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		INT­RO­DUC­TION

		If you’re a small game hunter, or have a desire to become one, you’re in luck. Right now, here in the first quarter of the twenty-first century, we’re enjoying what future generations are likely to regard as the good ol’ days of small game hunting. While many big game hunters lament the decreasing access to productive big game hunting grounds and the increasing cost of hunting tags, you seldom hear such complaints from small game hunters. Instead, they are talking about light hunting pressure, long seasons, liberal bag limits, and game populations that are generally thriving. For sure, now is the time to be out there hunting small game.

		The fact that I’ve been doing it for over thirty years is testament to my credentials in compiling this book, and also to my love for the food that small game hunting brings to the table. I remember my own favorite childhood meals of small game—roasted wood duck, broiled Canada goose, rabbit hasenpfeffer, chicken-fried squirrel—far better than I remember all those meals of venison that crossed my plate during the same years. What sticks with me are the endless varieties of flavors, textures, and visual qualities that came from the small game of our local woods and waters. And don’t go thinking that I was raised on some sprawling farm or wilderness homestead. I was brought up in a semi-suburban Midwest setting, with a neighbor’s house not 50 yards from my front door. Believe me, if I could find small game ranging from fox squirrels to green-winged teal within reach of my home, then you probably can, too.

		Beyond all the excitement and great food that have come my way as a small game hunter, I cherish the practical skills that I’ve picked up as well. I’ve been lucky enough to hunt big game throughout the United States and beyond, and I’ve done so with a reliance on skills that l first began to develop as a kid out pursuing critters weighing just a few pounds. All of my foundational skills—stalking, ambushing, calling, wingshooting, rifle marksmanship, skinning, butchering—were born out of experiences with squirrels, rabbits, grouse, and ducks.

		But small game hunting should hardly be regarded as simply a training activity for future big game hunters. Some of the best hunters I know, including several who were consulted during the making of this book, are strict small game fanatics who prefer the unique challenges and constant action of small game hunting over the often frustrating and time-consuming world of big game hunting. It’s easy for me to see where they’re coming from. If I had only two or three weekends that I could devote to hunting every year, I might choose to spend them in a duck marsh or a good patch of rabbit cover rather than waiting on a whitetail deer that might not ever show up. That way, I’d be much more likely to get a good dose of action and excitement—and quite a few tasty meals—from a limited investment of time and money.

		Regardless of whether you’ll hunt small game a hundred days a year or just one day, you’ll find the information that you need for success within this book. It is divided into five primary sections. Section 1 offers a comprehensive overview of firearms, gear, and apparel for the versatile small game hunter. Section 2 covers the basics: how to interpret hunting regulations, identifying potential hunting locations, how to scout for game, and a fundamental overview of the hunting strategies and methodologies used by successful small game hunters. Section 3 covers biology and preferred hunting methods for a wide gamut of small game species, which are subdivided into three categories: furred small game (rabbits, hares, and squirrels), upland birds (grouse, pheasant, quail, ptarmigan, doves, pigeons, etc.), and waterfowl (puddle ducks, diving ducks, and geese). Field dressing and butchering small game is covered in Section 4. Finally, Section 5 provides a collection of beautiful and tasty small game recipes that will help you utilize your kill to its maximum potential.

		The organization of this book is pretty straightforward, if I say so myself. But you might find that some pieces of information are missing from where you’d expect to see them. For instance, you might be disappointed to see that turkey decoys are not covered in the gear section. If so, you’ll be relieved to learn that the subject of turkey decoys is treated thoroughly in the turkey-specific portion of the species section. Because of these inevitable bits of confusion, I’d suggest that you study this book in its entirety before lamenting any omissions. You’ll probably find everything that you need. You’ll also learn a lot of stuff that you didn’t know you needed. Each page has something to offer for every hunter, regardless of your particular specialty. Even if you’re a waterfowl hunter who has zero desire to chase a blue grouse, you’re still likely to learn something useful if you read that section. So don’t just treat this book like a manual, in which you look up whatever bit of information you need at a given moment. It’s best to read it from cover to cover at least once.

		You might also be surprised to find contradictory opinions in here. Rest assured that that was my intention. While I am the author of this book, it might best be understood as a giant archive of opinions and strategies that were gleaned from dozens and dozens of hunters throughout the span of my lifetime and then filtered through my own brain before getting poured onto paper. When the opinions of others generally enhance or reinforce my own, I’ve presented them as coming from the author. In cases where they don’t necessarily jibe with my own personal findings, such as Ron Boehme’s spirited argument in favor of using old, break-action shotguns instead of newer models of pump-action and autoloading shotguns, I’ve been careful to attribute them to the source. But rest assured, everyone who’s been given a voice in this book is highly credentialed. Their opinions are no more “right” or “wrong” than my own; instead, they are telling you what has worked for them under the circumstances that they’ve encountered in their own lives. Do your own personal experimentation to see if these ideas will work for you.

		Speaking of personal experimentation, this book is useless if you’re not willing to get out there in the woods and subject yourself to failure. I have done some ridiculously stupid things in the woods, but I’ve managed to get my money’s worth out of each dumbass move. I believe that it’s hard to understand what works without an equal understanding of what doesn’t work. Missed shots, skunked trips, spooked game, cold feet: it all needs to be embraced as the stuff that makes you a better—and better informed—hunter.

		So go, get out there. The woods are waiting. There are no excuses.
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		SECTION 1

		
			GEAR

		

		To kick off the gear section, I’ll refer to one of my own passages from Volume 1 of The Complete Guide to Hunting, Butchering, and Cooking Wild Game: “Gear is like booze. Once you get older, you realize that quality should be regarded more highly than quantity.” That basic sentiment holds true for the small game hunter—save your money and focus on getting yourself into a kit of quality gear rather than cutting corners by buying a bunch of subpar junk that brings you lots of frustration and not much game meat. But I’m happy to say that the hunter can equip himself or herself for a generalist approach to small game for a lot less money than it takes to get rigged up for a generalist approach to big game. The firearms, ammunition, and archery gear for small game are generally cheaper than those intended for big game, and the demands on clothing, backpacks, and cutlery are less severe. The walks tend to be shorter, the animals are smaller, and prime locations are usually a little bit closer to home.

		In certain families, equipping a new small game hunter doesn’t cost a dime. When I was a kid, I hunted small game successfully for years without ever touching a new piece of gear. I wore hand-me-down clothes and shot hand-me-down guns. I longed for a brand-spickety-new left-handed semi-auto .22, yet I had to settle for an old right-handed bolt-action rifle that my dad had purchased from a nearby summer camp when they discontinued their marksmanship program. At the time, I was embarrassed about that rifle. But now that I’m approaching middle age, with young kids of my own, those days of making do have become a matter of personal pride to me. That old right-handed .22, a Remington Model 581, remains one of my most treasured firearms. As it turns out, it’s a real tack driver. I intend for it to serve as my son’s first squirrel rifle.

		In other words, don’t let cost get in the way of your desire to hunt small game. Resident small game licenses are dirt cheap, you usually don’t need any special tags (with the notable exception of turkey), and you can get a box of fifty .22 rounds for about five bucks. If you learn to be a deadeye with your .22, that equals ten daily bag limits of squirrels in my home state of Michigan. Or, to put it another way, ten family-sized preparations of hasenpfeffer, a sublime and vinegary dish intended for hares that works great with fox squirrels and gray squirrels as well.

		When it comes to selecting hunting gear, it’s important to pay attention to the voices of people who have been doing things longer or more successfully than you have. I leaned on the expertise of dozens of talented and dedicated hunters while putting this guidebook together. Their impressions of the gear that I discuss (or choose not to discuss) in this section have certainly colored my own opinions. But understand that my recommendations are just that: recommendations. If something here doesn’t make sense to you, or if your experiences with a certain product or idea contradict my own, then you should go with what makes you feel comfortable.
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					This image of the author and his brother Matt on a camping trip shows that it doesn’t take a lot of money to enjoy small game hunts. They are not wearing a stitch of clothing made for the purpose of hunting. The author traded a Husqvarna chain saw and $250 in cash for the “camper” van. The couch that serves as a bed was free. Credit 1.2

				

			

		

			
		FIREARMS
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		A versatile small game hunter should regard his firearms as the foundation of his hunting gear. I wouldn’t say the same for all types of hunting—for versatile big game hunters, apparel and optics are equally as important as firearms. But for small game hunting, it’s absolutely true: guns matter, and they matter a lot.

		But don’t go thinking that you need an arsenal of rifles and shotguns in order to be an effective small game hunter. If you own a vault full of shotguns, that’s great, as long as you spend enough time with one of them to learn how to use it. But for you folks who don’t have the money or inclination to accumulate a collection of firearms, don’t fret. By shopping carefully—either used or new—you can purchase a single shotgun that will cover virtually 95 percent of the small game hunting opportunities that this continent has to offer. If you want to bring your level of preparedness up to 100 percent, that can be easily achieved with the addition of a .22- caliber rimfire rifle.

		THE SHOTGUN
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		The coolest thing about shotguns is how inherently versatile they are. In a given year, an enterprising hunter might use his or her shotgun to hunt everything from mourning doves weighing 5 ounces to wild turkeys topping out at 25 pounds. If that same shotgun accepts multiple types of barrels—and many do—it might also be used very effectively for whitetail deer. To achieve this level of versatility with a rifle, you’d need a caliber that was ideal for everything from squirrels to moose. (And trust me, it doesn’t exist.) While it might seem that a versatile shotgun would be costlier than one with a narrower range of capabilities, the opposite is true. Some of the lowest-priced shotguns on the market carry some of the highest credentials. But first, here’s a primer on shotgun terminology and how it applies to you.

		GAUGE: Shotguns are sized according to the bore diameter. The smallest shotgun used for hunting purposes is the .410 (rabbits and squirrels, typically), while the largest is the 10-gauge (geese and swans). The .410 is named after its caliber measurement; the diameter of the bore is .410 inch, just as a .308 rifle cartridge is .308 inch. Shotguns that use the term gauge, such as 10-gauge, 12-gauge, and 20-gauge, rely on an arcane system that correlates the bore diameter to how many lead spheres of that size it would take to make a pound of weight. A 20-gauge shotgun has a bore diameter of .615 inch, and twenty lead balls of that size would weigh 1 pound. A 12-gauge has a bore diameter of .729 inch; twelve lead balls of that size weigh a pound.

		This will piss off a lot of shotgun snobs, including some guys who really know what they’re talking about, but the only two gauges worth considering are 20-gauge and 12-gauge. Ammunition for these gauges is widely available and highly versatile, and there’s no practical reason to stray into the more esoteric gauges. In recent years there’s been a lot of spirited debate about the relative attributes of 12-gauge and 20-gauge shotguns, spurred in particular by advances in ammunition. A person could spend days reading up on these arguments in dedicated firearms magazines, and you’re welcome to do so. But here I’m just going to cut through a lot of the BS and give you a fairly straightforward summation of the information and also a piece of advice. A 12-gauge shotgun has bigger shells than a 20-gauge shotgun, so it throws more pellets and it typically kicks harder. If the bulk of your hunting is going to be for smaller-sized game, such as rabbits, quail, pheasants, et cetera, then feel free to go with a 20-gauge. But if you’re also going to be hunting game that’s a little larger, such as turkeys, ducks, and geese, go with a 12-gauge.
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					From left: .410, 28-gauge, 20-gauge, 16-gauge, 12-gauge, 10-gauge. Credit 1.5

				

			

		

			
		ACTION: While there are bolt-action shotguns, for practical purposes we’ll limit our discussion here to autoloading, pump-action, and break-open shotguns. Each type has its own selling points and liabilities.

		AUTOLOADING SHOTGUNS: Sometimes called autoloaders or (incorrectly) automatic shotguns, these harness power from the shotshell in order to eject the spent round, reset the firing pin, and load a new round from the magazine. Autoloaders used to have a reputation for malfunctioning and frequent jamming, but newer models are much more reliable.

		AUTOLOADER PROS

		
			• High rate of fire. Every time the trigger is pulled, the gun fires and cycles without the assistance of the operator; most modern semi-auto shotguns will fire as quickly as the shooter is able to pull the trigger.

			• Low recoil. Because of gas- or inertia-powered cycling systems that harness some of the recoil energy, the felt recoil of the semi-auto shotgun is less than that of pump-actions and break-opens.

			• Ease of follow-up shots. Because the semi-auto shotgun cycles without the aid of the shooter, follow-up shots can be made more efficiently due to the lack of operator movement during shooting.
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					Top: Autoloader, Remington Versamax 12-gauge. Center: Pump-action, Remington 870 Express 12-gauge. Bottom: Break-open, Tristar Silver II 12-gauge. Credit 1.6

				

			

		

		AUTOLOADER CONS

		
			• Versatility. Due to the various cycling systems in semi-auto shotguns, adjustments must be made to most models when switching between various loads and shell lengths.

			• Safety. Due to the tension of the recoil spring, a shooter can injure himself or herself when closing the bolt. Also, unintentional shots can be made if the shooter is unfamiliar with the mechanics of the firearm.

			• Difficulty of maintenance and assembly. With the various cycling systems available in semi-auto shotguns, the operator must be familiar with all of the internal workings of the weapon when performing basic assembly and disassembly, making the weapons less user-friendly than pump-actions and break-opens.

		

		PUMP-ACTION SHOTGUNS: Sometimes known as slide-action shotguns, these are operated by a manually sliding forearm that ejects the spent shell, cocks the firing pin, and loads a new shell from the magazine. The number-one-selling shotgun of all time is the Remington 870, a pump-action shotgun.

		PUMP-ACTION PROS

		
			• Inexpensive. You can get a new pump shotgun that will last a lifetime for a few hundred dollars.

			• High versatility. Pumps are manually operated, so as long as the shell is the proper gauge and length, the gun will be able to cycle ammunition ranging from the lightest target loads to the heaviest buckshot or slug loads. Popular models of pump shotguns are easily modified, with literally thousands of available components for customization.

			• Capacity. Most pump-action shotguns have a magazine capacity of five shells, plus one in the chamber.

		

			
		PUMP-ACTION CONS

		
			• Slower rate of fire. Because the operator must manually cycle the weapon, follow-up shots from a pump take longer than with break-open and autoloading shotguns—particularly with inexperienced shooters.

			• Slower aiming for follow-up shots. Cycling a pump shotgun throws off the shooter’s aim, so follow-up shots need to be consciously realigned.

			• Short-strokers beware. First-time users of pump-action shotguns are often guilty of short-stroking, or not working the slide through its entire cycle. Though easily rectified with practice or proper instruction, this can cause jams and misfires.
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				An autoloading shotgun allows for multiple shots fired in a hurry, with only a minimal amount of adjustment between shots. Credit 1.7

			

		

		BREAK-OPEN SHOTGUNS: Also called break-action shotguns, these have a barrel or barrels set on a hinge so that the gun literally breaks open at the receiver to enable the manual loading of shotshells. Some break-opens have only a single barrel, though those are generally regarded as beginner-level shotguns for kids. Most serious hunting shotguns are fitted with two barrels, mounted either horizontally or vertically. Shotguns with horizontally paired barrels are called side-by-side or double-barrel shotguns, and shotguns with vertically paired barrels are called over/under shotguns. While there is a lot to be said for the old-timey look and feel of a double-barrel shotgun, functional differences between the two are really quite small. It should be said, however, that most serious wingshooters who use break-open shotguns stick to the over/under configuration.

		BREAK-OPEN PROS

		
			• Easy handling. Break-open shotguns are generally lightweight and compact. This makes them easier to carry on long walks and easier and faster to handle and shoot in thick brush.

			• Mechanically simple. This isn’t to say that they are impervious to things such as dirt and ice, but the relative lack of internal moving parts makes them easy to clean and also easy to troubleshoot when you’re having problems.

			• Safe. Break-open shotguns are a favorite for parents of young shooters, because kids can be instructed to “break open” the action of the shotgun whenever they are not actually shooting. This way, the guardian can tell at a glance, regardless of distance, that the firearm is in a safe position.

		

		BREAK-OPEN CONS

		
			• Capacity. Break-open shotguns limit the shooter to only one or two shots.

			• Expensive. Break-opens tend to be costlier than pump-action shotguns.

			• Limited versatility. Break-open shotguns are much more difficult to accessorize than pumps and automatics, and are therefore less versatile.

		

		
			RONNY BOEHME, A MICHIGAN HUNTER, WEIGHS IN ON HIS LOVE OF OLD SHOTGUNS
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			“Most of the guns that I use for taking game are older than I am, meaning they were produced before 1957. Don’t get me wrong, there are great guns still manufactured with craftsmanship and quality. But the bulk of them, especially the shotguns, are so costly that the average wingshooter (which is what I consider myself to be) cannot justify their purchase.

			“Old guns that have passed through many hands have a spirit of sorts. They have a story. The details of that story may not be revealed to us, but it’s easy to imagine them being shouldered many times to put meat on the table. One of my personal favorites is a 109-year-old shotgun made by Charles Boswell, an English gunmaker. It is sleek, light, and swings on birds as though it’s floating in the air. Its action opens and closes like an old, well-worn pocket watch. When I am cleaning it, I hold the double barrels by the lug and knock on them with my knuckle. It rings like an old church bell.

			“Most hunters have owned at least one pump shotgun. Designed over a hundred years ago, they are reliable and proven. I like to collect old 16-gauge pumps, an oddball gauge. The actions and barrels on these guns are worn down to bare metal in spots, and the walnut stocks are marred and nicked. They carry memories from quail and duck hunts, which were the mainstay of wingshooters back in the early 1900s. The actions slide with an almost effortless motion. The slickness comes from use, sure, but it also comes as a result of being assembled by hand from machined parts that were carefully tested and fitted. I will go out on a limb here and say that all of these old guns came out of the box years ago with no functioning problems. That is not true of guns these days. I’ve hunted with friends whose brand-new guns broke on the first day of use. Some of these guns have to be taken more than once to a gunsmith for repair before they ever see any real use. I’ve seen several new double-barrel shotguns that are so stiff you need to use two hands and a knee to open them up.

			“Then there’s the wood, which is what makes old guns truly special. Synthetic stocks and forearms leave a gun without personality. Plastic has no heart, no soul. Wood, on the other hand, has a fingerprint that is never repeated in nature. It came from a tree that likely harbored and fed animals. When you hold an old gun, it’s a handshake with the past. It’s like meeting relatives that you never lived near, but when your hands clasp you can feel that you’re connected to them.”

		

			
		BARREL LENGTH: A term of obvious definition, barrel length refers to the length of the shotgun’s barrel. In general, a longer barrel allows the projectiles to harness more energy from the explosion of the gunpowder and to fall into a truer flight path.

		20- to 24-inch barrels. These short barrels are best left to turkey hunters, who are taking careful aim at standing-still birds. They are generally too short for wingshooting, as accuracy suffers. However, many rabbit and grouse hunters who spend their time in extremely thick cover will tout the benefit of a short barrel that doesn’t get hung up in the brush.

		26- to 28-inch barrels. These are standard barrel lengths that can be used for all shotgun applications, ranging from wingshooting to slug hunting. While a 26-inch barrel is lighter and more maneuverable, a 28-inch barrel is going to be more accurate for long-range shots and should be regarded as perhaps the best all-around barrel length. (Keep in mind that choke selection can mitigate the inherent differences between 26-inch and 28-inch barrels. That is, a 26-inch barrel with a full choke will shoot a tighter grouping than a 28-inch barrel with an improved cylinder choke. See below for detailed information about chokes.)

		30- to 32-inch barrels. These longer barrels certainly have their devotees, who use them for all shotgunning applications. However, they are most commonly favored by waterfowl hunters who do a lot of long-range pass-shooting at waterfowl.

		CHOKE: A shotgun’s choke is a tapered restriction in the muzzle end of the bore. This results in a wider or narrower shot pattern, or “spread” of pellets, as the shot travels downrange. A tightly constricted choke yields a tighter pattern; that is, it concentrates the shot into an overall impact zone of smaller diameter than you’d get from a more open choke at equal distances.

		American hunters commonly use five different chokes for hunting purposes. They are:

		IMPROVED CYLINDER. Highly versatile choke, used for upland birds, small furred game, and waterfowl. (Safe for slugs.)

		MODIFIED. A general-use choke, used for upland birds, small furred game, and for short- to midrange waterfowl shooting. (Safe for slugs.)

		IMPROVED MODIFIED. Midrange upland bird and waterfowl shooting. (Not safe for slugs.)

		FULL. The most common highly compressed choke. Used for long-range upland and waterfowl shooting. Also good for turkeys. (Not safe for slugs.)

		EXTRA-FULL. A highly compressed choke used for specific applications on turkeys and long-range waterfowl shooting. (Not safe for slugs.)

		The type of choke you should use depends on the type of hunting you’re doing. The tightly restricted extra-full choke that enables you to put an overwhelmingly lethal dose of pellets into the small head of a turkey at 60 yards would be a major handicap when gunning for fast-moving cottontail rabbits in the tight confines of a briar patch. Not only would you miss most of your shots (at 10 yards, your pattern is no bigger than a baseball), but if you did get a direct hit, you’d destroy the bulk of the animal’s meat.

		If you’re shopping for a truly versatile shotgun, it’s wise to select a shotgun with screw-in chokes. This makes it a simple matter to change from one choke to the next, something that can be done easily in the field. And you can buy extra chokes for a fraction of what it costs to buy a new gun. (Beware: screw-in chokes are not universal. You need to match chokes to the specific ones designed to fit your gun.) Many older shotguns, however, have either fixed or adjustable chokes. A fixed choke is just that—it cannot be adjusted or unscrewed. Double-barrel and side-by-side shot guns with fixed chokes will usually have a different-sized choke for each barrel—say, a modified choke and a full choke—in order to enhance their versatility. Adjustable-choke shotguns can be adjusted by tightening or loosening a fitting on the end of the barrel. While this style of choke was popular in past decades, it has fallen out of favor with hunters for a number of good reasons and is rapidly becoming a thing of the past.
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			A good way to understand shotgun chokes is to consider the average percentage of lead pellets from a shotshell that each choke will deliver into a 30-inch circle at 40 yards.

			Extra-full: +/- 75 percent

			Full: +/- 70 percent

			Modified: +/- 60 percent

			Improved cylinder: +/- 50 percent

			CHAMBER: There are three common chamber lengths for shotguns: 2¾ inches, 3 inches, and 3½ inches. Most modern shotguns are built to accept both 2¾ inches and 3 inches, and many will accept 3½ inches as well. As a general rule of thumb, 2¾ -inch shells are per fectly suitable for all applications up to geese and turkey. And while you can certainly use 2¾ -inch shells for geese and turkey as well, most hunters prefer to jump to a 3-inch shell for these larger birds in order to get a little extra oomph from their shotgun. As for 3½-inch shells, you just have to decide how much abuse your shoulder can take. They give you a few extra pellets and perhaps a tad bit of extra range, sure, but it’s debatable whether the advantages outweigh the extra cost, recoil, and risk of jamming.
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						10 yards

					

				

			

			
				
					The above images show what happens when you shoot a shotgun at varying distances with the same choke and load. Here we have a 20-gauge shotgun with an improved cylinder choke loaded with 2¾ -inch #6 shotshells. Credit 1.10

				

			

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				
					
						20 yards
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						40 yards
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						Cylinder

					

				

			

			
				
					And here’s what happens when you shoot a shotgun with varying chokes at the same distance. We have a 20-gauge shotgun firing at a target that is 25 yards away, using a cylinder choke (not actually a choke, as there is no constriction), modified choke, and full choke.
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						Modified choke
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						Full choke

					

				

			

			UNDERSTANDING SHOTGUN SHELLS
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			Shot refers to the pellets, or projectiles, inside a shotgun shell. Shot is categorized with an inverse naming system, in which smaller-sized shot carries a larger number. Though there are smaller shot sizes on the market, #8 is the smallest shot commonly used by hunters. It has a diameter of just .090 inch and is used with great effect by dove and quail hunters. (You can calculate the diameter of shot sizes by subtracting the shot size number from 17 and then dividing that by 100. Hence, 17 – 8 = 9, or .09 inch.)

			The numbering system for shot continues up to #1 shot (.16 inch), which is commonly used for ducks and geese, and then it gets weird and confusing. The next-larger shot is called B shot, which is .17 inch, or .01 inch bigger than #1 shot. BB shot is .18 inch. BBB shot is .19 inch. Then it jumps to T shot (.20 inch), followed by TT (.21 inch), F (.22 inch), and FF (.23 inch). Like I said, weird and confusing.
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						Federal law mandates that only nontoxic (lead-free) shot be used when hunting migratory waterfowl. Credit 1.17

					

				

			

			LEAD VS. NONTOXIC

			For upland birds and small furred game, most hunters regard lead as the go-to material for shot. It’s heavy and soft, so it retains energy well and flattens on impact. It drops game very efficiently. However, lead shot is illegal for hunting waterfowl, and for good reason. Ducks and geese will both purposely and inadvertently consume spent pellets while feeding, which can cause lead poisoning. Therefore, what’s known as nontoxic shot is federally mandated for all waterfowl hunting. (On the state level, lead restrictions sometimes apply for other forms of hunting as well, so pay careful attention to your state’s hunting regulations.) Steel is the most common form of nontoxic shot, though it’s lighter and harder than lead and does not work as effectively in side-by-side comparisons. Other nontoxic materials include bismuth and tungsten, which are heavier than steel. However, these metals are more expensive than steel, and also harder. They require a thicker wad to protect the shot gun’s barrel from damage, which results in less room for pellets within the shotshell. So what’s the hunter to do? Buy the best waterfowl loads you can afford. If that happens to be steel shot, so be it. Far more ducks are taken with steel shot every year than all other forms of nontoxic shot combined.

			Here’s a general breakdown of the appropriate uses for various shot sizes.

			
				EATERS BEWARE
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						Hunters may not be crazy about steel shot, but it’s good business for dentists. Credit 1.18

					

				

			

			
			LEAD SHOT

			#8, #7½: doves, quail, pigeons, woodcock, small shoreline birds such as rail and snipe

			#7½: Hungarian partridge, spruce grouse, blue grouse, and short-range upland birds such as ruffed grouse and woodcock

			#7½, #6: squirrel, rabbit, hare, short-range pheasant, long-range grouse, chukar

			#6, #4: long-range pheasant, long-range chukar

			NONTOXIC SHOT (STEEL, TUNGSTEN, BISMUTH)

			#4, #3, #2: short-range ducks

			#2, #1, BB: long-range ducks

			BB, BBB: short-range geese

			BBB, T: long-range geese

			COPPER-PLATED LEAD

			#4, #5, #6: turkey

			
				BUCKSHOT

				While not generally used for small game, buckshot warrants a quick mention since we’re on the topic of shot size. Buckshot pellets are large enough that they need to be carefully stacked inside the casing rather than just poured in. A 2¾-inch 12-gauge shell loaded with 00 buckshot will hold just nine balls; the same shell can accommodate upward of four hundred #7 pellets. Once popular for deer hunting in the United States, buckshot has been almost completely eclipsed by single-projectile loads called slugs. Here’s a chart of buckshot sizes. Note that the smallest, #4 buck, is .01 inch larger than FF.

				#4 buck: .24 inch

				#3 buck: .25 inch

				#2 buck: .27 inch

				#1 buck: .30 inch

				#0 (single-ought) buck: .32 inch

				#00 (double-ought) buck: .33 inch

				#000 (triple-ought) Buck - .36 inch

			

			Besides the length of the shell and the size and material of the shot, there are two other considerations to keep in mind when buying shotshells: the amount of shot and the amount of powder. Shot is measured in ounces. While 12-gauge loads for general-purpose small game hunting typically carry 1 ounce of lead shot, 12-gauge loads for long-range waterfowl shooting might carry 1⅜ ounces of steel shot.

			Powder is measured either in drams or, in a roundabout way, by the muzzle velocity of the discharged load. The dram is an archaic unit of measurement equaling 1⁄16 ounce. It long served as the standard unit of measurement for black powder. With the advent of modern smokeless powders, which vary in weight, ammunition manufacturers began describing their powder charges in terms of dram equivalents. That is, a modern shotgun shell listed as having 3 drams of powder actually has a load of propellant equivalent in energy to 3 drams of black powder.

			A better way is for ammunition manufacturers to print an estimated muzzle velocity on the box of ammo, as that’s the number you’re really after. A general-purpose small game hunting load will have a muzzle velocity of around 1,200 to 1,300 feet per second, while a waterfowl load for long-range shooting will have a muzzle velocity in the range of 1,550 to 1,700 feet per second.
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						A shotshell box top should tell you everything you need to know about the ammo inside. Deciphering the information can be tricky, but it’s essential that you learn what everything means in order to select the proper loads for your particular applications. Credit 1.19

					

				

			

			TURKEY GUNS
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						A pair of souped-up turkey rigs. Top: An inexpensive Italian-made break-action over/under shotgun with $800 worth of custom work that turned it into a turkey-specific shotgun. Modifications included polished and lengthened force cones, custom chokes, soldered rifle sights, an elk-leather cheek pad, camouflage paint, and a comfortable sling. Bottom: A Winchester model 1100 pump with a TruGlo red dot scope and an all-weather camo coating. Credit 1.20

					

				

			

			Rigging up a turkey gun can be as simple or as complicated as you want to make it. For an experienced shooter who limits his shots to 30 or so yards, all you need is your standard 12-gauge shotgun with a full choke and some quality turkey loads. But if you want a gun that’s suitable for long hikes and long shots, a few simple modifications can turn your rabbit and grouse gun into a souped-up turkey rig.

			TURKEY CHOKES: There are many aftermarket turkey chokes available. The tight restrictions on these chokes can give you a lot of extra distance, but keep in mind that a tight pattern at long distances means a very tight pattern at short distances. A turkey choke might give you what you need to pepper a bird’s head at 60 yards, but it opens up the possibility of missing at 10 yards if your aim is just an inch or two off. Still, turkey chokes are well worth the cost if your shotgun is threaded for screw-in chokes. I’ve had excellent luck with the Haymaker choke tube from Down-N-Dirty Outdoors. Just make sure to pattern your shotgun before you hunt turkeys (see this page), and keep a calm head when aiming.

			SIGHTS: With a little practice you can hit turkeys very effectively using nothing but the naked barrel of your shotgun and the front bead. But again, if you’re looking to stretch your shots out to distances of 50 yards and beyond, it can be a good idea to fit your shotgun with a better sighting system. More and more turkey hunters are using scopes and red-dot sights on their turkey guns, but use of such technologies seems excessive when hunting turkey and risks complicating something that should be very simple. A better bet is to rig your shotgun with a rifle sight system that includes a front and rear sight that can be mounted to a standard ribbed shotgun barrel. The company TruGlo has a great line of turkey sights that will fit most any shotgun.
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						This gun, a Remington 870 with a full choke, was ready to shoot turkeys right out of the box. By a wide margin, this model of shotgun has killed more turkeys than any other shotgun ever produced. Credit 1.21

					

				

			

			TURKEY BARRELS: If you’ve got the money, you can solve the issues of chokes and sights with the purchase of a dedicated turkey barrel. Several manufacturers of pump-action and autoloading shotguns produce turkey barrels that can easily be swapped back and forth with your shotgun’s existing all-purpose barrel without the requirement of gunsmithing services. The upside to turkey barrels is that they are shorter, which makes them easier to carry and handle, and many come equipped with turkey chokes. Browning produces a turkey barrel for their excellent BPS pump-action shotgun that comes with both a turkey choke and a quality set of permanently attached rifle sights. A downside is cost. A turkey barrel for a Browning BPS costs as much as an entire Remington 870 Express shotgun. And a turkey barrel for the 870 will cost you half as much as you paid for the shotgun in the first place.

			SLINGS: Since snap shooting isn’t part of turkey hunting, a sling can be a great addition to your turkey gun. It eliminates arm fatigue from toting your gun all day, and it keeps your hands free for working with turkey calls when you’re traveling in search of midmorning birds. Most models of shotguns can be fitted with aftermarket sling kits that require little or no permanent alteration of the gun.

			TURKEY AMMO

			A turkey hunter seldom fires more than one or two shots per season (excluding practice sessions), so there’s no need to worry about excessive wear and tear on your shoulder from shooting 3-inch or even 3½-inch shells. As long as your shotgun is chambered for these magnum rounds, it’s a smart idea to get as much knockdown power as you can when gunning for these big birds.

			Also make sure to stick with dedicated turkey loads. While guys will brag about killing turkeys with nothing but old squirrel loads they inherited from Grandpa, you’re better off using turkey loads from reputable manufacturers. Most shotshells designed for turkeys are loaded with lead pellets that have been plated in copper. The heaviness of the lead yields high velocities, while the copper coating prevents the spheres from deforming in the barrel and flying erratically. Turkey loads will also have thicker and deeper wads to protect the metal on tight chokes and to deliver denser patterns at long ranges. Even though wild turkeys are often much bigger than geese, you’ll use smaller-sized pellets than you would for goose hunting. For turkeys, #4, #5, and #6 shot all work well, as do “blended” loads that use multiple shot sizes. Some states do not allow shot larger than #4 or smaller than #7½ to be used on turkeys, so, as always, check your local regulations before loading up. The company Hevi-Shot produces one of the best turkey loads out there. It’s a nontoxic shot that is very expensive—but in my opinion it’s well worth the cost for turkey hunting. The heaviness of the shot allows you to use smaller pellets, which means more pellets in the shell. I have had fantastic luck with their Magnum Blend shotshells loaded with #5, #6, and #7 pellets. When using these rounds, I get more than enough pellets into the bird’s head with hardly ever a pellet straying down into the bird’s meat.

			PATTERNING A SHOTGUN
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						You should always pattern a new shotgun before taking it on a hunt. The shot pattern pictured here has missed its mark. The shooter should experiment with other shells and chokes in order to get better results. Credit 1.22

					

				

			

			No serious hunter would take a new rifle into the field without testing it at range first. Shotguns should be treated no differently. Before hunting, you should make sure that your shotgun works in harmony with your selected choke and ammunition—and also that it works in harmony with you. This is done through a process known as patterning.

			To pattern your shotgun, get two pieces of butcher’s paper or newsprint that are approximately 48 inches square. Mark the top of the paper so you remember which side is up, then make a bull’s-eye in the center with a marker or duct tape. Next, in a safe shooting location, set the first paper target at a measured distance of 40 yards. Using the choke and ammo that you intend to hunt with, and taking careful aim, fire the shotgun at the bull’s-eye. Take that target down, and then fire a round at the second target. For patterning double-barrel or over/under shotguns, make two targets for each barrel and mark them accordingly—left barrel and right barrel, or top barrel and bottom barrel. Then test each barrel independently. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that both barrels are in perfect working order just because one of them is.

			After shooting, lay the targets side by side on a flat surface, top side away from you, and make a mark at what you determine to be the center of the impact zone on each target—the area with the densest concentration of pellets. (Chances are this mark will not be on the target’s bull’s-eye.) Now draw a 30-inch-diameter circle around that mark.

			Step back and take a look. First, you want to make sure that the two targets look roughly the same. Some differences are inevitable, but if the shot patterns are in wildly different positions, then you may have flinched a shot and accidentally missed your mark. If so, you should consider redoing the experiment.

			As long as the positioning of the patterns is similar relative to the location of the bull’s-eye, count how many pellets fall inside of each target’s 30-inch circle and divide that number by the total number of pellets that were inside the shotshell. (If you can’t find this information through the manufacturer’s website, you can simply cut open an unfired shell and count the pellets.)

			Also take a look at the distance that separates the center of your pattern from the bull’s-eye. Ask yourself if it’s big enough to cause concern. A couple of inches is not a big deal for wingshooting, but a foot or more difference can lead to some serious frustration in the field when you’re missing shots that you could have sworn were dead on. You may need to correct your method of aiming, or else try different combinations of choke and ammunition to see if the problem is correctable in that way.

			Finally, and perhaps most important, check your pattern for holes. You want to see a fairly uniform placement of shot radiating outward from the center of the pattern. Large holes or other inconsistencies in your pattern can lead to trouble when wingshooting. Again, correct these issues by experimenting with different chokes and/or ammunition.

			
				PATTERNING YOUR TURKEY GUN
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						Credit 1.23

					

				

				Patterning your turkey shotgun is even more important than patterning a gun for wingshooting, especially if you want the ability to make long-range shots out to 40 or 50 yards or beyond. Either buy a dozen or so turkey patterning targets or draw a 3-inch circle in the center of a dozen sheets of paper. Set the first target at 10 yards and place the rest at 10-yard increments out to 60 yards. From a seated position, with the shotgun resting on your knee, fire at the base of the 3-inch circle or, in the case of turkey targets, at the junction of the head and neck. Now examine each target. Take note of the densities of the shot patterns as well as how many pellets landed in the 3-inch circle or inside the vital head/neck area on the turkey target. One or two pellets inside the kill zone is not what you’re looking for; instead, you want to see the head or bull’s-eye get nicely peppered with shot. Try different choke and ammunition combinations in order to get different results. And be honest with yourself. Is your shotgun really up to the task of killing birds humanely at 50, 60, or 70 yards every time you pull the trigger? If not, don’t take those shots. A patient hunter who knows how to call birds should be able to put a gobbler on the table every year without shooting past 30 yards.

			

			THE RIMFIRE
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					Credit 1.24

				

			

			A versatile shotgun will prepare you for 90 percent of North America’s small game hunting opportunities. If you want to bring that up to virtually 100 percent, look no further than the simple and ubiquitous .22 LR, affectionately known as the double-deuce.

			There are many benefits to owning and shooting a .22:

			1. Dirt-cheap guns. You can find great .22s, particularly used models, for under $200.

			2. Dirt-cheap ammo. Even with today’s inflated ammunition prices, .22 ammo can still be purchased for pennies a round. You can practice the fundamentals of marksmanship as much as you’d like without having to worry about the high costs of ammo. This keeps you honed for big game season, when you need to make shots that really count.

			3. A .22 is also a great meat-saving tool. Shotguns can destroy a lot of meat on critters such as squirrels and rabbits, but a .22 won’t damage an ounce of usable flesh if you keep your shots where they belong—in the head.

			4. A .22 is discreet, perfect for those hunting opportunities that might be described as “fringe.” I’m talking about quietly solving a friend’s rabbit problem in his or her suburban vegetable garden (and solving your own problem about how to source the primary ingredient for hasenpfeffer).

			5. A .22 rifle is also a great way to secure camp meat on backcountry ventures, particularly when weight is an issue. By packing an ultralight .22 on backcountry trips, I’ve supplemented an otherwise bland diet of freeze-dried backpacking food with a variety of wild meats such as squirrel, rabbit, quail, grouse, and ptarmigan.
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						Editor and publisher Celina Spiegel on her first hunt. With proper shot placement (head shots only), .22 rimfires do no meat damage. Credit 1.25
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						In my opinion, there are two ways to go with a .22 purchase: you can prioritize accuracy, or you can prioritize weight. The tack driver pictured here is a Ruger 10/22 topped with a Vortex 2–7×32 scope. The lightweight .22, which can easily be slipped into a backpack, is a TC Hotshot. Though suited only for short-range shooting, this rifle is capable of taking a wide variety of small game when in the right hands. It weighs under 3 pounds and measures just 30 inches in total length. It is fitted with an easy-to-use peep sight, perfect for young shooters. Credit 1.26

					

				

			

			UNDERSTANDING .22 AMMUNITION

			Ammunition can be classified into two categories: rimfire and centerfire. Centerfire ammunition has a primer that sits in the center of the casing’s bottom, and that’s where the firing pin hits. Centerfire ammunition can be reloaded; to replace a primer, simply knock it out of the bottom and seat a new one. With rimfire ammunition, the priming compound is located inside the hollow rim of the casing. The firing pin just needs to strike the rim and smash it enough to ignite the primer. Rimfire ammunition cannot be reloaded, because the firing pin effectively destroys the case. Because the metal on a rimfire case needs to be weak enough to be impacted by the firing pin, there’s an inherent limit to the power of rimfire cartridges. They cannot withstand the high pressures that centerfire cartridges can put up with.

			The rimfire class of cartridges includes the .17 HMR, .22 Win Mag, and the exceedingly popular .22 LR. The .17 HMR is a very fast and flat shooting cartridge that is borderline too powerful for the small game hunter who hunts for the table. With improper shot placement, it causes too much tissue damage on lightweight game such as squirrels, rabbits, and grouse. The .22 WMR is a suitable small game round, particularly when shooting solid-point bullets. But in the opinion of most serious small game hunters, the extra yardage that you get with a .22 WMR or .17 HMR does not make up for the extra cost of ammunition and the extra tissue damage that it inflicts on small game.

			Rifles chambered for the .22 LR can safely handle a small family of other .22 cartridges as well, including the .22 CB, .22 Short, and .22 Long. For practical purposes, however, let’s limit our discussion strictly to .22 LR ammunition, because there’s really no great reason for a modern small game hunter to mess around with these alternative ammunitions. (Also, semi-automatic rifles can encounter major cycling problems with .22 CB and .22 Short ammunition.)

			Classifications of .22 LR cartridges are based on velocity. There are subsonic-velocity, standard-velocity, high-velocity, and hyper-velocity loads. Subsonic loads have a muzzle velocity less than the speed of sound (1,125 feet per second). The subsonic loads are basically scaled-down versions of the .22 LR; often the propellant for them is nothing more than the primer itself. The greatest advantage to subsonic loads is the reduction in noise, as there is no crack that comes with the breaking of the sound barrier. These loads are most often used for target practice and short-range pest control, but they are great for small game hunters who need to exercise discretion in areas where hunting is legal but might be frowned upon by nearby residents.

			Standard-, high-, and hyper-velocity loads are the more common choices for small game hunters. These speedier loads give you a flatter trajectory and increased range. Below, the highly authoritative gun writer Chuck Hawks offers a detailed, technical explanation of the various .22 LR ammunitions that are available. Read the passage carefully before selecting hunting ammo for your .22—especially the part where Mr. Hawks endorses high-velocity 36- and 37-grain copper-plated hollow-points for general small game hunting. Take some time at the rifle range to shoot ammo from a number of manufacturers in order to find the load that shoots best through your particular rifle.

			
				CHUCK HAWKS, WHO I BELIEVE TO BE THE NATION’S SMARTEST AND MOST REASONABLE GUN WRITER, WEIGHS IN ON EVERYTHING YOU’D EVER WANT TO KNOW ABOUT THE .22 LR
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						Credit 1.27

					

				

				“The .22 Long Rifle (LR) is the most popular and the most highly developed cartridge in the world. The major ammunition producers have put more
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			RIFLE SCOPES FOR SMALL GAME

			
			
				
				
				
			

			GETTING ZEROED
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			ROUTINE RIFLE CLEANING

			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			FIREARM ACCESSORIES FOR THE SMALL GAME HUNTER
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			ARCHERY FOR SMALL GAME
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			ARROWS AND HEADS
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			ARCHERY GEAR FOR TURKEYS
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			OPTICS: BINOCULARS
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			BLADE TOOLS
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			SMALL GAME UTILITY KIT

			
			DAYPACKS, FANNY PACKS, AND VESTS
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			FOOTWEAR AND APPAREL

			BOOTS
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			DUDS
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			BASIC LAYERING
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			CAR CAMPING FOR SMALL GAME
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			HUNTING DOGS
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			This book is dedicated to all those hunters, and there are many, who fight for the conservation of wild animals and wild places.
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