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    This book is dedicated to my son J. Hudson Deck. No matter where your life takes you, I only hope that we will continue to enjoy the outdoors together. You are by far the best hunting and fishing partner I could ever have.
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    Introduction

    WINGSHOOTING IS AN EXCITING PASTIME WITH A RICH tradition. Every year, sportsmen take to the field in pursuit of their favorite game birds. The joys of wingshooting are frequently passed from one generation to the next. Hunters teach their children the rules, lessons, and techniques they have developed over many years spent afield. This passing of the torch includes long years of experience and dedication. One does not become an upland expert overnight, and even the best of bird hunters will admit that perfect days are rare.

    Learning to shoot a shotgun can be an intimidating process if you don’t know where to begin. My first tip is to find a mentor who has some experience in handling a shotgun. This can be a fun way to learn the basics, providing a go-to person who will take you to the shooting range or maybe even bird hunting for the first time.

    Another option is to take shooting lessons or attend a shooting school. This can be the best way to learn some of the fundamental shooting techniques. Also, find and read books on shooting. This shouldn’t be the only book you read on wingshooting and shotgunning. There are many wonderful titles you can read and explore. See Tip 96 for more information.

    A few items to explain before you dive into this book. I use the words clay, target, and bird interchangeably. Also, most tips are written for the right-handed shooter. If you shoot left-handed (which I do), you will have to switch things around at times.

    I have been very fortunate to have worked at the Orvis Fly Fishing and Wingshooting schools for almost twenty years. It has been my great pleasure to work with some very talented coaches. Much of this book comes from my experiences working with them. I have also been lucky enough to hunt and shoot in some wonderful places. The shotgun sports attract all kinds of people, and I’ve made many friends along the way.

    I wish you all the best with all your shotgunning and upland adventures.

    —Tom Deck

    Manchester, Vermont

    May 1, 2013
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  Always make safety your

  first priority!

  AS THE SAYING GOES, “SAFETY FIRST.” IT ONLY SEEMS FITTING that our first tip cover safety and etiquette. I remember a hunting lodge I used to go to some years back that played an introductory safety video. One of the comments in it was, “You’ll have a split second to react and a lifetime to remember.” That line always stuck in my head. In the field, things can happen lightning fast, and it’s important that the wingshooter always use good judgment and caution and be in control at all times. This is especially true when you are in the field with other hunters, and when dogs are on the ground.

  The simple fact is that firearms can be dangerous, especially when used carelessly. But if you follow some simple rules, bird hunting will be less dangerous than driving your car to the shooting range or to your favorite covert.

  Most states require hunters to take a hunter safety course before they can obtain a hunting license. This is a good place to start. You can easily find a listing of courses offered online. These cover the basics of firearms safety. However, it is important that new shooters receive hands-on instruction on how to load and safely handle a shotgun.

  At the Orvis Shooting Schools, we have two simple rules that every shooter has to follow: Never point a gun at anything you don’t intent to shoot, and treat every gun as if it were loaded, at least until you can verify that it is not. Another rule to follow that makes good sense is to keep the action open at all times when not shooting while continuing to treat the gun as if it were loaded. If it is an over-under or a side-by-side, break the gun open so its chambers are exposed. It is very comforting to other shooters to see a shotgun open or broken when you are not shooting. This is common shooting etiquette and good form, especially at shooting clubs where there tends to be a number of shooters gathered in close proximity.

  Safety must always be at the forefront of the wingshooter. I once hosted a trip out West to a hunting lodge. We were hunting upland birds on the open prairie where there were very few trees. It was mostly rolling hills and a few river bottoms. I was matched up with a novice shooter who was very excited about his first bird hunt in Montana. The terrain was wide open, and I thought it would be perfectly suited for this gentleman’s first hunt. It was just he and I, a guide, and his dogs.

  The hunt started out wonderfully. We shot a few birds early in our hunt, and soon after lunch, we were approaching our limit. My partner was anxious to bag his limit of birds for the day. Pretty soon, the dogs locked up on point. Next thing we knew, a group of huns (Hungarian partridges) flushed out of the prairie. Birds were flying in all directions. In the midst of the action, a few of them flushed behind us. My partner, who had reloaded his gun quickly after the first rush of birds, was already swinging his barrels back behind us. I can still remember looking back over my shoulder as he swung his gun barrels directly across the chest of our guide. Our guide’s face went white as he put up his hands and shouted, “Don’t shoot!” It was a scary moment. Some ten years later, I can still see the look on our guide’s face. Luckily, no one was hurt, but it was a lesson to all of us. No matter how open the cover and how safe it seems, you must always be in control of your gun barrels. Always put safety first, and always err on the side of caution.
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  Learn the rules and procedures for safely handling a shotgun.
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  Understand the difference the between a shotgun and a rifle

  MANY NEW CLIENTS WHO COME TO AN ORVIS WING SHOOTING School have had some basic introduction to firearms. More often than not, they were taught the basics with a BB gun or a .22 rifle. While this may be helpful initially, it’s very important to understand that the rifle and shotgun are vastly different implements, especially in terms of ballistics and shooting technique.

  I love a good Western, but Hollywood tends to romanticize the Old West. Movies often portray cowboys riding hard on a sun-baked western landscape shooting their rifles with deadly accuracy. Truthfully, many of the shots we see in the movies are next to impossible to pull off.

  Let’s begin with ballistics. A rifle shoots a single projectile, and a shotgun shoots multiple projectiles. Think of your shotgun as shooting a swarm of smaller pellets toward the target. In a sense, you are trying to blanket—or cover—the target with a mass of pellets.

  [image: image]

  The shotgun shoots a swarm of pellets, often called a shot string. The rifle shoots a single projectile. (Photo courtesy of Browning)

  The rifle is better suited for long-range targets that are stationary or moving slowly. The shotgun, due to its spread of smaller pellets, is better suited for close-range targets that are moving quickly. This swarm of pellets allows room for error when shooting at fast-flying targets such as upland birds or running rabbits. This margin of error is the main reason the bird hunter uses a shotgun to take small game.

  Also, it’s important to note that the techniques for shooting a rifle and shotgun are vastly different. A rifle bullet typically flies faster and farther than shotgun pellets. On a long-range target that is standing still, the shooter usually has time to take a solid rest and aim carefully.

  A shotgun is best suited for targets that flush without warning and fly or run quickly away. There is certainly no time to rest the shotgun and aim at a bird rocketing through the air. When shooting moving targets, it’s best to focus on the bird and simply point the barrel at the target. In the time it takes to aim at a fast-moving target, the opportunity will be lost. The successful wingshooter concentrates on the target, not his sights, and trusts that the spread of pellets will cover where his eyes are focused. There will be more detailed tips on shotgun shells, patterns, and techniques in later chapters, but it is important to understand the differences between the rifle and the shotgun.
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  Begin with a good foundation—take a lesson

  THERE IS AN ELEMENT OF SATISFACTION DERIVED FROM blasting a clay target out of the sky. To see the clay bird explode against the canopy of fall colors is an experience that never gets dull. The wingshooter often begins the season by shooting clay targets to sharpen his technique. Some people simply enjoy clay target shooting and do not care to hunt game at all. Either way, the challenge of clay target shooting is truly exciting. Unfortunately, for someone just starting out, consistently hitting clay targets can be a challenge.

  At first, the targets seem to be flying very quickly, and the shotgun feels heavy and clunky. Even the loud blast of the shotgun going off can be somewhat nerve-wracking to new shooters. Others may have a concern about recoil. How much is the gun going to kick when the shot is taken? All of these issues can easily be addressed before the new shooter steps up to the line for that first shot at a clay bird.

  For those who are new to the game and don’t have a mentor, the best option is to take a lesson or attend a shooting school.

  In shooting, it’s nearly impossible to see your own shot swarm flying through the air. This makes it difficult to make any adjustments in your shooting form because you don’t really know where your shot string is going. This is where having a good instructor looking over your shoulder can really pay dividends.

  As a professional shooting instructor, I’m biased on this subject. However, I’ve seen the benefits of shooting lessons firsthand. A novice who begins with a proper foundation has a real chance of becoming a fine shot in no time at all. Many times, a couple will attend a shooting school together. The wife will have little or no shooting experience, and the husband may have been shooting for years. It often turns out that the husband may have developed a few bad habits or has been shooting incorrectly for some time. The wife is a clean slate. No bad habits. No muscle memory programmed. Often with a little instruction, the new shooter quickly begins breaking clays. The experienced shooter often will struggle a bit, as the bad habits in his gun mount or ready position may take some time to correct.

  It is said that it is easier to create new muscle memory from scratch than it is to break bad habits. In my years as a professional shooting instructor, I know this to be true. Often, bad habits are much harder to break if they are deeply rooted in the memory bank. Fixing a poor gun mount is much harder than learning it correctly the first time.

  A typical shooting course is a two-day event. An organized shooting school typically has full-time instructors with experience and knowledge in proper shooting techniques. A school will cover many aspects of shooting and provide a good foundation for a person who has yet to pick up a shotgun for the first time. Many of our students at Orvis return each year for a tune-up for the upcoming bird season.

  If you can’t attend a school, find a local shooting instructor. Begin at a shooting club or range near you. If it’s a quality shooting club, they will have instructors on site that provide lessons by the hour. Learning to shoot via a series of short sessions is a wonderful way to master the fundamentals.

  [image: image]

  A lesson from a professional instructor can be an excellent way to develop the proper shooting fundamentals.

  Be sure to check your coach’s experience level and affiliations. The best shooting coaches are often certified by some national organization or are affiliated with a reputable shooting company. Some instructors will specialize in clay shooting, and others may emphasize wingshooting technique. Also, experience matters: Coaches who have logged countless hours of instruction often have a better understanding of what it takes to help a new shooter progress.

  Most instructors understand and promote proper shotgun fit. No matter which type of shooting you intend to do, it’s critical that you learn with a shotgun that suits you. Gun fit is a vital component to proper shotgunning. It is extremely important that you learn to shoot with a shotgun that points where your eyes are focused. And, a shotgun must fit you before you can learn to shoot comfortably and accurately. An experienced shooting instructor should have a solid understanding of shotgun fit and how it benefits the shooter.
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  The over-under vs. the side-by-side?

  THIS QUESTION HAS BEEN PONDERED FOR DECADES. BOOKS and magazines have pages full of text debating the merits of a side-by-side versus an over-under. Walk into any diner in South Dakota, Georgia, or Vermont on opening weekend of bird season, and there will be two fellows deliberating which gun is better.

  Each style of gun has its own advantages and shortcomings. At the real heart of the matter is personal preference because both designs are effective for taking game or breaking clay targets. But there are pros and cons of each style that should be considered.

  The purest wingshooter would certainly tell you that the side-by-side is the only gun the bird hunter should take afield. The modern gunner would most likely defend the over-under as the better sporting gun. There is no right or wrong answer on this one.

  One issue to consider is the gun’s intended use. Are you only going to shoot sporting clays, or are you going to bird hunt for grouse in the fall? Maybe a little bit of both?

  The most obvious difference between the over-under and the side-byside is the sighting plane. Look down the barrels of a side-by-side, and it’s easy to see that it has a much wider sighting plane. An important fundamental of shotgunning is to focus on the target and not aim with the end of the gun. Having both barrels lying next to each other does create more mass at the end of the gun, which often proves distracting for some shooters.

  However, some shooters are comfortable with the added mass and feel it’s easier to point and swing a side-by-side.

  The over-under has a single sighting plane. The barrels sit one on top of the other, so the sight line is much narrower at the end of the gun. The rib rests along the top barrel rather than in between the barrels of a side-by-side. The advantage of a single sighting plane is that it can be much less distracting because there is less mass at the end of the gun. Most clay target shooters tend to prefer a single sighting plane. This allows them to swing the barrels on line with the target without being distracted by the muzzle of the gun.

  There are distinct differences between clay target shooting and bird hunting, but many wingshooters favor a side-by-side style gun. When hunting, birds can appear without warning and often fly unpredictably. A covey of quail can burst out of the brush like fireworks. The shooter often has mere seconds to react, and certainly there is no time to aim at the departing birds. In most upland situations, the wider sighting plane of a side-by-side really is not a distraction because the birds take to the air like miniature rockets. Bird hunting often makes you react to the flight of the bird. The hands and body must swing in concert with the flush of the bird. This instinctive reaction can be aided by the wider mass at the end of a side-by-side. Some shooters feel that the added mass helps them swing the barrels with the departing birds. Due to the quick reaction time and unpredictability of the bird’s flight, there is little time to be distracted by the barrels of a side-by-side.
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