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  INTRODUCTION


  The best gun isn’t always the biggest, or the newest. The .22 rimfire was decades old before the first successful centerfires appeared, and even older when smokeless powder came along. The accuracy, economy, and versatility of the .22 Long Rifle have made it an all-time best-seller. Its quiet report and low recoil, and the trim rifles (and pistols) in which it is chambered, keep it chugging along while more potent centerfires come and go.


  Because .22 rifles and ordinary .22 cartridges can be had for a song, many youngsters start hunting with a rimfire. And the light recoil and soft report enable beginners to concentrate on the fundamentals of shooting. The low weight of these rifles and ammunition also makes them easier to lug around on long hikes afield. Still, a .22 is not just a rookie’s hunting rifle. Some people even claim it’s not a good rifle for a novice at all. “The cartridge is so small and the report not much louder than the snap of a spring-piston pellet rifle,” said one fellow. “Kids don’t take these rifles seriously. Careless handling results. I’d rather start them on a 20-gauge shotgun.”


  The shotgun is arguably safer, and it’s surely less lethal at a distance. It also delivers a bigger bang and kicks harder—factors that make anyone more mindful of each shot. But marksmanship can’t be learned with a scattergun. And shotgunning is expensive. At two cents a round, anyone can burn enough .22 ammo to become somewhat skilled with a rifle or handgun, provided they focus on fundamentals. Pursuing small game with a .22 is probably the best training anyone—novice or veteran—can get for hunting big game.


  I took my first game with a borrowed Remington, walking fencerows for cottontails and sitting for squirrels on October mornings. Decades later, there’s still nothing more enchanting to me than Midwest woods awakening to the chirrs of fox squirrels and the hollow squawks of cruising crows.


  [image: The .22 is a first rifle— properly dangerous but gentle, difficult to master but tractable.]



  Among the best of my .22s was an Ithaca autoloader. I stoned the sear to improve the trigger pull and took too much off. Each squeeze loosed two bullets as the disconnector failed to engage. The rifle had a fetching profile and fine wood. But the plastic pyramid on the front ramp proved a neon barricade to fine aim. Though I missed a lot of fox squirrels and barn pigeons with that rifle, I wish I had kept it. It still looked new when I sold it in college for forty-five dollars.


  An Anschutz 1413 made me a competitive rifleman. In 1969 it cost me $325, with a free-rifle stock and adjustable sights. It brought me a state prone championship and a berth in the 1972 Olympic try­outs. The English match at that event comprised sixty shots at black targets the size of a golf ball. Fifty meters away, the black, representing most of the scoring rings, appeared as a dot in the iron sights. If your rifle was precisely zeroed and you shot perfectly, the bullet would take out the real dot in the middle. You had to hit that to score a ten. The 9-ring was smaller in diameter than a .22 bullet. My Anschutz helped me to a 591/600 in the preliminaries, not far short of the score that later won Olympic gold.


  By then I was shooting a Browning BL-22 lever-action where I lived in rural Oregon. It wore a receiver sight, which was good for close shots. One morning I tried the rifle on a distant crow, holding the big front bead well over its back. Confident to the point of arrogance as only crows can be, that bird was surely as astonished as I when the bullet struck home. I paced 145 yards. Good luck is responsible for most celebrity.


  [image: One of the author's favorites is this Browning BL-22, with which he once shot a crow at more than 140 yards.]


  After graduate school I married and moved to eastern Oregon, land of the Belding ground squirrel. Standing upright in the alfalfa they ravaged, these rodents looked like the picket pins used to stake out horses. And so they were called. Farmers welcomed young rifle­men with .22s. A month’s shooting in one field netted me several hundred squirrels. I killed most of them with a rifle I’d bought so my wife could join me in an indoor rimfire league. The Winchester 52A wore a 1930s-vintage barrel not quite as heavy as those on later 52s. The 10x Fecker scope had external adjustments. I no longer hunt Belding ground squirrels with a big tally in mind, but I wish I’d kept that 52.


  These days it’s hard to find .22s with the lithe but solid feel of the Remington 121 and Winchester 61 pumps, both pre-war designs. For bolt-gun connoisseurs Winchester briefly resurrected the 52 Sporter. Kimber’s bolt-action is also a fine rifle; same goes for the Anschutz, Cooper, and Sako sporters. Remington recently got back in the game with the Model 504 bolt-action, after discontinuing its accurate 541S in the 1980s. If you want a classy lever-action, the choices are few. Marlin’s 39 and the Winchester 9422 get my vote as the best lever-action .22s ever built, but the Browning BL-22 is even smoother and quicker. Among self-loaders, Thompson/Center’s new .22 offers a look of sophistication not seen since Weatherby’s Mark XXII, discontinued in 1990.


  You don’t need a thoroughbred .22 to enjoy rimfire shooting. Cheap fun is what .22s are all about. The .22 Long Rifle is an ideal round for a simple blowback mechanism, the heart of all popular .22 autoloaders from Remington’s Nylon 66 to the Marlin Model 60. They are lightweight and reliable, and most are inexpensive. Low-priced .22 bolt guns abound. You’ll get minute-of-squirrel accuracy with almost any rimfire rifle and economy-brand ammo.


  [image: Left to right: .22 CB, .22 Short, .22 Long, .22 Long Rifle. The latter, announced in 1887, has become far and away the most popular.]



  While the cost of .22 match ammunition has risen steadily over the last decades, “plinking” fodder is still ridiculously cheap. I bought some on sale in the late 1970s and paid almost as much as you’ll spend on the same cartridges now. Think about that. An accurate, low-recoil target and small-game round for less than three cents. Better bargains are hard to find, unless you shop the farm and garage sales and gun shows that offer up useful rimfire guns for the price of a new pickup tire. Indeed, affordability may be the .22’s most appealing facet. Anyone can shoot a .22 rifle or pistol enough to get good. And when you’re good, shooting is more fun.


  But while shooting .22 cartridges is indeed a lot of fun, the family of .22 rimfires, and the .17 HMR, also have plenty of utility. Not only are they premier small-game cartridges (the only practical choice for squirrels and by far the best pick for many other animals), they help you develop and hone shooting skills. The .22 is accurate enough for Olympic shooting events, so in sporting rifles it’s the ideal practice round. You can learn to shoot with centerfires, but at much greater cost, and you won’t shoot as much because you’ll find the shooting less comfortable. It’s easy to ferret out a place to shoot a .22, not as easy to find a spot where you can bang away with that .30 magnum.


  Because many, if not most, shooters who use .22s also hunt big game, I’ve taken the liberty of discussing centerfire rifles as well as .22s in several sections of this book. The principles of marksmanship apply to both, while differences in bullet shape and speed and their effect on ballistic performance merit explanation. Besides, I’ve yet to meet a rifleman whose interest lies solely in the history and use of a single cartridge—or a rabbit hunter whose aspirations end at the briar patch.



  PART 1


  Beginnings


  Chapter 1



  FIRST OBSESSION


  If you didn’t grow up with a .22 rifle, you probably pined for one. I did. A tall, dusty rack on the south wall of the local hardware store held a bolt-action Winchester 67, which I visited as regularly as if it were a rich uncle about to draw up a will. But the little single-shot listed for sixteen dollars. It might as well have cost a grand. Even plunking down a nickel for a red cardboard tube of BBs once every two weeks was difficult.


  The Daisy had been a gift—a stretch for my parents, who didn’t hunt or have any use for firearms. Consequently, my natural interest in guns soon blossomed into an obsession. Had I not been denied access to a trigger early on, I might have grown up normal.


  The store was as narrow as a cattle chute, but long enough to accommodate rows of shelves laden with bolts and nails and screws, ordinary hand tools and implements that youngsters these days might not recognize. The Model 67 stood with a handful of more expensive guns against faded yellow wallpaper on a ledge that towered above the scarred hardwood floor. A moose shot before the Second World War peered dolefully from the other side, across a huge ceiling fan. Fishing poles (yes, we called them poles) were stacked vertically in a corner. They shadowed a glass counter covering lures, knives, and ammunition, along with Marble’s compasses and a used Colt Single-Action Army revolver I could probably have picked up for the price of a new double-bit axe.


  The men shuffling about that store came to know me and to tolerate my fondling of the 67. I got used to asking for it. They always obliged. In those days, you had to have a reason to keep a kid from a .22.


  Times are different now. To some people, firearms are alien, reminders of the violence television exaggerates for our entertainment. No longer fixtures in every den or in every closet, guns have taken on a sinister character to the increasing number of people not raised with them. Pity. The perversion and criminal menace we must deal with on our streets, and the paranoia we’ve chosen to tolerate in our classrooms and air terminals might well evaporate if instead of watching contrived shoot-’em-ups on screen, children would again take to the hills and hedgerows, .22 rifle in hand. Life, cheap as it is shown on camera, becomes precious when we see eyes glaze and feel warm blood grow cold.


  Not that killing is the daily function of a rifle. After proving that they can kill, youngsters mature by staying their hand. Those who have never killed cannot know why they must refrain from killing. And they cannot be as aware of the woods noises made only by the living. Those who’ve never heard the snap of a .22 and watched a fox squirrel tumble cannot know as keenly the waking sounds of an October dawn without rifle fire.


  Early on, humans evolved as predators, and burying that instinct has left us oddly separated from the pulse of nature. Even our kindnesses are ill conceived. They protect wild animals to the detriment of fragile habitats, which at last give way under unsustainable populations. Of course, we blame winters for the resulting die-offs. We deny our children firearms and the opportunity to explore the natural world, providing instead mindless electronic entertainment that presents no physical challenge and demands no ethical decision.


  [image: This spare but sleek Remington is one of many .22s that delights veterans and beginners alike.]



  Perhaps my age is showing. Perhaps in the final tally, rap music will emerge as the salvation of generations yet unborn, and guns will be remembered only for the havoc they caused.


  But I suspect not. Firearms have never caused havoc without our help. Like automobiles that can be both delightful and deadly, guns simply do our bidding. And like automobiles, they engender romance. Who can imagine a frontier West without Colt revolvers on cartridge-studded belts, or Winchester lever rifles in saddle scabbards? Half a century later, deer camps and Savage 99s saw us through the Great Depression. We came out of World War II aiming through scopes on glitzy Weatherby Mark Vs and homely but efficient Remington 721s. A culture developed around Winchester’s Model 70, “the rifleman’s rifle.”



  [image: The Chipmunk rifle was developed to enable very small shooters to handle a .22.]



  And through it all, we leaned on .22s. A nation that had beaten the British army with squirrel rifles before the advent of cartridge guns sent its youth to learn at nature’s knee with one of the first successful cartridges. The .22 rimfire is nearly 150 years old now. Many versions have appeared since Horace Smith and Daniel Wesson came up with the first blackpowder .22 cartridge in 1857. More rifles and handguns have been chambered for it than for any other round. It is still an inexpensive cartridge to make, at least in the quantities pumped out annually by major ammo firms. (More than 20 million rounds ship every year.) It is inherently accurate and easy to shoot well because it is quiet and barely nudges you in recoil.


  Rimfire rifles and pistols have evolved, too. The Model 67 that caught my eye forty years ago is no longer made. And you won’t find any new .22 rifles listed for sixteen dollars. But the pleasures and life lessons to be had from shooting and hunting with modern rimfires are as poignant as ever, the skills as easily learned as in the days before television when traveling exhibition shooters left audiences open-mouthed in astonishment. Whether you spring for a collector-quality Winchester 61 pump, a battered second-hand bolt-gun from Stevens, or a new Marlin lever-action with a century-old profile, you’ll have chosen well.


  In debates over the best .22 pistols, you’ll find nobody denigrating the Smith & Wesson rimfire revolver developed during the 1920s. In 1930 the firm introduced its K22 Outdoorsman, cannily named to draw sportsmen as well as target shooters to the counter. The six-shot revolver featured a six-inch barrel, checkered grips of Circassian walnut, target sights, and a crisp trigger that broke at about three pounds. It weighed thirty-five ounces and was advertised to keep bullets in an inch and a half at fifty yards. The gun sold well, but in 1939, after a production run of just seventeen thousand, S&W overhauled it. A faster action and micrometer rear sight improved the K22. The new model, called the K22 Masterpiece, retailed for forty dollars in 1940. It became significant not only in .22 circles, but as the predecessor of the big-bore hunting handguns that later gave S&W a virtual lock on that market.


  [image: The grin says it all.]


  Among autoloading pistols, the pre-war Colt Woodsman commanded the same respect as the K22 did in the wheel-gun crowd. A vintage Woodsman or Outdoorsman might be beyond your reach, but autoloading pistols by Browning and Smith & Wesson and Ruger’s Single Six revolver will milk all the fun you can get from a soup can on a sand bank. If that’s too easy, try plastic film cans, or even walnuts. You can’t find a better first gun than a .22, nor a better place to raise a youngster than under the beech trees on crisp October mornings.


  [image: Thompson/Centeris Contender accommodates both rimfire and centerfire barrels on one breech.]


  The .22 is more than a cartridge type or a lightweight, light-recoil firearm that whispers when you pull the trigger. It’s an American icon. From the “bicycle guns” at the turn of the last century to modern sporting rifles and pistols and super-accurate match guns, .22s have fed our pioneers, trained our soldiers, brought us glory in Olympic games, and taught our youth the hunter’s skills and responsibilities.


  [image: Topped with a Kahles scope, this Cooper in .17 qualifies as a carriage-class sporting rifle.]



  Chapter 2


  THE SHEEP PENS


  My hunting career began at a barn. It belonged to a farmer named A. I. Root. He and his wife, Dorothy, raised sheep and farmed a few acres of corn and oats on poor soil south of Albion, Michigan. A. I. might have done better on better ground. Then again, he didn’t show much enthusiasm for progress. Near sixty at that time, he and Dorothy seemed content with what they had, which wasn’t much. The house and barn showed no evidence of having ever been painted; had you walked up the warped planks to the long, covered porch, you’d have thought the place was abandoned. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling in the center of a kitchen notable for its lack of color. Bare cupboards hung over countertops void of anything resembling food. No cookie jar, no cracker box, no fruit—none of the items common to kitchens.


  A. I. had a pretty fair tractor, a two-lung John Deere 720 with lots of paint left. Most of the time it sat in a ragweed patch behind the sheep pens. The pens were a mix of split rail and salvaged wire barricades that kept the sheep—perhaps fifty in all—between the house and the barn. Years had passed since the barn door had been closed. It was imbedded hip-deep in sheep manure that ramped up from the yard to form an indoor mound on which the sheep lounged and slept out of the weather, nearly bumping their heads on the ceiling. Rats tunneled in the clay-like surface under their feet, emerging periodically from vertical boards at the barn’s hem, which were spread by the pressure of the manure, giving the walls a look of imminent collapse.



  [image: A Remington 121 gave the author his first taste of hunting with a .22.]



  Because the rats raided the corncrib, they were considered vermin. While A. I. may have owned a rifle, he probably had no money for ammunition. So the rats proliferated. A friend of mine, who lived a mile down the road on a more prosperous farm, was lucky enough to have an assortment of rifles and shotguns around the house. We’d used air guns to trim mouse numbers in his family’s granaries, switching on flashlights at night when we heard them scampering along the boards that separated oats from wheat. One day his father decided we were responsible enough to turn loose with a .22. He handed us a Remington 121 pump wearing a dim Weaver J4 the diameter of a dime and allowed that A. I. could use some help with his rats.


  In the ensuing weeks, I found myself alone at the sheep pens. My friend Jon was lukewarm about guns, so I happily assumed his part of the mission, perching on split rails twenty steps north of the barn. The 121 was an expensive rifle it its day, and accurate. I knew nothing about scopes, so I marveled at the big image presented by the J4. Firing .22 Shorts, I became reasonably adept at head-shooting rats as they peeked out or catching them through a hole in the pack that served as a window to a main tunnel. One rat that ventured out from behind a rock at the corner of the barn flopped spasmodically when my bullet struck, spraying blood over the rock. Shortly another rat appeared and began licking the blood off the rock. Another shot.



  [image: Decades after he shot in the sheep pens, the author found this lovely Remington 121 at a gun show.]


  Rats hardly qualify as glamorous game, but I was as excited as if they’d been trophy-class deer. They taught me the value of waiting to fire until a kill was assured, of getting ready for a follow-up right away. I learned about bullet placement and animal reaction to hits. Eventually my muscles learned to behave so the reticle stayed on target most of the time. I’d examine carcasses to confirm where my bullets had struck, even reaching into tunnels to grab rats whose death spasms had carried them back into their lairs. I don’t think I’d do that now.


  A. I. and Dorothy may have appreciated my chipping away at the rat population under the barn. More likely, they just enjoyed having a youngster around. Hunched on the split rail, that Remington .22 clutched tightly in my hands, I was the child they never had. The mischievous snap of a .22 Short meant more than dead vermin. It echoed off the weathered barn boards in defiance of age, senility, and the sameness of a life watching generations of sheep cycle poor-quality hay. Unlike the hollow, dolorous pop of A. I.’s vintage John Deere, it carried a note of optimism. Not everyone heard that, of course, as it was still the sound of a small explosion. You had to know that a .22 wasn’t just for killing.



  Chapter 3




  IN THE BIG WOODS


  It skittered along the limb of a red oak, then vaulted onto the corncrib roof, where it paused. I pressed the trigger as soon as the thick cross­wire shadowed the eye. To my astonishment, the squirrel collapsed to the pop of my .22 Short and tumbled, lifeless, into an apron of brown leaves and husks.


  A first killing is like a first love—poignant in memory and different from all subsequent events. You can have only one first kill, and it sticks with you partly because it amounts to an irretrievable loss of innocence. Taking a life changes you. Do it with nothing more than a shrug, and you are still changed because you had a chance to prove your civility and failed. A casual killing is what we’ve come to call “cold-blooded.” It is no more a lethal act than killing with remorse—the victim is still dead—but a killer unmoved has nothing of substance to leave others to whom life is sacred.


  This first killing moved me. The elation lasted through a pang of regret. Pride remained until the farmer whose corncrib had been bloodied told me red squirrels didn’t do as much damage as crows on the seeded furrows or deer in the growing corn. Killing vermin could be justified; killing wild creatures with no criminal record seemed less defensible. I may have looked uncomfortable, if not crestfallen. “Of course, any critter that sets up housekeeping in the crib can cause mischief,” the farmer said kindly.


  This was a red squirrel, known as a pine squirrel in some quarters. Michigan didn’t give them much respect; I can’t even recall now if the state listed them as game. Fox squirrels, double their size, were another story.



  [image: Squirrel hunting with a .22 is the best practice you can get for whitetail hunting in the big woods.]



  These denizens of mixed hardwoods have salt-and-pepper backs that blend with the beech trees and, somehow, with the darker walnuts and maples. The rising sun gleams on the bellies of fox squirrels as they are perched high to cut nuts at first light. The nuts tick down through colored leaves and frost-stiff twigs to plop onto the forest floor. Your muscles tense and you strain to see movement through the branches, or that spot of orange, or the glint of a new day in the squirrel’s eye. And if you’re very careful with the trigger and have zeroed your rifle so it hits where you look at fifty yards, forty-five degrees above level, the squirrel comes hurtling down, landing with a thud. And through the scope you make sure it is dead, but you leave it until the echoes of silence have subsided and the forest has forgotten about the .22. A distant crow calls, then a woodpecker hammers and a chipmunk scurries along a hickory log. Somewhere cuttings start to fall again.


  Squirrels are my favorite .22 quarry. Big, fat fox squirrels that bend the boughs when they leap from tree to tree. The smaller southern gray squirrel ranks a close second—though you’ll often find your hunting partners ready to pursue them with shotguns and squirrel dogs. Trained to bark “treed,” dogs can find squirrels you’d miss. But they also change the character of the hunt. Instead of listening and watching for squirrels, you’re focused on the dog. It’s the difference between upland gunning with a setter and sneaking through the woods solo after deer. I prefer the latter.


  Squirrel hunting teaches patience. It gives you an awareness of nature that’s hard to achieve by other means. You learn to listen when you hunt squirrels. And to look. Aggressive squirrel hunters may later succeed in business, but they don’t shoot many bushytails. The woods reward the humble, those who accede to the rhythms of nature rather than impose upon it the loud step and hurried cadence of the workaday world.


  [image: A Remington 504 accounted for these West Virginia bushytails.]



  Whether you still-hunt, moving slowly through the hickories, or park yourself at the base of a giant beech and wait, motionless, for movement in the branches above, squirrel hunting will throttle you back. It will freshen your perspectives, change your priorities. It’s a good activity for youngsters who need to know what matters in life, and for those of us who need to be reminded.



  Chapter 4




  RUN, RABBIT, RUN


  It was a big magazine, with a square back and a map-size trim; bigger than magazines today. It cost fifty cents, almost half again as much as Outdoor Life or Field & Stream. Oddly, I can’t remember the exact title. Hunting, I think. The year was 1962—I recall that clearly—and a twelve-year-old boy couldn’t help but turn page after oversized page, ogling photos of plaid-clad hunters straddling huge whitetails or stacks of moose and caribou antlers and sheep horns perched atop grizzly hides as broad as a tool shed, with the wilderness of Alaska for a back-drop. All in black and white, of course.


  With barely enough change in my pocket, I’d have to review carefully even this bonanza of hunting stories and photos. A magazine a month and a twenty-five-cent arrow to shoot at starlings represented the limit of my investments. The content of this issue would have to pass muster before I’d dig out any coins.


  Then I spied a two-page spread on rabbit hunting by Joe Linduska. I was hooked. The magazine went home with me and was dog­eared in a week. Linduska had hunted rabbits. You could tell by the way he wrote. He hadn’t just shot a few; he’d been afoot where cottontails had trampled paths in the snow, and had tried to swing the sights fast enough to catch them jetting from hedgerows and streaking through the winter thistles. He’d pushed through the swamp edges and the willow patches, in grass thick enough to trip a horse, and through storm-toppled corn that lay kinked over heavy ears too low for the picker but just right to hide rabbits. He’d heard the patter of an autoloading .22 rifle lose itself in mounds of soft snow, listened to the whine of bullets careening off stones in rusty honeysuckle. By ear, he’d tracked his beagles—those in the opening photo spread—as they swung toward him, lumbering after the nut-colored blur he knew would not be herded, but which often returned to the start of the chase. Joe had gripped the walnut of his .22 as tightly as I gripped that magazine, reading of his Midwest adventures. And I wanted mightily to share them.


  [image: A Marlin 39 with receiver sight gives you fast aim and repeat shots at bunnies.]


  Cottontail rabbits were made to order for .22 rifles. Self-loaders fired with more enthusiasm than care will, by virtue of firepower alone, deliver the hasenpfeffer. Beagles give you more shooting and add another facet to the hunt. Whether you use dogs or kick along fencerows by yourself, sprinting cottontails hone your reflexes like no other small game. Spotting them before they jump will sharpen your eye for other wildlife. “Look for that gleaming eye or a patch of white, or the back-line behind grass against new snow,” wrote Joe. “Bunnies pour out of their burrows to bask in bright sun on newly fallen snow.” Like an Indian summer dawn is meant for the squirrel woods, an iron-cold December morning with powder crisp enough to sparkle should find you cradling a .22 and scanning the brush for rabbits.


  [image: Midwestern cottontails proved no match for this hunter's .22.]



  I’ve also hunted jackrabbits with rimfires. As a tune-up for mule deer hunting, you can’t beat a day on the prairie, still-hunting for these lanky hares. Galloping deer come easy after you’ve trained on jacks. Tumble every third jackrabbit on the scoot, and you’ll have to wait for quail to catch up with your shotgun bead.


  One long-ago day in Kansas a friend and I ran into herds of jackrabbits; after a bit of shooting, we eventually got leads figured out. My Winchester 75 Sporter accounted for one jack that was blitzing through the sage at sixty yards. More difficult were the bunnies that alternately ran and stopped motionless by cover. Swing with the ardor of a sheet shooter at station eight, and you’ll kill jacks that run smoothly. But few are so considerate. You’ll miss ahead of a jack that suddenly slows as you pull the trigger. After a few botched attempts, your velvet swing is ruined; your confidence in shambles. The rifle moves in fits and starts as you anticipate those maddening pauses.


  [image: Browning handgun or Winchester rifle, rabbit hunting on new snow is a pleasure.]


  Jackrabbits, incidentally, are fine table fare. They won’t match cottontails for tenderness, but they’re much bigger. Hollowpoint bullets are a must for jacks, which can run after taking a solid bullet through the vitals. Quick kills on any small game come more often when you use expanding bullets.


  There’s nothing imperative about rabbit hunting. Only those who have never hunted rabbits will assume your rifle indicates only a mission to kill. Joe Linduska knew that rabbits can be enjoyed when they run, whether they tumble or not, and that the feel of a .22 rifle in the hand is reward enough when cottontails hide.



  [image: Targeting jackrabbits with a .22 pistol can be quite a challenge.]



  Chapter 5


  LITTLE BEARS


  I wasn’t thinking of small game, only shade. The turbocharger whined in relief as I throttled down and slipped the mammoth John Deere into neutral. A great plume of dust settled over the tractor. Jumping off, I grabbed my Thermos and trudged into the trees.


  This homestead had once sheltered a pioneer; now all that remained was the tilted, weathered shell of a house. Barn, shed, fences were gone, victims of the green diesel I’d left idling under June’s hot sun. The house stood only because trees had been established around it. Planted Russian olives claimed for the farm a place in history, a security that would not be breached. Even ambitious young men tilled around them.


  I didn’t see the animal peering at me from behind. It had crawled to the roof’s sagging spine to better observe my actions. Suddenly it shrieked, a warning that jammed a slug of lemonade down my wind­pipe. Sputtering, I turned to see Marmota flaviventris slide from view behind the tattered shingles. Its claws raked audibly down the back of the roof; there was a thud, then silence.


  This half-acre brush-closet would hold a deer or two, probably some rabbits. It would attract coyotes and hawks looking for mice in the surrounding wheatfield. But I hadn’t expected rockchucks. Poking about the house, I found signs of a big colony. They’d burrowed between stones in the crumbling foundation, sunned themselves on the roof, and worn runways
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This spare but sleek Remington is one of many .22s that delights
veterans and beginners alike.
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A Remington 121 gave the author his first taste of hunting with a .22.
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Left to right: .22 (B, .22 Short, .22 Long, .22 Long Rifle. The latter,
announced in 1887, has become far and away the most popular.
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A Marlin 39 with receiver sight gives you fast aim and repeat shots
at bunnies.
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One of the author's favorites is this Browning BL-22, with which he
once shot a crow at more than 140 yards.
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Targeting jackrabbits with a .22 pistol can be quite a challenge.
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The Complete Book of the

22

A Guide to the World’s Most Popular Guns

WAYNE VAN ZWOLL

“If there is Something even remately connected to the use of our most popular firearm that (Wayne van Zwoll] has omitted, | can't
think what it might be. There are perhaps half a dozen books that every serious shooter must have. This is one.”
—David E. Petzal, Field & Stream
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A Remington 504 accounted for these West Virginia bushytails.
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Topped with a Kahles scope, this Cooper in .17 qualifies as a
carriage-class sporting rifle.
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Browning handgun or Winchester , rabbit hunting on new snow is a
pleasure.
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Thompson/Center’s Contender accommodates both rimfire ani
centerfire barrels on one breech.
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Squirrel hunting with a .22 is the best practice you can get for whitetail hunting in the
big woods.
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The Chipmunk rifle was developed to enable very small shooters
to handle a .22.
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is a first rifle—properly dangerous but gentle, difficult
to master but tractable.
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The grin says it all.
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Midwestern cottontails proved no match for this hunter's .22.
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Decades after he shot in the sheep pens, the author found this lovely
Remington 121 at a gun show.
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