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Please forgive the blatant name dropping, but the fact that major outdoors personalities like Bryce Towsley, Wayne vanZwoll and Jim Zumbo have done forewords for my books is a source of immense professional pride. The fact that they are my friends provides an even warmer feeling.
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Then and now: The author’s Browning Auto-5 (left) and his Beretta 391.

Don’t think that all this is going to my head, however. I just bought one of my previous books, which sells at $24.95 retail, for $1.99 on eBay. It was brand new. I was the only bidder. If you Google my books, you’ll find some listed as being written by “David R. Henderson, Ph.D” or “David H. Henderson.” I am, however, neither.

I am “David R. Henderson, Dropout.” There is a David R. Henderson, Ph.D who writes books, but he’s a renowned economist from the west coast, not a journeyman shotgunner. David H. Henderson was, in fact, a retired judge and politician from North Carolina who wrote graceful prose about wonderful hunting dogs and fine shotguns. He found it humorous that people would confuse us, and we swapped books a time or two—a bit of commerce where I came out ahead.

I’ve thus spent much of my adult life apologizing for not being one or the other of those men. But it’s really not so bad being me.

This is my fifth book, the fourth on shotgunning. With no formal education or literary training, I’ve waded through four decades of professional writing with the help of countless editors, including Harris Andrews, whose patience and perseverance sculpted this one into readable form.

Hall of Fame trapshooter Frank Little was a close friend and hunting buddy, and a little of his vast shooting knowledge apparently rubbed off. Reading or hanging around and shooting with the likes of gun writing buddies Towsley, vanZwoll, Nick Sisley, John Weiss, Layne Simpson, Don Zutz, John Taylor, and Jon Sundra has helped me more than they’ll ever know. Knowledgeable figures like Winchesters’ Mike Jordan, Hastings’ Bob Rott, and gun builders Mark Bansner and Randy Fritz have shown me how and why shotguns and various loads do what they do.

Gil Ash, Steve Schultz, and thousands of clay and feathered birds have honed my shooting knowledge, and of course my family—Deb and Dawn—have been there with love and support that makes it all worthwhile.

Thank you all for the opportunity.

—Dave Henderson


To Debbie, whose love and support makes writing for a living possible; and to our daughter, Dawn, who makes it necessary.


foreword to the paperback edition

Eight of us worked a huge South Dakota milo field using the typical walker/blocker strategy. Several hunters eased through the rows 15 yards apart, while the others stood at the edge of the field where they’d intercept escaping roosters. We had barely started when a gaudy ringneck erupted into the air, cackling raucously as he swiftly gained altitude.
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Author Jim Zumbo is not only an expert on hunting but also Dave Henderson’s friend.

And then the shooting began. The bird somehow eluded shot patterns right and left as hunters cussed and shot again. We figured the pheasant was about to survive the onslaught when it appeared to be safely past the blockers, but a single shot downed the bird handily. We all knew who scored the victory. No surprise—it was Dave Henderson.

On another hunt in the arctic, we hunted caribou with a bonus opportunity for ptarmigan. With our caribou dressed and on ice, we turned our attention to birds. Once again, Dave put on an impressive performance by making an amazing triple.

When you hunt with Dave Henderson, you need to learn to swallow your pride and eat humble pie. The man is that good. So when I learned that he was writing a book on shotgunning, I paid attention. I wanted to read that book. And here it is.

Regardless of what type of shotgunning you’re interested in, it’s in this book. Dave covers it all. Want to know his opinion on the perfect turkey gun? He’ll tell you. Do you have questions on actions, barrels, chokes, triggers, optics, wingshooting, reloading? You name it—you’ll find it in this book.

Dave presents plenty of valuable information that readers will find useful. For example, he addresses the history of lead pellets and the transition to steel and alloys. He thoroughly discusses how to easily determine the dominant eye, and explains very basic matters such as the origin of the term gauge and its application to shotgunning. Dave also writes about shotgun subjects commonly misunderstood. There’s an interesting chapter on using buckshot. This is a subject that’s seldom covered by other writers, but Dave presents basic information that’s easy to understand.

Knowing Dave as well as I do from several hunts together, I think you could call him the guru of shotgun slug hunting. In my opinion, he has no equal. Dave was raised in a shotgun-only area for deer hunting, and he honed his skills by testing and re-testing dozens of slugs in dozens of guns. Some years ago, I decided to go on an odyssey where I’d hunt deer in every state. But I ran into a few roadblocks. I’m a rifle hunter and knew nothing about shotguns for deer. Several areas and states didn’t allow rifles. When confronted with my first state disallowing rifles, I called Dave. He expertly guided me along with recommendations and suggested a new slug he’d tested that had just come on the market. It worked, and I credit my first deer taken with a shotgun to his willingness to mentor me.
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Old Squaws that fell to an over-under.

When you meet Dave, you’ll see a man who is low-key, soft-spoken, and with a perennial smile. He’s a kind person and is always willing to help others. That’s what he had in mind when he wrote this book. His personality easily shows through his words and pictures, and you’ll be amazed at the information he’s compiled. I think you’ll learn something new. I surely did.

Jim Zumbo

Former hunting editor, Outdoor Life


introduction

I can’t imagine what my life would have been like without guns. Actually I can imagine it, but don’t like the scenario one bit.
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Dave Henderson values shotguns as hard-working tools.

Guns, particularly shotguns, have been both a fascination and/or a steady companion for virtually as long as I can remember. More than anything else, they have shaped who I am and what I do. It was with gun in hand that I learned responsibility and respect for property, laws and for life. I learned the meaning of camaraderie and the value of a dollar. Guns taught me the value and necessity of death as it pertains to life.

Shooting guns also taught me many things about velocity, energy, pressure, mechanical functions, distance, the wind, altitude and other invisible forces that far better educated people were left to discover in textbooks.

Paradoxically, guns have also cost me most of my hearing and some close friends. But those losses have been educational too.

Guns have afforded me entry into a world that most folks of this station can view only from the edges. They have been a passport to venues I otherwise could only have dreamed of, and have exposed me to extraordinary people, places and things—and to lasting friendships. Guns have also helped pay the bills for most of my adult life, providing gainful employment when I was qualified for little else.

Without guns in my life, I would possibly own more shirts and jackets without advertising on them; more shoes than boots; and possibly a necktie or two. A life without guns might also have meant a better-paying job, bigger house and newer vehicles—but I would not have been nearly so rich.

All this being said, it may seem odd that I am not a connoisseur of shotguns. I am not the firearms historian or aficionado that many shotgun writers are. I view shotguns as tools and value efficiency, performance, and durability over aesthetics, feel and pedigree. There is no passion here for a fancy gun kept in a fancy case—one that can’t be used heartily in the field for fear of dents, dings and scratches.

Neither am I a worldly hunter. While I’ve had the enormous good fortune to hunt in 30 states and 10 Canadian provinces, Africa remains a financial impossibility and folks of my station don’t shoot South American perdiz, guinea fowl over Tanzanian water holes, or driven pheasants over the Scottish moors. Not sure how I would handle someone else toting or loading the gun for me, anyhow.

This is not a history book, and it won’t cover exotic hunts, high-dollar European guns or the romantic history of firearms. It is instead intended to provide a nuts-and-bolts look at modern shotguns—how to use, evaluate, and fix them—and loads, uses and techniques. Admittedly I’ve spent my adult life getting paid to do things most sensible men would gladly pay to do, and I look forward to sharing that good fortune with you.

My wife once said—more as a resigned observation than a complaint—that I treat life like a hobby. If that’s accurate, Dad should get the credit or blame for that. After all, his guns were the initial source of fascination; the spark that ignited all this.

He was neither a gun lover nor a passionate hunter. A combat veteran and a Depression Era kid, he saw guns as tools and killed only for sustenance. He could have simply closed the cabinet door and deflected my pubescent attention when I showed an interest in his guns. But instead, he patiently and diligently taught me what they were and how they worked, all the while impressing the awesome responsibility of their ownership and use.

He was a loving father, but I suspect that his basic motive was to keep me from hurting myself or someone else. Although he certainly wouldn’t have approved of all the routes his son took, I’m sure that he’d be proud to know that those lessons stuck.


note on the paperback edition

Shotguns as we know them—doubles, single shots, pumps, and autoloaders—have changed very little over the last century. American companies have tried, but none currently produce a viable side-by-side double gun and most over/unders also come under foreign names.

There has been some innovation and improvement in gas- and inertia-driven autoloaders, but they are all working off the same basic concept John Browning popularized early in the twentieth century. The Remington and Mossberg pumps dominate worldwide sales with designs that have not changed appreciably since the 1950s and ’60s.

With the exception of slugs, shotgun ammunition has changed even less. Sure, there has been some innovation in wad design and shot manufacture, and exotic metals are slowly but surely replacing lead as the ultimate ballistic element. But shotgun fodder still comes in the same sizes—.410, 28-, 20-,16-, 12-, and 10-gauge—that our grandfathers used.

Granted, technology in shotgun slugs advanced more over the last 30 years than any other aspect of the munitions field. But that advance has slowed recently with the reduced consumer demand as states soften their mandates for shorter-range ordnance.

All in all, “modern shotgunning” is not all that far removed from its roots—because it didn’t need to change. It ain’t broke, so don’t fix it.

Dave Henderson, 2017


Which Action Is Best for You?

Loosely defined, a shotgun is shoulder-fired ordnance that operates under relatively low chamber pressure to throw short-range loads of pellets or single projectiles (slugs).

Modern shotguns have varied uses, from hunting to shooting games to tactical and home defense. They have come in literally hundreds of forms and sizes, but after 700 years of evolution, they’ve been boiled down into five basic action types and six bore sizes.

The choice among the various actions and bores is as personal as it is practical. Larger bores put more pellets in the pattern or, larger slugs, and the choice of action is based on weight, intended use, recoil and possibly price point.

shotgun action

Hunters and shooters have a choice of autoloaders, bolt-actions, pumps, break-actions (single and double barrels) and lever-action in modern shotguns. The latter mention gets an asterisk, as the now-discontinued Winchester 9410 lever-action .410 was the only modern lever-action shotgun ever made.

Actually, there is a sixth type of shotgun, but it’s not a different action but loading type—the muzzleloading shotgun.

Each type comes with its own advantages and disadvantages.

The break-open single-shot and side-by-side double barrel were the predominant shotgun designs until the 1930s and 40s with hundreds of small regional manufacturers and individual makers.

Pump and even autoloading repeating designs were patented late in the 19th and early in the 20th centuries, but the break-opens were most common pretty much until World War II.

By that point, two world wars had introduced firearms to a larger segment of the male population. That popularity, combined with the high cost of building labor-intensive double-barrels, sent the industry looking for a less expensive alternative.

The popularity of autoloaders and pumps skyrocketed as the public’s interest in double-barrels faded.
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The Franchi I-12 autoloader uses an inertia (recoil) powered action.

autoloaders

The autoloader, or semiautomatic, offers the quickest repeating action: firing a round, ejecting the spent hull, and replacing it in the chamber with a loaded one on each trip of the trigger.

These semiautomatics tame recoil better than any other action, using either an inertia block mechanical system or a gas piston to suppress the recoil.
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The author with an Alabama buck that fell to a 20-gauge Remington 11-87 Sportsman and a Remington BuckHammer slug.

Gas-operated guns generally provide softer recoil but are heavier in weight. The recoil- or inertia-operated guns cycle mechanically and have a tendency be lighter but rougher-shooting.

The drawbacks are that autoloaders are the heaviest shotguns made and the most expensive barring high-end double guns. Autoloaders are also more complicated than other actions, often less reliable (particularly in tough field conditions), and somewhat less accurate in slug-shooting due to the excessive vibration caused by the cycling action.

The John Browning-designed Auto-5, made from 1905 to 1997 (also the Remington Model 11 and Savage Model 720 under the same patent), is considered an American classic autoloader. At least those built in Lieg, Belgium by FN are considered classics. The subsequent Japanese-made A-5s are not held in the same esteem, although they are dependable, durable guns.

Before I got into this business and was exposed all manner of firearms, a Belgian Auto-5 was my gun for all seasons. It had been Dad’s gun and came to me when he could no longer hunt in the early 1970s. Despite its fixed full choke it was my bird and small game gun and turned into a deer slayer when loaded with Brenneke slugs.

I added an Invector barrel to take advantage of choke tubes and steel shot, and later a Hastings rifled barrel, and eventually installed a Williams peepsight for deer hunting. Built in 1964, the gun has never malfunctioned, but will kick you all over the lot.

The Remington 1100 is the lightest and oldest gas-operated auto-loading model on the market; it is available in 12-, 20-, 16-, and 28-gauge. Its successor, the 12- and 20-gauge 11-87, features an advanced gas-operated system in a heavier frame and optional 3½-inch chamber (12-gauge) and comes in specialty versions for deer, turkey, and waterfowl hunters.

Remington followed with the short-lived 11-96 Europa, which never overcame design flaws. In 2006 the Model 105 Cti titanium-receiver bottom ejection semi-autoloader was introduced. But once it again, design flaws forced the discontinuation of the model in 2010 when the Versa Max was introduced. The Versa Max is made in Remington’s Ilion, New York, plant.

Mossberg dropped its problematic 9200 autoloader early in this century and battled with the design for its 3½-inch chambered 12-gauge successor, the 935, for several years until it was finally introduced in 2004. The 935 Magnum (12-gauge, 3½-inch chamber) and 930 (3-incher) are the only other American-made autoloaders on the market.

Browning’s Gold and Silver, Winchester’s Super-X2 and –X3 line, Benelli’s 12-gauge Super Black Eagle II, M1 and Cordoba, and Beretta’s 391 Urika, Optima and Xtrema2 models and the 12-gauge ES100 (formerly the Pintail and a more austere twin of the Benelli Super Black Eagle) are also popular.

Beretta’s unique break-action (you’ve got to see it to understand) UGB autoloader is a high-dollar target gun that attracts curiosity seekers but will have a difficult time finding a market on these shores.

Franchi, Stoeger, Fabarms, BSA and several other European actions are also available on the U.S. market. Weatherby imports a Spanish autoloader and Charles Daly, European American Arms and several other distributors are importing other off-shore designs.

Legacy Sports imports a Turkish-made autoloader marketed under the Escort label. In 2004 Remington broke nearly 200 years of tradition by importing a 12-gauge autoloader made by Baikal in Russia, but quickly discontinued the model in 2008.

For my money, the premier gas-operated autoloader on today’s market is the Beretta 391/Urika/Xtrema2/Tekna design. It is the runaway favorite among autoloaders in the sporting clays world with its reliable, soft-recoiling and clean-shooting 391 Sporting design. The 3½-inch Xtrema2, essentially a beefed-up, longer-receiver version of the 391 made for waterfowlers and turkey hunters, has a reputation for durability, reliability and amazingly soft recoil in the field.

As a test, I once shot 50 rounds on a trapfield and 100 rounds on a 5-stand sporting clays course with an older Xtrema and 3½-inch tungsten waterfowl loads. While the design is longer than I’m used to in shooting sports, the recoil was totally acceptable. I’ve also gone as many as 1,000 rounds between cleaning the gas systems on my sporting 391—an unheard-of exercise with any other gas autoloader I’ve ever encountered.

Although the 391 Optima remains my personal favorite as a sporting gun, the Benelli Super Black Eagle II is hands-down the best choice as a hunting autoloader.

The gun’s ergonomic synthetic stock design, amazing recoil suppression system, backbored barrel and absolutely reliable-under-any-conditions inertia-driven action has supplanted the Ithaca Mag-10 as my waterfowler.

The SBEII is slim, light, and its recoil-operated (non-gas) system will not fail under any conditions and the newest design makes it an absolutely comfortable shooter.
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The Remington SP-10 autoloader is the only American-made 10-gauge semiautomatic.

Fitted with an optional rifled slug barrel, the SBEII is probably the most consistently accurate slug-shooting autoloader on the market. The fact that the barrel extension is actually the top of the receiver, and that both are cryonized, probably helps tame the harmonics that are gremlins to slug-shooting accuracy.

In my experience, the SBEI, 391 Xtrema line and Remington’s Versa Max are the only autoloaders that can reliably live up to the claim that they will cycle 2¾-inch, 3-inch and 3½-inch loads equally.
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The author’s Browning Auto-5 (left) and his Beretta 391.

the pump gun

The pump is the quintessential American action. They’ve been around since the 1880s (first designed in 1852) and, as mentioned, took over center stage when doubles priced themselves out of the general marketplace and the hunting gun market exploded in the wake of World War II.

A pump features a single barrel over a tubular magazine and the action operates by pulling the forend rearward on a rail to initiate the ejection of the spent hull. Pushing the forend forward again feeds a new shell from the magazine to the chamber and locks the breechbolt back to battery, cocked and ready for the next shot.

The pump-action offers simplicity, durability, low price, and a lighter weight, but you will likely pay for those advantages with heavier recoil.

The compact, lightweight aspect of the pump makes it the darling of the deer stalker, rabbit, turkey and upland bird hunter—and its quick, simple and reliable action attracts waterfowlers who ply their trade in elements that can foul up more sophisticated actions. Those are the same reasons pumps are the first choice for military, law enforcement and tactical applications where reliability is all-important.

Follow-up shots are easier with a pump than with any action other than an autoloader, but again, heavier recoil is the price one pays for the light, compact design.

Classic American pumps include the Winchester Model 12 and exposed-hammer Models 1897 and 97, the Ithaca 37, Remington Models 31 and 870 (with more than 10 million made) and the Mossberg price-point darling Model 500, which sells more than any other shotgun each year.

Remington 12-, 16- and 20-gauge 870s, the 12- and 20-gauge Moss-berg 500 and 12-gauge 835 Ultri-Mag and 535 are among the international sales leaders every year. Ithaca Gun Company is back in business after its third failure in 20 years, and the new Ithaca Guns USA M37 is still on dealer shelves in 12-, 16- and 20-gauge specialty configurations for deer hunters, waterfowlers, turkey hunters, small game and bird hunters, and claybird shooters.

Winchester’s Speed Pump, based on the old 1300 design, has the fastest and possibly most solid lock-up on the market.

All of the guns just mentioned are made in America, the pump being the only action largely made on these shores today. The Winchester 1300 was a totally American gun, made at the U.S. Repeating Arms facility in New Haven, Connecticut, until that plant was closed early in 2006.
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Remington 870 is the most popular pump ever made.
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Legacy Sports imports the Turkish-made Escort pump.

The Browning BPS, a longer version of the bottom-ejection design pioneered by the Remington M17 and Ithaca M37, is available in 10-, 12- and 20-gauge versions with a variety of barrels, including a cantilever rifled slug barrel. It is made for Browning by Miroku of Japan.

Benelli’s futuristic Nova, designed out of polymers with the stock and lower receiver one piece, the barrel and upper receiver another, is available in 12- and 20-gauge in smoothbore and rifled-barrel versions. Benellis are made in Italy.

H&R imports a Chinese-made 870 clone under the Pardner Pump label. Charles Daly offers a similar imported pump, Legacy Sports imports a Turkish-made Escort pump (similar to Benelli’s Nova plastic stock) and several other European manufacturers feed the American market with small quantities of inexpensive pump-actions.

Virtually all modern pump shotguns, with the notable exception of the short-receivered Ithaca M37 and Mossberg 500s, are available in 3.5-inch chambered 12-gauge models.

bolt-actions

The bolt-action is inexpensive, simple, and durable, but cycling the gun is cumbersome to the point of being useless for anything other than deer or turkey hunting, where single shots are the norm.

Today, the bolt-action with a rifled barrel is an excellent slug shooter, even though there are only three models (Savage 220F, 212F and Browning A-Bolt) left on the market.

Once the least expensive, and one of the simplest shotgun actions, the addition of the rifled barrel to the bolt-action models and a few other amenities (like fiber-optic sights, rifle-style synthetic stocks, and scope mounts) has turned the bolt from a beginners’ gun into the most inherently accurate slug gun available.

They are still a tough sell, however, as few models remain on the market. Savage, Marlin, Browning the and Mossberg subsidiary of Maverick make the only production bolt-action shotguns today, and only the Savage and Browning models feature rifled barrels.
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The Savage 210 was replaced by the greatly improved Model 212 in the Savage product line.

Marlin’s Model 55 goose gun, with its 12-gauge, 36-inch barrel, is unique. The Maverick model of the Mossberg line also offers a lower-priced bolt, smoothbore version of the parent firm’s 695 rifled barreled slug gun, which was discontinued in 2003.

Marlin’s 512 and Browning’s supberb but expensive A-Bolt rifled barrel bolt-action slug guns preceded the Mossberg 695 to pasture, but the Browning returned in 2011.

break-actions: double barrels

“Twice guns” are light and easy to point and carry—classic wingshooting instruments—and are considered the most romantic and personal shotguns.

The over-and-under double is by far the most popular double today, possibly because America is a country of riflemen and the stack-barrel design points like a rifle.

Double guns are used almost exclusively by bird hunters and clay bird shooters, offering an instant choice between two chokes and, in all but the lowest grades, excellent between-the-hands balance.

You won’t find many deer hunters shooting doubles with the possible exception of a tradition-bound Old South dog hunter using buckshot (mostly because barrels on double guns usually have different points of aim and a deer gun is aimed rather than pointed as in wingshooting.)
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The Ruger Red Label is one of the only over-under production shotguns still made in America.

The most popular version in both side-by-side and over-under doubles is the boxlock, an action devised late in the 19th century that carries the trigger(s), sears, hammers and attendant springs within the action body. The alternative is the sidelock, which carries the sear, hammer, mainspring and tumbler on plates mounted on the sides of the action, inletted into the head of the stock and action bar. The sidelock is a holdover from the days of flintlock and percussion-lock shotguns. The average sidelock had 10 or more individual parts, while the modern boxlock uses just four.

Most modern side-by-sides are boxlocks, which are more bulky but also more durable. High-dollar British guns typically use sidelock actions, which generally offer better trigger pulls and the added safety advantage of interceptor sears.

The drawbacks to doubles are their often gaudy price tags and limited firepower, just one step above the hapless single-shot. Ithaca, Winchester, Fox, Parker and Remington made classic American side-by-side doubles. Ruger tried the American-made Gold Label, bringing it out in 2004 after years of design problems, only to discontinue in 2006.

Weatherby, Kimber, Dakota and Savage offer side-by-sides made for them offshore, while Beretta, BSA, Merkel and a variety of other European and Middle Eastern gunmakers have side-by-sides of their own manufacture.

Small European and Middle Eastern gunmakers who aren’t—unlike their American counterparts—burdened by pension plans, workmen’s compensation laws, unions, medical plans for employees, OHSA guidelines, etc., are producing good-to-excellent, yet relatively inexpensive (low 4-figures) side-by-sides that are distributed on these shores by a variety of companies.

Perfect examples are the sleek, graceful Turkish doubles made under the American direction for Hatfield Shotguns.

The guns are made by a small but innovative company snuggled in the Taurus Mountains of Southern Turkey and feature high-grade Circassian walnut, 4140 steel receivers, chrome-lined barrels and bone case-hardened finish for about as much as you’d pay for a good autoloader today.

Originally, I picked up a 28-gauge Hatfield Uplander for my wife. But she now has to borrow it. Go figure.

Out of the box, the gun was graceful if not handsome, but there are lot of siliconed and botoxed beauties out there—how would it perform? Well this one gets a Golden Globe.
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Dawn Henderson handles the Turkish-made Hatfield Uplander
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Detail of the Uplander 28 from Hatfield Classic Shotguns.

Its nimble balance and peak-crowned comb make the 5-pound, 4-ounce Uplander quick and sure to mount and swing. The waist is thin without being delicate and the triggers are crisp. In short, it’s a joy in the bird woods and rabbit fields and not too whippy to get an occasional workout on the skeet and 5-stand range at our club.

Old buddy and all-around character Ted Hatfield is a descendant of a Virginia gun-making family and sports a storied personal background that includes (among other things) hunting guide, boat captain, magazine editor, writer, NRA exec, manufacturers brand manager and firearms innovator. He and brother Tim formed Hatfield Classic Shotguns in 2003 after Ted’s latest magazine position dissolved.

He helped found Hatfield Rifles and Austin & Halleck muzzleloaders, and the current venture has moved from the utilitarian Uplander to fancy 7-pin sidelock 20-gauges with similar appeal and Turkish backgrounds.

There are plenty of high-dollar European side-by-sides available—just leaf through the advertisements in an issue of “Sporting Classics” or stroll the aisle of the Safari Club International Convention, but they aren’t considered hunting guns by anyone of lower station than a sheik or CEO.

Marlin brought back the L.C. Smith, but in name only. The gun currently made under that label is a low-priced Italian double that bears absolutely no resemblance to the classic American design.

Side-by-side prices range from $300 for the Cowboy Action darling Stoeger Coach Gun to $60,000 and more for a high-grade Winchester, Fox or Parker.
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The Browning Citori is one of the most popular over/unders today and is an excellent game or target gun.

break-actions: over/unders

Browning’s Citori line and Beretta’s various models are the most popular stack-barrel guns today. But the state-of-the-art is Browning’s Cynergy, a unique, low-profile, simple but rugged gun built by Miroku on an American design.

Most over-unders are designed as hunting guns and their hinges and springs simply won’t stand up to the constant use required for serious competitive shooters.

The Cynergy’s lines go against convention and visually have produced plenty of wrinkled noses since the gun hit dealer shelves in 2004. But its innovative rifle-style trigger and massive monoblock hinge will likely make it a favorite of competitive shooters.

Ruger’s Red Label and Ithaca’s double are the only over-unders produced on these shores, but there are plenty built offshore that are available through Browning, Winchester, Mossberg, Weatherby, Beretta, Benelli, Franchi, Stoeger, Savage/Stevens, Charles Daly, Fabarms, Kimber and others.

Legacy Sports imports M70 Silma Italian over-unders and less expensive Arthemis Elite Kahn doubles, while BSA imports its own British over/unders.

break-actions: single-shots

Single-shots are by far the simplest, least expensive shotgun actions—with the exception of those made exclusively for trapshooting. The basic single-shot also kicks harder than any other gun, and follow-up shots are problematical at best.
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The H&R 980 bull-barreled slug gun.

Single-shot, break-open guns are built by H&R and New England Firearms, and Thompson Center. H&R and New England Firearms, which are now owned by Marlin, offer entry-level and specialty single-shot guns that range in price from less than $100 in the Tracker version to the $300 12- and 10-gauge turkey models.

Mossberg’s failed SS1 single-shot was dropped in 2003, leaving the TC Encore the only interchangeable barrel design. The latter is actually a modification of a popular pistol design, and probably the most accurate slug shooting shotgun on the market today.

New England Firearms (H&R 1871) makes several low-price Pardner and Topper single-shot guns and bull-barreled 12- and 20-gauge slug guns on the same frames.

There are a variety of break-open single-shot trap guns, ranging from the $400 Stoeger Condor Trap to the $20,000 hand-made Silver Seitz or Ljutic models. Browning’s BT-99 (made by Miroku) is probably the most widely used due to its durability, function and relatively affordable (low 4-figures) pricetag.

lever-action

In the late 1990s Winchester basically chambered its historic Model 94 lever-action rifle as a .410 shotgun—probably because that’s the only gauge small enough to fit within the receiver parameters of the narrow, slab-sided lever gun.

The gun was pretty much a plinker, given the limitations of its bore size and action, but had applications for small game. Nevertheless, it was discontinued when the New Haven plant closed in 2006 and was never brought back.

[image: images]

The Winchester 9410 lever-action was discontinued in 2006.

Ithaca once made a lever-action 20-gauge single-shot, but it was phased out even before the first of the company’s three business failures in less than 20 years.


Gauge sizes
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10 gauge
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12 gauge
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16 gauge
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20 gauge
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28 gauge
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.410 gauge



what is “gauge”?

Shotgun bore sizes are delineated by the gauge system rather than calibers. Historically, the term “gauge” refers to the number of equal-sized balls cast from one pound of ordnance lead (lead with a small amount of antimony to harden the mix) that would pass through a hole of specific diameter.

That’s one of those definitions that only makes sense if you already know the meaning. To put it simpler, if you mold 12 identical balls from a pound of lead, their diameter will be .729 of a inch, which is 12-gauge. If you mold 20 balls from that pound, the balls will be 20-gauge diameter, and so forth.

The 16-gauge is the classic example since that gauge would accommodate 16 one-ounce lead balls. Shotgun manufacturers still refer to gauges in their models, but they use decimal measurements to identify choke constrictions.

According to the Sporting Arms and Ammunition Manufacturers Institute (SAAMI), the following are nominal interior bore diameters: 10-gauge-0.775 of an inch; 12-gauge-0.729; 16-gauge-0.665; 20-gauge-0.615; 28-gauge-0.550; and .410-gauge-0.410.

Obsolete gauges that remain in SAAMI specifications include the 4-gauge (1.052 inches), 6-gauge (0.919) and 8-gauge (0.835).

Actually, the 8-gauge is still used, but not for hunting or shooting. It’s the common gauge for kiln guns, which shoot slugs against silo and kiln walls to clean off clinging material.

Sporting gauges relegated to wallhanger status today are the 24-(0.579), 32-(0.526), and 36-gauge (0.506), largely due to the lack of suitable loads.

The system of expressing shotgun bore sizes by gauge rather than by decimal or metric measurements is, like many things related to smoothbores, a matter of tradition. While five modern gauges are identified by normal measurements, the runt of the litter, the .410-gauge, is the only one labeled by its bore diameter.

That delineation probably comes from the fact that the English numbered gauge system’s smallest gauge was 50, which measured 0.453 inch. Presumably, anything smaller needed to be labeled by diameter.

six modern gauges

The largest, and least used, gauge common today is the 10. Manufacturers originally chambered this gauge for 25/8-inch shells, but the current chambers are 3½-inches. Today the 10-gauge is a specialty gun used by goose and turkey hunters and those who chase deer with buckshot, all seeking to put as many pellets as possible in their patterns.

When America had hundreds of double-barrel shotgun manufacturers, the 10-gauge was a common waterfowl gun. But after World War II, when hunters went to less expensive single-barrel guns, the heavy 10-gauge essentially went into mothballs.

The Ithaca Mag-10, the world’s first 10-gauge autoloader, was introduced by Ithaca Gun in 1974 and took wings the 1980s when it became apparent that steel shot was not going to go away and waterfowlers realized the need for a big bore and more pellets.

A 12-pound heft, lofty price tag and limited application —plus the difficulty of producing consistent patterns with early steel loads and the gun’s fixed chokes—kept the Mag-10 from gracing too many gun cabinets. But it was a pioneer.

[image: images]

This grouse hunter’s 28 gauge over/under may be the perfect shotgun for upland game birds.

I had a Mag-10 with a 32-inch barrel. It was dipped in Realtree Advantage livery and Briley fitted it with a screw-in choke tube system. Lengthened forcing cones and a set of Hi-Viz fiber optic sights completed the best goose-taking package I ever toted.

It was a chore to tote in the field, and the ungodly 54-inch length made it a couple clicks past cumbersome in blinds, but once you got it swinging on a flying goose, the damned thing moved like it was on auto pilot.

When Ithaca Gun went bankrupt for the first time in the mid-1980s Remington purchased the rights and tooling to the Mag-10 from the court and the pioneer 10-gauge autoloader was redesigned into the Remington SP-10.

The only other 10-gauge autoloader common to the American market is the Japanese-made Browning Gold. The big bore is fairly rare in other actions as well, being chambered only in the Browning BPS pump and H&R (New England Firearms) single-shot.

It was the advent of the 3½-inch 12-gauge that put the demand for 10-gauge in decline. The 12 is the world’s most popular gauge since it can handle anything from very light to very heavy loads in 2¾-, 3-, and 3½-inch chambers.
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