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  FOREWORD




  by Macdonald Hastings




  In my preface to the first edition I quoted the epitaph which Colonel Peter Hawker composed in 1835 in honour of his friend the great gunmaker Joseph Manton. I added that I wasn’t sure that it wouldn’t do equally well, in our own time, to describe the achievement of Robert Churchill. Bob, who was no literary man, didn’t appreciate that I was summoning a quotation. Until I explained the matter to him he thought that I was flattering him too much by half. But when he died on June 30, 1958, three years after the first publication of this textbook, I had no hesitation in his obituary in the London Times in quoting Hawker again:




  ‘An everlasting monument to his unrivalled genius is already established in every quarter of the globe, by his celebrity as the greatest artist in firearms that ever the world produced, as the founder and father of the modern gun-trade, and as a most successful inventor in other departments, not only for the benefit of his friends and the sporting world, but for the good of his King and Country.’




  Big words, in the large and sentimental language of the Victorian period. But in many ways Churchill’s contribution to his trade and his times was an even greater one than Manton’s. He certainly enjoyed a wider fame. In every police department of the world the name of Churchill remains a legend as a pioneer, and the unquestioned authority, on the identification of bullets in criminal cases.




  He was official firearms expert to Scotland Yard for almost fifty years. He was called as an expert witness by the Directorate of Public Prosecutions in nearly every murder trial involving a shooting in this century. His evidence, based on the scientific examination of firearms and bullets, was often decisive.




  His reputation in the criminal courts was unique. Whether or not he was ‘the father of the modern gun trade,’ as Manton undoubtedly was its grandsire, is a matter of opinion and of controversy, too. In the years when he was introducing and improving his newly designed game guns with short barrels, the arguments for and against were so embittered that people in the same shooting field, never mind what was said in other London gunshops, could scarcely discuss the subject with equanimity. Some still can’t.




  It remains arguable whether Churchill’s 25-inch guns were an improvement on the 28-inch barrelled guns which are still generally more popular. It is probably true that his short-barrelled weapons are better suited to a short and stocky man of Churchill’s own build than to a long-necked lean one like myself. Nevertheless I have shot, not badly, with Churchill’s stumpy guns all my life. I doubt if anybody who has used them, even though he thought he didn’t like them, has killed one head of game the less.




  The average shooting man will be wise to discount a large part of what any London gunmaker tells him about his competitors. Since Manton’s time it has always been a jealous trade; and Churchill himself was no exception to the rule. The fact of the matter is that there is not much to choose between the guns made by half-a-dozen of the leading makers. They even share the same hand-craftsmen. Enough that Churchill’s best guns compare with any built in London in the twentieth century; and that’s saying something because, to a connoisseur, there’s nowhere else on earth which, by comparison, even counts.




  Whether you shoot with a Churchill gun, or any other, is of no consequence in the study of this textbook, the purpose of which is simply to teach you, Churchill’s way, to shoot straighter than you have ever shot before.




  The only authoritative book on how to shoot, apart from a library of books on what to shoot at, is a manual originally written in the nineteenth century. In the fashion of the times, it teaches the old system of shooting at moving targets by telling the sportsman to make varying 'forward allowances’ at game travelling at different speeds and angles. It is an appallingly complicated way of teaching shot-gun work and, in practice, the man who tries to make arbitrary calculations of ‘forward allowances’ usually pokes his weapon and shoots below and behind.




  The essence of Churchill’s method is that he taught his pupils to swing on to the bird; to trust the unerring ability of the eye to make the necessary forward allowance, and to leave it to the gun to do the rest. It works.




  I am sometimes asked whether Churchill himself was a great shot. He was sometimes described as ‘one of the best shots in Europe’; but he wasn’t that. In any company he was a very good shot, a beautiful stylist with a gun and magnificent at breaking clay-pigeons. But he could miss with the rest of us. His great quality was that, when he was off his day, he didn’t get hot and bothered. Selecting his birds, reserving cartridges rather than blasting at everything that moved, he quietly shot himself into form again.




  I think that it was just because he wasn’t what’s called ‘a born shot,’ because he had to experiment and practise to find out why he missed, that he became the great shooting coach he was. He was fallible enough himself to be able to diagnose the troubles of others.




  He knew that, with a gun that fits, the reason why most people miss is out of sheer lack of self-confidence. And it may come as a surprise to tens of thousands of shooting men who went to school with him that, to begin with, they were children of his remarkable psychological insight. In the preparatory class, he lobbed over clays you could hit with a stone and loaded the cartridges with what amounted to dust-shot. It was only when his pupils could scarcely stand on the ground with self-esteem that he made it more difficult.




  I had the rare fortune, on many days as his guest in the field, to have Churchill on his own insistence as my loader. Under his direction, I shot so unexpectedly well that the captain of the shoot protested that he hadn’t enough pheasants to support the combination. What Churchill taught me is in this book.




  Learning from a book is obviously a more difficult way of learning than by taking lessons at a shooting school. But it can be done. I taught myself how to use a fly-rod that way. And not everybody has the opportunity, or the money, to go to school. You won’t go far wrong if you accept the direction of a man who, in the world of guns, was a master.




  The reader may reasonably enquire what qualification I myself have to revise this new edition of Churchill's Game Shooting. Sufficient if I say that the words in the original edition were mine, too. Churchill was my friend and, in shooting, my mentor, for twenty years.




  Between the wars, in collaboration with Major Hugh B. C. Pollard, he published a brief guide on how to shoot which is now out of print. Subsequently, I persuaded him to undertake this more ambitious work.




  After his death, I learnt that he had named me as one of his literary executors. In due course I found myself in possession of the papers connected with his great criminal cases. After hedging a bit at the immensity of the task, I became his biographer. This revised edition of Churchill's Game Shooting is published to coincide with the publication of the story of his life.*




  In recommending it to sportsmen, it is important to emphasize that I have recorded his teaching as faithfully as a piece of blotting paper. If my own personality impinges, it is only here and there. I have taken care to separate what I think from what he said.




  In the few instances where the hard information was out-of-date, I have corrected without comment. Churchill would have wished me to do that. For the rest, whenever I have intervened to disagree or to put a viewpoint which, since the first publication of this book, has been the cause of discussion, I have set my own reflections, and others, in italic type. The device will enable the reader to distinguish between the authorized version and the apocrypha.




  In preparing this new edition, I have had the benefit of the expert comments of Mr. Norman Clarke, formerly gunfitter and coach on Churchill’s own shooting grounds, and now of Messrs. Holland & Holland. His advice has been peculiarly valuable because, since Churchill’s Game Shooting was first published, Norman Clarke has probably heard every possible criticism that could be levelled at the original text; and, under field conditions, he has had a unique opportunity of discovering passages, even words, which are liable to misinterpretation. I have faithfully referred to the points of controversy, and added explanations to phrases which appeared to require further clarification.




  The advice I have had from others, including Colonel J. K. Stanford and Mr. Frank Law, F.R.C.S., the distinguished ophthalmologist, gives me cause to hope that this manual may now be regarded as definitive.




  I was tempted to excise the photographs of Churchill himself, in that awful check suit and the stockings which are worse, from this edition. As Bob very well knew, they are not the sort of clothes which are generally welcome on the shooting field. But they are almost the last pictures of him; and it is appropriate that he should appear in this memorial edition as he looked towards the end of his days. By contrast, I commend the reader to the earlier photographs of him between pages 128-129, when he was at the peak of his form. His style is impeccable.




  Norman Clarke had the unenviable task of modelling for the illustrations showing the wrong ways of handling a gun. It is typical of his loyalty to the memory of ‘the old guv’nor’ that he hasn’t wanted them changed. Anyhow, it will be self-evident to all shooting men that it requires just as much knowledge to show the wrong way as the right.




  To anyone who believes that he learnt all ‘the don’ts’ long ago, let Norman Clarke himself, whom many of us count the best shooting coach today, have the last word. ‘If there were an advanced shooting test, in the same way that there are advanced driving tests, I wouldn’t pass eight out of ten.’ The aim of this book is to raise the number of would-be successful candidates.




  




  Footnote




  * The Other M r. Churchill (Harrap).




  PREFACE




  Straight Shooting




  NOBODY expects to play golf well without proper coaching and regular practice. Yet, although ‘swing’ is as important in game gun shooting as it is in golf, and although there are other notable similarities in the two sports such as, for example, the prime necessity of keeping your eye on the object you are aiming to hit, most men who get an occasional day with a gun are disappointed with themselves because they fail to put up a good performance. The secret of straight shooting, like playing scratch golf, is constant practice, a steady temperament and a knowledge of the game.




  Shooting knowledge can be acquired by anyone who takes the trouble to learn that there is more to shooting than being able to distinguish which end of the gun to keep clear of. Temperament, unhappily, is more difficult to control. But in shooting, as in other sports, coaching and sheer gunmanship can do a great deal to combat it.




  The essential, and encouraging, difference between shooting and most other sports is that, under the guidance of an expert coach, a complete duffer can be made into a fair shot after a few hours’ practice.




  In the first place, unlike most sports, age is a very small factor in game shooting. As muscles become set, limbs stiffen, it becomes more than ever important to use a gun which has been tailored to fit the user. But, with good coaching and a gun that fits him, a man of seventy is capable of ‘wiping the eye’ of a stripling; and in fact, often does. The mistake that so many men make, who take up shooting late in life, is in thinking that any old gun will do and that they learnt all about it when they handled a rifle in the army. In fact, a knowledge of rifle shooting is a questionable introduction to handling a shot-gun. A shot-gun is a weapon of movement. A rifle is a weapon of immobility. And it is rare, in my experience, for a man to excel with both. Normally, it is advisable to concentrate on one weapon at a time.




  Secondly, unlike most sports, keen eyesight in shot-gun shooting is comparatively unimportant. A man who cannot hit a golf ball, or pot a black, to save his life, can shoot driven game with fair precision, provided only that he can see well enough to distinguish a flying pheasant from a partridge, at about thirty yards.




  In practice, shot-gun shooting takes place at such short ranges that faults of vision which debar a man from accurate rifle practice won’t make any material difference to his performance in the coverts, on the marsh or in the stubbles. Whether you wear glasses or not, providing you can see well enough to indentify, for example, the number of a London bus in time to raise your hand to stop it, vision is going to present no difficulty to you in the shooting field.




  (In the first edition, Churchill enlarged here a personal theory on ‘the master eye’ which is scientifically unacceptable. For that reason, I have deleted the passage. There is no doubt that he sometimes reached the right conclusion the wrong way. Vision, see editorial note on page 117, was his Achilles' heel.




  For example, he persisted in his belief that, in shot-gun work, it is essential to keep both eyes open. He argued that faults of vision could be corrected by gun-fit, and modifications of style. It is a positive doctrine, typical of him, which most will do well to accept. Nevertheless, there are some who will shoot straighter with one eye closed.




  Never mind ‘the master eye.’ It is just one of those vague phrases which shooting coaches are prone to.)




  If you are not too old for the gentle exercise of shooting in coverts, you are young enough to use a shot-gun as well, if not better, than a young man who is in good enough physical condition to play for England at rugby football.




  But you can’t be a good shot unless you’re prepared to practise as thoroughly as a good golfer practises for his game, and unless you realize that just knowing how to put a gun to your shoulder and pull the trigger isn’t enough to be an average, never mind a first-class shot.




  While the shooting school can never reproduce the actual conditions of the shooting field proper, it is safe to say that a man who can hit clay pigeons consistently is unlikely to make a complete ‘blot’ of an important day in the coverts. And, if his gun fits and the coach knows his job, he will be hitting clay pigeons—if not consistently at any rate often enough to give a wonderful lift to his morale—before he has fired a hundred rounds. The fact is, if you present a well-fitting shot-gun properly to the shoulder, and keep your eye on the quarry, you cannot possibly miss.




  The reason that all of us do miss—much too often—is entirely the consequence of bad style. We drop our heads or fail to thrust the shoulder well into the gun. We shoot off balance through bad footwork. We fail to hold the barrels of the gun straight in the cup of the left hand. We ‘poke’ instead of swinging. We hang on to the trigger. Every miss is a fault in style. So much so that it is comparatively easy for an expert to tell whether a man has killed his bird or not simply by watching his gun handling and without looking at the target at all.




  Obviously, faults can never be entirely eliminated. If that were possible, there would be no fun in shooting. But nobody can hope to improve performance without recognizing that, providing the gun fits and is throwing an even pattern of shot, a miss is always the consequence of bad style. The moral is that, if you wish to improve your shooting, the first necessity is to recognize your own weaknesses. Anybody can miss. Everybody should know, every time, why he misses. When you can say, with precision, that you shot high or low, too far in front or too far behind—which is not a very difficult thing to do—you are more than half-way to being a good shot.




  When first-class shots are asked how they do it, they often have considerable difficulty in explaining their technique: what conscious allowances they make for the speed of the bird; how they judge the moment to fire; and how they deal with targets at various angles. The answer is that they don’t have to think about it because they have largely solved this problem of style.




  The footwork, bodywork, and gun-mounting of a first-class shot is as pretty to watch as a first-class batsman at cricket. But although stylish shooting is difficult to achieve, there need be no mystery as to how it is done.




  There are two techniques of learning shooting at driven game. The older method (and, I think, the archaic method) is based on the principle of ‘forward allowances.’ The shooter is supposed to calculate the speed and angle of the target, and then swing the gun ahead of it, or above or below, so that the charge and the target meet. Many gun coaches still teach on this principle.




  You will find in this book that my method is to tell you: ‘Keep your eye on the ball,’ swing your body with the target and shoot straight at it, varying the speed of the swing with the speed of the bird.




  (Words have limitations. Since this text-book was first published, it has been pointed out that the instruction ‘shoot straight at the bird’ could be misunderstood. It might lead some to stop in the middle of their swing. It is important to emphasize that the gun must never lose the rhythm of movement. Keep your eye on the target—if you're missing, concentrate on a particular detail of the target, it doesn't matter what—come up from behind and press the trigger as you sweep through. Never, never consciously point your gun at the quarry. The gun won't miss if your eye is on the target and your body movement, and follow-through, is smooth and balanced.)




  Admittedly, it is easier to write about it than to achieve it. But in my experience it is far simpler to shoot in the way of my school which tells you cto stroke the birds out of the sky’ than the one that suggests a different lead to every bird that comes. The truth is that a mental calculation of allowance will let you down again and again. The man who shoots straight at his bird, and automatically overthrows as he fires, is leaving his eyes to work out allowances for him. The eye is never wrong. If you miss, you can blame your failure on faulty body movement, bad gun holding, erratic trigger pulling, or a similar error.




  The purpose of this book is to put down, in practical terms, the reason why we miss and to teach a technique of straight shooting.




  Simply reading this book won’t make you a better shot. You won’t improve your average performance, whether you are an experienced shooting man or a novice, unless you build muscle memory.




  Your mind may accept the new knowledge, but only practice with the lesson in mind will ram it for ever into your subconsciousness. Take my instructions, especially in the first section of the book, as drill; accept them, practise them, and, above all, master them, not only in abstract theory but in actual practice. Concentrate on the rules and practise the technique; then, like swimming, you will never forget it.




  When a child masters the difficult feat of walking he forgets how to walk—he knows how—but he is unaware of his knowledge, as it is forgotten by his conscious mind. He does it, in fact, without thinking. If anyone starts thinking about walking, such as when crossing a narrow plank over a stream, he immediately does it unnaturally and without confidence and is apt to falter. Until the motions of swimming become a habit to a man, the learner is awkward, clumsy and lacks confidence. But as soon as the motions become a habit to him, when he is expert, he does it without thinking. In other words he has forgotten how to swim.




  All this is to assure you that if you will practise the drill I recommend to you you will gain muscle memory and you will be able to mount your gun properly without conscious thought or effort. Accept my teaching as you accept any formal drill. Practise what I tell you as a purely physical technique—without argument—and you will find that your shooting has emerged from the mist of hazard to a very steady average basis upon which you can build your individual style.




  There is no fixed standard of style in shooting as there is no fixed standard in any other sport. When all is said and done the personal equation is always paramount. A long-armed, narrow-chested tall man will inevitably have a different style as compared with a short, broad-chested, short-armed man; but, when you come to analyse comparative performance, there is very little, except the purely physical difference, to influence the mechanics of the process. The methods I advocate suit all physical variations, are easily learnt, and once learnt never forgotten.




  A secondary but no less important characteristic will always intervene—temperament. This is a more disconcerting quality, for you will meet the quick, impatient type and the slow velocity, enduring, patient slogger. The first is the hardest problem for himself as well as for the gun coach because he is always in antagonism to himself. Mind outreaches his physical performance, and he is likely to swing to the other extreme, becoming casual, half-hearted and disappointed. Here discipline counts; practice and success will cure that man. His biggest enemy is his own despondency, his quick reaction to failure. But if a mercurial spirit like this once sees that he is getting better, there is no more adept pupil and the mastery once gained lasts.




  Your low velocity, patient slogger, presents another condition; yet in a sense his shortcomings are his virtues. Slow to put into practice what he learns, yet once there it remains for ever. Nothing will shake it. He will always be a sound, clean shot.




  In brief, there is no fixed style in shooting; every man must develop his own style, but the basis of shooting is always and invariably dependent on first learning the routine which I outline in this book. First, learn to play the game with a straight bat. If you do that there’s plenty of room for you to develop your own special technique.




  Not until you make a critical survey of the wealth of books on shooting and sporting subjects which have appeared, do you realize how few of them contain any practical instruction on how to handle a shot-gun.




  The English language, so rich in its output of technical and sporting literature, is strangely lacking in an authoritative treatment of the science of shooting and the sort of detailed analysis of the sport that has been accorded to style and performance in other sports and other games.




  This, in essence, is due to the radical difference which exists between games which can be witnessed by a large audience and the comparative seclusion in which shooting is practised.




  The average sportsman who shoots is seldom able to criticize, or rather analyse, the performance of his brother guns in the field. He is too busy, and his attention must necessarily be concentrated on his own sector of the beat or drive. His own style in nine cases out of ten, is a standard of unconscious proficiency, joint product of a well-fitting gun, a good eye and past experience. Questioned by an eager novice he can find few golden rules to explain ‘how to shoot,’ and in most cases admits that it is more a matter of knack than any conscious formula or system of technique.




  But as I am a gun-maker who, as well as being a practical shot, is accustomed to studying the actual performance of men at the shooting school, I naturally approach the problem from a different standpoint. I am teaching you from my experience not only as a shot but as a critic and analyst of individual styles. What I am telling you in this book is not limited to casual glances at field performances during the shooting season but is based upon a routine of experience throughout the year. You can approximate me to the coach, amateur or professional, whose value and authority are admitted in every other branch of sport from lawn tennis to boxing.




  At the beginning of this book, I am anxious to persuade you that the art of shooting is one that is just as capable of being taught or learnt from fundamental points of style or technique as golf and tennis. In such games the attention paid to such matters as grip, position and stance is rightly recognized as the highway to proficiency. It forms the basis of training which, with practice, develops into satisfactory achievement and a good style. My method is to deal with the use of the game gun and the attainment of shooting skill on these modernized lines. Expert rifle and pistol shots have long since insisted on correct physical technique as the basis of all teaching in their particular branches of shooting. Careful study of shot-gun shooting over many years has taught me that certain fundamental rules, which can be defined, are at the bottom of all good shot-gun work and the disregard of these rules accounts for nearly all the bad shooting attributed to bad luck or other impersonal causes.




  Good shooting is an indefinite term at best, for we all have varying standards by which we gauge our own and other people’s performances. But in shooting there is no system of gauging proficiency like handicaps at golf. We just form our own impressions of the people we see at the game.




  We all know bad shots, poor shots, ordinary shots, fair shots, good shots, brilliant shots, and those happy beings known as born shots. But these are all purely comparative terms. Personally I would make a difference between ‘good’ and ‘brilliant’ shots. A ‘brilliant’ shot is a man whose standard of accuracy is as high as that of the ‘good’ shot; but, where the latter is cautious, and does not fire at difficult birds, the ‘brilliant’ man takes chances and, as a result, shows a lower percentage of kills to cartridges expended. On the other hand he probably kills more game in the day than the ‘good’ shot, who is content only to take birds at easy angles. And, of course, the man who takes sporting chances gets a good deal more fun out of it.




  The ‘born’ shot is the rare man who enjoys the consistent accuracy of the ‘good’ shot in combination with the less calculated style of the ‘brilliant’ shot. The success of the ‘born’ shot is, however, due to the fact that consciously (or far more probably entirely unconsciously) he automatically obeys the underlying rules of the art and achieves perfect co-ordination of muscular movement and aim.




  Having read as far as this, the average to bad shot may well ask: ‘Am I too old or too set in my bad habits to develop into a good shot as late as this?’




  Certainly he can. In fact, the man who is used to handling a gun, even inaccurately, will improve far more speedily than an absolute novice. The absolute beginner is perhaps the most difficult of all people to teach because he makes hard work of each shot. In a word he uses far too much physical energy in his movements and expends too much mental calculation on his aim. He looks at the gun rather than the bird, tries to improve his first aim. He puts enough vigour into his swing and ‘follow-through* to lift a steam engine and finally he stops to pull the trigger, shooting behind his target.




  (The statement that the beginner is the most difficult pupil is arguable. Churchill was properly concerned in encouraging shooting men, who had lost faith in themselves, to try again. He had enormous success in reeducating the disappointed, proving to them that it was faults of style, and not inherent inability, which was why they missed. But, obviously, the beginners in any sport are the richest material. Otherwise, there would be no future in it.)




  Faults of style are easier to correct in men who have done at least sufficient shooting to have got over the preliminary troubles of awkward muscular action with the gun, who no longer flinch from fear of the noise or recoil, and who have overcome the feeling of strangeness inseparable from an introduction to any new sport. Experience proves that bad shooting habits can be eliminated at almost any age and that the experienced shot learns, on the whole, very swiftly.




  The next question which might be asked is ‘Can a man teach himself to shoot?’ He can, and a careful study of this book will help him enormously. But, of course, he can never see his own faults as clearly as a bystander, and inevitably an expert coach can teach a man more in half a dozen lessons than he is likely to learn by himself in three times the time.




  If a man cannot find opportunity for a little work with a skilled coach he can do a good deal for himself by persuading a friend to go over with him the technique laid down in this book and then go out with him in the field. The friend, if he is an alert critic, will be able to indicate what appears to be the shooter’s faults in the light of what he has just read. One of the best ways in which a shooting man can double-check himself and compare his actual performance in the field with the instruction laid down in this book is to persuade a friend to photograph him in action with a cine-camera. Using a home movie you can make a point by point examination of the individual gun action. I have already used the cine-camera a great deal myself and found it invaluable for demonstrating to the sportsman his idiosyncrasies. For example, a gun may fit perfectly but a momentary hesitation, or an error in mounting, will negative the result of the best-fitting weapon which ever left a London workshop. Yet, if you know where your own fault lies, you are three-quarters of the way to curing it; the cine-film shows precisely where the error lies, and, once known, a correction is easy.




  I want to emphasize that the teachings in this book are not directed either to the novice or the expert in particular. They are for all shooting men. A lot that I have written in the earlier chapters will seem familiar to experienced shots, but any man who ever misses a bird—and who doesn’t?—will find that his own failures can be corrected by referring back to the drill. On the other hand, I like to think that the novice with little or no experience in handling a gun will find that he can start here right at the beginning.




  I have already referred to a man with a well-fitting gun. Ideally no man can expect to shoot at his best unless his gun has been tailored to fit his own physical conformity as carefully as his suit. But this drill will be equally valuable even to someone who can’t afford to have a gun specially made to his own measurements. The man who can’t afford it will almost certainly be a younger man. All I need say to him is that gun-fit is not so important to a man when his muscles are limber and he is able, to a very large degree, to fit himself to his gun. Gun-fit becomes increasingly important as a man grows older and his muscles get set. But whatever old gun you use—providing you take care to see that it’s proofed for modern cartridges—you will shoot the better for taking my advice.




  Finally, blame nobody but yourself if you bruise your fingers on the trigger guards, get a sore jaw, or suffer from what is called ‘gun headache.’ Gun-makers will be delighted to sell you various accessories to relieve the trouble. But, if you held your gun properly, you wouldn’t need them. The proper cure is to find out what you are doing wrong. If your style improves, you will not need rubber padding and the birds you shoot at will mysteriously discard ‘their tin drawers.’




  PART ONE




  DRILL




  I




  The Elements of Gun-Handling




  UNLIKE the muzzle-loaders of our forefathers, loading and letting off a modern shot-gun is a simple matter. So simple that although the mechanism of game guns today is as safe as human ingenuity can devise and the mere process of charging and discharging calls for no explanation, the temptation to use a gun carelessly is greater than ever before.




  In the nineteenth century, in the days of Colonel Peter Hawker, the father of modern game-gun shooting, the muzzle-loading flintlock and percussion gun of the period involved so many hazards to the user that the wonder is that there weren’t more accidents.




  If you read Colonel Hawker’s diaries, you will find that it was a fairly common occurrence for shooting men to blow off their hands loading black powder into the muzzle of a barrel in which the spark from a previous charge was still burning. Powder flasks blew up in the shooter’s hands and pockets. Barrels burst when somebody forgetfully put in a double charge.




  Sometimes, when a man had fired with one barrel and stopped to reload, the second one went off in his face. In moments of excitement the shooters forgot to draw out their ramrods and fired ramrod and all at the departing quarry. The back flash from a flint gun occasionally blinded the user. Badly made copper caps in percussion guns exploded like shrapnel. Not surprisingly, the most important lesson a novice had to learn before the coming of the breech-loader, in the latter years of the past century, was to avoid flinching when he pulled the trigger.




  With modern game guns and modern smokeless cartridges the only dangerous factors the shooter needs to consider seriously are himself and the other gun.




  The first and most important convention of the shooting field prescribes that in no circumstances shall a gun, loaded or unloaded, point towards anyone. The second rule is that, in theory at any rate, a gun is always loaded.




  Every gun, with what is called a safety catch, carries the legend ‘SAFE’ when the catch is engaged. It is a dangerous word; but the gun traders, and the shooting men who patronize them, are a conservative breed and custom rules that that word ‘Safe’ remains: ‘CHECK’ would be better. The safety catch simply checks the trigger. The sears and tumblers of the actions are never locked.




  I recommend you, as a drill, to use your safety catch. But I beg you to regard it as an extra precaution rather than a basic one.




  The best of guns can become unsafe through neglect or climatic causes. Slight swelling of the wood, for example, may prevent the sear from fully entering its bent and the gun can jar off when closing. A very old ‘springy’ stock may cause the sears to be partly lifted during closing. I remember one of our famous gun-makers could take one of his own lock plates and, with a sharp flick on his bench, jar off the lock.




  In my time as an expert witness called in many civil and criminal cases I have had to examine I-don’t-know-how-many faulty guns. In one case heavy damages were awarded in a civil action to a sportsman who lost his leg as a consequence of an accident in which a gun, which another guest was carrying quite properly under his arm, went off unexpectedly. The safety catch was engaged; but the lock failed. A stranger case, fortunately without serious consequences, was one in which the owner loaded, put his gun at ‘Safe,’ and was astounded, a few minutes later, when it went off. He emptied his gun and put it under the back seat of his car. A few minutes later he heard a click. Once again, the action had operated of its own accord.




  When the gun was brought to me I found the right lock had been fired. Closing it very carefully, I laid it down while I made my notes. To my own great surprise, it went off again after several minutes. Before stripping the gun I had a record taken of the time lapse over several days. This varied from two to eleven minutes and, on examination, I discovered that a combination of chances had been at work; the safety work, sear spring and sear nose and tumbler bent had all contributed to the main fault which was that the gun was, as we say, ‘wood bound.’ The consequence was that the sear nose could only hang on the bare edge of the tumbler bent whilst pressure from the mainspring caused the sear to creep slowly until the tumbler (internal hammer) was released. I think that was the most extraordinary case of gun trouble I have ever experienced; but it shows what can happen.




  Whenever I am handling a gun myself, demonstrating as I am daily to other people, I make it a rule as soon as I pick up a gun to break it and show the empty chambers to the person who is with me. As I do so, I say ‘Empty.’




  You may believe that I am over careful, but a very large part of my professional career has been occupied studying the evidence, and giving my opinion, on the causes of gun accidents of one kind or another. The commonest cause is that somebody didn’t know that his weapon was loaded.




  You will never be criticized, just the opposite, for being punctilious in your gun-handling. When you are carrying an empty gun, as every game gun should be unless you are in readiness to shoot, make a practice of carrying it under your arm WITH THE BREECH OPEN. Let everybody see, including yourself, that an accident cannot possibly happen. Incidentally, the most comfortable way of all of carrying a gun is in this manner, broken across the crook of the arm.




  There are two basic positions in which sporting guns are customarily carried when shooting is not afoot:




  (1) In the crook of the elbow, in the manner I have described to you, with the muzzles pointing downwards.




  (2) On the shoulder, with the muzzles pointing skywards, not horizontally inclined.




  The former is the favourite method of carrying a gun and though, theoretically, it is slightly less safe than the shoulder position, it is as good in practice.




  When walking-up game, the gun is held, tilted slightly upwards and forwards, in both hands in easy position. Even the most experienced sportsman, walking in line or in company, should constantly check himself to make sure that, in his concentration, the barrels of his gun have not swung across his chest, which is the more natural position, but the position in which anybody on the flank will receive the full charge if the gun goes off by accident.




  Drill yourself to hold your shot-gun on the march in the field, not at the port arms position of army drill, but pointing straight out in front of you.




  Shooting in covert, or from any sort of stand, the technique may be a little different. Sitting on a stick seat, the most comfortable way to carry the gun is to hold it in one hand with the butt on the knee and the barrels pointing straight in the air. When you are expecting birds, rise to your feet and present the gun forward and tilted upwards in the ready position. Apart from considerations of safety, the gun is thus correctly poised to come on to a bird with the minimum of delay, and in the case of birds at an angle the turn of the body carries the arms with it and so achieves the correct alignment without motion of the arms themselves.




  You may be seated with muzzles erect, you may be walking with a gun under your arm, you may be holding your weapon in any of the comfortable and safe positions but when it comes to actual shooting you must learn before you mount the gun to your shoulder to assume the correct ‘ready’ position.




  Some of my readers will be left-handed shots. It is important to point out here that in the following sections the drill applies to right-handed shots only. Left-handed men will appreciate that they must reverse my instructions, from right to left, to meet their own personal requirements.




  II




  The First or ‘Ready’ Position




  IN readiness for gun-mounting, the stock must be tucked in well under the arm. You are inviting a miss if you hold the gun slackly with the butt at elbow-level. Place the stock with the small of the butt just forward of the right arm-pit, and squeeze it between biceps and ribs.




  (Watch that word ‘squeeze.’ Churchill meant it to mean, in the love sense, that the shooter should be one with his gun. He also meant that it is necessary to feel firm, confident and collected, before shooting. But the advice can be misleading. Don't make a job of it. Make love to your gun in the ready position, but don't make yourself so taut that, when the whistle blows, you sacrifice smoothness of action.)




  The man waiting to shoot with his gun under his right arm and his left hand free should naturally reach this position before he raises the muzzle in readiness to shoot. In any other position, there is an inclination to rush the gun to the shoulder with the result that it never comes to the same place twice running. To do that is to invite a miss. Consistency in style is the vital concomitant of consistent shooting. The method I advocate, practised until it becomes automatic, will compel you to do the right thing.




  Tuck the stock well under your arm because (1) I want you to push your left hand forward as you mount, not merely raise it. (2) I want you to push your left hand forward because I am going to show you that the left hand is the aiming hand. (3) By pushing your left hand into the aim, you take a proportion of the recoil of the charge through your left arm and thence to your body rather than take it all on the shoulder. (4) In squeezing the gun under your arm-pit you are taking some of the weight off your hands and encouraging the muscles in your arms to relax. (5) This method will train you to put your shoulder to the stock instead of making the common error of putting the stock to your shoulder. (6) It’s the quickest form of gun-mounting because the butt simply slips from the under-arm to the shoulder, without losing contact with your body (that is important) and the gun comes easily and smoothly to eye-level. (7) The gun comes up to your face instead of the head going down to meet the stock, and faulty head movement is one of the commonest causes of poor shooting. (8) The system checks hasty gun-mounting, and encourages correct timing. (9) It prevents the incidence of bruised cheek and jawbone from the recoil. (10) It encourages the right hand to adopt the correct position on the side of the stock and so prevent a bruised middle finger. (11) It not only keeps you squarely on to your target (as your body is checked from turning too much sideways) but it also encourages you to adopt a natural stance.




  Finally, and this is most important of all, it encourages you to start your body swing whilst the gun is coming up.




  With that I hope I have given you sufficient good reasons for asking you to begin by adopting a ready position for shooting which may at first seem odd and unfamiliar to you.




  Practise the ready movement and, at the same time, don’t be ashamed, however long you have used a gun, to check yourself on the rest positions, too. Are you sure that you are instinctively carrying a gun safely and correctly? Do you always break and unload it when you cross wire or a ditch or a hedgerow? Are you sure that when you are walking in line you never swing the muzzle towards the man walking beside you?




  It is always dangerous to walk-up game with the gun cradled in your left arm or to proceed with the barrels pointing anywhere but in the region of your own feet. Walking potato ridges, for example, the natural body sway is enough to make a gun held horizontally between the two hands point down the line every time you put you right foot forward.
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