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  Carl Labuschagne, shown here with a .450 big bore rifle he built himself and his pet Jack Russell Terrier, Gearbox.

  
    DEDICATION

    This book is dedicated to retired South African professional hunter, devout gun enthusiast, my personal mentor, and the best man I’ve ever known—Carl Labuschagne. He has inspired me, challenged me, and taught me the ways of Africa, its game, and its people. Carl is a man’s man and a person I feel honored to have met and consider a friend.
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  This fine New Brunswick, Canada, black bear fell to a single shot from the author’s Ruger 1B single-shot rifle chambered for .300 Win. Mag.
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  INTRODUCTION

  My love affair with firearms and shooting began at a very early age. I must have been about four years old when my brother, eight years my senior, received his first rifle: a well-used and somewhat abused Remington .22 Single Shot. My brother, like most older siblings, had made it perfectly clear that I was nothing more than a nuisance to him and a hindrance to his activities. On this particular occasion, though, he allowed me to tag along while he headed outside to test his rifle for the first time. I don’t remember his exact instructions, but I was told in no short terms to stay back and out of his way while he placed a tin can upright on the lawn. Walking back from his newly acquired target, he took a single cartridge from his pocket, fed it directly into the chamber, and closed the bolt. I watched silently, not even knowing exactly what was about to take place, while he pushed the box of ammo back in the front pocket of his jeans, pulled the firing pin plunger back to cock the rifle, took a somewhat unsteady but careful aim, and fired.

  I don’t remember whether he hit the can or not, but when that trigger was pulled, something happened that lives on in my psyche to this very day. Immediately, tears began streaming down the side of my young face, but surprisingly enough to my brother and my parents, those weren’t the tears of being scared by the blast of the rifle. I was crying because I wanted the rifle for myself. Being the youngest of four children, pampered by both my sisters and sometimes coddled by my mother, few could make an argument that I wasn’t a bit spoiled. At the time, no one in my family had a great deal of interest in firearms, hunting, or shooting, but my father did own an old Smith & Wesson Safety Hammerless .32 Caliber Revolver, which had been passed down to him from his own father. After witnessing my little temper tantrum over the .22, he proclaimed to my mother that he was going to cure me once and for all of this infatuation with guns and quickly disappeared into the house. A few minutes later, he reappeared holding his less-than-pristine .32 and a ragged box of shells that might have been purchased when the gun was new.

  My father’s plan was simple: Thinking that fear was the great inhibitor in life, he would scare this new-found love right out of me. The way he saw it, the much louder muzzle blast from the short barreled .32 would surely send me scurrying to the security of the house, never to want any part of firearms again. Like a cur dog that had once been blasted with a shotgun for getting into the neighbor’s chicken coop, he was convinced that his fiendish plan was that of sheer genius. Ignoring the protests of my mother, he picked me up in his arms, had me wrap my tiny fingers around the grip of the .32, and pulled the trigger. Once the loud blast had settled away, the tears began to roll down my rosy cheeks again. Obviously, his plan had worked. Or so he thought. But when he put me down, rather than run to the safety of the house, I reached up in hopes of shooting the pistol again.

  That little story played itself out more than six decades ago. Even though I don’t cry quite so much these days when I want a new gun, some things simply don’t change over time. Now I have a fewguns of my own, including the old .32 that started it all those many years ago. It hangs on the wall of my gun room bringing back memories of my days on the farm of my childhood. Sometimes when I look at the .32 hanging there, I begin to wonder how my life would have been different if dad hadn’t tried to drive away my new love by fear, but obviously I will never know. Nevertheless, I’m happy that things worked out the way they did.

  It was a couple of years after the .32 incident took place that my folks finally relented and presented me with a secondhand BB gun. If you are like me and now find the hills a bit steeper than they use to be, you might know what kind of BB gun it was. It was a lever-action Daisy equipped with a plastic brown stock and a magazine tube located just below the barrel, which always seemed to need filling. And in the right front pocket of my shorts was always the little cylinder shaped red BB box with a pooched-out end.

  Living on the farm was the perfect place for a kid with a BB gun. I would wander around making believe that I was on an African safari hunting all types of dangerous animals. Any bird, frog, or snake I encountered was considered fair game, most of which easily escaped the wavering influence of my barrel. The only problem during my adventures was that my scrawny arms weren’t strong enough to cock the BB gun, so after each shot, I had to hunt up someone to do the deed for me. You would think that would have made me a better shot, but I don’t remember being too successful at hitting much of anything in those days. Typically, I would elevate the muzzle of the rifle well over the top of the critter then pull the trigger, only to watch the shiny BB slowly arcing its way in the general direction of its target. It almost always seemed that my intended victim would quickly vacate the premises without any sign of bodily injury.

  A few things got in the way of my dedicated pursuit of hunting and shooting adventures over the years. There were things like a job; being surrounded by people who didn’t share my interest in firearms and hunting; a wife and a couple of daughters who joined me somewhere along the trail; some hard financial times; and when I lived in an area that didn’t lend itself to the hunting of even the most meager quality of game. Nevertheless, none of those obstacles detoured my love and desire to shoot and hunt. At every opportunity I had, I structured my life accordingly. Today, whether I’m hunting dangerous game in exotic corners of the world, in pursuit of a trophy quality deer, elk, or moose in the American West, or simply shooting ground squirrels around my home in Montana, I find there is no better sport than hunting to test your endurance and to challenge your abilities. I consider myself extremely fortunate to have experienced a lifetime of hunting adventures, beginning with those on the farm in pursuit of “dangerous” game with my trusty Daisy BB gun in hand. If this book helps you to become a better hunter, be able to place your shots more accurately, enjoy your adventures a little more, or introduce someone new to the phenomenal benefits of hunting, it will have been a rousing success.

  —Thomas Tabor

  Stevensville, Montana, 2013


  

  SECTION 1: SELECTING THE RIGHT STUFF
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  A fine trophy whitetail buck like this one has the ability of making a hunter proud. Photo courtesy of Howard Communication.


  

  1. Which Rifle and Design?

  All hunters have a tendency to lean toward the style of rifle with which they feel most comfortable. That is certainly understandable, but the decision of which rifle to use should be based on a proper understanding of both the positive as well as the negative traits of each design, not simply centered around a personal preconceived bias. I have my own partialities, but those preferences have come from many decades of wandering the world looking for adventure in the form of huntable game species. Even so, what might be considered the perfect match in one hunting situation might be totally inappropriate for another. For some of my hunting, I prefer the simplistic nature of a single-shot rifle, but many times an old reliable bolt-action rifle might be best suited for the adventure. Occasionally, I have found that a semi-automatic or a pump-action makes a better fit, and of course, there are times—particularly when trying to sort out a problem in dangerous game hunting—when a big-bore double is the best choice. To me, that diversity of choices doesn’t detract in any way from hunting. Rather, it adds a bit of flare to the planning and execution of the adventure.

  For many years, the Winchester lever-action rifles, and in particular the Model 1894, were considered the ultimate hunting rifle. These designs propelled America into the world of reliable firearms and offered more diversity of use than any previously constructed action. These were, and still are, phenomenally well-built and dependable rifles with many fans throughout the world. But no longer are these Winchester saddle guns considered the best choice for most hunting pursuits. There are still a few hunting and shooting situations that favor rifles of this class, but most hunters today would benefit from a different style. Lever actions generally lack the strength needed to handle many of the larger, more powerful cartridges that have become commonplace for hunting. Also, most lever-action rifles possess tubular magazines, which will dramatically limit the type of ammunition that can be safety shot from these guns. When cartridges are stored inside a tubular magazine, the points of the bullets come into direct contact with the primers of the preceding cartridges. Because of this, only ammunition possessing flat- or round-nosed bullets is generally considered safe for use in these types of firearms.

  Even though shooting ammunition containing blunt-nosed bullets solves the issue of safety, these are generally considered to be ballistically inferior when compared with their more streamlined counterparts. Recently, however, there has been some advancement made in this area by Hornady with their new LEVERevolution ammunition. This ammunition is loaded with the company’s new Flex Tip expanding (FTX) or MonoFlex bullets, both of which contain pointed bullets, which are considered safe for use in tubular style magazines. The difference is that these bullets possess a flexible, soft rubber-like insert within their tips. This helps to streamline the shape of the bullets, thereby increasing the ballistic coefficient values for better overall ballistic performance. Yet when these tips come into contact with the primer of the preceding cartridge, there is no danger of an accidental discharge.
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  The Winchester Model 1894 clearly is an American classic. Its design is dependable and reliable, but for most hunting situations today there may be a better choice. Photo courtesy of Winchester.

  Because most lever-action rifles are chambered to shoot low-pressure cartridges, such as the .30-30, .32-40, .44-40, or in some cases ammunition more commonly suited for revolver use, they are not ideal for long-range shooting. In most cases with lever-action rifles, your shooting range is restricted to about 100 yards, or maybe slightly further. The one major exception that comes to mind is the old Savage Model 99 that was frequently chambered for .308 Winchester. But even though the Model 99 had a long and notable reign as a favored hunting rifle, Savage discontinued it years ago. This being the case, if you have your heart set on a .308 lever gun, maybe you can find one that has been hiding in the corner of a loan shop or on the used rack of your local sporting goods store. The good thing about this situation is that if you find a Savage Model 99, chances are favorable that it will be chambered in .308 because Savage produced many more in that caliber than in all other cartridges combined.

  Semi-automatics have been around for many years, but when it comes to hunting, they have historically taken a backseat to the more popular bolt-action designs. Many of the mainstream firearms manufacturers produce traditional semiautomatics in both rimfire and centerfire calibers, but possibly the most well-known and universally accepted rifle for hunting purposes has been the Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR). These are well-built rifles available in some of the best hunting calibers, even some of the more powerful and effective magnums. But from my own personal experience, like many lever-action and pump-action rifles, the semiautomatics frequently lack the high degree of accuracy I look for in hunting rifles.
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  Pointed tipped bullets are generally considered unsafe for use in rifles possessing a tubular magazine, but Hornady’s FTX bullets are an exception to that rule. The FTX’s soft Flex Tip® technology provides higher ballistic coefficients than flat-or round-nosed bullets and are considered safe for use even in rifles like the Winchester Model 1894. The FTX bullets are available as a handloading bullet, or in Hornady LEVERevolution® ammunition. Photo courtesy of Hornady.

  Today, however, there is a new trend afoot. I believe it all started with the worries of many Americans over the ever-expanding tentacles of governmental control, concerns over the possible collapse of our US culture, and the seemingly rising amount of violence both here in our country and abroad. Whether those claims are justified or not, this has led to an increased interest in assault style rifles (ARs). In recent years, the desire by many to own an AR—also known as an MSR, or modern sporting rifle—has reached such a fever pitch that manufacturers have in some instances been unable to build them quickly enough to satisfy the demand.

  As the fascination in this somewhat nontraditional style of rifle grew, hunters began to take notice. The first of those to recognize the possibilities were the varmint and predator hunters, but the use of ARs is now expanding into other hunting arenas. Early on, the major concerns that slowed this progression into the hunting community were largely twofold. First, even though the normal chambering of 5.56mm caliber, or its civilian counterpart the Remington .223, might have been fine as a defensive cartridge, they lacked the necessary firepower to get the job done for all but the smallest game animals. And second, the lack of consistent pinpoint accuracy was of even more concern. Before long, the manufacturers began to take notice of those issues, and soon the choices in cartridges grew to include some favorite hunting calibers like the .243, .308, and various others. Accuracy also began to improve to a point at which the AR became a viable option, even in the arena of middle-sized game hunting. Even though I will always have a preference for the more traditional style of rifles, especially those that possess a finely crafted piece of walnut adorning a nicely blued barreled action, many shooters do not share the same priorities. Those individuals find their own type of beauty within the AR platform, which is fine.
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  ARs are quickly creeping into the world of varmint hunting and to a somewhat lesser extent, even into big game hunting today. Shown here, the author (left) with his friend and host of the television show Student of the Gun, Paul Markel.

  

  I was amazed several years ago when I attended my first hunting trip during which we used ARs for Wyoming prairie dogs and coyotes. All the rifles were chambered in the typical .223 caliber, but even as such, I was blown away at how accurate these guns had become in recent years. Using Federal Premium factory-loaded ammunition, I found that making shots of about 300 yards on the tiny prairie dogs wasn’t all that difficult, which meant they also worked their magic on several coyotes. Since that time, I have been on many similar hunts, and the performance of these rifles continues to amaze me. Some manufacturers are now further expanding the caliber choices to include the economical and fun-to-shoot .22 Long Rifle, and in at least one case, there is even a .17 HMR model. Without a doubt, ARs are here to stay as a practical option for hunting. Even though they will likely never replace the bolt action as the most popular style of hunting rifle, I predict the public will continue to see more ARs being used for the hunting of middle-sized game in the near future.

  Even though there are a few manufacturers still building pump-action centerfire rifles, encountering one in the field while hunting is about as rare as locating a trophy class jackalope to shoot at. Pumps suffer from many of the same limitations with which semiautomatics and lever-action rifles are plagued. They frequently can’t withstand the pressures produced by many of the more favorable, high-performing hunting cartridges and are seldom found in calibers larger than a .308 Winchester.
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  The author tried out several .223 chambered AR rifles on a Wyoming prairie dog shoot and found them to be surprisingly accurate out to about 300 yards. Portable shooting benches like this Shooters Ridge Voyager Shooting System™ are excellent for this type of semi-stationary hunting.

  

  There are a few double rifles still being produced today, but for the most part, a double is designed for use in close quarters with critters that have a tendency to stomp, gore, or eat their pursuers. There is a lot of romance associated with the double rifle, but its applications are so severely limited that many hunters would find them too restrictive for most hunting scenarios. The double rifle is not what anyone would call an overly accurate firearm. On the contrary, it is intended to be a quick pointing weapon with a lightning fast second shot if called for. The preferred range would likely be around 50 yards, and seldom are they used over 100 yards.

  Because double rifles possess two distinct lines of trajectory (one for each of the barrels) the manufacturer always attempts to regulate the barrels to impact at a common point in a specific range while shooting a particular load. Change the distance of the shot or the ammunition, and you will likely get two different points of impact. Double rifles are frequently the product of old-world craftsmanship that has been passed down for generations. The vast majority of the best double rifles is imported from Europe and is sometimes inscribed with the top names in the business, such as Holland & Holland, Churchill, and Purdey. These names are the ultimate in craftsmanship and quality, but at a price few hunters would find affordable. If you are contemplating owning any of these rifles, you can’t think in terms of hundreds of dollars, or even thousands. It is more likely they will carry price tags in the tens of thousands of dollars.

  Of all the various rifle actions, the bolt action is currently the most popular when it comes to traditional hunting and will likely hold that status until we have all turned to windblown dust or are using laser guns. A bolt action is the strongest action for a hunting rifle, and a properly designed one is capable of handling the pressures generated by the most powerful cartridges. My own preference for a bolt action is largely based on its versatility. Most cartridges are capable of being chambered in a bolt-action rifle, with the possible exception of those having a rimmed case. A few manufacturers have tried to use rimmed cartridges in bolt-action guns, but they usually run into difficulties. This cartridge design seldom works well in clip and magazine-fed bolt-action style rifles because they are frequently plagued by feeding, extraction, and ejection problems. Nevertheless, for virtually every rimmed cartridge in existence, there are several non-rimmed one that essentially mirror their performance.
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  This fine coyote fell prey to the author’s Remington 700 VL SS™ TH chambered in 22-250 at a range of about 300 yards. This rifle is equipped with a Leupold VX-III 6.5x20x50mm LR scope and tips the scale at a whopping 12 1/2 pounds, which doesn’t make it the best choice for the hunter looking for a walk-about rifle.

  Possibly the most favored styles of bolt-action rifles are the Mauser, the Winchester Model 70, and to a slightly lesser degree, the Remington Model 700. These actions come with many favorable traits that work well in a hunting environment. All three of these actions are strong and reliable, with the capability in most cases of handling the high chamber pressures encountered in many of today’s cartridges. I find the three-position safety on the Winchester Model 70 to be one of the best designs in the business. I particularly like the typical location of this safety and the ease of access it provides. When the safety is in the middle position it remains on, yet the bolt may be opened to remove a live round from the chamber. This is a desirable feature that is lacking in many other designs. On the contrary, many two-position safeties must be taken off of safe to open the bolt when the rifle is in the cocked position.

  The Winchester Model 70 began to fall out of favor with shooters in 1964 when the company’s management implemented a series of cost-saving methods, which resulted in a decline in quality. As part of that plan, they began moving away from the high-quality machined parts in favor of cheaply made forged ones. They also changed the Model 70 cartridge feeding system from the far superior controlled round design to a push feed. In the controlled round design, the extractors engage the rim of the cartridge as the round leaves the magazine and firmly holds it in position until it is ejected from the rifle. In the push-feed design, the cartridge is released from the magazine, whereupon the bolt simply pushes it forward into the chamber. The extractors engage at this point for the cartridge case to be ejected as the action is reopened.

  The pre-1964 Model 70 Winchesters are highly praised by shooters and hunters throughout the world and became the standard that many other rifles were, and still are, judged against. But when the consequences of Winchester’s 1964 actions began to settle on the public, consumers began to retaliate, refusing to purchase anything that bore the Winchester logo. The years that followed were unfavorable for the company and eventually resulted in a number of reorganizations and transfers of company ownership. In 1980, Winchester officials had to settle for a spin-off into an employee-owned company, which took the name US Repeating Arms Company.
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  The Winchester Model 70 safety is one of the best in the business and is frequently copied by other manufacturers. When the safety is in the center position, as shown here, the safety remains “on,” but the bolt can be opened to remove a live round from the chamber.

  Somewhere along the trail, the company must have recognized the error of their ways and attempted to regain the reputation Winchester once enjoyed. This involved a move in the direction of a higher-quality product line, but they also retained some of the lowend products to position themselves in both sales arenas. Unfortunately, those changes didn’t work out in favor of the company, and more reorganization followed, eventually splitting the company into various factions. It is a sad story of how a world-renowned firearms manufacturer, through a series of poor management decisions, could so easily fall out of favor with shooters. Winchester is on the mends, however, and slowly making a comeback. Starting with only a few models, they have continued to expand their production base annually and now include a fairly good selection of rifles from which to choose.

  The Mauser Model 98 is also an impressive action that has gained a reputation for being strong, simple, safe, and well-thought-out. This particular design, which has been copied by many firearms manufacturers, has spawned a new generation of high-quality rifles. Like the pre-1964 Model 70s, it’s also as a controlled round feeding action.

  Another fine and reliable bolt-action rifle is the Remington Model 700, which has been around since 1962 and is used in virtually every aspect of shooting, from military and police to marksmanship competitions and hunting. The Remington 700 is highly favored by military and police sniper units, and it also seems to be popular within the test labs of many ammunition and bullet manufacturing companies. I have owned many Model 700s over the years and, though they have received some bad press recently from the antigun movement, I have never had an issue with any of them.

  The alleged problem stems from the Model 700’s safety design because a handful of people have claimed injuries or deaths when one of these rifles were said to accidentally fire. Whether these allegations have any validity, or whether it simply amounts to a well-orchestrated attack on the firearms industry, has not been established to my satisfaction. The allegations have been extensively covered during a television documentary on CNBC, but many believe that this network has a well-established bias when it comes to firearms, which must be taken into account. I only know that after many thousands of rounds put through my own Model 700 rifles and years of hunting with them, I have never experienced a problem. It seems a bit odd to me that there should ever be a shooting injury like those alleged to have occurred in these cases. Surely no one wants to be carrying a rifle model that has a history of accidental discharge. However, if the gun is always carried in a safe manner, with the muzzle never pointed toward a person, the concern of shooting someone accidentally wouldn’t exist. In reality, even if the firearm were not equipped with any type of safety, if it is always pointed in a safe direction, there would be little worry of anyone being shot.
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  John Englert, a close friend and shooting compadre of the author, takes aim on a Montana ground squirrel with his Pre ‘64 Winchester Model 70 chambered for the wildcat cartridge .22 Ackley Hornet.

  The last category of actions is one of my favorites— the single shot break-open design. Singles have always been close to my heart, and I have used them to take many game and nongame species. On several of my African safaris, I limited myself to single shots, taking along a couple of Ruger No. 1B Rifles. These are exceptionally strong actions of the modified falling-block design. On those African hunts, I frequently used a .300 Winchester Magnum for the larger plains game and a 6mm Remington for the smaller animals, but on several occasions I used my professional hunter’s Ruger No. 1 chambered in .223. I also used a custom Ruger Single Shot Rifle that I had built myself, chambered for .375 Holland & Holland Magnum, to take a moose in Montana, a gemsbok bull on the White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico, and the largest mule deer buck I’ve taken to date.
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  This gorgeous Purdy double rifle is an excellent example of gun-building artisanship.

  In addition, I have used a Ruger 1V rifle chambered in .22-250 for varmints and predators for many years. I like the no nonsense simplicity of a single-shot rifle, and I believe using one has a tendency to encourage better shooting in a hunter. Even though a single shot can frequently be reloaded almost as quickly as a shooter can cycle a bolt-action rifle, I believe, psychologically, the thought of only having a single round of ammunition in the rifle works to encourage better accuracy. I only wish there were more single-shot break-open designs available today to choose from. The Ruger No. 1s are likely the most popular with hunters, but Dakota Arms makes an excellent one, though it is a bit more costly than average.


  

  2. Is a Custom Rifle a Possibility?

  Like so many other facets of shooting, the choice of purchasing a production-built rifle, which is essentially ready to dirty its barrel, or go the more laborious route of having a rifle custom-built, is a matter of personal preference. There are benefits to both, but what most hunters find is the most crucial consideration is that of the cost. Unless you are contemplating the purchase of an elite top-of-the-line rifle from one of the world-renowned premier gunmakers, most custom-built rifles will bear a heftier price than their production-built counterparts.

  Buying any rifle is like purchasing a new car: As soon as you drive it off the lot, or in this case walk out of the gun shop, the value starts a downward spiral. The difference between these two products is that the car continues its downward descent until you finally decide to donate it to your local church for a small tax write-off. But when it comes to firearms, the value over time will often change course and increase. Generally speaking, however, custom-built firearms seldom increase in value as quickly as high-quality production-built guns.

  Even though there are obviously some negative aspects to custom-built firearms, there are many positive points that need considering. Take, for example, the idea of breaking away from the crowd. You can be the only hunter you know to have a rifle built to fit your preferences precisely, and when you pull it from its case, it immediately captures everyone’s attention. I know this is starting to sound like an ego trip—and some of it likely is—but to put the scenario into perspective, I liken owning and using a custom rifle to wearing a finely crafted tailor-made jacket or a pair of custom-made boots. Just putting the jacket or boots on can change the owner’s outlook on life and boost his or her confidence. And because a custom-built rifle is an extension of the shooter’s likes and preferences, it too can become a confidence builder and have the ability to lead to better shooting performance.
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  It is surprising how few parts actually go into the construction of a custom rifle, but it takes a great deal of labor and knowledge to get those parts assembled properly.
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  One of the first steps in constructing a custom rifle is the assembly of the barreled action. In this case, the author’s gunsmith, Dan Coffin, is using a metal lathe to cut the barrel threads.

  

  If you decide that the custom route is one you want to embark on, you will face plenty of decisions, with possibly the most crucial being who will build the rifle for you. This can be a tough one to iron out because not all people who call themselves gunsmiths are capable of doing a first-rate job. If you don’t make the right decision, the entire project could be in jeopardy. If you don’t already have a gunsmith in whom you have complete confidence a good place to start your investigation might be at your local sporting goods store or gun club. These people might be able to lead you in the right direction. But even then, it is imperative that you follow up by checking out the gunsmith’s credentials, experience, and accomplishments. Only then should you commit to using his or her services. After that, you should sit down with the gunsmith and discuss all the possibilities in detail.
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  A gunsmith’s eye is best described as the eye of an artisan. (Shown is Dan Coffin of the Victor, MT based Coffin Gunsmithing).

  There are essentially two approaches to a custom rifle. You can begin with a production-built firearm and have it rebuilt to your specifications by replacing the parts as you feel necessary, or you can start with a new action or barreled action, and build it from there. I’ve done both and have always been satisfied with the end results. Some, but not all, firearms manufacturers make available their actions or barreled actions for sale individually. If I’m building a rifle from the ground up, I try to avoid the use of new barreled actions simply because this eliminates the possibility of using a higher-quality barrel. I would much prefer to purchase the action by itself and then select whichever barrel I feel will provide me with the best performance. Ironically, new rifle actions sometimes carry price tags that are higher than many good quality production-built rifles. Because of this, sometimes it simply makes good sense to purchase a used rifle that is in top-notch shape, and then to rebuild it to your specifications. In this case, you might even be able to sell the parts you remove to help offset costs. Whatever approach you decide to take, you need to discuss those details with your gunsmith prior to beginning the work. No gunsmith has a complete knowledge of every possible aspect of firearm creation. He or she might be more familiar with Remington Model 700 actions, or CZs, or some other design. As long as you accept the quality aspects of one of those actions, it might be wise to go along with your gunsmith’s recommendations rather than utilizing an action with which he or she might not have as much experience.
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  Gunsmiths use a reamer in order to cut the chamber into a new barrel (bottom). A go-gage (top) is used to check for headspace and to make sure the chamber is tight, accurate, and meets SAAMI specifications.

  Once the type of action has been decided on, the next step is to start thinking about a barrel. You might be surprised by just how many barrel manufacturers there are to select from. My gunsmith is particularly fond of the barrels coming from Lilja, but Shilen and Douglas produce some excellent products as well. To some shooters, it might be surprising to find out that Wilson Arms supplies all the barrels used on the Cooper Firearms of Montana’s rifles. Cooper has the reputation for building some of the most accurate rifles found anywhere, and in my opinion, that is a noteworthy endorsement for those barrels. In fact, when I built my last custom .300 Winchester Magnum Rifle, which has become my primary elk rifle, I equipped it with a Wilson barrel, and I’ve never regretted it.
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  One of the most important considerations when building a custom rifle is to decide on what action to use. This particular one was built by Montana Rifles and became a part of the author’s custom .270 Weatherby Magnum.

  A few things to consider when selecting a barrel is the twist rate, contour, type of metal, and whether the barrel comes from the factory lapped or not. Let’s take each of these one at a time. First, the twist rate is an important consideration, particularly if you are intending to shoot heavier or lighter-than-normal bullets for that particular cartridge. Your gunsmith or the barrel manufacturer can certainly advise you on the best choice for your particular hunting situation and needs.

  Barrels are frequently available in a range of different contours. Your intended use of the rifle will largely determine which is best. If you are constructing a rifle for mountain hunting where you pack your rifle for miles and days at a time, you might want to consider a pencil-thin contour. On the other hand, if you do all your hunting from a tree stand, you might want a little heavier contoured barrel to provide a higher degree of stability. But using a lathe, your gunsmith generally can turn down a barrel to smaller dimensions if necessary.

  Do you want a stainless barrel to either match the finish of the action or add contrast to a blued action? Even though many people believe that stainless steel barrels are more resistant to wear than chrome-moly barrels, they really aren’t. Keep in mind, however, that stainless barrels cannot be blued in the traditional manner. If you want a stainless rifle with a blue or black finish, it must be baked-on. It has always been a puzzle to me why these finishes frequently cost more than a high-quality blued metal finish. I don’t like the looks of them nearly as well as a nice, traditional blue job. Nevertheless, some hunters feel this finish provides the rifle with protection from the elements, which they likely do. If, on the other hand, you decide to go the traditional bluing route, it will be necessary to decide whether you prefer a matte finish or a gloss blued look. The procedures to make either of these finishes are very similar. The only difference is that to produce a matte appearance, the parts must be glass-bead blasted prior to the metal going into the bluing baths.

  Lastly, lapping is nothing more than polishing out any imperfections and tooling marks that might have been developed as a result of the barrel’s manufacturing process. This is, however, a job best left up to the professionals. Most high-quality barrels come from the factory already lapped, which is a major advantage to be considered when purchasing a new barrel. If, however, your barrel hasn’t been lapped, I will cover this topic in a little more detail and provide an alternative to factory lapping in chapter 13, “Barrel Break-In and Other Barrel-Conditioning Procedures.”
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  The traditional method of hot gun bluing involves a very carefully controlled rusting process that produces the desired blue appearance. If the rifle is to have a matte finish the parts must be glass bead blasted before beginning the hot bluing process.

  I am sometimes amazed by how many shooters do not recognize the crucially important role a trigger plays in accuracy. I suppose it is a matter of perspective because I have, on occasion, had shooters comment about liking a particular trigger only to find, when I try it, that the movements are so atrociously bad that I fear nightmares will surely follow. Poor trigger movements and excessively heavy pulls have the ability to turn even an experienced shooter into someone who might appear more like a quivering young school girl who squeezes her eyes tightly closed at the first sign of a loud noise. Just thinking about such things makes me feel antsy and queasy. A significant portion of new rifles and even many new actions do not come with what I would consider to be even marginally good triggers. They frequently have slack and creep in their movements, the contact points have seldom been adequately polished and honed for smooth operation, and more often than not it will be set to extremely heavy trigger pull weights. In this case, you have a couple of options available. If the trigger isn’t too badly designed, you could have your gunsmith complete a trigger job on it, whereby the working mechanisms are polished and adjusted. Or you could opt to simply toss the trigger in the junk bin, where it sometimes belongs, and replace it with an aftermarket unit from a company like Timney, Jewell, Basix, or another quality manufacturer.

  If you don’t have a lot of experience when it comes to evaluating trigger performance, there is no better education than hands-on experience. It is likely that your gunsmith can help by allowing you to try some different triggers firsthand. Any competent gunsmith will likely have a few rifles on hand, maybe those he or she personally uses, that are equipped with high-quality triggers. By trying a few of these, you should be able to quickly recognize the inherent differences and learn to appreciate how crucially important triggers are to your hunting performance.
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  One of the enjoyable things about building a custom rifle is being able to select such things as the checkering pattern. The author decided to use this particular semi-fancy pattern on two of his big bore custom rifles. Checkering was done by Pam Wheeler of Stevensville, Montana.
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  Once the barrel has been fitted to the action, the next step is to inlet the roughed-in stock.

  If you are considering a synthetic stock for your custom rifle, your gunsmith can likely purchase whatever style and color pattern you prefer, and then fit it to your rifle. On the other hand, if you are thinking about equipping your rifle with a wood stock, your gunsmith might have someone else rough it in. The woodworking aspect of constructing a custom-built rifle is its own field and because of this, many gunsmiths will farm the initial stock work out to someone else. In this case, when the gunsmith receives the roughed-in stock, it will likely be somewhere around 95 percent inletted and shaped. From there, it is frequently the job of the gunsmith to complete the inletting process, do the final stock fitting to his or her customer, and apply the necessary finish.

  There are a lot of variations in stock designs and, of course, different varieties and qualities of wood to be considered. These are serious matters, and you need to explore all the possibilities before making any decisions. Many species of wood are used for gunstocks, but the vast majority of shooters stick with something from the walnut family. The price of gunstock wood is largely based on its availability. Keeping in mind that the sawyer may only find a single walnut blank that meets exhibition grade standards in several dozen trees, high-quality wood can be extremely expensive to purchase. But the initial cost of the wood blank should be kept in perspective with the entire rifle-building project. By the time the stock is finally fitted to the rifle and finished, several hundred dollars will have been invested solely in the labor to get it to that point.

  Based on that, it would make little sense to attempt to conserve on expenses by purchasing a utility-grade piece of wood. I’m not going to attempt to convince anyone to spend several thousand dollars to purchase one of those one-in-ten thousand exhibition-grade blanks (unless you are in a much higher income bracket than I am). I would, however, discourage anyone from unnecessarily hindering the quality of the end product by purchasing a plain-Jane piece of walnut simply as a means of saving a few bucks on the front end. By selecting a grade of wood several levels below exhibition grade, possibly a nice AA or AAA quality piece, you will typically be getting a lot of gorgeous figure in the wood for no more than it costs you for the labor that goes into processing it. To me, there aren’t many things more beautiful than a nicely figured piece of walnut. I can clearly envision at least one thing, but that is a topic for an entirely different type of book, which has nothing to do with rifle shooting.
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  The author’s most recent custom-built rifle is an octagon-barreled .270 Weatherby Magnum. This rifle contains a custom stock of AAA grade Carlo black walnut with a pistol grip cap made from a piece of bighorn sheep horn. Dan Coffin, of the Victor, Montana-based Coffin Gunsmithing, built this rifle for the author. It was responsible for taking 2 mule deer and an elk on its first hunting season.

  Along with the many major decisions you will encounter when having a custom rifle built, there will be innumerable minor considerations to face. A few of those might be whether you want iron sights on the rifle along with the capability to mount a scope, the quality, style and thickness of the recoil pad, or maybe you want a buttplate instead—a skeleton buttplate and pistol grip cap look pretty darn nice. Do you want to add a personal touch to the stock by having a pistol grip cap, or end cap, made of something special? Or how about personalizing the metal or stock with your initials? Do you want a target crown cut in the muzzle—always a good idea—or a muzzle brake or other system like a recoil reducer placed in the buttstock? The type of stock finish is also a consideration, as is if it would be advisable to install cross bolts in the stock, and of course there is the matter or checkering. All these details and many more must be carefully taken into account before you start your project, so that once completed, the rifle will be the perfect match for your style of hunting and preferences.

  Taking a personalized approach to the design of a custom rifle has the ability to incorporate a bit of yourself into the gun. To demonstrate how you might do that, I will use a few of my own custom rifles as examples of what is sometimes easily possible. Take, for example, my .17 Mach IV varmint rifle. Years ago, I cut a black walnut tree down, which had been growing for many years on a piece of property owned by one of my daughter’s school teachers. Over time, it had doubled as a fence post, and the tree had grown around the barbed wire that was nailed to it, particularly to the dislike of any sawyer. And yes, I did have permission to cut the tree down. Even though at the time I had no idea whether I would ever find a use for them, my idea was to have as much of the tree cut into gunstock blanks as possible. After the blanks had been cut, I used beeswax to seal the ends for control of the drying process and to prevent the formation of seasoning cracks. For many years, the wood sat in my shop slowly air drying until one day, I got the idea to have a varmint rifle built. Selecting a piece that had moderate figure in it, I took it to my gunsmith and laid out my plans. Just the fact that I’d cut the wood myself from my daughter’s school teacher’s yard made this stock something special to me. But I went one step further and used a piece of bighorn sheep horn for the pistol grip cap. Sheep horn polishes beautifully, and it added yet one more unique aspect to the rifle.
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  Mercury recoil reducers, when installed inside the buttstock of a rifle, can go a long way to reduce felt recoil, but they can add significantly to the weight of the rifle. In this case, this single reducer weighs a full pound.
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  A major challenge when building the author’s big bore rifles was the redesigning and fitting of the quarter rib. In this case, the rib was modified to accept both iron safari-style sights and a set of quick detachable Leupold QRW scope mounts.

  In another case, I used a piece of elephant ivory to make a pistol grip cap for a Ruger 1H .375 Holland & Holland Single Shot Rifle I built myself from a factory-barreled action. It turned out great and gave the rifle an accent few others could match. I had taken part in a feral buffalo culling operation in the Northern Territory of Australia a few years ago, and I returned with a few pieces of buffalo horn specifically intending to use them for various projects. I wound up putting some of the pieces to good use in rifle-building projects and, if I ever get some time, I plan on using more for knife handles. I even used a piece of that same horn to add a little personal accent to a synthetic stock for its pistol grip cap.

  For two other rifles, which have custom wood stocks, I did the same thing and even included a piece for the forearm cap on my custom .300 Winchester Magnum Elk Rifle. Every time I pick up one of these rifles, it reminds of those days in the outback helping my ranger friend cull the unwanted buffalo off the Down Under aborigine lands. While having my matching set of big bore safari rifles built, which I will discuss in more detail later, I used some pieces of leadwood that I’d brought back from my friend and professional hunter’s ranch in South Africa to make the pistol grip caps and forearm end caps. I saw this as a way of honoring a very good friend and, as such, every time I see those rifles, a flood of incredible safari memories comes to mind. The way I see it, if you can incorporate some of yourself into your custom rifle, it is like having a trophy head mounted to hang on your wall: It allows you to recapture the great hunting adventures you’ve experienced.
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  When building a custom rifle, the possibilities are endless. A little metal engraving like this on the bolt handle has the ability to add a bit of class to a rifle.

  Engraving is also a possibility, as well as gold inlays if you so prefer. Even a small amount of engraving has the potential to add flare to a custom rifle. Another major consideration is whether to have the stock checkered. On occasion, I have heard some ill-informed individuals say that checkering only hides or detracts from the grain of the wood, but those claims are absolutely wrong. The wood grain shows through the checkering well, and any checkering, even a modest pattern, will go a long way to enhance a stock’s overall appearance. Checkering patterns are widely varied, from the exquisite and intricate to the more subtle and plain patterns. As can be expected, the more lines per inch and the more elaborate the pattern is, the longer time it takes to produce, and the more it will cost.
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