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A NOTE ON SELECTION

Over the years, an incredible amount of material on rifle and pistol marksmanship has appeared in print. Many of the basic principles of accurate shooting remain constant; others have changed, thanks to study, experimentation, and technological advances. This primer combines the finest advice from old masters and modern writers. Selecting the “best” information on marksmanship is a difficult and ultimately subjective task. However, certain parameters guided me in the selection process. Primarily, I sought material that was readable and writers who were authoritative. In many cases, anecdotal or dated information was edited out of the material presented, my underlying idea being provision of sound, sensible, and easily followed advice.

I have given the origin of all the selections, most of which come from books. The bibliography offers some further guidance on the sources consulted during the process of compiling the book. A goodly number of these works are now out of print. Biographical profiles of the contributors are presented at the end of the book, before the bibliography.


A NATION OF STRAIGHT SHOOTERS: THE EVOLUTION OF AMERICAN MARKSMANSHIP

Marksmanship has played an integral and important role in American history. So much is this the case that we regularly use the phrase “straight shooter” to describe an honest, reliable individual who speaks his mind. Although it could be argued that straight shooters are a vanishing breed in the world of politics, one of our greatest leaders was a staunch advocate of the shooting life and the sport that forms one of its most enjoyable manifestations. Theodore Roosevelt wrote, in his timeless book, The Wilderness Hunter (1893):

One of our greatest leaders was an advocate of the shooting life


The free, self-reliant, adventurous life, with its rugged and stalwart democracy; the wild surroundings, the grand beauty of the scenery, the chance to study the ways and habits of the woodland creatures — all these unite to give to the career of the wilderness hunter its peculiar charm…. The wilderness hunter must not only show skill in the use of the rifle and success in finding and approaching game, but he must also show the qualities of hardihood, self-reliance, and resolution needed for effectively grappling with his wild surroundings.



To a considerable degree, it was the wild surroundings of which Roosevelt wrote that gave rise to the great American tradition of superb marksmanship. Hardy frontiersmen depended on their wits, woodsmanship, and ability with the long rifle for survival. The gun became almost an extension of the body for these men, and they relied on it for both sustenance and safety.

The use of firearms looms large in our past

Anyone who delves into American history soon comes to realize just how large the competent use of firearms looms in our past. In the American Revolution, a key turning point came in the battles of Cowpens and Kings Mountain. In the latter engagement particularly, the redcoats (British regulars and Hessian mercenaries) proved no match for the Overmountain Boys. These hardy frontiersmen from the area that would eventually become the states of Tennessee and Kentucky had several things going for them that more than made up for the superior organization and military experience of their foes.

First and foremost, they had accurate rifles and understood their performance capabilities completely, whereas the British troops had relatively ineffective smoothbores. Any frontiersman worth his salt could “bark” a squirrel (shoot a bullet into the tree or limb beneath the animal in such a precise fashion that the bushytail was killed, the meat was undamaged, and the lead could be retrieved for remolding) at a considerable distance. Add deadly marksmanship, superior skills as woodsmen, and an intimate knowledge of the lay of the land, and the Overmountain Boys became formidable adversaries.

The experiences of the Revolution established what in time became a pattern. Highly skilled marksmen have figured prominently in all of America’s wars. Take, for example, two of the best known of our country’s civilian soldiers. In World War I, Tennessee’s Alvin York, a reclusive country boy forced by the press of circumstances to use skills he had learned hunting for the family table in the killing ground known as the Western Front, accomplished feats that almost defy belief. Single-handedly, he captured scores of Germans after they had seen deadly examples of his sharpshooting. Two generations later, Carlos Hathcock, a simple son of the Arkansas soil who was caught up in the maelstrom that was Vietnam, became a legendary marksman. Like York, he acquired his skill through what in essence was subsistence hunting.

Highly skilled marksmen have figured prominently in all our wars

On a more personal level, the finest deer hunter it has ever been my privilege to know, Joe Scarborough, is a native of the North Carolina high country with a quite similar background. He served three tours of duty in Vietnam as a sniper, and so finely honed were his combined skills in shooting and stealth that he instructed other snipers. He could move through the woods like a wraith, took virtually all his deer while they were bedded down, and invariably killed them cleanly with a single shot through the eye.

Skill with rifles and pistols played an important role in what Theodore Roosevelt called, in a book of that title, The Winning of the West. To be sure, in everything from classic movies to third-rate westerns, Hollywood has romanticized and misrepresented gun fighting and the use of guns in America’s march to achieve its manifest destiny. Indeed, anyone who has ever visited the site of the shootout at the OK Corral in Tombstone, Arizona, has to wonder how there were any survivors. There may have been some notable and notorious gunslingers present, but sharpshooters they clearly were not.

The ways that firearms really figured prominently in our country’s inexorable expansion westward were simpler and far less sensational. Sure, there were skirmishes with “redskins” and shootouts with outlaws, but marksmanship took on its real meaning when it came to putting food on the table, shooting bison for their hides, or market gunning for deer meat and hides. A man with a bunch of mouths to feed and with the wolf of starvation never far from the door needed skill to survive. Likewise, a skilled buffalo hunter could sometimes take as many as two dozen of the mammoth beasts at a single “stand,” dropping each of them in its tracks with a well-placed shot from atop his shooting sticks.

Hunting for sport or the table was a great part of rural boyhood

Even later, well into the twentieth century, skill with a rifle remained a given for boys growing up in a rural setting — and for a good deal of the last century, much of the American population still had real connections with the land. Hunting for sport and for the table was as great a part of rural boyhood as playing baseball in the summertime, feeding livestock, or picking blackberries for cobblers. Untold millions of youngsters (I was among them) learned to shoot with a .22, although some hand-eye coordination using a slingshot may have preceded these first footsteps in firearms use. In time, we graduated to center-fire rifles, but plinking at cans, hunting squirrels in the fall and rabbits in the winter, or maybe just doing some target shooting with a little .22 with open sights was part and parcel of growing up.

During the mean lean years of the Depression, the meat portion of many families’ diets came almost exclusively from hunting, and perhaps a bit of trapping with rabbit gums or snares. Shells cost “cash money” (a phrase in common use at the time because hard currency was so scarce as to deserve the redundancy) and were not to be wasted with careless or ill-advised shots.

Even a generation later, when I was a boy, the common way to buy ammunition was not by the box but by the shell. Shorts for .22 rifles sold for the princely sum of a penny apiece, whereas long rifle cartridges were more expensive, at a penny and a half each. Center-fire shells cost as much as a dime apiece, and no one shot more of them than was required to get a gun properly sighted. Sometimes accuracy meant the difference between a hearty meal and gnawing hunger, and that pressure, combined with a need to account for every shell used, proved a powerful incentive for hitting one’s target. Today when a youngster returns from a hunting trip, the first thing he is likely to be asked is “Did you have any luck?” Back then, the first two inquiries directed toward young hunters were invariably “What did you kill?” and “How many shots did you take?” Cost consciousness and simple need placed a premium on marksmanship, and this fact explains that uniquely American phrase “bringing home the bacon.”

Similar emphasis on marksmanship unquestionably runs as a shining thread through the fabric of American history. The same holds true of gun making. The making of fine rifles — and, to a lesser degree, pistols — became an honorable, important craft early in our nation’s history. These firearms, capable of outstanding performance when placed in skilled hands, have always been recognized as treasures. The production of accurate guns — from the beautiful muzzleloaders such as the famed Kentucky and Plains rifles, fashioned by individuals, to the mass-produced guns of makers such as the Remington Arms Company — has been acknowledged as an area of craftsmanship in which Americans have always excelled.

Americans have always excelled in gun craftsmanship

Good guns lend themselves to good shooting, or, as Townsend Whelen once put it, “only accurate rifles are interesting.” As individuals and as a nation, we have always taken pride in marksmanship, and it is by no means a stretch to suggest that marksmanship is one of the building blocks on which this nation was founded. Those who question or challenge the Second Amendment might be well advised to delve a bit deeper into the past. If they do so, they will be constantly reminded of the role firearms and proficient shooters have played throughout our development as a country.

Or, to use a favorite phrase of historians, “you can’t know where you’re going if you don’t know where you’ve been.” We have always been a nation of shooters, and the simple fact that an ordinary man can own a gun and use it for hunting or target shooting sets us apart from the rest of the world. America was founded by hunters and marksmen, nurtured by the food that accurate shooting provided, and sustained in one war after another by farm boys turned sharpshooters. In a real sense our country is distinctive thanks to the role of firearms in our past.

One of America’s great sporting scribes who loved his country to the core, Archibald Rutledge, put it wonderfully well. He exposed his three sons to shooting and hunting at a young age, and “Old Flintlock,” as he was fondly known, firmly believed he could offer them no finer legacy. “There is something inherently manly and home-bred and truly American in that expression, ‘shooting straight,’” he wrote. “If the sentimentalist were right,” he continued, “hunting would develop in men a cruelty of character. But I have found that it inculcates patience, demands discipline and iron nerve, and develops a serenity of spirit that makes for long life and long love of life.” Rutledge’s conclusion was a simple one: “The privilege of hunting is about as fine a heritage as we have.” Had he rephrased that to read “hunting and shooting,” he would have been squarely on target.

The privilege of hunting is about as fine a heritage as we have

Certainly hunting and the other shooting sports are part of the fabric of American life, and in many senses this book celebrates that fact. This volume serves as a road map to greater shooting proficiency and, in turn, greater enjoyment of shooting. The book’s first two sections focus in detail on the various aspects of first-rate performance with a rifle or handgun. A third section is devoted to general aspects of shooting and completes the primer.

This volume serves as a road map to great shooting proficiency

Carefully chosen selections from some of America’s great gun writers, of yesteryear and today, touch on the many and varied considerations that enter into the complicated makeup of an accomplished marksman. For the most part, mention of specific guns, brands of ammunition, and accessories has been edited out, because these are matters that change with the advance of technology. The basics of marksmanship, on the other hand, remain the same. That is the essence of this book, the goal of which is to present the fundamentals of marksmanship.

Expensive guns and the finest of accessories undeniably can make a difference in shooting performance, but it is comforting to know that many well-made, reasonably priced firearms offer the potential to fire excellent groups. Any law-abiding American can own a firearm, and that means sound marksmanship lies within reach of all of us. Achieving accuracy and a high degree of competence is an immediate joy; refining it through regular trips to the range or the field can provide a lifetime of pleasure. The pages that follow open the doors to such pleasure, with guidance from a bevy of first-rate writers, teachers, and shooters.


Part I

THE RIFLE

The next six chapters cover all aspects of rifle marksmanship. I begin with an overview of the basics and then turn to the various positions that the rifleman can assume to improve his accuracy. The components of sighting in a rifle are discussed in the subsequent chapter. The vital, frequently misunderstood or underappreciated matter of ballistics receives careful attention, as do long-range accuracy and the hunter as a marksman.

You will discover that many elements enter into marksmanship with long guns, and some of the greatest names in hunting and gun writing share their thoughts on these elements. Occasionally, the selections touch on the same or closely related subjects, and when they do, keep in mind that it is always useful to have different perspectives. In the final analysis, you have to study the thoughts of the experts, apply them in the field or at the range, and reach your own conclusions about what works best for you. Yet it is comforting to have guidance from real shooting gurus, and that is what you get in the chapters that follow.


I

RIFLE SHOOTING BASICS

Many folks who have handled long guns for years suddenly discover, when in the presence of a master or an experienced teacher, that they have all sorts of bad habits. These may be deeply ingrained and difficult to overcome, which is why, in some senses, a relative newcomer to shooting who gets proper exposure to the basics at the outset actually has an advantage.

Here we have insight from two of the greatest names in the history of writing on rifles: Jack O’Connor and Townsend Whelen. Both bring a research analyst’s mind-set to their work, and anything they say about marksmanship merits careful attention. O’Connor touches on “the elements,” whereas Whelen describes these aspects as “the essentials.” Some of what they say may seem slightly repetitive, but getting things right from the start looms so large in proficient marksmanship that any redundancy is well worthwhile.

•

This selection comes from what many consider Jack O’Connor’s greatest work, The Rifle Book (1964; second edition). For those interested in pursuing O’Connor’s thoughts on the matter even further, related (and sometimes quite similar) information appears in Complete Book of Shooting (1965) and in two booklets: Rifle and Shotgun Shooting Basics (1986) and 7-Lesson Rifle Shooting Course (1981). The former booklet comes directly from Complete Book of Shooting.

Jack O’Connor on rifle shooting

THE ELEMENTS OF RIFLE SHOOTING

The average man who has learned to shoot a rifle has almost always begun his practice in exactly the wrong way. He has started off without any supervision whatsoever, and as a usual thing he has acquired bad habits. He has done his first shooting from the offhand position, the most difficult of all positions from which to shoot a rifle. He has never learned to call his shots. He jerks the trigger and flinches.

The United States is not exactly full of good rifleshots, and the average man who hunts deer once a year and who occasionally shoots at a tin can is really a pretty poor shot. I once helped three deer hunters who had just purchased new Model 94 Winchester rifles in .32 Special to sight their rifles in. From a sitting position two of these hunters could just about keep their shots in a 2 ½-foot circle at 100 yards. That is pretty poor shooting, but even shooting as bad as that will get deer. The third hunter could not even begin to keep his shots in a 10-foot circle at 100 yards. He must have been closing his eyes and jerking the trigger. I have seen hunters miss standing deer at 50 and 100 yards, and once I saw five hunters fire twenty-five shots at a running buck that got up within 10 yards of the closest hunter and ran 150 yards up an open hillside and over a crest. One would think that the law of averages would get that buck, but he got over the ridge and out of sight without even having a hair ruffled.

Learning to shoot a rifle is not difficult. I believe that learning to shoot a rifle well enough to kill deer consistently is really exceedingly easy if one goes about it right. Shooting a rifle at a stationary mark is actually one of the easiest of all sports. It is far easier to learn, for example, than good shotgun handling.

Shooting a rifle at a stationary mark is one of the easiest of all sports

All that is necessary to hit a mark with a rifle (assuming that the rifle is correctly sighted in) is to get the sights lined up on the mark and then to let the trigger off without disturbing the aim. This, in theory at least, is utterly simple. If a rifle could be held absolutely steady and the trigger squeezed off each shot, the bullets would land in a very small group on the mark.

All good rifle shooting is based on the rifleman’s assuming as steady a position as is possible under the circumstances and then letting off the trigger at exactly the right time. One soon finds out, however, that except from a bench rest it is impossible to hold a rifle even approximately steady, and even with most bench rests a rifle cannot be held absolutely steady. When using iron [open] sights from a bench rest it is possible for a man to believe that he is holding steady, but let us put an eight-power scope, say, on the rifle, and we discover that even when we are sitting at a bench rest with the rifle resting across a sandbag, there still is wobble and tremor to the piece. Whatever the position, then, we learn that we have to complete the trigger squeeze at exactly the right time, when the sights are properly aligned.

Most men begin shooting from the offhand position

Most men begin shooting from the offhand position. The rifle wobbles, and in an attempt to get the shot off when the sights are aligned, the beginner yanks the trigger. He does not learn to call his shots or to have a mental picture in his mind of exactly how the sights looked when he felt the recoil. The yank he gives the trigger throws the rifle off. Anticipation of the recoil and muzzle blast makes him flinch and it adds this flinch to the jerk of the trigger. Many people will fool around with offhand shooting for years and get no better.

If it were possible, it would be best to begin every shooter from the prone position with a sandbag rest, or from a bench rest. Then the problem of keeping the rifle steady does not amount to much. The shooter can concentrate on squeezing the trigger and learn to let off his shot without disturbing the aim. He will gain confidence in his rifle and in himself. He will learn that when the sights are correctly aligned, the bullet strikes within the bull’s-eye as he has intended. After a week of rest shooting and concentration on squeezing the trigger and avoiding the flinch, the beginner should be able to shoot a relatively small group at 100 or 200 yards.

Shooting from the prone position

The next step should be shooting from the prone position, which is the steadiest of all positions. When the prone position is assumed, the shooter lies with his legs outspread and his body at about a forty-five degree angle to the left of the line toward the target. The left elbow should be directly under the rifle, and the rifle itself should rest on the heel of the palm. In that position there is much less tendency for the rifle to shake and wobble because it is supported by the bones of the forearm, acting as a pillar in direct contact between the rifle and the ground. In this position the rifle is relatively but not absolutely steady even with the help of a sling.

The ability to squeeze the trigger and to call the shot will increase in usefulness here. For many years the army has taught that the rifleman should not know when his rifle is going to go off. The theory is that when the rifleman gets his sights lined up approximately he should take up the preliminary pull of the double military pull*.

Then when his sights are on the bull correctly, he should increase the squeeze by a few ounces. When the sights wobble off he should stop. As the rifle comes back again on the target, he should increase the pull once more. Finally, theoretically at least, the rifle will go off unexpectedly, and because he is not expecting the recoil, he will not flinch. Since he has increased the pressure on the trigger only when the sights are correctly aligned, every shot should land within the bull’s-eye. For whatever reason, this theory never worked with me. I have always known when the gun was going off. As soon as I learn the trigger pull I press the trigger until all except the last two or three ounces of pull are taken up. Then when my sights swing onto the target in correct alignment, I squeeze the shot off. Our beginning rifleman, then, should practice from no other position but prone for some time. He should keep shooting until the majority of his shots land within the bull. Not until this essential prone position has been mastered should he move on to a more difficult one.

Under most hunting conditions, the prone position has little value

Under most hunting conditions the prone position has little value. In other words, there is practically no chance that a man can shoot at a whitetail deer or any other forest animal from a prone position. In the Southwest with its rocks and cactus the position can seldom be assumed and it cannot be used in canyon country because to lie down the rifleman needs relatively level ground. For plains shooting at antelope the prone position is very handy. It can also be widely used above timber line in the Rocky Mountains, where a typical shot will be from a smooth, round ridge down into a basin below. The most useful of all hunting positions under any other conditions except the jump shooting of forest game is the standard sitting position, which is almost as steady as prone. The sitting position puts the rifle much higher than the prone position and it can be used in fairly tall grass or small bushes. It can be assumed on a hillside. For my part, I have probably killed seventy-five per cent of the game I have shot from the sitting position. In the canyon country of the West, even when a buck jumps up and goes off at a hard run, I drop to the sitting position and I have trained myself to get the sights on almost the instant I touch the ground.

Shooting from the sitting position

To assume the sitting position, the hunter should face away from the target at an angle of about 45 degrees. Then he should lean over so that the flat part of his upper arm above the elbow comes in contact with the inside of the knees. As in the prone position, the left elbow should be as nearly under the rifle as possible so that the bone of the forearm acts as a pillar to support it. In the standard sitting position the heels are hard against the ground, and if the shooter has the time he should make little holes in the soil so that his heels will not slip. A good variation of the sitting position is the same as the one just described except that the shooter sits cross-legged. Many prefer this cross-legged position on level ground; of course, it cannot be used from a steep hillside. From a good steady position it is not too difficult for a good shot who can squeeze them off and call them to stay in a ten-inch circle at three hundred yards and to drive the bullets well within the lung area of an animal the size of a mule deer or sheep at the same distance. At four hundred yards, however, the prone position should be used whenever possible; usually an animal that far away is not greatly frightened and the rifleman will have a chance to assume the steadier position.

In the sitting position the most fatal mistake that can be made is to put the elbows on top of the knees. When this happens the loose cartilage of the elbows and the kneecaps causes the rifle to wobble. It is actually no better than shooting offhand — if, indeed, it is as good.

The sitting position is made much steadier by the proper use of a good tight sling. If a hunter has time to get his left arm through the loop of the sling and tighten up all along the line, he can do the best work from the sitting position. One of the smallest groups I ever shot from the sitting position under any circumstances was at a big mountain sheep. He was on a hillside about two hundred yards away. I had been watching him with glasses to decide whether I wanted his big head or not. When I decided I did, I laid my binoculars down, slipped my arm through the loop, drew the keepers up tight, and then put the cross-hairs right behind a foreleg. That rifle seemed as steady as from a bench rest. Because that ram was on a steep slope, his off side was higher than the near side. The bullets I was using did not open up much. The shots went through the body and almost tore the left leg off where it joined the body on the off side. I believe a silver dollar would have covered my three shots.

Shooting from the kneeling position

The kneeling position is much less steady than sitting. In fact, it is not greatly superior in that respect to shooting offhand. There are times, however, when it is useful. It can be assumed slightly quicker than a sitting position and it holds a rifle a little higher. Where there are tail grass and small bushes it is often impossible to sit and yet one can kneel and get the rifle over the obstructions. As I write this, the last deer I shot was from the kneeling position. I was down in the Mexican state of Sonora. I could see two deer across a wide arroyo. They were partially concealed by brush and I was standing in high grass and bushes. I watched those deer for a moment; then I could see that one of them was a big buck. I dropped to a kneeling position and as the rifle steadied I squeezed off the shot with the cross-hairs resting right on the chest of the big buck as he faced me. I heard the bullet plop into him and saw him go off on a mad dash. I crossed the arroyo, picked up his track, and found him dead about seventy-five yards from where he had been hit. The bullet hole was almost exactly in the spot for which I had aimed.

To assume the kneeling position, one should face away from the target at an angle of about 45 degrees, squat firmly on the right heel, and hook the left arm well over the left knee. The tension of the back muscles causes the upper arm to pull against the knee and establish a relatively steady state of equilibrium. Above all, the shooter should avoid having his elbow right on top of the wobbly kneecap.

The offhand position is the most widely used, one of the most useful, and also the least steady of all positions. It is a position that must be learned, however, and no one who cannot shoot well from it can be called a good all-around shot. Almost all game in wooded areas is killed from the offhand position.

A good shot from the sitting position at 200 yards can keep most of his shots in the 8-inch bull*, but the good offhand shot is one who can keep all his shots in the 30-inch 4-ring, picking up an occasional bull as he goes along. If he can average a score of 43 out of 50 he is a good offhand shot. If he can place half his shots in the bull with the rest in the 4-ring he is very good indeed. It is seldom, however, that a skillful shot will take a pop at a big-game animal offhand at 200 yards. If the game is that far away, he’ll usually have time to sit or kneel.

For cool, deliberate offhand shooting, the right elbow should be held horizontal, almost exactly level with the shoulder, and the butt should rest on the big pad of muscles thus formed at the conjunction of the shoulder and the upper arm. The work of holding the butt firm against the shoulder should be done with the last four fingers of the right hand and with the thumb around the small of the stock. The left hand should be rather far back, just about on the floor plate of the rifle, and the weight of the rifle should rest on the heel of the palm. The elbow should be directly below the rifle itself, as if it is to the side it causes sway and trembling. The shooter should stand so that a line drawn between his toes points almost directly at the target. In other words, he should stand so that if he is shooting east he is just about facing south.

The proper hand, elbow, arm, and shoulder positions for offhand shooting

This is the offhand target position and one which will occasionally be used for a fairly long shot on game if the cover is such that one cannot kneel or sit. The last moose I shot was from the offhand position. I was standing in arctic willows almost waist-high and the bull was about two hundred yards away. My three shots could have just about been covered by a twenty-four-inch circle, which isn’t too good, yet not too bad either.

The best offhand shot I ever made — one of those a man will always remember — was down in Sonora many years ago. I was standing on a point in waist-high chaparral when I saw a big buck standing under a tree about 300 yards away across the canyon on the next point. It seemed as if it took me a couple of minutes to get the shot off, but when I did the buck fell on his nose. In that case my single shot for record was a pin-wheel “5” [five-inch target].

For woods shooting at running game, the left hand is much farther forward to control the swing of the rifle and the shooter does not face away from the target so much. In woods hunting the accent is on speed, rather than accuracy, since the target is large, usually not far away, and very often moving.

TRIGGER CONTROL

When good positions are learned and become natural, the next step is to control the trigger and call the shot. No man ever learns to become a good rifleshot unless he develops his coordination to the point where he can let his shot off at the exact instant he wishes. This is as true of shooting running game as it is on the target range. The best trigger is one with a light, crisp pull. It can be a double-stage military pull or a singlestage sporting pull, but it must be crisp. If the last stage is draggy, rough, and creepy, no one can use it. A heavy crisp pull is far superior to a light creepy pull.

The best trigger is one with a light, crisp pull

When a good shot learns his pull, he takes up by his sensitive sense of touch all but a couple of ounces of the pull; then when his sights are correctly aligned, he squeezes off those last few ounces. The final stage of the pull should always be thought of as the most gentle of squeezes, even though the squeeze is a rapid one at a charging grizzly. If the motion that lets the trigger off is anything but a gentle squeeze, it will disturb the aim and the shot will not go where it is supposed to.

The difference between the good shot and the fair shot is that the good shot gets his bullet on the way when he wants it to go, and the fair shot gets his off about when he wants it. This getting the shot off at the precise instant takes a lot of practice and the good shot who isn’t shooting up to par has let his co-ordination fall down. This is why offhand shooting is such fine practice. You either have to control that trigger — or else!

Calling the shot

No one can ever be a good shot unless he can call his shot. He should be able to say where his sights are aligned when the rifle goes off. Particularly in the offhand position it is impossible to get the shots off exactly at the right instant every time. In the interval between the time the brain says to let off and when the laggard muscles actually do so, the rifle has moved a bit, from a pin-wheel “5” to a “4” at two o’clock let us say. But the shooter should know it. If he calls a “5” and gets the “4” he is getting nowhere.

Shots on game should be called just as carefully. The first moose I ever shot was in very heavy timber along the bank of a little creek up in the Alberta Rockies. I was still hunting and was within thirty-five yards of the moose when it got up. It ran quartering away, and when the rifle went off, the cross-hairs in the scope were against the curve of the abdomen, so that the bullet should have driven up into the lungs.

But away went the moose, giving absolutely no sign of being hit. I thought it over. I just couldn’t see how I could have missed the bull. I took up his track. He had gone down in a patch of willow not more than fifty yards from where he had been struck by the bullet. My shot was right where I had called it — which wasn’t much of a feat at that, since a moose is a very large target. Many times the fact that I always call shots has paid off in big-game hunting.

Always know how the sights are aligned when the rifle goes off, and you are on your way to becoming a good shot!

Getting enough practice with the rifle isn’t easy for the average city dweller. If possible he should belong to a rifle club so he can have range facilities at his disposal and be able to shoot for a half-day every week or two. If he cannot get anything better, an indoor range for three-positional .22 shooting helps enormously. He should not confine himself to the prone position alone, as so many small-bore enthusiasts do, but should shoot offhand and sitting as much as possible.

Handgun shooting is beautifully adapted to training for rifle shooting as the very smoothest trigger pull is even more vital with the handgun than with the rifle. To some extent training acquired at skeet and trap shooting is also transferable. Those games teach one to swing and to shoot fast, both skills applicable to running game.

“Dry shooting” is helpful

If nothing better is available, “dry shooting” at miniature targets or silhouettes of game in one’s own living-room is helpful and far better than nothing. The man who religiously squeezes off and calls ten shots a day with an empty rifle is going to be surprisingly good if he can also have a little practice with live ammunition between times.

From the patio of my home I can see a chimney with a dark brick. Every day I take a rifle out and get off ten dry shots from the sitting position at this brick and as many offhand. The neighbors think I’m slightly nuts, but it keeps the trigger finger limbered up!

As Townsend Whelen once suggested, “only accurate rifles are interesting” (a quote often wrongly attributed to Warren Page), and here he offers his thoughts on what is essential for getting the ultimate accuracy out of a rifle. His thoughts and recommendations on trigger squeeze are of particular interest. The material comes from The Hunting Rifle (1940).

Townsend Whelen’s recommendations for good shooting

THE ESSENTIALS

The primary essentials for good shooting with the rifle are skill in Holding, Aiming and Trigger Squeeze. The most important of these is Trigger Squeeze, although the beginner, at the start, seemingly has more trouble with Holding. If the rifle be held steadily and aimed accurately at the bull’s-eye, then if the trigger be squeezed off without disturbing this hold and aim, the bull’s-eye will be surely struck by the bullet.

The first stumbling block that the beginner encounters is holding the rifle steady or “still.” If your instruction is not on proper lines you seldom get over this seemingly difficult job. You make almost no progress in your attempts to hold the rifle steady and you finally give up in disgust.

Also, if you cannot hold the rifle steady, you likewise cannot see the sights correctly ali[g]ned on the mark for more than the briefest moment, and consequently you learn nothing about accurate aim.

Finally, if you cannot hold steady, and see your sights accurately and steadily ali[g]ned on the mark, you cannot learn to coordinate your trigger squeeze so that the rifle will be discharged without any disturbance of hold and aim. Moreover, you cannot continually practice the correct trigger squeeze until its proper performance becomes a fixed habit.

The good shot is the man to whom correct trigger squeeze has become a fixed habit. Everything else in the realm of rifle shooting is comparatively easy and simple compared with the trigger squeeze, but it is difficult to make the beginner see it at first. The first, and seemingly the greatest trouble he will encounter is holding. Therefore at the start it all sums up to teaching you to hold the rifle steadily.

Trigger squeeze is a fixed habit of the good shot

Fortunately a method has been found by means of which we can teach any beginner to hold the rifle practically absolutely steady after only about five periods of daily practice of about 15 minutes each. It merely consists of teaching you to assume the prone position with the gunsling in the precise and standard method by which it is assumed by all experienced and successful riflemen. The place to learn this prone position is in your bedroom or on your lawn. Like any unusual position or exercise, it is extremely uncomfortable at first, and it may make you stiff. As soon as you have become accustomed to the position, and have gotten over your stiffness — about the fifth day — ability comes to hold the rifle so steadily that you cannot see the sights move on the target. Therefore the first step is to learn this prone position with the gunsling.

When you have thus learned to hold steadily, the next step is to learn to aim accurately. This is comparatively easy, and will be fully explained to you in the chapter devoted to it. Remember that it must be made an accurate operation, more like threading a very fine needle than corking a bottle.

Practicing the trigger squeeze

The third step consists of learning the trigger squeeze and coordinating it with your holding and aiming. This you learn by practicing the trigger squeeze exercise while holding the rifle in the prone position with gunsling, and while aiming at a small target tacked on the wall of your bedroom or set up somewhere on your lawn. The trigger squeeze exercise must be practiced until you are letter perfect in it, which may take you five or ten minute periods of home practice. In fact this trigger squeeze exercise is so important that every expert shot practices it two or three times a week, exactly as you see every expert golfer practicing his swing on the lawn or on the side lines at the golf club.

Not until you have become letter perfect in this trigger squeeze exercise should you think of firing a single shot through your rifle. If you have just purchased your first rifle you should not, at this period, handle it at all except to practice the prone position with the gunsling, aiming, and the trigger squeeze exercise.

Having become fairly skilled in and familiar with the three primary essentials of Holding, Aiming, and Trigger Squeeze, which should take you never less than ten days of home practice, you are ready to proceed to the range with your rifle and cartridges. But before you start study the chapter on sight adjustment, and practice adjusting the sights a little. On the range your first efforts will be directed toward grouping your shots in a small circle on the target. When you are able to do this it is proof that you have learned the three primary essentials fairly correctly.

Next you apply what you studied in the chapter on sight adjustment and you learn to place your group of shots in the center of the bull’s-eye. Now you are on the road to becoming a fair slow fire shot. At least you have a clear understanding of the essentials of slow fire. Perhaps this has taken you five afternoons on the range, perhaps less. About five more afternoons and you will be grouping all your shots in about a 2 ½ inch circle in the center of the bull’s-eye at 100 yards. You will begin to see the light. You will be very much encouraged and interested. You see yourself well on the way to becoming a fine rifle shot.

All this time you are confining your shooting entirely to the prone position with the gunsling, and you should also keep up your trigger squeeze exercises daily at home. You cannot have too much of these trigger squeeze exercises. I should say that the ideal course of instruction would be to shoot on the range twice a week, or on Saturday afternoons, with 15 minutes trigger squeeze exercises every day at home. Remember what I told you above about the good shot being the man to whom correct trigger squeeze had become a fixed habit.

As you proceed with your slow fire shooting in the prone position, and with your perfection of the three primary essentials, you will also realize that there are other secondary essentials. These are Calling the Shot, Sight Adjustment, and Wind Allowance. You will find them explained hereafter, and gradually you work them into your slow fire shooting. Now you are becoming a really good slow fire shot. You should be averaging a score of 90 to 95 points in ten shots, all however shooting in the prone position with the gunsling.

Other secoondary essentials

Having proceeded this far, you should then take up the sitting position. Read up on it first, then become accustomed to it by position and trigger squeeze exercises at home, and then introduce it into your range practice. It is a most valuable position for the hunter, and you should learn it well.

In the same manner precisely, you then proceed to the kneeling and standing positions. The kneeling position is a favorite one with artists, but it is distinctly out of favor with riflemen. In fact I would almost say that if you want to you can neglect it. Certainly if it does not particularly appeal to you pass it up. I have never fired a single shot at game from the kneeling position. Not so, however, with the standing position. Do not neglect it, but on the contrary from the time you take it up, put in at least half your practice in this standing position (and afterwards in rapid fire in it). It is the most important position for the hunter. From it you will fire practically all the shots at deer in forest country, and at least half the shots at big game in other countries. It is the most difficult position of all in which to learn to shoot really well because of the holding problem, and it requires a whole lot of practice, not only on the range, but in the trigger squeeze exercise as well. I do not believe a week has gone by in forty years that I have not practiced the trigger squeeze exercise in the standing position for at least five minutes.

Now you have become a good all-around slow fire shot in all four of the firing positions. You will now be able to shoot well on woodchucks, prairie dogs, hawks, crows, and also on big game at long ranges; that is when your target is standing still or practically so, and you have time to assume a steady position, and time for careful, methodical aim and trigger squeeze. But you have not yet acquired any ability in that fast shooting which is so necessary to connect with a running buck, game on the move anywhere, or animals likely to get out of sight in an instant. You still have to learn snap shooting and rapid fire to round you out as a practical rifle shot.

Snap shooting and rapid fire

The procedure in rapid fire is exactly the same as in slow fire. First you practice the prone rapid fire exercise at home until you are letter perfect in it. Then you take up range practice, starting slowly at first, and gradually speeding up your time until you are shooting your five shots in 20 seconds. Never go so fast but that you keep every shot well on the target, and the majority of them in the black bull’s-eye. When fairly skilled prone, then proceed to the other positions in their order in the same way. During this period, and from now on, half your trigger squeeze exercises at home should be in rapid fire.

Snap shooting is the rapid delivery of the first shot from a position of ready with the rifle locked. It simulates the shot that you get when walking along and game suddenly appears at fairly close range. It is learned in connection with your rapid fire shooting by requiring that the rifle shall be held in the position of ready (butt below the shoulder) with the safety on, before giving the command for commence firing or before the rapid fire target appears. That is putting the rifle to the shoulder for the first shot and taking off the safety should be performed within your time limit.

Before you complete your training and start for the game fields, I should also advise some firing, both slow and rapid fire, at cardboard silhouettes cut out and painted to give the size and appearance of game, and set up on the rifle range at various distances. This is to get you accustomed to aiming at natural targets instead of the conventional bull’s-eye target you have used thus far. This is particularly necessary in order that you shall learn how to aim at game, and how to adjust your sights so as to place your bullets in vital parts in the same manner and with the same ease that you have learned to place them in the center of the bull’s-eye. This shooting had better be at unknown distances so you will also have the problem of trajectory and the fall of the bullet to solve. Better get a friend to place these silhouettes at distances from 100 to 350 yards while your back is turned. Estimate your distance to them, fire, and finally pace the distance to see what it actually is.

These are the essentials of your training. Sounds like a hell of a lot of work. So it would be were it not so absorbingly interesting. But it’s just like playing any other interesting game—golf or tennis. Really it is a lot more absorbing to a man who is mechanically minded. There are always scientific problems to solve, demanding brains and skill rather than brawn.

Shooting is a lot more absorbing to the mechanically minded man

*This refers to what was, at the time this piece was written, the standard instructional technique that taught military rifle users to tighten the trigger finger, usually to a pound or pressure or so, when he made the initial line-up with this sights. The subsequent sequence leading to the shot was as O’Connor explains it.

*O’Connor refers to bull’s-eyes in a fashion that may be confusing to modern shooters. That is because the configuration of bull’s-eyes, including the width of the rings and the number or rings present, can vary. The key thing to keep in mind, and this is what O’Connor always stressed, is accuracy sufficient to kill the game animal being hunted in a clean, quick and ethical fashion.


II

POSITIONS FOR RIFLE SHOOTING

No aspect of effective marksmanship merits more attention than shooting positions. The hunter, for example, may need to make a split-second decision on whether to take a shot. Alternatively, he may have time to get into a specific position, and when that is the case, he obviously will want to choose the one that makes a telling shot most likely. Many types of competitive shooting actual involve different positions, and marksmen must do their best to master all of them.

The five selections that follow cover the subject in considerable detail, but for those interested in even more information, there is a fine chapter on the subject, entitled “The Shooting Positions,” in Edward C. Crossman’s Military and Sporting Rifle Shooting (1932). Similarly, two chapters from Townsend Whelen’s The Hunting Rifle (1940) — “The Prone Position” and “The Sitting, Kneeling, and Standing Positions” — are also helpful.

•

Jack O’Connor was a skilled shooter, one who practiced every day, even if it was only dry firing. For practical advice, his “Steady Shooting Positions,” taken from the handy little booklet 7-Lesson Rifle Shooting Course (1981), is hard to beat. He also offers more detailed information in several of his books. These are listed in the bibliography at the end of the current work.

Jack O’Connor on steady shooting positions

STEADY SHOOTING POSITIONS

The principles of hitting a stationary object, as we have seen, be it a bull’s-eye, a woodchuck, or an antelope, are very simple. All one has to do is hold the rifle steady, align the sights correctly, and get off the shot without disturbing the aim by jerking the trigger or flinching.

One of the indications of the experienced shot and a good hunter is that he always takes the steadiest position he can manage, as he wants to place his bullet just right and kill cleanly and humanely. If he can’t use a rest or a lie down, he’ll settle for sitting, and if he can’t sit he’ll kneel. Only as a last resort will he shoot offhand. If conditions are such, however, that he can shoot prone, prone it should be, because that is the steadiest position of all.

THE PRONE POSITION

Use of the prone position in most big-game hunting is limited, but anyone who takes his shooting seriously should practice it. As you lie down on your stomach and place your elbows on the ground, place your body at an angle of about 45 degrees to the left of your line of sight. These instructions are for a right-handed person, of course; if you’re left handed, place your body at 45 degrees to the right of your line of sight. Your legs should be spread apart. Place your left elbow directly under the barrel, so the rifle is supported by solid bone against solid ground, just as a pillar supports a building. Your right elbow should be sloped outward, so your upper arms and chest form a sturdy “tripod.”

But, alas, much of the time prone simply cannot be used in hunting. In flat plains country, grass and low bushes are apt to get in the way. When shooting downhill the position is impossibly awkward, as no one can shoot with his legs and fanny higher than his head. The use I have found for prone is in hunting mountain game, where the animals are approached by crawling up behind a ridge, often above timberline. The hunter can slide his rifle along ahead of him in the final phases of the stalk, and quickly settle into prone position as soon as the game is in view. Often he can combine the standard prone position with a rest. Many times I have put my 10-gallon hat on a stone or over a solid clump of bunch grass. I know of nothing more comforting, nothing better calculated to head off an incipient attack of buck fever than the sight of the intersection of those crosshairs in the scope resting solid right where you want them.

THE SITTING POSITION

In most of the big-game hunting I have done, the queen of all positions is sitting. It puts the line of sight high enough so that it can be used on high grass and low bushes. It can also be used on a hillside. It is much more flexible than prone and can be used nicely for running shots whereas prone generally can not. If used with a sling, sitting is a very steady and practical position.

The queen of all shooting positions is sitting

The best way to assume this position is to sit facing to the right from the line of aim at an angle of about 45 degrees (to the left if you are left handed), lean way over, so that the flat of the upper arms is against the flat shinbones. Then there is flat against flat and no wobble. The tension of the back muscles will pull these surfaces into close contact, with a resulting steadiness that is the real key to a good sitting position.

Rest the forend of the rifle on the heel of your palm, with the elbow almost but not quite under the rifle. Brace the part of the right arm that’s immediately above the elbow against the right leg just below the knee. Spread your feet well apart, for steadiness of tripod effect. On the side of a hill, dig heels into the ground, but on level ground keep feet relaxed as naturally as possible. Trying to dig the heels in on the level results — with me, at least — in a tremor, which doesn’t help at all.

A variation of the sitting position is with legs crossed. I do not use it, but many good shots do. So do teen-agers whose legs have grown faster than their bodies. At 14 I sat cross-legged; the conventional sitting position gave me cramps.

The beginner often makes two grave mistakes in the sitting position. He sits upright and puts his wobbly elbows on his wobbly kneecaps. That way, his position is no steadier than offhand. Bend way over! Get the flat of the upper arm against the flat of the shins. Get the left elbow under the forend with the rifle resting on the heel of the palm!

Sitting is a good steady position, even without a shooting gunsling. With one, and a good loop high and tight on the upper arm, it can be almost as steady as prone and can be used for a long and difficult shot under conditions when getting into prone is impossible.

THE KNEELING POSITION

Kneeling is nowhere near as steady as sitting, but it does have the virtues of being a bit faster to get into and giving a higher line of sight. It also has its advantages when sitting down would fill the shooter’s pants full of thorns. To get into the kneeling position, stand facing at about 45 degrees to the right of the target. Then kneel down and sit on your right heel, resting the weight of your body on it. Some shooters like to sit on the side of their foot instead of on their heel — try it and see which you like best. Your left knee should point toward the target. As in the sitting position, avoid putting wobbly elbow on wobbly kneecap; instead, hook your upper left arm over your knee and let the tension of the back muscles do most of the work.

OFFHAND SHOOTING

Offhand is the toughest of all, but under certain conditions it must be used, and anyone who plans to hunt big game should not neglect practicing it. It is the position for brush and heavy woods where game is come on suddenly, mostly at close range, and often on the move.

To assume a good offhand position, your right elbow should be about level with your shoulder and the butt of your rifle against the pad of muscles formed at the shoulder joint. If the steel buttplate is farther inside against your collar bone, the recoil is apt to hurt, and if your right elbow is down toward the waist it is difficult to get your right eye in line with the sights with modern stocks. Again, for all shooting remember that the thumb of your right hand should be around the grip and not alongside it. With your thumb around the grip you will have more control over your trigger finger and over the rifle.

For fast running shooting your left hand should be moved pretty well out on the forend to give leverage for a fast swing, but for a precise offhand shot your left hand should be farther back toward the receiver and the weight should rest on the heel of the palm with your elbow almost directly underneath the barrel. In this position your left hand merely serves as a support. Your right hand should pull the rifle back against your shoulder and when the sights look right, take up your final ounce of pull.

The standard offhand position in military rifle shooting

This is the standard offhand position in military rifle shooting and from it a good shot should be able to keep the majority of his bullets in a six-inch circle at 100 yards or in a 12-inch circle at 200 yards. A bit steadier is the hip-rest position, which is permitted in the standing position in small-bore shooting. The left elbow rests inside the hip and the left hand supports the rifle just forward of the trigger guard.

Now and then a precise and difficult shot must be made from offhand. The hunter may see game suddenly and be afraid that if he moves it will be gone or he may be standing in high grass where any other position would be impossible. It is always easy to forget the misses but I’ll never forget the best offhand shot I ever made on a game animal. I was hunting many years ago in northern Sonora, Mexico, when I saw a buck standing under a tree across a canyon. Since the point I was on was covered with waist-high chaparral any position but offhand was impossible. The buck was about 300 yards away, but I decided to try the shot as I had everything to gain, nothing to lose.

As I stood there the intersection of the crosshairs performed a figure 8 but finally it settled for an instant right on top of the buck’s shoulder. I took up the final ounce of pull and down the buck went. But this experience was an exception. It isn’t once in a blue moon that a 300-yard offhand shot would have to be taken.

But no one should neglect practice in the offhand position, as skill on the hind legs will save the hunter’s bacon many a time. It is the position for most deer hunting in the brushy East and for the heavy forests of the Pacific Coast. In the open bush of East Africa most game is shot from the hind legs, either from straight offhand or with the aid of the steadying rest from a tree or an ant hill. The last desert sheep I shot was from offhand. I had thought a bunch of rams were on the other side of a saddle, but they had moved, and the first thing I knew I had sneaked right in their midst where they were lying in scattered boulders. The one I killed was on the run and all of 35 yards away.
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