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This book covers aspects of training for pistol shooting, which is inherently a dangerous sport. Never try anything represented in this book without full knowledge and acceptance of the risks associated with that activity. Always follow the rules of gun safety, including, but not limited to:


Always treat a firearm as if it is loaded.


Always keep the firearm pointed in a safe direction.


Always keep your finger off the trigger until ready to shoot.


Always keep your firearm unloaded until it is ready for use.


Always be sure of your target and what is beyond it.


An accident that takes place is the responsibility of the shooter. This book covers exercises in live-fire and dry-fire settings—never have ammunition anywhere near your dry-fire area. Always be sure that your gun is unloaded when performing drills in dry-fire.


The reader of this book acknowledges and accepts all risks associated with their live-fire and dry-fire activities and hereby accepts all the risks associated with any shooting and related activities.












FOREWORD


BY RONNIE CASPER


Assisting Ben with classes over the past few years, I usually start by telling students of my first experience with him.


I was filling in as Match Director at an IDPA Classifier match when this confident (some might say cocky) kid and his buddies arrived for our new shooter orientation class held prior to the match. Following a little instruction on range rules, the group all did well on their classifications. You can imagine my surprise (or shock) to be asked to sign Ben’s classification card certifying him Master in two separate divisions. In what I’ll describe as “typical Ben style,” he did not seem all that impressed with his own performance and accepted his signed card with a yawn.


Ben became a regular fixture at our club and the other Wisconsin IDPA clubs. He and his buddies camped out in a small tent in the pouring rain just to shoot the state match, in which Ben ultimately won his division. In need of a new challenge, Ben turned to USPSA, since it had grown more widespread in our state, with us and others forming new clubs. This time I was not surprised in the least when he initially classified as Grand Master.


The following year we began shooting and practicing together, and Ben began attending larger matches. He did not always win these matches, but always placed well. When he did win, he was not pleased with his performance and pointed out where he could have improved. This always drove him to practice harder, even the very next day after a large match. He once told me that he didn’t win because of how well he performed, but because he didn’t screw up as much as the next guy. He has always had an obsession with that unachievable perfect run.


Others began to take notice of Ben winning major matches and wanted to learn his secrets. Due to demand, he began teaching classes at our club. He was a little nervous at first (if you can believe), but eventually found his groove. Being self-taught with no formal training, Ben had a unique perspective on training and teaching. He studied every shooting-related book he could get his hands on and watched videos of “The Greats,” such as Rob Leatham, shooting national competitions. He dry-fired in his basement for two hours every night and spent hours on shooting forums picking the brains of the best shooters, all while working and attending school. Ben had a unique analytical capability to take the best knowledge from every source and compile it, while disregarding what he considered to be useless information.


Ben’s ability to “cut out the crap” rolled over into his teaching. He was brutally honest (to his own detriment at times) and did not hold back. When a student executed a drill incorrectly, Ben had the ability to see immediately what he felt they were doing wrong and pointed it out in a matter-of-fact way. Students came away from his classes knowing exactly what they were doing wrong and exactly how to fix it.
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Ronnie Casper


Wisconsin Section Coordinator—USPSA Grand Master


On the other hand, when a student was doing well in his class, it only provoked him to push them harder to find how fast they could go before “the wheels came off.” Most people practice a technique until they are good at it, and then continue practicing to maintain what they have gained. Ben continues to raise the bar until the wheels come off. He continues raising the bar to the unattainable “perfect” run.


I hope that through competing with him, taking a class, or even reading his books, you will find what you need to get to that next level.









THE POINT


You didn’t pick up this book by accident. You didn’t confuse this book with a cookbook or a novel. You saw the sweet cover art (I hope it is sweet, I am writing this before anyone does the cover) and knew that this was a book about shooting. More specifically, this is the second edition of my book Practical Pistol: Fundamental Techniques and Competition Skills.


You are probably rightly wondering why I would rewrite the book. It has only been a few years since it came out, and it was pretty well received. Not to toot my own horn too much, but I received a lot of great feedback on the book. People liked how it was direct and easy to understand. I caught some flak for the “crappy” (my editor won’t let me use words like s***, so I have to use PG substitutes) photos, but for the most part it went over well.


The book needs to be rewritten because I can make it better. I can make it a lot better. I have had a few more years of training, competition, and teaching experience. That experience is extremely valuable to a project like this. Not only do I know my own shooting better, but I have had thousands of people come through classes, each of them with a unique set of problems. I have also figured out better ways to communicate with those people. I have abandoned some of the ideas of Practical Pistol and replaced them with new ones. This new Practical Pistol will reflect that.


I have built this book as a “from the ground up” study of handgun shooting technique. The format isn’t exactly new. This is how you hold the gun. This is how you press the trigger. This is how you do whatever. You can skip to the stuff you find interesting, or you can read it from start to finish. You will probably have a better understanding if you go from the beginning all the way to the end, but I would guess that the people who would benefit most from that recommendation skipped this section anyways. One thing writing a few books has taught me is that people often buy them, but rarely read them. Fine by me, I guess.


Obviously, this book is intended for the competitive shooter. If you are interested in tactical shooting, then this may not be the book for you. On the other hand, you may find some of the techniques in here invaluable. In any event, I personally have little interest in “tactical” shooting. The contents of the book will reflect that. Of course, many people are interested in both competition and tactical shooting, and there is obviously nothing wrong with that. They will take the stuff they like from this book and leave the rest.


If you are interested more in tactical training, concealed carry, or self-defense, then you might want to pick up T.A.P.S. Tactical Application of Practical Shooting. This is a book written by Pat McNamara on exactly the topic of using practical shooting concepts and applying those concepts to self-defense training.


Inside this book, however, I will:


Explain the fundamentals: I will explain the fundamentals of every technique. I like lists. I use a lot of them. The “fundamentals” are the things that must happen in order for you to accomplish an objective. For example, you need to aim the gun at a target, and then press the trigger without moving the gun in order to hit that target. In bullet point format, it would be this:




	Aim at target


	Press trigger without moving the gun





Pretty clear right? After I give you the bullet points, I will then explain the ins and outs of everything. I will answer the “why?” questions.


Explain the “best” way to perform the technique: I will explain the “best” techniques as I understand them. You may be wondering why best is in quotation marks. Am I implying that these techniques are not in fact the best? It is a tricky subject to address. There is so much disagreement about any topic you could care to mention in the shooting world and so many different understandings. Therefore, I hesitate to say that anything I am doing is definitively the “best” way to do it. Let’s be honest, I am completely overhauling a book I wrote on the subject after only three years! Things change. Ideas change. Be ready to be a student for life if you want to be a great pistol shooter.


Point out mistakes: I will point out some of the most common mistakes that people make when it comes to a specific technical area. I have made every mistake in the book, (literally) except for shooting myself. I have not done that yet.


My point is, I am going to point out many common issues that shooters have. Throwing the gun up over the target when you draw (fishing) is a very common mistake. You have probably heard of it. There is a plethora of other mistakes that people make on a regular basis, but they are subtle and hard to detect unless you know what to look for. I will give you some hints about what to be looking for.


Set the bar: I will give you benchmarks for technique. What is a “good” grip or a “good” draw? What sort of times should I be able to achieve when reloading? I have answers to those questions.


Give a method to improve: Although this isn’t a drill book, I want to offer a few tips and practice exercises so you know how to improve your shooting.


Other issues: There are some ideas, terminology, and techniques that aren’t present in this book. I have a section explaining why many of those things aren’t included and why you shouldn’t miss most of them.


Other opinions: This book contains a few blurbs written by other practical shooting Grand Masters: Bob Vogel, Matthew Mink, Dave Sevigny, Keith Garcia, Blake Miguez, JJ Racaza, Mike Hughes, Brad Engmann, Chris Bartolo, Taran Butler, Jay Hirshberg, and Matthew Hopkins. They have all been generous enough with their time to give some additional insights on different topics. I made a point of having them write what they think about something without me getting in the middle of it. Some of them don’t agree with me on everything. That is totally fine. Again, take what you like and forget about the stuff you don’t.


The techniques named and described in this book may not be named in ways you have previously heard. This is not done to confuse you (I promise). A big problem in the field of shooting technique is that all sorts of people talk about all sorts of different techniques using all sorts of different terminology. Different instructors may use the same term to mean different things. Some people say they use a certain technique (as it is commonly understood), but in fact, use a slightly different variation of that technique. At the end of the day, the terminology used doesn’t really matter that much. I could call my draw technique “banana” and your draw technique “elephant” if I wanted to. That isn’t the point. The idea here is to read past the name and understand the details.


The techniques in this book are organized in roughly the order I would teach and talk about them in a class, with a few exceptions. I also make mention of a few topics in one section that may seemingly fit better in another section, but due to the way different techniques intertwine, I made a decision to move these topics around for clarity. You should probably read the whole thing in order to get a good understanding of what I am talking about, but again, I am not your mom.


I will discuss speed and accuracy through the lens of USPSA shooting. USPSA has its own scoring system, and it is complex. Simply put, you want to score as many points as you can, as fast as you can. You are required to shoot a full power handgun in USPSA. There is no airsoft or .22 rimfire. The specifics aren’t all that important when discussing fundamentals.


Some shooters or trainers may criticize certain techniques found in this book as being too difficult to learn. They may be difficult to learn, but shooters that practice a lot develop these techniques. A technique being difficult to learn or understand is not usually a consideration so long as it is otherwise the most effective. Competitive shooters are going to do thousands upon thousands of repetitions of any given technique during training anyway if they want to do well. If any given shooter needs to do 10,000 repetitions of a drill to get a tiny increase in their match score, it is worth it.


I have a few smaller sections at the back of the book that scratch the surface of different topics. IDPA shooting, Open guns, and equipment all are touched on. That information isn’t comprehensive, but it is a good start down the road.


The most important caveat of this whole opening section is that this book is technique according to Ben (and a few others). I have opinions on technique that you may find unconventional or maybe even crazy. That is OK. This isn’t gospel being handed down from the mountain; this is a pistol shooting book. Take it with a grain of salt.


With all that being said, let’s get on with the show.









USPSA CHALLENGES


As I laid out for you in “The Point” section, this book has a very specific aim. I am concerned with handgun techniques for the specific application of USPSA handgun competition. I want to produce the fastest times and best scores with the most consistency possible. Basically, I want to smash as much face as consistently as possible.


If you know little or nothing about USPSA and somehow stumbled onto this book, I should take a bit of time to explain to you what USPSA is and why it is awesome.


A USPSA match is kind of like a golf course. Every hole on the course is called a “stage” in the match. Most club level matches have four to six stages. If you go to a major match, they usually have more like fifteen stages. The interesting thing is that the stages contain a variety of different shooting challenges. The targets may be five feet away. They may be 50 yards away. It is different every time. Some stages require you to shoot prone; others require you to shoot one-handed. Some require lots of running around to be able to get to all the targets. Diversity is a big deal in USPSA shooting. (I mean diversity in a shooting sense; as far as actual diversity goes, USPSA is mostly middle-aged white dudes.)


The scoring system is another interesting feature of USPSA. It is a little bit complicated, some people would say insanely complicated, but it can be summed up simply. Your score is determined by dividing your points by the time it takes you to shoot the stage. So . . . the faster you go, the better. The more accurate you are, the better. The top guys are fast enough that they are going to be shooting so fast it is hard to believe they are actually aiming and accurate enough that they don’t miss a whole lot. It is a competitive sport and very challenging to do well.


Therefore, if you are somehow reading this without having competed at a USPSA match, I want you to remember what this book is all about. That is, shooting fast and accurately at the same time.









STUDENT OF THE SPORT


Before I get into the technique of shooting, I want to take some time to implore every reader to become a student of USPSA shooting. Obviously, it takes time, ammunition, and training to become the best you can be in USPSA. Just as important as those things is using your brain.


So many shooters just go through the motions. “Doing your dry-fire” for thirty minutes a day is a good thing. Of course it is. However, if you don’t engage your brain, then you are going to very quickly get to a point where you aren’t getting better. Don’t be lazy. Figure out why.


This book or any other resource that you use shouldn’t be something that you read once, and then discard. This is something you should study. As you improve and grow as a shooter, your understanding will change, and you will be able to glean new and different things from rereading the same text.


As you learn how to transition faster between targets, you may have questions about sight alignment. As you work on grip strength, you may have issues with trigger control. Every time you move forward with your shooting, then more questions will come up. Don’t stop finding the answers.
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This is a self-help book. Help yourself to get better. Engage your brain. Become a student.


From Nick Yanutola (USPSA Grand Master, “Top 16” finisher at Production Nationals)


Mental Approach


When Ben asked me for a brief contribution to the second edition of Practical Pistol, I thought for a time about what I could possibly add in terms of shooting knowledge base that was not already excellently covered in other parts of the book. Eventually, I decided to go a different route, and add some comments about the mindset it takes to really improve—from the perspective of someone who once had to make serious changes in that area, in order to progress. In an amateur sport such as USPSA, because there are so few true professionals, all but a tiny handful of people in the entire world can see major gains if they are able to change their mindset for the better. We often hear that “the game is 90 percent mental.” I believe that to be true. So how can we improve? I will outline what I feel are two key aspects of the mental approach to the game: accountability and priority.
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What does being accountable mean? It means that everything matters, all the time. There are no mulligans. You are the sum of everything you do that is related to this sport. You own what you do in practice. You own what you do in club matches. You own what you do in major matches—at every match, on every stage, every time. If you can’t own your mistakes, you can’t really hope to correct them.


How do you apply this concept in practice? Mistakes, especially in practice, are, of course, inevitable. When you are pushing skills to new levels, there are going to be many instances when you screw up. This is good, since it means you are finding your limits in practice, and then working to push them further. You have to have a goal, and you can’t be “OK” with the delta between your current performance, and where you want to be. Your accountability here is to be motivated and organized above all else. That delta has to gnaw at the pit of your stomach and be your motivation to continue on.


At club matches, we’ve all seen (and have likely been at one time) the guy that trashes a stage, walks off, and says “Well, I was rusty because I haven’t been getting my practice in lately. That isn’t me. That doesn’t really count. I’ll get ‘em next time. I’ll be ready by the time the state championship rolls around.” That is not being accountable. I have bad news: in that moment, that is you. You just did that. We all make mistakes, but the best shooters do a better job of acknowledging a mistake, owning it, and committing to do whatever it takes to correct it regardless of where, when, or how it occurred. It matters not whether it occurred on the first stage of the day, at the first club match of the year, or at the national championship. You are accountable for how you prepare and perform, always.


The second aspect of the mental approach I mentioned above is “priority.” I believe there is an axiom that is very useful when describing how priority is important to you in your development as a shooter. It comes from the world of financial investing: If you want to build wealth reliably, the number one rule is to always, without fail, “pay yourself first.” What does that mean in real world application? It means that your nest egg is your highest financial priority. When you receive income, you put a pre-determined percentage into savings immediately, and then you spend or live on what is left. Doing the opposite (spending first, and saving what is left) is a great way to hardly ever save a dime.


The same concept applies to improving as a shooter. Virtually all of us have jobs or family obligations that dominate our time, and that is fine, and virtually unavoidable. But, you will never maximize your potential as a shooter until you can maximize the time priority that you put toward improving. Once you’ve set shooting goals, you also need to allocate time to practice, be it dry-fire or live-fire. Then, when you make free time in your life, you must “pay yourself first” by investing that time in improvement. When you get home from work, getting your dry-fire reps in is your top priority, not something that you might get to after TV is watched or the grass is cut. When the weekend rolls around, live-fire is getting done, period. If it overlaps with the game or whatever else, you can catch the highlights later. You must consistently “pay yourself first” with regard to time commitments and regular practice when pressing toward aggressive shooting goals, or you will simply never get there. Using “leftover time” is not an option for someone who wishes to attain GM level in this sport. As with anything else worth doing, you can’t expect to get more out of the sport than you are willing to put in.


So remember to suck it up, buttercup . . . and I will see you on the range!


About Nick:


Nick has been dedicated to competing as hard as possible in pistol sports for the last several years. He has a total of eleven years’ experience in IDPA and four years’ experience in USPSA. Nick is a Production Grand Master and completed the 2014 and 2015 seasons as a “Top 16” finisher at USPSA Production National Championships.


From Gaston Quindi Vallerga (Argentine National Champion and has won the Florida Open and Pan American titles)
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Some guys are touched with the wonder stick, the rest of us just have to train as hard as hell to get there, because God only gave us the will. If you are one of the rest of us mortals, then you will need tons of information and training. Some may say I was a naturally accurate guy, but that’s not true. I trained hundreds of thousands of rounds to master my accuracy, so I did spend time and money training . . . a lot. . . . I am a very egocentric guy and I always refused to seek aid from other top shooters or study any bibliographic material; I figured out nobody would share real valuable information, though I always did share it with my students. So, I ’m not embarrassed to say, I almost built up all my actual technique out of nothing. In fact, the first guy that gave me very valuable information regarding accuracy was Frank Garcia, in my own club. I managed to become a top gamer in Latin America, thanks to his info, but it still was not enough to convince me to reach for help. My speed was not OK, and I really didn’t trust top gamers would ever teach me that which I lacked to beat them. So, I started studying top gamer’s movements with a professional sports analyzer, and we both agreed JJ Racazza and Eric Grauffel were the perfect guys to study. We developed together a refined movements method that especially suited me, but I was still always a nick away from glory. Though I ruled Latin America, had some great matches in Europe, won some major USPSA matches in the US, became Top 10 at USPSA NATIONALS 2014 and become a Distinguished Master in IDPA, I still felt something was missing. Then, Ben entered in my life. I like straightforward guys, so we became close friends really quick, and I was specially surprised about his humbleness. He knows and respects his own limitations, that’s why he is constantly evolving. We shot several matches together, always discussing technique issues. At the last US IPSC NATIONALS he told me “Gaston, I want to visit Buenos Aires and I want you to help me train.” And he did. I will never forget when I was telling him about human reaction response, and analyzing some of my own shooting theories, developed thanks to my knowledge about human reaction that I learned while doing my Forensic Scientist Degree, when he suddenly interrupts me and tells me my own theory in his own words and I said . . . “Wow . . . you already knew this???? I thought you were just a natural shooter . . .” So Ben gives me his watch, like saying you idiot . . . and so he tells me “Gaston . . . I’m an expert in my field. Didn’t you read any of the books I sent you?” And it was there, every single thing I knew and figured out by myself, was in his book . . . At that moment, I realized that I had wasted years of study, when information was at hands reach. Somebody did really put ALL THAT IS NEEDED TO KNOW to became a top shooter, in a bunch of books. Ben is not only an expert at teaching because he knows how to shoot, he is an expert in his field because he saves nothing for himself, not even from a guy like me, that is not far away from beating him. So . . . it doesn’t matter how much you suck, if there’s a will, there’s a book and a man that can help you. Ben Stoeger.









MARKSMANSHIP FUNDAMENTALS


I am beginning the discussion of technique with the most important thing. “Marksmanship Fundamentals” is simply a fancy way of saying “hitting a target in the center.”


Fundamentals




	Align the muzzle of the gun with the target.


	Hold that alignment until you discharge the firearm.





That’s it. So simple right?


I am going to do what I promised now. You have your main points, and I am going to explain each point to the last detail. I have to warn you; this section is going to get complicated. I am going to explain, in detail, how most matches are going to be decided based on marksmanship fundamentals. It is just going to take a bit of work to get a thorough explanation in place.


For now, let’s say that the fundamentals of marksmanship are to aim at the target, then to pull the trigger without disturbing that aim. Notice this is really close to what I listed in the bullet points above, but it isn’t quite the same. I will come back around to that later because the difference is subtle, but ultimately quite important.
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Marksmanship fundamentals can be executed no matter how you hold the gun.


In shooting, as in life, context is pretty much everything. I want to put my discussion of marksmanship fundamentals in context, so you understand the key points I am going to be making about it. I am going to discuss context in terms of three things. I want to talk about shooting slowly without measuring the time. I am also going to talk about shooting a single target at regular USPSA match speed. Finally, I want to talk about shooting multiple targets under actual match pressure at a real match. Every situation is a bit different.


Slow Fire Shooting


First, I want to talk about marksmanship in the context of no time limit shooting. This is probably what you are envisioning when I start talking about marksmanship. Let me give you a goal for this type of shooting. Hitting the “A” zone every single shot at 25 yards with no time limit is a fair goal. Your gun ought to be able to do that. YOU ought to be able to do that.


Hitting the “A” zone at 25 yards is straightforward. You aim the gun at the target (“Marksmanship Fundamentals” Number 1), then press the trigger without moving anything (“Marksmanship Fundamentals” Number 2). In my experience, people screw up “Number 2” about 10 times more often than they screw up “Number 1.”


There are many reasons for this. A gun going off in front of your face is disconcerting if you aren’t used to it. People have a strong inclination to blink, flinch, jerk the trigger, or all sorts of other things that disturb the aim of the gun. The trick is to pull the trigger straight back without doing anything else. The blast and recoil make it hard to tell if you moved the gun slightly off target at the time the shot went off. This is not dissimilar to trying to have a conversation in a loud bar. The music and noise can drown out a conversation.


There are many factors (such as grip, stance, and breathing) that can have some play in marksmanship, but they are insignificant compared to the ability to fire the gun without moving it. You may be worried about whether to focus on the front sight or the target. You may be wondering how to hold the gun. The truth is, it isn’t going to matter all that much when you are shooting without a time limit. Have you ever seen a picture of a bullseye match? Old men, shooting one-handed, while wearing blinders are able to hit targets 50 yards away. The key is that they don’t need to go fast.


If you have an issue pressing the trigger straight, there are a couple things you can try:


The most common method of correcting the blink/flinch/jerk problem is something usually referred to as the “surprise trigger break.” The idea behind this is that the shooter trains to pull the trigger slowly in such a way that the gun “surprises” the shooter when it goes off. If the shooter is surprised, they can’t possibly jerk the trigger in anticipation of the blast or recoil, because they didn’t know that the recoil was going to happen right at that moment.


The “surprise trigger break” is trained in a few ways. The primary method is something that is usually referred to as the “ball and dummy” drill. What the shooter does is load their magazines in such a way that they mix in a bunch of inert (dummy) ammunition with the live ammunition. If they have a friend load their magazines for them, they won’t know where the dummy rounds are situated in the magazine. I also enjoy playing the ball and dummy game without telling my friend we are going to play. What happens as someone shoots with dummy rounds in the magazine is that eventually they get a dummy round in the chamber, pull the trigger, and see the gun move without a round being fired. This is a good way to illustrate someone’s flinch to them. Once someone can feel their flinch, they tend to be able to correct it quickly.


This sort of training is fine, but it limits you to slow fire shooting. Remember that I said in shooting, context is pretty much everything. When you move on to shooting quickly, you aren’t going to have time to press the trigger slowly and let the gun surprise you when it goes off. Not to mention, when you shoot your gun enough, you are going to learn the trigger to the point that it is going to be very difficult to surprise yourself when the gun goes off.


I have found the most logical goal is to be able to shoot the gun you have, as well as that gun will mechanically shoot. What that means for most Production-type guns is something less than a four-inch group at 25 yards. There are many variables with different types of guns and different types of ammunition, but a four-inch group should be attainable from most combinations. Some guns will do a lot better. A bit of research on the particulars of your gun will give you a good benchmark for what you should be striving for.


There is one more point I simply must make. For the entirety of my USPSA career, I have been striving to shoot more accurately. I have become a lot better at simply hitting the target in that time. However, no matter how much I train, I never feel accurate enough.


The Phantom Flinch


One interesting phenomenon that occurs occasionally is that a very well-trained and skilled shooter will be firing a high-speed string of shots, and then for some reason (malfunction, out of ammunition, etc.), pull the trigger expecting a shot to be fired, but no shot will happen. When the shooter pulls the trigger expecting a shot, they will push down on the gun and this will appear to be a severe flinch. If this truly is a well-trained shooter, it won’t be a flinch at all. The shooter will push down on the gun to control the recoil, but they will push at the moment just after the trigger is pulled. This is a key distinction. Pushing the gun down after the shot breaks is recoil control (sometimes called “timing” or “driving the gun”); pushing it down just before the shot breaks is a flinch.


Shooting Fast


When we discuss “marksmanship fundamentals” in the context of shooting fast, then things change. No longer do you have time to slowly press the trigger to the rear and carefully watch the gun go off. You need to go! You need to lay shots non-stop on the target.


Other parts of your technique will start to matter. How you stand matters. How you grip the gun matters. Those topics will be covered in detail in the relevant sections of the book. For now, just recognize that when you start shooting fast, you need to do some work to get the gun back on target, ready to go for the next shot. All that work you are doing translates into a bunch of tension in your hands. That makes it infinitely harder to press the trigger straight back. The muscles in your trigger finger are difficult to isolate from the rest of your hand. It is hard to feel exactly what is happening because of all the recoil in addition to the pressure you are feeling to go fast.


Of course, people also have problems with aiming when they are shooting fast. Generally speaking, they either don’t wait to get a sight picture on a target before they start shooting or they don’t wait for the sight picture to return before firing the next shot at that target.


It boils down to a high-speed coordination of your eyes, hands, and trigger finger. You put the sights between your eye and the target, and press the trigger straight back while not letting all the tension in your body disturb the process.


If you want to demonstrate this to yourself, take your unloaded gun and point it at a target. If you take your time and press the trigger straight, you should be able to drop the hammer or striker without having the sights move. If you see the front sight wiggle at all, then you made a mistake. Most people can press the trigger without anything moving in an unloaded gun in the space of 10 or 20 practice repetitions. Simply put, this isn’t hard to do.


However, if you point the same unloaded gun at the same target, then press the trigger as fast as you possibly can, you are going to have a much harder time keeping everything still. This essentially is the crux of the problem. When you are going fast, gripping the gun hard, fighting recoil, and under match pressure, it is tough to press the trigger straight.


Dry-firing will give you the “feeling” of pulling the trigger straight back. It is essential to know how it feels, and a great way to learn that feeling is to skip using ammunition for a while, so you can figure it out. It is easier for many people to think of pulling the trigger as “pressing” the trigger. If you are having a problem moving the trigger straight back, then try changing how you conceptualize it.


Every shooter needs to learn this skill. People may differ on the specific technique for how to manipulate the trigger straight to the rear (more on that in the “Trigger Control” section). Make no mistake; the best shooters in the game have mastered the fundamentals.


White Wall Drill


The idea is that you dry-fire (with an unloaded firearm, of course) at a white wall. You don’t want a specific target on the wall. You don’t want to aim at a bump or a spot on the wall. You simply work with your sights against a plain white canvas. You practice manipulating the trigger so the sights simply do not move. Essentially, you are learning the “feel” of pulling the trigger straight back and getting visual feedback from your sights at the same time. You can train pressing the trigger faster and faster while still pressing it straight back. When you go out to the range to shoot live rounds, you can occasionally unload your gun and dry-fire some more (this time using the target) to remember the “feel” of firing a shot without disturbing the sights. I have observed shooters make dramatic improvement in a single range session when using this method with none of the drawbacks associated with the “surprise break” technique.


Shooting a Real Match


When shooting multiple targets at a real match, things get even tougher. No longer do you only need to focus on trigger control to hit things, but the element of multiple targets along with the speed makes things even tougher.


For example, it is common to pull the gun off target while in a hurry to get to the next target. I suppose this error would fall under the second fundamental, but it is a different thing than flinching or jerking the trigger.


Other times, people will throw the gun toward a target in an effort to hit it quickly, but they will never really aim the gun at the target. They just pointed at it and didn’t get things lined up properly. Again, this mistake would fall under the first fundamental, but it isn’t exactly the same thing as having the sights a bit misaligned.


My point is this:


At the core, USPSA competition is about high-speed coordination. You find the target, aim at the target, shoot, recover your sight picture, shoot again, and then acquire the next target. Usually, you are going to be doing several of these steps each second. This all needs to be coordinated on a subconscious level. The speed of it is going to make executing the fundamentals difficult, but at the core there is nothing complicated happening.


As you read the rest of this book, keep these fundamentals in mind. Everything you are going to do will relate to these fundamentals in some important way. Gripping the gun better helps the gun recover faster. Transitioning the gun precisely to the next target will make it easier to be accurate. Working on your trigger control will keep the gun stable as you shoot. The more elements you add in to your shooting, and the faster you go, the greater the possibility for mistakes enters into the equation. Layering one technique on top of another, multiplied by speed, is a recipe for confusion. You must never forget that when you get confused about some error you are making, you need to figure out what the fundamental problem is and sort it out.









GRIP


I think if I had to pick one thing that I most often correct people on in a class; it would be gripping their pistol. Before I get too far down the road of discussing the ins and outs of how to grip the gun and the different schools of thought on it, I would like to get the benefits of a good grip out of the way.


Gripping your gun very firmly is going to offer you quite a bit of recoil control. The gun is going to behave very nicely for you in recoil. The sights lift and return to the same spot. You are able to shoot at a close-range five-yard target as fast as you can pull the trigger and make a group about the size of a softball. Just to be clear about this, the way you control the recoil of your gun is with your hands, not with anything else. Leaning into the gun more isn’t going to help a whole lot. Hyperextending your elbows won’t really matter, and tensing up your shoulder muscles won’t help. You control the recoil of the gun primarily with your hands and that’s it.


Aside from recoil control, a firm grip also helps as a crutch against poor trigger control. If you put pressure into the trigger a little bit sideways, or not quite straight back in to the frame, then normally the shot will move slightly off target. However, if you are holding the gun like a vise, then a little bit of sideways pressure will not be a huge deal to you.
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