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  Introduction


  Whether it is the acrid smell of gunpowder, the thrill of shattering a clay pigeon from the sky, or the camaraderie of friends out on a hunt, the shooting sports are a tradition of Americana that hearken back to the days of the Wild West. While shotguns were once tools of survival, wingshooting and shotgunning have since become an integral part of life for many, marrying tradition, sport, and the romance of the great outdoors.


  Through many years of alpine-ski-race coaching, fly-fishing instruction, and wingshooting instruction, I have learned that although the technique behind sport is not rocket science, behind most sport there is a certain bit of science involved. That is to say that through practice, repetition, and proper technique, most people will improve their chances of finding success whether it’s casting a fly rod ninety feet, hitting a drive straight down the fairway, or connecting with a fast-moving quartering target with a shotgun. It’s all too often that I hear a fellow hunter mutter “I can’t hit the side of a barn today.” While there are many variables that can cause a shot to miss, shooters can improve their odds of hitting their target with a bit of knowledge and practice through focusing on the mechanics of shooting.


  I have noticed that there is a certain fatalistic attitude within the shooting sports, especially with beginner and sometimes experienced shooters. Statements such as “she’s a natural shot” and “I can’t hit a thing today” indicate that the shooter does not have a good sense of technique nor do they know when they are doing things right or wrong. My favorite clients are the ones who have been shooting shotguns for decades and have realized that their misses are not a matter of luck, but rather a breakdown in their style and technique, and they simply need a trained eye to help them correct their technique.


  In his previous editions of The Orvis Wingshooting Handbook, Bruce Bowlen astutely pointed out that shooting a shotgun is best approached as an eye-hand coordination sport, and I couldn’t agree more. Relying on eye-hand coordination is perhaps the most effective, yet sometimes most challenging, thing for a shooter to do. Because eye-hand coordination is something that we are born with and do instinctively, the system for wing-shooting can then be broken into a small handful of things a shooter needs to do in order to achieve accuracy. For the anglers out there, I like to equate casting a fly rod to wingshooting with my shooting clients; when casting a fly rod, there are only three or four things the angler must do to present a fly to a fish with proper accuracy and distance. In wingshooting there are only three or four things that we need to do correctly in order to hit a flying target. The caveat is that while in both sports we only need to do a few things correctly, at the same time there are many things that could go wrong that will result in a tangled mess of line for the angler or a missed target for the shotgunner.


  Wingshooting and the shotgun sports have been alive and well in the United Kingdom for ages. As a result, the attitude there is that wingshooting is a skill that can be learned. Until somewhat recently, the US sentiment has been that wingshooting is a mysterious art that is handed down through good genes and time in the field. I admit time in the field is a major component for successful wingshooting, however, instead of shooting skills being a genetic gift, there is technique and style behind wingshooting that makes it accessible for anyone willing to give it a try. Just as there are proper and improper ways to cast a fly rod, there are proper and improper ways to swing a shotgun. Given the tenet that wingshooting is an eye-hand coordination sport, anyone with a bit of knowledge and practice should be able to learn to hit a target flying through the air.


  The basic theory and style of shooting that I will outline is grounded in the Churchill technique, a theory of shooting that relies on instinctive movements that allow for a simple system of shotgunning. In the field where bird flushes are often wild and hectic, many times taking the shooter by surprise, a simple style of shooting is preferable over a style that relies on engineering a sight picture and developing an appropriate conscious lead on the target. In the field there just isn’t time to do all that. Over the years I have had the privilege to be mentored and work alongside Bruce Bowlen and John Skinner, both longtime shotgunning instructors and both masters of their craft. The foundation of their teachings from which I’ve developed my own style of teaching can be traced back to Robert Churchill. It’s a combination of Churchill, Bowlen, and Skinner, who have been my greatest influences as a shooter and an instructor. I have no claims on the style or theory behind what I consider a modified Churchill method. I have simply developed my own way of explaining the philosophy and techniques that have been in place for many years.


  American wingshooters are learning that shotgunning is a learned skill; the United Kingdom has provided wingshooting instruction for much longer than schools in the United States. Historically here in the States, shotguns were often handed from grandfather to father and from father to son. Oftentimes the gun was ill fitting and minimal instruction was provided. Current sentiment, however, has changed toward proper instruction from the get-go. More and more often I encounter students and clients who have been shooting for years and have come to understand that there are flaws in their technique, which leads to poor accuracy and missed targets. Furthermore I am encountering more mothers and fathers who bring their children for professional instruction so they can start them off on the right foot. Whatever the reason, seeking the advice of a shooting instructor is no different than visiting your local golf pro or taking a skiing lesson from a certified instructor. An extra set of eyes is often what it takes for the field gunner to make the next step in their shooting, whether it’s becoming more accurate or learning how to take their first shot.


  By no means am I the best shotgunner out there. I have been in the field and out shooting clays where friends and acquaintances have outshot me plenty of times. I can honestly say, however, that every year my success in the field has grown more and more. I believe that my shooting has improved for a couple of simple reasons: I have shot, hit, and missed enough birds and clays to understand the technique behind wingshooting. Through close to twenty years as an alpine-ski-racing coach, I have developed an eye to analyze body movements and learned to determine what works and what doesn’t. I have been fortunate to peer over the shoulders of thousands of shotgunners, from rank beginners to consummate experts, and have seen what results in a hit or missed target. This edition of The Orvis Wingshooting Handbook is not intended to be the magical cure-all for missed birds in the field. Rather it is intended to be the next step in an already well-thought-out line of books designed to aid the wingshooter in becoming a more accurate shooter.


  In the Orvis Wingshooting Schools, we start the morning with an introductory talk for our students. While we cover a lot of topics, I am always hopeful that the students leave our schools with the following: First, safety is paramount. Handling and operating a gun is a responsibility that all shooters need to take with the utmost consideration. We should always be mindful of handling a gun for the safety of ourselves and the people around us. Second, we hope that the time spent at our shooting grounds is educational and enjoyable. Shotgunning as a sport can be enjoyed at all ages, and whether someone wants to shoot the various targets found in a sporting clays course or harvest their own birds in the field, shotgunning should and can be a fun activity for everyone. I will borrow one of Bruce Bowlen’s philosophies, as I agree wholeheartedly with the sentiment “hit or miss, make it a good shot, and don’t worry about the result of pulling the trigger.” My interpretation of this statement is that the shooter should be most concerned with proper technique and mechanics—if the mechanics are correct, the result will most likely be a hit target. Conversely if the shooter is overconcerned with hitting the target, more often than not they miss because they are thinking about the wrong things. Fretting over hits and misses for most people is not very fun and leads to stress and discontent. However, learning and executing proper technique is often just as satisfying as hitting a target flying through the air. Thirdly, we hope to share our knowledge and passion behind the shooting sports. The style of shooting we teach is based on the Churchill method, but students bring their own sets of skill and knowledge, and it is the job of the instructor to get the best performance out of each student.
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  As a nation born from rifle shooters, we all grow up with the image of rifles indelibly inked into our minds. Movies on the big screen sport images of our heroes with a bandolier draped over one shoulder and a rifle across the chest. Video games are rife with exotic automatic weapons, and even first-person games such as Airsoft feature rifles. Where are the shotguns? They are usually relegated as door busters or as scatter guns used to ward off a masked home intruder in a suspenseful horror movie.


  The first gun fired by many is the venerable little air-charged BB gun. I owned one as a child as did most of my friends. Hours were spent plinking at empty soda cans from the deck; knock them over and run to set them up again. Hopefully you had someone to mentor you with your first gun—in my case it was my dad. He patiently taught me to never point my gun at something I didn’t want to shoot, he showed me how to disengage the safety, he stressed how important it is to remain steady and sight down the barrel; line up the front sight with the peep or buckhorn rear sight and align everything with the center of the can before squeezing the trigger. At least I recall that it went something like that, however, I never really became much of a rifle shooter beyond shooting .22s at summer camp a few years after receiving my BB
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