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INTRODUCTION

Big game hunting is a fascinating mix of fieldcraft, marksmanship, and equipment. I’m tempted to say fieldcraft—the hunting skills that allow you to find game and get close enough to make a sure shot—is most important, but looking back on my own experiences I realize this is not always the case. Say you’re hunting with a guide, for instance, or you’re restricted to a particular tree stand or box blind. Here you don’t have to figure out game locations, movement patterns, and the like because it’s already been done for you.

In these cases, if you define the hunt as a “success” as one that ends with the harvest of an animal (and that’s debatable), it’s up to you and your gear. And even here it’s hard to say which can have the most impact on a hunt. You can carry the latest and greatest rifle, cartridge, and optic, but if you’re unable to hit anything with them, it’s all moot.

Conversely, if you’ve picked the wrong gear, you’re not exactly in high cotton. To use a couple of outlandish examples, you’d be poorly served taking a .223 with full-metal-jacket bullets for elk or a .243 with any bullet for brown bear. And it is this equipment selection, particularly cartridge and bullet choices, that dominate the thoughts of not just newcomers to hunting but also those who’ve been chasing big game for a long time. Certainly, these are the questions we receive most at RifleShooter magazine and the majority of questions I field from people I meet, particularly new folks.

And veteran hunters know these are the most entertaining discussions you can have. Laugh all you want about the age-old “Which is better, the .30-06 or the .270?” debate; there are a still lot of people out there who are willing to throw down on this argument—with feeling.

This book isn’t going to definitively settle any of these debates, but it is going to give hunters of all experience levels a lot of great information about cartridges, ammunition, rifles, optics, and more. Whether your pursuits focus on North America’s primary species—whitetails, mulies, elk, pronghorn, wild boar, and the like—or your tastes run to more exotic, worldwide quarry, this book has you covered. And we haven’t neglected shooting skills either, as chapters on long- and close-range shooting will help you increase your competency (and, hopefully, confidence) so you can make that shot when the time comes.

J. Scott Rupp

Editor in Chief, RifleShooter


PART I

CALIBER PROFILES
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Call me silly if you will, but I feel insulted when a magazine publishes a photograph of someone pointing a firearm directly at me. However, I can recall many years ago when just such a photo was one of my favorites. Only the muzzle and front sight of the rifle were in focus, and the caption at the bottom of the photo said it all: “The new .264 Winchester Magnum—it makes a helluva noise and packs a helluva punch” (or something like that).

And it did just that in the hands of hunters all across America until the 7mm Remington Magnum came along four years later.

The .264 Winchester Magnum was the second American-designed cartridge of its caliber to come along. Back in 1917, rifle designer and manufacturer Charles Newton introduced his .256 Newton, which was the hunter’s .270 Winchester about a decade before that cartridge came along. On the slightly shortened .30-06 Springfield case, it was initially loaded with a 123-grain bullet at 3,100 fps and, later, a 140-grain bullet at 2,900 fps. Despite the fact that the Western Cartridge Company loaded the ammunition, the .256 Newton enjoyed but a short life.

Like Charlie Newton’s fine little cartridge before it, the .264 Winchester Magnum enjoyed only a few brief moments of glory among American hunters. Designed to deliver its best performance in a 26-inch barrel, hunters kept demanding a shorter tube. They eventually got what they asked for in the Model 70 Featherweight with a 22-inch barrel, and they also got a terrible increase in muzzle blast and just .270 Winchester performance.

Other cartridges of the same caliber have fared better in other countries. The 6.5 Swedish, for example, was once the apple of every Scandinavian hunter’s eye, and while quite a few still use it, each time I hunt there I see far more people using rifles in .30-06 and .308 Winchester. My guess is the 6.5 Swede has also long been the most popular cartridge of its caliber among American hunters, due mainly to the importation of thousands upon thousands of military-surplus rifles of excellent quality at bargain basement prices.

Even though I did not until recently become a fan of 6.5mm cartridges, I have owned a number of rifles chambered for them through the years. And I have used some of them to take a few head of game.

The first one, purchased while I was still in high school, was a Japanese Arisaka in 6.5x50. It was fairly accurate with Norma ammo, but I hated its awkward safety and horse-traded it away.

In those days, my high school chums and I were really into military surplus rifles, and our addiction was made possible by the fact that many were only slightly more expensive than dirt. But not all were, and the one we lusted over most but could never afford to buy was the handsome little Swedish Model 94 carbine in 6.5x55. With its 17½-inch barrel and Mannlicher-style stock it ranked just above Marilyn Monroe in desirability, but none of us ever got one.

My next 6.5, purchased many years later, was a Model 1909 Mannlicher-Schoenauer carbine, one of the most handsome firearms ever built. I still own that one, and through the years its slowpoke 160-grain bullet has accounted for a dozen or so hogs and a couple of whitetails.

Then came a pair of Winchester Model 70 Westerners in .264 Magnum, and how I wish I had kept one of them. There were also a Remington Model 600, a Remington Model 700 and a Ruger Model 77, all in 6.5 Remington Magnum. For a while, Ruger chambered its No. 1 rifle for the 6.5 Remington Magnum, and I still own one of those.

I have taken elk, pronghorn, black bear and deer with the .264 Winchester Magnum but have bumped off only a couple of deer with the 6.5 Remington Magnum. Despite the considerable difference in the sizes of their cases and the amount of powder they burn, I find the .264 Winchester Magnum to be only about 100 to 150 fps faster when both are fired in barrels of the same length.

Then there was a Krico rifle in 6.5x57 Mauser, but I never took any game with it. I have killed several deer with the 6.5 Swede, but I have taken more game with the 6.5-284 and 6.5 STW than with any other cartridge of the caliber.

I have never headed to the woods with a rifle in .260 Remington—not because I dislike it but because the only rifles I have tried it in that delivered satisfactory accuracy were heavy-barrel target jobs. I have taken only one deer with the 6.5-06, and the 6.5 Creedmoor is so new I’ve had the chance to kill only a pronghorn with it—out of a Ruger 77 Hawkeye with a 26-inch barrel.
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Until the introduction of the 7mm Remington Magnum in 1962, metric cartridges had been ignored to death by American sportsmen, and the 6.5 suffered even more because it never had a champion among gun writers like the .270 Winchester (Jack O’Connor) and .30-06 (Townsend Whelen and others) did.
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From left: .256 Newton, 6.5-06, 6.5x54 Mannlicher-Schoenauer, 6.5x57 Mauser, 6.5x55 Swedish, 6.5 Creedmoor, .260 Remington, 6.5x52 American, 6.5-.284 Norma, 6.5 Rem. Mag., .264 Win. Mag., 6.5 STW.

When a 6.5mm cartridge was given a bit of ink, it often lost out in an apples-to-oranges comparison. O’Connor used to criticize other writers for comparing the velocities of the .270 and .30-06 when both were loaded with 150-grain bullets, saying that the comparison should be between the 130-grain .270 caliber and the 165-grain .30 caliber because they have similar sectional densities. But then he’d do the exact same thing by comparing velocities of the .270 with a 130-grain bullet to the .264 Winchester Magnum with a 140-grain bullet.

Something else that continues to hurt the 6.5s is the American hunter’s preference for heavy-for-caliber bullets on the larger game while at the same time insisting that velocities be quite high.

To many hunters, any bullet under 140 grains is too light for elk, but a bullet of that weight is too heavy for cartridges up to the .264 Winchester Magnum if velocity greatly exceeding 3,000 fps is also a requirement. This is due to the fact that the extremely long bearing surface of that bullet prevents it from being driven as fast as a bullet of the same weight in a larger caliber.

Its sectional density is about the same as a .30 caliber bullet weighing 190 grains and a .338 caliber bullet weighing 240 grains. A 6.5mm bullet weighing 130 grains has about the same sectional density as a 180-grain bullet of .30 caliber and, all other things being equal, its penetration on game will be the same.

When developing the .264 Winchester Magnum, Winchester got around the problem by making only the rear section of the shank of the 140-grain Power-Point bullet groove diameter (.264 inch) and reducing the front section of the shank to bore diameter (.256 inch). That allowed a velocity of 3,200 fps in a 26-inch barrel at acceptable chamber pressures. Unfortunately, both Winchester and Remington eventually stopped loading two-diameter bullets in the .264 Winchester Magnum, resulting in about a 200 fps decrease in the velocity of factory ammo.

During the 1960s, my old friend Les Bowman, who had a great deal of hunting experience with the .264 Winchester Magnum and 6.5 Remington Magnum was convinced the best bullet for deer and elk was the Nosler 125-grain Partition. Today’s under-140 choices include the 120-grain Swift A-Frame and the Barnes TSX. Those are great bullets, but I prefer the Hornady 129-grain SST and two 130-grainers: Swift Scirocco and Nosler AccuBond.
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A grand classic, this Model 1909 Mannlicher-Schoenauer in 6.5x54 typifies the Old World 6.5s.

The SST is softer, making it a great choice for use on deer and pronghorn at extreme ranges, and while the Scirocco works equally well on deer, its stouter construction makes it a better choice for heavier game.

The 130-grain Scirocco has a ballistic coefficient of .571, which is higher than most big game bullets regardless of caliber.

There are not many game animals in North America that cannot be taken cleanly with a 130-grain bullet, but anytime I think an upcoming hunt might demand the use of something heavier, I switch to my Rifles Inc. Model 700 in 6.5 STW (which drives a 140-grain bullet at 3,300 fps) or to a larger caliber.

So which of the 6.5mm cartridges is the best? I will tell you which I am most fond of, but they may not be the very best choices for someone else.

For starters, I have a soft spot for the ancient old 6.5x54 Mannlicher-Schoenauer, not because it is necessarily the best of the lot but because of the rifle it has long been associated with. Each time I pick up my trim little Model 1909 Mannlicher-Schoenauer carbine I can envision myself chasing chamois in the Alps.

I also like the 6.5x55 Swedish. Its light recoil makes it fun to shoot, it has been accurate in every rifle in which I have tried it, and it kills deer like a bolt from the blue. (Incidentally, years ago I designed a wildcat, the 6.5x52, to get 6.5 Swede performance out of a short-action cartridge. It was the 7mm-08 Remington case necked down and fireformed to minimum body taper and a 40-degree shoulder angle. It pre-dates the 7mm-08 and could also be described as an improved version of that cartridge.)

I have also become extremely fond of the 6.5-284 Norma. Its recoil is only slighter heavier than that of the 6.5 Swede, it shoots a bit flatter, hits a bit harder, and I have to try really hard to make it shoot groups larger than an inch from a good rifle. It is also one of the deadliest deer cartridges I have ever used.

For a short-action bolt gun I will have to go with the 6.5 Creedmoor as my pick of the litter. It is quite accurate in the Ruger Model 77 Hawkeye and even more so in my heavy-barrel target rifle. On top of that, in a 26-inch barrel Hornady’s Superformance ammo pushes the 120-grain GMX bullet along at an honest 3,100 fps, and the 129-grain SST moves out at just over 2,900 fps.
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WARNING: The loads shown here are safe only in the guns for which they were developed. Neither the author nor Skyhorse Publishing assumes any liability for accidents or injury resulting from the use or misuse of this data. Shooting reloads may void any warranty on your firearm.

My last choice is an old wildcat called the 6.5-06. Easily formed by necking down the .30-06 case, it is capable of duplicating the performance of the 6.5-284 Norma and the 6.5 Remington Magnum. I do not find it to be as accurate as the 6.5-284, but that could be the fault of the rifles I have tried it in. For all-around use on deer-size game in open country, its heavier bullet makes it a tad better than the .25-06 and just as good as the .270 Winchester.
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While it’s not the author’s favorite cartridge, Steve Hornady (r.) loves the .280 Remington and has used it to kill mountain game across the world such as this Dagestan tur.

The 7mm Remington Magnum has been the most popular belted magnum in the world. It seems to be slipping a bit right now, perhaps somewhat due to both confusion and competition from short magnums (7mm WSM and 7mm Short Action Ultra Mag) and longer, faster magnums (7mm STW and 7mm Ultra Mag). You can add in the 7mm Weatherby Magnum, the new 7mm Blaser Magnum and also proprietary rounds such as the 7mm Dakota Magnum and Lazzeroni’s 7.21 (.284) Fireball. In short, there’s a very extensive list of “magnum” 7mm cartridges.

In actual fact, none of the fast 7mms are burning up the world in popularity right now. All have their fans, and well they should. They are indeed fast and effective, with the benefits of the 7mm’s traditionally long-for-caliber bullets with high sectional densities and high ballistic coefficients. I have used most of the fast 7mms and have never found them wanting, but if I want that level of performance I tend to lean toward the .30 calibers. I do concede that you have to put up with about 20 percent more recoil to get similar trajectory performance from a .30 caliber. But, hey, I’m a heavy bullet guy, and I believe in frontal area, so if I want what we think of as “magnum performance” I choose the fast .30s over the fast 7mms.

However, most of the time we don’t need maximum velocity and downrange energy. There is much to be said for simple efficiency: adequate velocity, flat enough trajectory, good bullet performance, adequate energy and moderate recoil. For cartridges that work on a wide range of game under a wide range of conditions—without beating you to death—it’s pretty hard to beat what I like to call the “light” 7mms.

There are actually quite a few of these, but I’m going to narrow it down to the three that I think make sense. I discount the 7-30 Waters because it lacks the velocity and power, and I rule out the .284 Winchester because it’s no longer chambered in any new rifles. Similarly, the 7x64 Brenneke also doesn’t make sense because it’s nearly identical in performance to the .280 Remington but with much more limited ammunition availability.

That leaves us with three light 7mms that are worthy of consideration: 7x57 Mauser, 7mm-08 Remington and .280 Remington. All three are superb hunting cartridges; all offer versatile performance over a wide range of conditions; and all offer the genuine benefits of the 7mm (.284) bullet diameter.

None of them deliver heavy recoil, especially in relation to the performance they offer. As we will see, there are considerable overlaps in velocity and performance, so I think it is best to discuss them in the chronological order in which they were introduced.

7x57 MAUSER

Developed by Mauser in 1892, the 7x57 (a.k.a. 7mm Mauser) is one of the oldest smokeless cartridges still in production, and it is definitely the oldest that still has a significant following among hunters here and elsewhere.

It was adopted by Spain in 1893, so Americans were introduced to it during the Spanish-American War in 1898. We won most of the battles, although at considerable cost as we found the 7x57 superior to our .30-40 Krag.

The British were introduced to it at about the same time, during the Second Boer War. They didn’t win all the battles either, and although the firepower of their 10-shot .303s beat the Boers’ Mausers, they also learned grim lessons about the long-range accuracy of the 7x57.

The 7x57 has always had, and still retains, a modest but loyal following in the United States. After 1925 it gave a lot of ground to the .270 Winchester, and in recent years it has been largely supplanted by the shorter-cased 7mm-08 Remington.

It actually has two problems. First, most modern factory loads are extremely conservative due to concerns over use in pre-1898 Mauser actions. “Standard” today is a 140-grain bullet at an un-impressive 2,660 fps.

Second, by today’s standards the 7x57 has an odd case length of 2.244 inches, which is too long for a short bolt action (.308 length, 2.015 inches) but a very loose fit in a standard (.30-06 length, 2.5 inches) bolt action. So you can’t have a 7x57 in a short action, and you’re wasting magazine space in a .30-06-length action.

These issues aside, I make no bones about it: The 7x57 is far and away my favorite of the light 7mms. It is a wonderfully nostalgic cartridge. Its British designation of .275 Rigby was a favorite of Walter “Karamoja” Bell. The 7x57 was an early favorite of Jack O’Connor (pre-.270), and it remained Eleanor O’Connor’s favorite throughout her own hunting career, which certainly rivaled her husband’s.

There are a few pretty good factory loads out there. Hornady’s Light Magnum had a 140-grain bullet at 2,830 fps, and while that load is no longer cataloged, there are two Superformance loads: a 139-grain SST at 2,760 and a 139-grain GMX at 2,740. Norma has a 156-grain load that runs at 2,641.

In general, however, the 7x57 should be considered primarily a handloader’s cartridge today. In handloads it does have greater case capacity than the 7mm-08, so it can be loaded to equal or exceed any 7mm-08. With its greater case capacity, it also does better than the 7mm-08 with heavier bullets.

However it is loaded, it goes about its business with calm efficiency. On game it seems to perform far beyond its seemingly mild ballistics. In part this is because its modest velocity delivers exceptionally good bullet performance—and, undoubtedly, we Americans generally tend toward more velocity and energy than we really need. With decent loads it is easily a 300-yard cartridge, and I think of it as one of our very best deer cartridges and certainly adequate for game up to elk.
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One criticism Boddington has regarding the 7x57 is a general lack of accuracy. It’s adequate for what most people use it for, but tack drivers in this cartridge are, in his experience, rare.

It is, of course, much more versatile than that. I have used it literally around the world, taking game such as greater kudu, red stag, Himalayan tahr and a whole lot more. With its original 173-grain full metal jacket roundnose, Karamoja Bell used it to take a large number of the 1,011 elephants he is credited with. I have no interest in stretching its envelope quite that far, but in 2008 I did use it to brain a huge water buffalo with a 175-grain Barnes solid.

I must admit that I have never found the 7x57 to be dramatically accurate, but it has consistently provided adequate accuracy for its sensible range envelope. The 7x57 I have now is a custom rifle made by Todd Ramirez along the lines of a 1920s vintage “stalking rifle.” It is thus a nostalgic cartridge in a traditional platform. I love it and use it as often as I can, most recently to take the inaugural deer on my little farm in Kansas.

.280 REMINGTON

The .280 Remington could very possibly be the best of all the factory 7mm cartridges, and it probably is the best factory cartridge based on the .30-06 case. Despite this, it has never been especially popular, probably because both the .270 and the .30-06 were firmly entrenched when it came along, and it pretty much splits the difference between them.

I know that in my own case, when given a choice I generally prefer either the .270 or the .30-06 over the .280, but this preference isn’t based on logic or empirical evidence; it’s just not possible to love all cartridges.
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Karamoja Bell used the original 173-grain solid in the 7x57 to take hundreds of elephant in the early years of the 20th century, so it’s not like the cartridge is underpowered.

The fans of the .280 know how good it is, though. The .280 shoots flatter than the .30-06, and thanks to the aerodynamic qualities of 7mm bullets, shoots as flat as the .270 Winchester but is able to deliver a heavier bullet.

One other possible reason the .280 never achieved huge popularity is because when it was introduced in 1957, the original loads were fairly mild compared to the .270 (and even the .30-06) to ensure reliability in Remington’s Model 740 semiautomatic—the first rifle in which it was chambered.

Standard loads today include a 140-grain bullet at 3,050 fps, 150-grain bullet at 2,890 fps, and 165-grain bullet at 2,820 fps. These are very credible velocities, but due to the cartridge’s limited popularity, the selection is fairly limited.

So, like the 7x57, the .280 Remington is at its best as a hand-loader’s cartridge. With good handloads the cartridge comes very close to 7mm Remington Magnum performance—and does it in a shorter barrel while burning a whole lot less powder.

The fans of the .280 Remington are not legion, but they tend to be loyal and steadfast. Among their numbers are Jim Carmichel, longtime and recently retired shooting editor of Outdoor Life; the same magazine’s editor, Todd Smith; and Steve Hornady.

As I admitted, I am not huge fan, but I have used the .280 here and there. Most recently I had an Ultra Light Arms rifle in .280 Remington, and it shot like a house afire.

I took it on a deer hunt in western Oklahoma, and the only chance I had was on a buck that stepped out of the mist on an adjacent ridge. It was too foggy for the rangefinder to work, so I guesstimated it the old-fashioned way, something over 300 yards but probably not farther than 350, and I gave the buck a backline hold. The Ballistic Silvertip thumped home perfectly, and the buck rolled down the ridge.

With higher velocity and at least equal accuracy, the .280 is better-suited to open country than either of the other two cartridges we are discussing. With its ability to use heavier bullets at higher velocities, it is also better for larger game such as elk. The only real negative I can give it is that it generates more recoil than the other two 7mm cartridges.

7mm-08 REMINGTON

The 7mm-08 Remington was introduced in 1980, so it’s a relatively new cartridge. Unlike the other two, its factory loads have been loaded to the gills from the starting gate. Based on a .308 Winchester case necked down, it’s a perfect fit in a short bolt action, yet there are no flies on its performance, especially with 140-grain bullets. The standard 140-grain load runs at 2,800 fps, with some loads a little faster.

Because of limited case capacity it does start to lose velocity with heavier bullets; the 150-grain factory load is standard at 2,650 fps, which is quite a bit of velocity loss for a gain of just 10 grains in bullet weight.
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Left to right: 7mm-08 Remington, 7x57 Mauser, .280 Remington. These “light” 7mms offer hunters most everything they need—without everything they don’t, such as blast and recoil.

However, our modern hunting bullets are so good that there are relatively few sensible things that you can’t do with a good 140-grain 7mm bullet.

The first time I ever saw a 7mm-08 used on game was when I hunted with Chub Eastman, then of Nosler Bullets, in 1980 or ’81. I guess I was in the latter phase of my magnum mania, so I thought his 7mm-08 seemed awfully small for a big boar. He took a broadside shot on a big hog at about 100 yards, and the bullet whistled through both shoulders and exited. I was impressed, and my respect for the little 7mm-08 has never diminished.

Now, in real terms, the 7mm-08 and the 7x57 are indistinguishable in their effects on game. If you shoot factory loads, the 7mm-08 has a clear edge over the Mauser, and certainly it has the ability to fit into a short action, with the benefits of a shorter, lighter, and handier rifle. With good handloads the 7x57 is superior, but as I mentioned, it cannot be housed in a short-action rifle.

I’m not altogether sure I have ever taken a single game animal with a 7mm-08. However, I’ve shot plenty enough game with the 7x57 to know what a 140-grain 7mm bullet at plus or minus 2,800 fps will do; what a 150-grain 7mm bullet between 2,600 and 2,700 fps will do; what a 160- to 165-grain 7mm bullet at 2,500 to 2,600 fps will do; and what a 175-grain 7mm bullet at 2,300 to 2,400 fps will do.

Unless you have a strong desire to emulate Walter Bell, the 7mm-08—with its greater selection of factory loads and ability to be housed in a shorter, lighter rifle—makes far more sense than a 7x57.

Recoil is delightfully mild, and at the modest velocity, good bullet performance is almost assured. It is not a long-range cartridge, but it also not a short-range cartridge. The 7mm-08 will reach handily to at least 300 yards and in my experience tends to be more accurate on average than the 7x57.
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It’s a great cartridge for the seasoned hunter who likes to do his work with maximum efficiency and minimum fuss, and to my thinking it is the best choice of all for a beginning hunter.
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It is far more capable—but produces only slightly more recoil—than the .243 Winchester most of us start our kids with, and for that reason when my daughter Britanny turned 17 and wanted to take up hunting, there was no doubt in my mind what centerfire cartridge she should start with: the 7mm-08.


[image: image]

A very wise man once said, “You can’t please all the people all the time.” In my business, well, you really can’t win. I am an unabashed fan of the .30-06 Springfield. It is impossible to love all cartridges equally, especially cartridges that are similar in performance. So I’ve never been a big fan of the .308 Winchester, and I freely admit that there have been many times when I gave it shorter shrift than I might have.

Eventually tiring of reader mail chiding me for, at worst, ignoring the .308 or, perhaps at best, damning it with faint praise, I made a conscious decision that when writing about things like non-magnum .30s and versatile hunting cartridges I would do my best to give the .308 its proper due—even though it wasn’t my “thing.”

One of the comments I have made, and I believe this to be absolutely true, is that, on average, the .308 Winchester is a more accurate cartridge than the .30-06 Springfield. Like I said, you can’t win. This garnered me a really snippy letter, I suppose from a .30-06 fan, who challenged this statement and asked what I based it on and if I had proved it through proper testing.

No, I have not. Although I much prefer the .30-06, I have long accepted as gospel that the .308 is, on average, a more accurate cartridge. I accept it to the degree that attempting to prove it seems a lot like trying to prove that a Ferrari is faster than a Volkswagen, although the degree is much less. Realistically, however, it is far beyond my capability or interest to try to prove this quantitatively. In theory I could order, say, 100 similar bolt-action rifles in each caliber (.30-06 in a standard-length action, .308 in a short-action version) and 1,000 rounds of a good match load in each cartridge and group each rifle. I’d be broke long before I finished, but I fervently believe the .308 would be the winner.

The cartridge we now know as the 7.62mm NATO or .308 Winchester was designed after World War II as a replacement for the .30-06 in America’s service rifle and light and medium machine guns. It was created by a fairly simple shortening and re-necking of the .30-06 case, resulting in a case that is about a third of an inch shorter.

This considerably reduces powder capacity, which must result in somewhat lower velocity. The military was willing to make this trade. For many years, the .30-06 had ruled as the world’s most powerful standard military cartridge, so there was a bit of wiggle room there. Also, propellant powders in the 1950s were quite a lot better than in the early years of smokeless powder, when the .30-06 was developed.

When the .308 was introduced as a civilian cartridge in 1952, and when finally adopted by the military two years later, it was not as fast as the .30-06. Powders are even better today, and the gap has narrowed, but the .308 will never be as fast a cartridge as the .30-06. However, its shorter case is more efficient, which is why the velocity gap is as narrow as it is.

The primary advantage for the military was that the shorter cartridge could be more easily housed in more compact and efficient semiautomatic and automatic actions. The ammunition would be lighter, and the 20-round magazines for what became the M14 would be lighter and more easily carried than the bulky, cumbersome magazines for the heavy, cumbersome Browning Automatic Rifle.

For 50 years, the .30-06 had been legendary for long-range accuracy, especially in the beloved Springfield, so I don’t believe enhanced accuracy was on anyone’s radar screen. It is, however, a byproduct of the shorter, more efficient case.
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Rifles such as the Browning BAR are often available in both short and long actions. The short-action .308 will, of course, be a bit lighter and more compact than the exact same rifle in .30-06.

For the last dozen years we’ve had this beaten into our heads as a benefit of the short magnums. We didn’t hear about this much in the 1950s when the .308 was new, but this was fact then and remains fact today: The greater the percentage of the powder column instantly ignited by the primer flame, the smoother the burning curve. More energy is developed per grain of powder burned (again, this is why the velocity gap between the two cartridges is as narrow as it is), and this same burning efficiency is conducive to more consistent accuracy.

The other accuracy advantage held by the .308 is that shorter actions are more rigid. Now, if a .308 Winchester is housed in a .30-06-length action that simply has a shorter magazine box, this advantage doesn’t exist. But if a .308 is housed in a shorter action designed for the cartridge length, then that action is more rigid and flexes less during firing. It is another simple fact that this is conducive to better and more consistent accuracy.

[image: image]

The .308 was created by simply shortening the .30-06 case and re-necking. Despite their size difference, their ballistic performances are surprisingly similar.

So in any head-to-head test of a group of .308 rifles versus similar .30-06 rifles, I believe the on-average accuracy winner will always be the .308. On the other hand, quality of barrel, precision of bedding and assembly, and that weird anomaly of harmonics between load and rifle are all more important to accuracy than cartridge design and rigidity of action.

The .30-06 is an accurate cartridge. Many individual .30-06 rifles will outshoot individual .308 rifles, and it isn’t unthinkable that in any test of a group of rifles in each cartridge a .30-06 could come as the single most accurate individual rifle, but on average the .308 should win.

There are slide, lever, bolt, break-open, falling block and self-loading actions chambered to both cartridges. Single-shots excepted, it takes more steel to house a .30-06 cartridge than a .308, and in the case of semiautos and the rare .30-06 lever action such as Browning’s long-action BLR, it takes more engineering—but it can be done.

I have never paid much attention to—and have little experience with—the advantages of short actions because they’re rarely made for lefties like me. But the simple fact is short actions are not only more rigid, they are also lighter and more compact, and with a repeating action genuinely sized to the shorter cartridge, the operating stroke is shorter—thus at least theoretically faster and less prone to error.

A shorter, lighter and more compact action is a definite advantage, so this one has to go to the .308. As for faster and more goof-proof, well, I’m pretty fast with a left-handed bolt gun regardless of action length. I’ve never short-stroked a bolt action (though I’ve seen it done many times), but in all my years I have used just two genuine short-action left-handed bolt guns. Both Remington and Winchester made a handful for a brief time, and I’ve had one of each: a Model 70 in .270 WSM and an MGA in .350 Remington Magnum based on a short left-hand Model 700 action. Both rifles are fast, but I don’t have enough experience with left-handed short actions to have a firm opinion.

Instead, I will defer to one of the greatest bolt-action men of all time, Walter Dalrymple Maitland “Karamoja” Bell, who took the vast majority of his 1,011 elephants with bolt-action rifles in calibers much smaller than we recommend today. In one of his last stories, written after the introduction of the .308 Winchester, he wrote that if he could start over, his concept of the perfect rifle for harvesting ivory (which is not the same as trophy hunting) would be a short bolt-action in .308 Winchester loaded with 220-grain solids.
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EXTERIOR BALLISTICS, SWIFT 130-GRAIN SCIROCCO (.571 BC)

Muzzle 100 yd. 200 yd. 300 yd. 400 yd.
Velocity (fps) 2,900 2734 2575 2421 2272
Energy (ft.-lbs) 2,425 2,155 1,912 1,692 1,488
Trajectory (in.) — +3.0 +2.8 -2.6 -14.0
Velocity (fps) 3,100 2,927 2,760 2,600 2445
Energy (ft.-lbs) 2,771 2470 2196 1,949 1,724
Trajectory (in.) — +3.0 +34 -1.0 -10.0
Velocity (fps) 3400 3,216 3,038 2,867 2,703
Energy (ft.-lbs) 3,333 2,982 2,661 2,370 2107

Trajectory (in.) — +3.0 +41 +1.5 -5.3
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THE LIGHT BRIGADE

Bulet Muzzls Muzzle 3004
Cartridge/Losd Weight (gr) Velocity (ps) __Energy (t-tbs) ___Drop n)*

757 Mauser

Federal Nosler Partition 140 2,660 2,200
Remington Core-Lokt 140 2,660 2199
Norma Oryx 2,641 2417
7mm-08 Remington

Remington Nosler Partition 2,860 2,542
Federal Nosler Ballistic Tip 2,800 2440
Federal Speer Hot-Cor 2,650 2,340
280 Remington

Federal Nosler AccuBond 3000 2,800
Winchester Ballstic Sivertp 3,040 2872
Remington Core-Lokt 2,820 2913
FOR COMPARISON

7mm Rem. Mag.

Remington Core-Lokt Ultra

Remington Core-Lokt

*200-yard zero
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SELECTED LOADS FOR 6.5MM CARTRIDGES

Bullet Powder Muzzle
Cartridge/Bullet Weight (gr) Powder Type Charge (gr) Velocity (fps)

5254 Hanalicher-Schoenauer, 14in. barrel
Homady RN 160 IMR 4350 39.0 2,155
260 Remington, 22-n. barrel

Homady SST 129 AL19 480 2888
5255 Swadish, 24-in. harrel

Swift Scirocco 130 A3100 49.0 2872
.5 Croedmoor, 26-in, harrel

Horady SST 129 H4350 440 2922
6.5x57 Mauser, 24-in. harrel

Homady SST 129 IMR 4831 480 2,861
6.5x52 American, 22- reel

Homady SST 129 RAL22 510 3010
6.5-06, 24-in. harrel

Nosler AccuBond 130 RL-22 54.0 3119
6.5-284 Norma, 26-in. barrel

Swift Scirocco 130 HE0BMG, 880 3,461
Hornady SST 129 IMR 7828 640 3228
65 STW, 6-in. barrel

Swift Scirocco 130 H50BMG: 88.0 3461

Notes: These maximum powder charges should be reduced by 10 percent for starting loads. All
cases are Remington excapt RWS for the 6.5x54mm and Hornady for the 6.5-284 Norma and
6.5 Creedmoor. Federal 210 primers used in ll except Federal 215 in.264 Magnum and 6.5
STW.
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THE LIGHT
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THREE NON-MAGNUM 7MMS THAT GET THE
JOB DONE WITH NO MUSS, NO FUSS.





