. It takes some practice, because the sight picture required is counterintuitive. The overhead line of the target’s flight goes straight away from the hunter. The difficulty is that the bird is flying level to the ground (or nearly so) and presents a weird perspective to the shooter. You must get in front of a moving target to make a hit, but in this case, “in front” is actually underneath.




  [image: High-one as a pheasant shot.]




  To hit high-one, swing the gun along the flight path of the target (which, from your perspective, is nearly straight down) and pull the trigger the instant you pass the bird. As with every other situation on the skeet field, when you miss, it’s usually a matter of not keeping the gun moving right through the shot—in shooting terms, you “checked.” That is, you unconsciously stopped the gun as you pulled the trigger. If you keep the gun moving, the target will break.




  Both high-two and low-six are wonderfully quick quartering shots, albeit from opposite directions. They are as fast and true as any hunting situation when the bird flushes on the flank and breaks across in front of you. It’s a common shot in the field, and we all need work on these angles. The target line is the classic quartering shot. The left-to-right high-house two starts 8 feet higher and is flatter than the climbing right-to-left out of the low house. Pull along the flight line of the target, and keep the gun in front of the bird as you fire; then, as with every target, follow through after the shot. The most common reason for missing this one is riding the bird too long and not being able to keep the gun from “rainbowing” off the flight line. The rainbow effect is detailed in chapter 8, but for now, it’s enough to know that long swings tend to curve downward. Trying to take this shot once the target has passed well beyond the center stake nearly guarantees that you’ll pull the gun off the line of the target. The solution is to find the line—it slopes upward from the low house and (apparently) downward from the high house. Swing the gun, fire quickly, and follow through.




  [image: Low-six is a classic quartering shot.]




  Low-one and high-seven are angled incomers; low-two and high-six are the same, but with more angle. I lump the four together because this type of shot is supposed to represent a bird that was driven in your direction by your partner or perhaps by a flushing dog. When hunting, this is inevitably a fast and memorable opportunity. Unfortunately, on the skeet field, shooters sometimes wait them out and take the target as a floater when it begins to slow and drop. Too bad. For this shot to be good practice, you should take the bird while it’s still rising. Taken quickly, these incomers can be challenging shots.




  On these four targets the line of the bird is steeply rising, so lift your gun along the flight line, and fire as soon as you pass the incoming target—not much lead is required. The difficulty with this method is that you don’t see the target as you pull the trigger—the gun barrel has blotted it out. If you miss, chances are you peeked because you wanted to see the target break. In golf, all you see when you lift your head too soon is a bad shot; here, the outcome is the same, so don’t peek. Find the line of the incoming target, and keep the gun moving.




  What you get at station eight are two shots that you might see a few times each season in the thick stuff: jackrabbit-quick incomers that you shoot almost in self-defense. Station eight is a trick shot that is all but impossible unless you’ve seen it dozens of times and worked out the kinks. In the field, of course, you wouldn’t take this shot—at least, not if you expected to eat the bird. Instead, you’d turn around and take the bird going away. But don’t try that on the skeet field—the people standing behind you won’t appreciate it.
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