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“And place your hands below your husband’s foot: In token of which duty, if he please, My hand is ready; may it do him ease.”

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Katherina’s closing speech from The Taming of the Shrew
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FOREWORD

This book isn’t about me, but you need to know a little something about me to understand whether I am qualified to help my wonderful wife, Laurie, in her endeavor. I have loved and been a part of the outdoors since I was just about old enough to walk. In the American South, where I was raised, Tennessee to be exact, bird hunting was a way of life. If you had bird dogs, they were pointers or setters. If you went bird hunting, you were hunting bobwhite quail. If you went grouse hunting, you said you were going grouse hunting, but if you were bird hunting, you were quail hunting, and quail were pretty much everywhere.

Sixty years ago, sprawling subdivisions, pesticides, too many vermin, and too many hunters had not yet come on the scene. It was the 1950s, a time for prosperity, family, church, friendships, and bird hunting. And my dad loved bird hunting. He loved dove shooting, too. We called it dove shooting because you weren’t dove hunting, you were going to a place where you knew there were plenty of doves and you were going to be able to shoot a lot. If you were a very good shot, a box of twenty-five shells would get you your limit of twelve.

Bird hunters were a close-knit group. You went bird hunting with a friend, and your dogs and his dogs were in competition for which one had the best nose, best point, best retrieve, or the softest mouth when retrieving. A bird dog needed to do four things—point, back, retrieve, and load. Point the birds; stop and honor another dog who found the birds first; locate and retrieve downed birds; and jump in the back of the truck, usually into their own dog crates for travel to and from the fields. Bird hunting was classy stuff.

Dove shooting, on the other hand, was a social event. There might be ten or twelve hunters around a cut corn, wheat, milo, or sorghum field that was being frequented by large numbers of little rockets, called doves—mourning doves, to be exact. Doves fly in the morning and in the evening, and most Southern hunts back then were afternoon hunts. Usually we braved the hot afternoon sun, around one o’clock, to make sure we got a good spot on the field where we felt sure the doves would either approach toward or retreat from. If you were a good shot, and you limited out (got your limit) rather quickly because you found a good spot, you went on back to the truck, and someone who had a worse spot in the field took your place.

Bragging rights were applied around the trucks when it was acknowledged that Old Tom, or George, or Bill, or whomever, had gotten his limit in fifteen minutes, or twenty, with fifteen shots, or seventeen, or less than a box of shells, and Old Tom, George, or Bill, usually quite humbly, mumbled, “It was nothing,” or “I was just lucky.” Eventually the social aspect of dove shooting evolved to a massive dove cleaning effort after the hunt, and the cleaned and washed birds were put on the grill, wrapped in bacon, or dipped in some sort of secret sauce, and then barbecued. All the participants shared stories, renewed friendships, laughed, ate doves prepared a variety of ways, and maybe drank a beer, but usually sweet tea, the essence of the South.

That love of shotguns, bird dogs, and dove shooting would be the basis for the following sixty years of my current seventy-year life. I had three world-class bird dogs whom I loved like children, and when they died, as bird dogs do, part of me died too. I buried the last one, blind and deaf but who could still find me by smell and love me in her heart, and that’s when I said, “No more.” The toll on me was too great, and the love too deep.

I have hunted quail all over the United States, and even in Mexico. I have shot doves in almost every state that offers a season on them, and that great love of dove shooting has taken me to Mexico, Colombia, Argentina, Bolivia, and Uruguay.

I moved to Maryland at age twenty-one and within a year had taken up goose hunting on Maryland’s famed Eastern Shore. I loved Easton, Chestertown, and Centreville, and leased a farm for twelve years with a mile-and-a-quarter of waterfront on the Chester River. I got my professional guide’s license and took people hunting for money. For quite a few years, I lived the waterfowl life most people can only dream about today and participated in hunts that would put the outdoor television shows of today to shame.

Waterfowl hunting took me to Canada, naturally, and then Mexico, and I have shot wild ducks and geese in Kansas, Arkansas, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, South Carolina, Florida, Texas, and other states I don’t even remember, plus Argentina, and driven ducks in Hungary, England, and France.

Quail hunting became more of a preserve sport after changes in farming practices and urban sprawl ruined most of the native quail coverts that were once so prevalent. Preserve hunting also allowed people to pheasant hunt over pointing dogs, and a lot of us liked it. I have hunted wild pheasants in just about every state that offers them and preserve pheasants in a lot more. I have shot driven pheasants in England, Scotland, Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and France. I have checked a lot of boxes on my bucket list, including driven partridges in Spain, but there are still a few places I want to visit, shotgun in hand.

When I was young, my vision was terrible, and all I can say about that is thank God for glasses and contact lenses. I loved shooting and was a fair shot even as a young person, but my real skill in shooting grew out of the dove fields of Argentina.

Ah, Argentina, where the doves are considered pests: there are millions of them, and there is no limit. Shooting fifteen hundred shells a day, three days in a row, every three months for a couple of years, can make anyone an accomplished shot. With that kind of practice on doves or pigeons, you can keep your eye pretty well, even when age slows your reflexes and wears on your body.

At age sixty-five, I met the author of the book you are about to read. She was a published author, and we were brought together by an old mutual friend, Dez Young, who had a terrific run in outdoor television with his wingshooting shows, Hunting with Hank and Dash in the Uplands. Together our efforts produced a twenty-minute film based on a short story by Corey Ford, best known for his “Minutes of the Lower Forty” column in Field & Stream in the 1950s and 1960s. Written in 1965, “The Road to Tinkhamtown” is considered by many, me included, to be one of the greatest outdoor stories ever written. It is about a man’s journey toward death and how his beloved hunting past becomes more and more his reality of the afterlife. You will want a Kleenex or two by you if you read it or watch our film (www.youtube.com/watch?v=G_PN6ZL0fMA).

While working together with Laurie, I realized that I had met one of the smartest, most interesting, most capable women I had ever known. She was the only woman who had hunted in places I had not—Scotland, at the time, and Patagonia. And, of course, I had lots of hunting stories from places she had never been. My view was, and still is today, that Laurie was wasting away in rural New Hampshire, while her calling and abilities as a writer, hostess, speaker, and entrepreneur were dying. And she was dying too, beaten down by northern New England’s never-ending winters. At the first opportunity, I took her to Pinehurst, North Carolina, my home of eight years at the time. Pinehurst is an incredible piece of New England dropped south of the Mason-Dixon Line in the middle of North Carolina. I loved it, and she fell in love with it, too.

We had planned to marry the following summer, but the requirement for some additional heart stents for me moved the timetable up dramatically, and on February 6, 2013, before the preacher, Laurie’s maid of honor, my best man, and the Living God, we were married. The rest, as they say, sort of, is an unfinished history of which I hope there many more chapters.

Laurie and I often discuss how, when you really, genuinely, care about someone, you are no longer just yourself but are as much a part of the other as that person is a part of you. Being a couple still implies two. Being husband and wife has the same effect. Being an item implies a oneness, but I find no life in the word. I do know, and Laurie would agree, that we are better together than we are apart. I respect her knowledge base, her thought process, her passion for the things she loves, her understanding. I love her very much, but I respect her more. We approach things from different perspectives, but in the end, our joint perspective is better than anything we could have designed or developed on our own. If this type of sharing, caring, and joint approach were more prevalent, I believe the divorce rate around the world would be much smaller. In a sea of six billion people, one is incredibly blessed to be able to find someone with whom to share your life.

Somehow, this was supposed to segue into women shooting, and I suppose it does because I actually have a shooting partner who is also my wife. Laurie wrote this book to take away the mysteries of shooting a shotgun, and to show any woman interested in learning that shotguns can truly broaden your horizon. It did so for me, and I am sure I would have enjoyed it twice as much before I met her, if I had had the lovely Laurie to go on shotgun adventures with me.

Besides being an entrepreneur, I had a long and successful career in the defense business and, for a decade before, and a decade after those twenty years, I had a wonderful career as a teacher of hormonal, thirteen-year-old middle schoolers. You’ve got to love children to be a teacher. Twenty years of teaching, I believe, qualifies me to talk about teaching shotgun shooting, because the key word is teaching.

But let’s talk about you now. Either a) you’re thinking about getting into shooting, and/or b) you’re growing in the shooting sports.

Being the best shotgun shooter in the world does not necessarily qualify someone to teach someone else how to shoot correctly or well. If you are new to the sport and want to learn, please, please, please don’t just go to the local club and ask the most recent club champion if he can help you get into the shotgun sports. Unless a person has spent a lot of hours understanding the mechanics of shooting a shotgun—focus, fit (length of pull, drop at comb, drop at heel, cast, cant), safety, eye dominance, eye protection, vision enhancement, ear protection, hands, feet, recoil, velocity, practice and where/what it really means, confidence, and a myriad of other things—all the novice is going to get is how Club Champion Bob shoots targets. This is worthless to the beginner at best and usually detrimental to the overall success of the novice at worst. A good teacher starts with a few basics and really helps the beginner become comfortable with those. Once the base is in place, then the building blocks of success and growth start to be cemented into place.

One of the greatest misconceptions in this country has always been that, if I am an American man, I know how to shoot a gun. No one takes up golf with any desire to become at least proficient without talking to a certified golf pro, learning about the game, trying different clubs, having their swing analyzed and, usually, getting a lesson. In golf, you hit a stationary target with speed and accuracy in order to get it to go to a particular place a distance in advance of where you are. In shooting, you send an oblong mass of lead pellets at 1,100- to 1,350-feet-per-second toward a moving object traveling thirty to fifty miles an hour in an arc that will cover less than one hundred yards and is traveling toward, away from, or across you at some angle and distance, and you are expected to deliver the shot at just the right time so that it intersects the flying object. If you learn the basics on both sports, you can have a lifetime of enjoyment. Mess up the start and the chances of your enjoying your new sport, and looking forward to repeated outings doing it, diminish greatly.

There are many qualified shooting instructors and coaches in this wonderful country of ours, as well as in the United Kingdom, who offer shooting lessons at local clubs for any level of shooter. Shotgun shooting needs to be a pleasant sport. Early in my shooting life I read that clay shooting was an incredibly stress-relieving sport. Seeing a target at which you are shooting turn into a cloud of tiny pieces of fragmented clay, called “smoking the target,” literally makes you feel good about yourself, makes you happy, makes you powerful, gives you the feeling of control. Of course, you must hit the target to get those feelings, so success is an important part of the learning process.

If you go back a couple of paragraphs, you will see I mentioned the club champion as a ‘he.’ Shotgun shooting has been a male-dominated sport since its inception. There was only one Annie Oakley, and she was so unique as to be truly legendary, not only in her time, but for all time. This idea of men being the shotgun shooters, especially in a sporting, competitive, or hunting capacity, probably goes all the way back to the hunter-gatherer mentality of old. Men were expected to be the bread winners, the defenders, the fighters, and therefore, the weapons experts. A lot of perceptions have changed, but men and women still compete from different tee boxes in golf, and tournaments are geared for one or the other of the sexes.

In the shooting sports, men and women stand in the same shooting stands, at the same positions, shoot at the same targets, and are scored according to ability. Prizes are awarded for High Over All, High Gun, and Class Champions in both men’s and women’s divisions. Seeing a woman’s name in the upper echelon of a shooting tournament does not bring raised eyebrows or strange stares. It brings acknowledgement that this person, who happens to be a woman, is a very good shooter. End of story.

I have been fortunate to work with several women’s groups to help novices with basic groundwork in the shotgun sports and also to help intermediate shooters work on aspects of their game to bring a more consistent performance to their shooting. One of the great things I have enjoyed about teaching women to shoot shotguns is their eagerness to learn. They want knowledge; they want experience; and they want to succeed. Many young men who want to learn to shoot only want you to show them how to load the gun, tell them where the target is coming from, and get out of their way so they can show you how good they are. This belief that “I can shoot because I live in the USA and I am a man” is deeply imbedded in the male psyche. How do I know? Because I am one. It was only when I began to read about the requirements for getting a hunting license in the United Kingdom or the (then) Eastern Bloc countries did I realize that owning guns, shooting guns, going hunting, shooting clays, and being afield are all privileges in this country. Our right to freedom allows these things, and these privileges are something not to be taken lightly.

Most of us learned to shoot to be better game-shots. Today, the shotgun sports appeal to those who want to shoot recreationally as well as competitively. I myself shoot sporting clays with a group of us older gentlemen, and occasionally one or two women, on Saturdays at various ranges to simply enjoy our sport. We don’t keep score, we share the bill, and we shoot as few or as many targets as we choose. It is simply a fun day at the range. And that’s really what shotgun shooting should be all about.

Laurie and I share about one hundred years of outdoor experience between us. What I don’t know about the shooting sports, she does, and vice versa. I genuinely hope the wonderful content in these pages moves you toward a better understanding of the shotgun sports and allows you to enter and enjoy a whole new world in the great outdoors.

—JOHN WILES
 Pinehurst, North Carolina


INTRODUCTION
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Victorian Shooting Party.

THE WOMAN WHO SHOOTS

Adapted from Anthony Trollope by the Author

Among those who shoot there are two classes of shotgunners who always like it, and these people are shooting sportsmen and shooting sportswomen. That it should be so is natural enough. In the life and habits of men and women there is much that is antagonistic to shooting, and they who suppress this antagonism do so because they are Nimrods at heart. But shooting under difficulties—shooting sportsmen and shooting sportswomen—leaves a strong impression on the casual observer of the sport; for such as one it seems that the hardest shooting is forthcoming exactly where no hard sport should be expected. On the present occasion I will, if you please, confine myself to the lady who shoots, and will begin with an assertion, which will not be contradicted, that the number of such ladies is very much on the increase.

Women who shoot, as a rule, shoot better than men. They, the women, have always been instructed, whereas men have usually come to the sport without any instruction. They go out to the shooting fields when they are all boys, and put themselves upon their fathers’ guidance as they become hobbledehoys: and thus they obtain the knowledge of handling a shotgun, even when the shotgun kicks and shies; and, so progressing they achieve an amount of sportsmanship which answers the purposes of life. But they do not acquire the art of shooting with exactness, as women do, and rarely have such exactitude as a woman has with a shotgun. The consequences of this is that women miss less often than men, and the field is not often thrown into the horror which would arise were a lady known to tumble in a duck marsh or caught up in a gorse thicket walk-up grouse shooting.

I own that I like to see three or four ladies out in a field, and I like to the better if I am happy enough to count one or more of them among my own acquaintances. Their presence tends to take off from shooting the character of “shootingness”—of both fast shots and slow shots—which has become, not unnaturally, attached to it, and to bring it within the category of gentle sports. There used to prevail an idea that the sportsman was of necessity loud and rough, given to strong drinks, ill adapted for the poetries of life, and perhaps a little prone to make money out of his softer friend. It may now be said that this idea is going out of vogue, and that sportsmen are supposed to have that same feeling with regard to their guns and gun dogs— the same and no more—which ladies have for fashion, or soldiers for swords. Gun dogs are valued simply for the services they can render and are only valued highly when they are known to be good servants. That a man may hunt without drinking or swearing and may possess a dog or two without any propensity to sell it or them for double their value, is now beginning to be understood. The oftener that women are to be seen “out,” the more will such be improved feelings prevail as to shooting, and the pleasanter will be the field to men who may nevertheless be good sportsmen.

There are two classes of women who shoot, or, rather, among many possible classifications, there are two to which I will now call attention. There is the lady who shoots and demands assistance; and there is the lady who shoots and demands none. Each always—I may say always—receives all the assistance that she may require; but the difference between the two, to the men who shoot with them, is very great. It will, of course, be understood that, as to both these samples of female Nimrods, I speak of ladies who really shoot— not of those who grace the coverts and shooting fields with, and disappear under the auspices of, their papas or their loaders when the work begins.
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The lady who shoots and demands assistance in truth becomes a nuisance before the shoot is over, let her beauty be ever so transcendent, her sportsmanship ever so perfect, and her battery of general feminine artillery ever so powerful. She is like the woman who is always wanting your place in a railway carriage—and demanding it, too, without the slightest idea of paying you for it with thanks; whose study it is to treat you as though she ignored your existence while she is appropriating your services. The shooting lady who demands assistance is very particular about her shots, requiring that aid shall be given to her with instant speed, but that the man who gives it to her shall never allow himself to be hurried as he renders it. And she soon becomes reproachful—oh, so soon! It is marvelous the manner in which a shooting sportswoman will become exacting, troublesome, and at last, imperious—deceived and spoilt by the attention which she receives. She teaches herself to think at last that a man is a brute who does not shoot as though he were shooting as her servant, and that it becomes her to assume indignation if every motion around her is not made with some reference to her safety, to her comfort, to her success. I have seen women look as Furies look, and heard them speak as Furies are supposed to speak, because men before them could not get out of their way at a moment’s notice, or because some Labrador would still assert himself while he was flushing pheasants, and not sink into submission with dog-like obedience when he ranged too far for her liking.

I have now before my eyes one who was pretty, brave, and a good shooting sportswoman; but how men did hate her! When you were in a line with her there was no shaking her off. Indeed, you were like enough to be shaken off yourself, and to be rid of her after that manner. But while you were with her you never escaped her at a single shot, and always felt that you were held to trespassing against her in some manner. I shall never forget her voice—“Pray, take care of that shot!” And yet it was a pretty voice, and elsewhere she was not given to domineering more than is common to pretty women in general; but she had been taught badly from the beginning, and she was a pest. It was the same at every gap. “Might I ask you not to come too near me?” And yet it was impossible to escape her. Men could not shoot wide of her, for she would not shoot wide of them. She had always some male escort with her, who did not shoot as she shot, and consequently, as she chose to have the advantage of an escort—of various escorts—she was always in the company of some who did not feel as much joy in the presence of a pretty young woman as men should do under all circumstance. “Might I ask you not to come too near me?” If she could only have heard the remarks to which this constant little request of hers gave rise. She is now the mother of children, and her hunting days are gone, and probably she never makes that little request. Doubtless that look, made up partly of offence and partly of female dignity, no longer clouds her brow. But I fancy that they who knew her of old in the driven bird field never approach her now without fancying that they hear those reproachful words and see that powerful look of injured feminine weakness.

But there is a shooting lady who shoots hard and never asks for assistance. Perhaps I may be allowed to explain to embryo Dianas—to the growing huntresses of the present age, that she who shoots and makes no demands receives attention as close as is ever given to her more imperious sister. And how welcome it is! What a grace she lends to the day’s sport! How pleasant it is to see her in her pride of pace, achieving her mastery over the difficulties in her way by her own wit—as all men, and all women also, must really do who intend to shoot; and doing it all without any sign that the difficulties are too great for her!

[image: image]

The lady who shoots like this is in truth seldom in the way. I have heard men declare that they would never wish to see a woman on the shooting-field because women are troublesome, and because they must be treated with attention let the press of the moment be ever so instant. From this I dissent altogether. The small amount of courtesy that is needed is more than atoned for by the grace of her presence, and in fact produces no more impediment in the shooting-field than in other scenes of life.

But in the shooting-field, as in other scenes, let assistance never be demanded by a woman. If the lady finds that she cannot keep a place in the first flight without such demands on the patience of those around her, let her acknowledge to herself that the attempt is not in her line, and that it should be abandoned. If it be the ambition of a shooting lady to shoot straight—and women have very much of this ambition—let her use her eyes but never her voice; and let her ever have a smile for those who help her in her little difficulties. Let her never ask any one “to pick up those spent cartridges,” or look as though she expected the profane crowd to keep aloof from her. So shall she win the hearts of those around her, and go safely through moor and marsh, over ditch and dyke, and meet with a score of knights around her who will be willing and able to give her eager aid should the chance of any moment require it.

There are two accusations which the demurer portion of the world is apt to advance against shooting ladies—or, as I should better say, against shooting as an amusement for ladies. It leads to flirting, they say— to flirting of a sort which mothers would not approve; and it leads to fast habits. The first of these accusations is, I think, simply made in ignorance. As girls are brought up among us now-a-days, they may all flirt, if they have a mind to do so; and opportunities for flirting are much better and much more commodious in the ballroom, in the drawing-room, or in the park, than they are on the shooting field. Nor is the work in hand of a nature to create flirting tendencies—as, it must be admitted, is the nature of the work in hand when the floors are waxed, and the fiddles are going. And this error has sprung from, to form part of, another, which is wonderfully common among non-hunting folk. It is widely thought by many, who do not, as a rule, put themselves in opposition to the amusements of the world, that shooting in itself is a wicked thing; that shooting sportsmen are fast, given to unclean living, and bad ways of life; that they usually go to bed drunk, and that they go about the world roaring hunting cries, and disturbing the peace of the innocent generally. With such men, who could wish that wife, sister, or daughter should associate? But I venture to say that this opinion, which I believe to be common, is erroneous and that men who hunt are not more iniquitous than men who go out fishing, or play dominoes, or dig in their gardens. Maxima debetur pureris reverentia, and still more to damsels; but if boys and girls will never go where they will hear more to injure them than they will usually do amidst the ordinary conversation of a shooting field, the maxima reverentia will have been attained.

As to that other charge, let it be at once admitted that the young lady who has become a shooting sportswoman has made a fearful almost a fatal mistake. And so also has the young man who falls into the same error. I hardly know to which such phase of character may be most injurious. It is a pernicious vice, that of succumbing—and making yourself, as it were—her servant. I will not deny that I have known a lady to fall into this vice; but so also have I known ladies to marry their music-masters and to fall in love with their footmen. But not on that account are we to have no music masters and no footmen.

Let the shooting sportswoman, however, avoid any touch of this blemish, remember that no shooting sportsman ever likes a shooting sportswoman to know as much about the sport as he thinks he knows himself.

—Adapted by the Author from “The Lady Who Rides to Hounds,” from Hunting Sketches by Anthony Trollope. Published in 1865 by Chapman and Hall, London


Part I

LET’S GET STARTED
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Ladies, we’re not built like men. We don’t think like men. We don’t respond to, move through, or process life like men. And we don’t shoot like men. But the shooting sports make us equal.

The objective of wing and clay shooting is to effectively intercept a flying target with pellets that, at the pull of a trigger, have been discharged from a cartridge fired through the barrel of a shotgun. The mechanics and components of a shotgun, shotshell loads, and targets, inanimate or live, favor no one, man or woman. However, there are some subtle, and not so subtle, differences between the sexes.

First is gun fit. To shoot accurately, your shotgun must fit you properly. Your father’s shotgun won’t fit you and likely as not, neither will a gun off the rack at a sporting goods store. That’s because certain allowances must be made for our feminine physique. Let’s compare a woman of average build to an average man. A woman’s cheekbones are generally higher, the neck proportionately longer, shoulders are narrower, arms are shorter—and then there is the most significant measurement of all, our breasts. We, the gentler sex, tend to bruise more easily than men. So, that black-and-blue shoulder you got from shooting a gun that didn’t fit you properly means you won’t be wearing that little black strapless dress right away.

Then there’s sight. A woman is twice as likely to encounter eye dominance problems than a man. This means that one eye dominates the other when you are fixated on a target. It’s almost impossible to get off a sure shot when your mind is trying to figure out how you see the target in relationship to where you are pointing the gun. The professional instructors who have contributed to this book each address this important subject. Unless you identify and deal with your eye dominance problem, you can never be sure of whether you are shooting above, below, in front of, or behind the target.
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Anyone who takes up the shotgun sports must devote the time and practice to acquire the necessary skills and knowledge. Correct shooting technique is essential to becoming an accurate and consistent shot. There is no such thing as being a “natural” when it comes to shooting. Fact is, it’s not unusual to see a woman pick up a gun for the first time and hit a clay target. The reason is, she is not thinking about what she is doing because she doesn’t really know what she’s doing, so her inherent senses take over. Invariably, the more she shoots, the more she misses. That’s because our beginner no longer is innocently using her senses to look at the target—now she’s looking at the gun, shifting her focus away from the target, and thinking about what she ought to be doing. Over-thinking a target is the foil of many a seasoned shooter. Therefore, as a beginner, it is absolutely necessary that you start out properly—and the only way to do that is by taking lessons from a professional shooting instructor. Even seasoned shooters rely on regular instruction to keep their technique honed. Chapter 3, “Shotgun Technique,” is devoted to this subject with the invaluable assistance of professional gun fitter and trapshooting instructor Jack Bart of Maryland; professional shooting instructors and founders of the O.S.P. Shooting School in Houston, the husband and wife team of Gil and Vicki Ash; and five-time World Skeet Champion and international shooting instructor John Shima, based out of San Antonio. Their expert advice raises this book to a level never before achieved by any book devoted to the shooting sportswoman and will guide you on your journey to enjoyment, confidence, and excellence in the field and on the course.

Before you even pick up a shotgun, you must know the rules of shotgun safety. This is not an option, and you must drill the important basics—such as never point the muzzle of a gun at anyone—until these rules becomes second nature to you. For this reason, chapter 1 of this Shooter’s Bible opens with “Shotgun Safety and Responsibility,” and is one of the most comprehensive reviews of the subject in any book today.

There are practical aspects to the shotgun sports, as well. Unlike many men, it is likely a woman who is new to the gun hasn’t enjoyed the advantage of being taught from a young age by her father, not to mention her mother. The beginner shooting sportswoman enters the sport a clean slate, eager to learn, like clay in the hands of the sculptor who is her shooting instructor. You want to be a proficient shot, but as you advance, you will discover so much more. You will grow in self-esteem, improve your hand-eye coordination and overall agility, meet new and interesting people with whom you share a common interest, and most importantly, you’ll spend time in the great outdoors. A bruised shoulder, or bruised ego when you miss an “easy” target, is a small price to pay for a sport you can invest in your whole life long and consistently reap satisfying returns.

There are precious few stories of women who were given their first shotgun or rifle by their father and learned to hunt at his side, as I wrote thirty years ago in Shooting Sports for Women. No woman I know tells of sitting on her dad’s knee in front of a blazing fire on a wintery night, seeing, through his eyes, woodcock spiral sky-bound on wind-snapping October days, or deer a-skitter in naked November woods come first snowfall. Such has been the domain of men. This has been the legacy an outdoorsman passes on to his son; the very ritual that he, in turn, received from his father before him. Women, in turn, have had their own special legacies, left to them by their mothers and grandmothers.

However, by becoming a competent and confident shooting sportswoman, you can bestow upon your daughter a mantle of memories that will adorn her the rest of her life, and a legacy to pass down to her own children. So many new possibilities await you that can enrich your and your family’s lives in such wonderful ways!
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Captain Charles Askins opened his book, Wing and Trap Shooting (The Macmillan Company, 1926) with this interesting anecdote:

In wingshooting, an object in motion must be struck by my missiles from an arm also in motion. The whole science of wing-shooting consists in delivering a charge of shot, not directly at the flying target, but to a point where the bird will be when the charge reaches it. A woman novelist states the matter very naively when telling her sister sportswomen how to shoot English sparrows with a .22-cal. rifle. According to the authoress, she early discovered that when attempting to hit the little birds while they were sitting, she missed because of their springing away with the flash of the gun, but when she jumped them and shot where they would be when the bullet got there, she killed them every time. Wing-shooting is as simple as that, merely shoot exactly where the bird will be when the shot gets there and success is certain, even with a rifle.

Many of us have had more trouble to do this with a shotgun, however, than this feminine writer of fiction seems to have found with a rifle. If the birds invariably flew in the same direction with a motion as even as the flight of an arrow, at one unvarying rate of speed, and the gunner knew how to gauge the speed and angle to the fraction of an inch, possessing at the same time the mechanical regularity of a machine in every movement made, I see no reason why he should not be as successful as the lady.

Not long ago, while rummaging through some old papers, I came upon an ancient fax. It was from my longtime friend, Silvio Calabi, and was dated June 14, 1995. In those days, Silvio was editor of Shooting Sportsman, a magazine devoted to shotgun enthusiasts, and I was editor of the “Game & Gun Gazette” section. It seems he received an interesting phone call from a reader concerning me and thought I should know about it.

“Good day,” Silvio wrote in his fax. “I have to pass along a conversation I had late Monday on the phone. As verbatim as memory allows:

Caller: “Let me ask you something. Is ‘Laurie Morrow’ a real person?”

Silvio: “A real. . . ? Well, yeah. Of course. We don’t make stuff up like that.”

Caller: “Really? I gotta tell you, that’s some of the very best gun writing I’ve ever read. I have some detailed knowledge on certain things Laurie’s written about and I can tell you it’s right on.”

Silvio: “Well, she’ll be pleased to hear that. . .”

Caller: “She? You mean Laurie Morrow’s a woman?!”

Silvio: “Uh, yeah, boy is she ever a woman. I mean . . . she’s a recognized Winchester collector, she’s married to a gunsmith, and they have two gun-happy kids and they all live on Corey Ford’s Lower Forty. . .”

Caller: “Wow!

Silvio ended, “And so on. Nauseated though you are by such droolings, I just had to let you know.”

My friend and former editor took a giant leap of faith when he put me on the masthead of a magazine with a 99 percent male readership. A woman who shot was still something of a novelty; a woman who wrote about it was a rare bird indeed. What pleased me was not the reader’s surprise that I, a woman, wrote about guns, but that I wrote about guns with authority.

How I Got Started

I took up the gun when I was eighteen, hunting ruffed grouse in rural northern New England, my home of forty years, and I pulled a trigger on my first bird, a red grouse, on a let leased by friends in Scotland. Sporting clays was a decade away from being introduced in America and no trap or skeet clubs existed in my remote neck of the woods. But we had a rusty, hand-pull clay target trap in the front field, used well but cautiously, because if you didn’t properly latch the spring, it whipped back and bruised your hand something fierce.

I had no women friends who hunted, and yet I never set out alone. My hunting companions were of the canine variety. I always had gun dogs—over the years, three wonderful English Labrador retrievers, two black and a yellow; three springer spaniels; a beagle; a granddaughter of Tober, the last of the late, great writer Corey Ford’s famous family of English setters; a mahogany Irish setter from a hunting line; a liver and white Llewellin setter; and, incredibly, a beautiful black “British” setter, as I called her, from the unanticipated mating of the Llewellin and the Irish; and an enthusiastic little short-legged dog who ran so fast he flushed more ground birds than any of the others—a Cavalier King Charles spaniel I adopted from my dear friend, Hollywood legend, Mickey Rooney. It was not until the early 1990s that my sons were old enough to hunt with me; as they entered their teens, and I was traveling the world writing about hunting, shooting, and fishing, I took them with me.

About that time, organized shooting for women began to open up. The first and original venture was the Women’s Shooting Sports Foundation, founded by the finest shooting sportswoman I have ever known, Sue King of Houston, Texas, in association with the National Shooting Sports Foundation. This was followed several years later, in conjunction with the National Rifle Association, by Women on Target, also started by Sue, and I was pleased to be involved with both in the early days. Since then, numerous national, state, and local women’s shooting organizations and clubs have formed in all shooting disciplines—rifle, shotgun, and handgun.

I have never been crossed, undermined, demeaned, or criticized in the field or on the clays course by any man; on the contrary, I’ve been welcomed and treated with respect. Generally speaking, such unanimity between men and women is the exception rather than the rule but, in my experience, if a fellow is a good sportsman, he’s a gentleman, and that calls for a woman to behave like a lady. Perhaps I’m “old school,” but as I said, the shooting sports make us equal.

Now, a good shot surely deserves praise. However, too often I have witnessed women whooping and hollering, jumping in the air to give a high five to their girlfriends, disrupting nearby shooters, and quite frankly, adversely affecting their own group’s concentration. Frivolous behavior is reckless behavior when holding a gun, whether it’s loaded or not, and that is unacceptable under any circumstances.

A woman who dresses inappropriately and comes to the field without hearing and eye protection deserves suspicion, even reproach. Wearing flip-flops, cut-off shorts, and a tight tee-shirt gives a poor impression and questions whether she knows anything about shooting at all.

Then there’s the matter of competition. Competition is healthy—providing you are competing against yourself. In other words, you want to be the best you can be, and the measure of that is not how well you shoot against others but how well you are shooting against your own standard. Competing to be high gun, or the first to get a limit on birds, is not the goal to which any shooter should aspire. A shoot or hunt can be ruined by just one person who pushes in, admonishes a fellow shooter, or throws a tantrum for any reason whatsoever. Once you are branded as being a bad sport, it sticks to you like glue. Shooting is not about numbers. It’s about the experience, the day, enjoying the camaraderie of others, and perhaps most important of all, the sense of personal enrichment and enjoyment the sport affords for the taking.

Therefore, gain knowledge. Practice to shoot consistently. Shoot conscientiously. Develop and hone your skills. Focus and be composed. Wear good manners as you would a custom-tailored outfit. Show respect for others, on and off the field, and you will earn their respect and, just as importantly, gain self-respect for yourself. Remember: the greatest compliment a shooting sportswoman or man can be paid is not, “You’re a good shot,” but rather, “You’re a good sport.” And that, my friend, is what matters most of all.


1. Shotgun Safety and Responsibility

This is the first Shooter’s Bible in a long and illustrious line stretching back over eighty years to be written by a woman, for women. I, the author, do not take this privilege—or responsibility—lightly. I am beholden to my editor and longtime friend, Jay Cassell, for giving me this opportunity. For decades, his contribution to outdoor books and magazines is unequalled in the realm of outdoor literature. Had it not been for his modesty, his utter inability to self-promote, and his selfless generosity in spotlighting lesser writers over himself, then the rich accolades he so rightly deserves would be far more widely known.

Therefore, while this is, for all intents and purposes, a woman’s book (I hope men will find it fulfilling, as well), there is no difference between the sexes when it comes to the finger that pulls the trigger. Each and every one of us must abide by the rules—and nowhere have these been stated more clearly, in my opinion, than on page 2 of the 81st edition of the Shooter’s Bible, published in 1953 by Stoeger Arms Corporation.

The rules of gun safety are absolute. There’s no wiggle room for interpretation. No one who handles a gun is exempt from knowing them; all must abide. Editor John Olson’s advice is as appropriate today as seventy years ago, when he wrote:

From the desk of the editor. . .

I fear that in the shooting fraternity there are some who consider the problem of anti-firearms legislation a closed issue. It’s true that we’ve won some early victories, but our antagonists, upon discovering the nature of the opposition, have simply resolved to re-double their efforts and re-map their strategy. Make no mistake—they haven’t given up the fight; complacency on our part now will assuredly guarantee their eventual success.

In the coming months be more watchful than ever. Send those letters and wires to your legislators as soon as you learn of proposed legislation that is designed to restrict your ability to purchase, own, or use sporting firearms.

To prevent unfavorable publicity and to improve the image of the sportsman, the Shooter’s Bible staff has proposed the following code for hunters and shooters:


	Diligently practice the “10 Commandments” of Shooting Safety. (Teach these to your children and your shooting friends.)

	Be particularly careful in your dealings with landowners. Be sure to ask permission before attempting to hunt on someone else’s land. Be polite and courteous even when refused permission. Be especially careful to avoid damaging fences or equipment. Thank the landowner when you leave.

	Do not display harvested game for the world to see! The sight of a bagged trophy may thrill you, but it frequently antagonizes non-hunters. Store game away, out of sight, especially when traveling public roads.

	Be careful of your personal appearance! While it is often pleasantly relaxing to escape the daily razor while in the backwoods, a bearded, rough-clothed hunter is a decidedly unpleasant sight in public places. Don’t look like a blood-thirsty game hog—strive to present the appearance of a gentleman sportsman. A neat, pleasing appearance will accomplish more than a thousand words. Urge your clubs to adopt a code of dress. [Author’s note: The same applies to the lady sportswoman, with the exception of the beard and razor!]

	Always carry your guns cased when not actually engaged in hunting or shooting. Do not make a public display of your firearms.



Before you pull a trigger, commit the unbreakable rules and regulations of gun safety to memory—and never forget them. Here are the “Ten Commandments of Gun Safety”—plus two, which I have added.

Twelve Rules of Shotgun Safety

Rule 1: Always keep the muzzle pointed in a safe direction.
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“Last known picture of Grandpa.”


	Never point the muzzle of a shotgun at a person, even if you are sure the gun is unloaded and the safety is on.

	Only when you are ready to shoot should you prepare to shoulder your gun and point the muzzle at the target.

	Always be aware of where other people and gundogs are in proximity to you.

	Never assume that a person or gundog is out of range when you prepare to pull the trigger. A discharged cartridge travels a much greater distance than you may imagine.
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Clearly these women have no idea where the barrels of their guns are pointing. If both guns were loaded, and both were accidentally fired simultaneously—which you cannot rule out, since the woman on the left (and probably the other) has her finger on the trigger—then one would have her kneecap blown off and the other would likely never bear children.


	Never, ever look down the barrel of your shotgun at the muzzle unless you are absolutely certain it is fully unloaded, that there is no cartridge in the chamber, and the action is open.

	Always control the muzzle of your firearm. Know where your gun is pointing at all times.



Always be aware where you are pointing the barrels at all times, especially when you are loading or unloading a shotgun. You will sometimes rush and get excited as you are ready to take a shot and can easily get caught up in hitting the target.

Practice this exercise

First, be certain your gun is completely unloaded. If you have a double gun, you can perform this exercise with brass snap caps. Never use field blanks in any shotgun unless it is for the purpose of gundog training and field trials, and even then, be knowledgeable. Do not have any live cartridges near you when do this exercise.


	Hold your gun in a safe carry position.

	Walk up to an imaginary position as you sight your target. Imagine you have a shooting partner on your left side and one on your right, a gundog is flushing a bird ahead, and you’re not sure if there is someone ahead.

	Stop, bring your gun down, see where the barrels are pointing, and assume the ready position.

	Break open the gun with the muzzle perpendicular to your body and pointing downward. Pretend you are loading the gun.

	Close your gun, aware where the muzzle is pointing. Assume the ready position, “look” at the target, and raise the gun in proper shooting technique. As you cheek the gun, pretend to pull the trigger.

	Bring the gun down after you pretend-fire, keeping your eye on the muzzle and determine where to point it safely.

	Open the gun, “unload” it, and assume the safe carry position.



[image: image]

Mrs. Gary Cooper, called “Rocky,” was an expert skeet shooter. She is correctly carrying her Browning A5 with a Cutts compensator in one of the “safe positions.” However, her husband, three-time Academy Award– winning actor Gary Cooper (High Noon, Sergeant York), is not. He could have blown off his hands had his Winchester Model 12 misfired.
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Here the Coopers are correctly carrying their guns.

Practice this exercise repeatedly until you feel your subconscious memory take over and the routine becomes instinctive. Always be conscious of where the muzzle of your gun is pointing at all times. Shooting situations always change, even on a trap or skeet field.

Cautions

Never dry-fire a double gun unless there is a snap cap in the barrel. A snap cap is a hollow brass “dummy” that is shaped like a cartridge. You can dry-fire a double gun (that is, safely pull the trigger when no live load is in the chamber) because a snap cap prevents the firing pins from otherwise breaking.


	No injury can occur in the event of an accidental discharge as long as the muzzle is pointing in a safe direction. A safe direction is a direction in which a cartridge cannot possibly strike anyone.

	Never place your finger on the trigger until you are ready to shoot. Place it alongside the trigger guard.

	Never rest the butt of your shotgun on the ground or on your foot with the barrel(s) pointing at your head, or anyone else’s.



Rule 2: Always handle your gun as if it were loaded, even when you think it’s not.


	Never assume a gun is unloaded—check for yourself!

	Firearms should be loaded only when you are in the field, on the target range, or shooting area, ready to shoot.

	When you are not shooting, keep the action open and your finger off the trigger. Be sure everyone in your group does the same.

	When not in use, firearms and cartridges should be secured in a safe place, separate from each other. It is your responsibility to prevent children and unauthorized adults from gaining access to firearms or ammunition.

	Unload your gun as soon as you are finished. A loaded gun has no place in or near a car, truck, or building. Unload your shotgun immediately when you have finished shooting, well before you bring it into a car, camp, or home. When you leave the field or range, put your unloaded gun in a gun sleeve or gun case.

	Whenever you handle a firearm or hand it to someone, always open the action immediately, and visually check the chamber, receiver, or magazine to be certain it does not contain any cartridges.

	Always keep the action of a shotgun open when not in use.

	Never cross a fence, climb a tree, or perform any awkward action with a loaded gun. While in the field, there will be times when common sense and the basic rules of firearms safety will require you to unload your gun for maximum safety. Never pull or push a loaded firearm toward yourself or another person. When in doubt, unload your gun!
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Parker Stalvey “breaks open” her over/under whenever she's carrying her gun. Photo by Ryan Stalvey

Rule 3: Never rely on your gun safety. Never assume it is on.


	Treat every gun as though it can fire at any time. The “safety” on any gun is a mechanical device which, like any such device, can become inoperable at the worst possible time. You may think the safety may be “off” when it actually is “on.” The safety serves as a supplement to safe shotgun handling, not a substitute for common sense. You should never handle a shotgun carelessly and assume that the gun won’t fire just because the “safety is on.”

	Never touch the trigger on a firearm until you are ready to shoot. Keep your fingers away from the trigger while loading or unloading. Never pull the trigger on any firearm with the safety on the “safe” position or anywhere in between “safe” and “fire.” It is possible that the gun can fire at any time, or even later when you release the safety, without you ever touching the trigger again.

	Never place the safety in between positions. Half-safe is unsafe. If your gun has a manual safety, take the gun off safety with a fluid movement of your thumb just as you are prepared to pull the trigger. Never take off the safety until you are absolutely ready to fire. If your gun has an automatic safety that comes off, safety the moment you close your gun after loading. Be sure you know how your safety works! Know your gun before you operate it—especially if it is a borrowed gun!

	Regardless of the position of the safety, any blow or jar strong enough to actuate the firing mechanism of a gun can cause it to fire. This can happen even if the trigger is not touched, such as when a gun is dropped.

	Never rest a loaded shotgun against any object because there is always the possibility that it will be jarred or slide from its position and fall with sufficient force to discharge. The only time you can be absolutely certain that a gun cannot fire is when the action is open and the chamber is empty.



Rule 4: Be sure of your target, what’s around it, and what lies beyond.


	No one can call back a shot. Once a gun fires, you have given up all control over where the shot will go or what it will strike. Don’t shoot unless you know exactly what your shot is going to strike.

	Be sure that your cartridge will not injure anyone or anything beyond your target.

	Firing at a movement or a noise without being absolutely certain of what you are shooting at constitutes disregard for the safety of others. No target is so important that you cannot take the time before you pull the trigger to be absolutely certain of your target and where your shot will stop. Shotgun pellets can travel 500 yards, and shotgun slugs have a range of over half a mile.

	Always surrender (or forego) a shot if you are not sure of the target, the direction the target is going, and the location of every person and dog within, and beyond, range. No shot is worth taking if you have any doubt about these things.



Rule 5: Be sure you use the correct ammunition.


	You must assume the serious responsibility of using only the correct ammunition for your firearm. Read and heed all warnings, including those that appear in the gun’s instruction manual and on the ammunition boxes.

	Never force a cartridge into the chamber.

	Never mix cartridges of different gauges and loads when stored away.

	Using improper or incorrect cartridges and loads can destroy a gun and cause serious personal injury. It only takes one cartridge of improper gauge to rupture or bulge your barrels—and only a second to check every shell before you load the shotgun. Be absolutely certain that the ammunition you are using matches the specifications that are contained within the gun’s instruction manual and the gunmaker’s markings on the shotgun, which you will see on the barrel and/or the water table of the action.

	Never put modern loads through a shotgun with Damascus barrels, even light loads, until you bring the gun to a shotgun expert for him to examine and make recommendations. A Damascus gun that has been proofed for modern loads still can be safely fired only with very specific loads. Although many double gun enthusiasts who shoot these beautiful older guns use handloads, a gun must be tested so the barrel pressure of the load when fired is not so strong as to burst the fine twists of Damascus steel.

	Firearms are designed, manufactured, and proof tested to standards based upon those of factory-loaded ammunition. Handloaded or reloaded ammunition deviating from pressures generated by factory loads or from component recommendations specified in reputable handloading manuals can be dangerous and can cause severe damage to shotguns and serious injury to the shooter. Do not use improper reloads or cartridges made of unknown components.

	Cartridges that have become very wet or have been submerged in water should be discarded in a safe manner. Do not spray oil or solvents on cartridges or place them in excessively lubricated firearms. Poor ignition, unsatisfactory performance, or damage to your firearm and harm to yourself or others could result from using such shells.

	Form the habit of examining every cartridge you put into your gun. Never use damaged or substandard ammunition—the money you save is not worth the risk of possible injury or a ruined gun.



Rule 6: If your gun fails to fire when the trigger is pulled, don’t pull it again!


	Put the gun down! Handle with care! Watch where you point the muzzle and do not, under any circumstances, look down the muzzle of the barrel!

	Occasionally, a cartridge may not fire when the trigger is pulled. There are several reasons for this; just as you leave your doctor to diagnose your health problems, have a gunsmith diagnose your shotgun problems. If your gun doesn’t fire or misfires, keep the muzzle pointed in a safe direction. Keep your face away from the breech. Then, carefully open the action, unload the firearm, and dispose of the cartridge in a safe way.

	Any time there is a cartridge in the chamber, your gun is loaded and ready to fire even if you’ve tried to shoot and it did not go off. It could go off at any time, so you must always remember Rule 1 and watch that muzzle!

	If a gun misfires, wait thirty seconds and manually extract the cartridge from the shotgun. If a cartridge gets stuck in a chamber, never try to pry it out. Never use a penknife, metal cleaning rod, or a tool. You can hit the primer and the cartridge will fire. This is not a problem you usually find in semiautomatic shotguns and pump-action shotguns, where the barrels can be easily removed. In an over/under or side-by-side, break open the shotgun and carefully transport it to someone who knows how to dislodge the shotshell. It can be as easy as running a wooden dowel through the barrels (being sure the barrels are not pointing at your head); however, unless you are an expert shotgunner and have done this before, have someone who knows what he or she is doing take care of the problem.



Rule 7: Always dress appropriately to ensure your personal safety.
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Kate Trad is wearing protective shooting glasses, hearing protection, and a shooting vest with padded shoulder—all the right things to ensure your safety on the field.


	Wear eye and ear protection when shooting, appropriate outdoor clothing, and blaze orange where required.

	All shooters should wear protective shooting glasses and some form of hearing protectors while shooting. Exposure to shooting noise can damage hearing, and adequate vision protection is essential. Shooting glasses guard against twigs, falling shot, clay target chips, and the rare ruptured case or firearm malfunction.

	Wearing eye protection when disassembling and cleaning any gun will also help prevent the possibility of springs, spring tension parts, solvents, or other agents from contacting your eyes. There is a wide variety of eye and ear protectors available, from inexpensive to very expensive. No price is worth losing an eye or damaging your hearing. No target shooter or hunter should ever be without them.

	Dress appropriately. During fall and winter hunting seasons, wear sturdy, well-fitting boots and loose, moisture-wicking layers underneath outwear that protects you against the elements.
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Angela Thalgott dresses for the field fashionably and properly, wearing a wool tweed shooting suit, wool socks, leather boots, and gloves. Wool is the best cloth for field wear. It is water-resistant and wicks moisture.


	In warm weather, when you are shooting clay birds, wear a breathable shooting shirt with padded shoulder or lightweight shirt with a sleeveless shooting vest. Sneakers or other appropriate shoes with good support are a must.

	Blaze orange is mandatory for hunting in most, but not all, states, but generally not abroad. Unless specified otherwise, always wear a blaze orange hat, vest, or shirt when you go in the hunting field. It instantly identifies you to other hunters. Blaze orange is not worn for the clay target sports.

	Most rules of shooting safety are intended to protect you and others around you, but these rules are for your protection alone. Furthermore, having your hearing and eyes protected will make your shooting easier and will help improve your enjoyment of the shooting sports.

	Know the signs of hypothermia and how to prevent it. Wear warm clothing; bring extra clothing if it is raining, snowing, or you are going away for more than just the day.
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Proper footwear on the shooting field is a must, although the fellow in this photograph obviously would not agree. Not just for comfort, proper footwear supports the foot so that when you pivot into a shot your foot is secure. Sneakers or athletic shoes are common on the clay target shooting fields; however, you need a well-fitting, water-resistant boot with good treads for the field. Whether it’s ankle-, calf-, or knee-high depends upon where you are going. If the fields are harvested and relatively open, an ankle-boot will do; if you are walking through wetlands or the woods, you’ll at least want a calf-high boot, if not knee-high. If you do wear an ankle-boot and are going into the woods, wear bird-hunting pants or chaps over your jeans or wool pants to protect your legs from thorns and burrs. If you are hunting in parts of Texas or other areas known to have venomous snakes, then snake chaps are a must.



Rule 8: Never shoot a gun with an obstruction or bulge in the barrel.


	Mud, snow, excess lubricating oil, or grease in the bore can increase barrel pressure when a cartridge is fired. If a cartridge is fired in this instance, the barrel can bulge or even burst, causing injury to the shooter and possibly even those around her.

	If the barrel becomes obstructed with mud, snow, sand, or any other substance, the first thing you must do is carefully unload the gun, pointing the muzzle away from you and anyone else who may be around you. Once you are certain the gun is completely unloaded, including the magazine, you can run a bore brush through the barrels.

	Make it a habit to clean the bore and check for obstructions with a shotgun cleaning rod immediately before you shoot it. If the noise or recoil on firing seems weak or doesn’t seem quite “right,” cease firing immediately and be sure to check that no obstruction or improper size cartridge is lodged in the barrel(s).

	Placing a smaller gauge or caliber cartridge into a gun (such as a 20-gauge shell in a 12-gauge shotgun) can result in the smaller cartridge falling into the barrel and acting as a bore obstruction when a cartridge of proper size is fired. This can cause a barrel to burst. Avoid this type of accident by paying close attention to each cartridge you insert into your firearm. Don’t mix different gauge cartridges, or same gauge but different loads, in your cartridge bag.



Rule 9: Never attempt to repair or modify your gun yourself. Leave it to a professional gunsmith.


	Firearms are complicated mechanisms that are designed to function properly in their original condition. Any alteration or change made to a firearm can render the gun dangerous unless undertaken by a professional gunsmith.

	Your gun is a mechanical device that will not last forever and is subject to wear. Just like a car, it should have a regular inspection by a professional gunsmith. He will clean and service your gun, and adjust it as needed.

	Meantime, you are responsible for regular maintenance. That means you should wipe your gun down when you come in from shooting, especially if the gun is wet from inclement weather or waterfowl hunting. Don’t leave it until later. Carbon and plastic build up inside the barrels from cartridge wads.



Rule 10: Know the mechanical and handling characteristics of the shotgun you’re planning to shoot before you take it to the field or shooting grounds.


	Shotgun configurations and models, even the design of actions that are unique to some gunmakers, operate differently from one another. An over/under, for example, does not operate like a pump-action, nor does a pump-action load or extract cartridges in the same manner as a semiautomatic. A sidelever side-by-side shotgun and an underlever both open the action, but the parts are not the same design. Be familiar with the operation of the gun you’re shooting!

	Take time to thoroughly read the instruction manual that comes with your new gun.

	If you have purchased or inherited a previously owned gun, the first thing you should do is to take it to a professional gunsmith and have it cleaned and serviced. He will show you how the gun operates. It is also interesting to look up the make, model, and year of manufacture of your gun online or in reference books and learn all you can.

	If you are a beginner, your shotgun instructor will go over the operation of the gun with you. You must never attempt to shoot a shotgun without proper instruction first.



[image: image]

If you are entering the sport, the most important decision you can make is selecting an instructor who is “right” for you. There needs to be a dynamic between you so that what you are being taught is thoroughly understandable and what you hear can be translated easily into what you do. Professional shooting instructor John Shima is pictured here coaching a student. Notice she is wearing proper ear and eye protection, a brimmed cap, and a shooting vest.

Rule 11: Never shoot under the influence of alcohol or drugs.


	Alcohol and shooting don’t mix. Never drink before or during a shoot or hunt. True, it’s not uncommon for some to have a glass of beer or wine during a lunch break and in Scotland, a “wee half” of Scotch that’s belted down just as the sun is rising “warms the blood” before you head out on the grouse moors.

	The fact is, anything that dulls your senses, causes dizziness, and compromises your judgement—whether it’s alcohol, drugs, and even prescription medicines—makes you a potential menace in the field or on the course, and puts you—and more importantly, others—in danger. Likewise, if you have suffered a stroke, suffer from vertigo or chronic migraines, or have been hospitalized recently, discuss with your medical practitioner whether you should be shooting, and when and how you can resume.

	By the same token, if you have a sudden and temporary feeling of dizziness or lightheadedness, unsteadiness, loss of balance, feeling of floating, or a false sense of spinning, unload your gun immediately, get help, and quit shooting for the day—or days, depending upon how long these feelings last and are completely well. Causes may include a sudden drop in blood pressure, an anxiety attack, anemia, hypoglycemia, an ear infection, dehydration, heat stroke, or simply “overdoing it.”



Rule 12: Never shoot if you are uncertain of your shot or afraid to shoot.


	You can’t take back a shot once it’s fired. If you are unsure, don’t shoot. If you’re unsure of your gun, don’t shoot. If you are suddenly afraid—and that can be for any number of reasons—don’t shoot.

	Before you prepare to fire your shotgun, be absolutely sure of your target; be certain that nothing stands between you and your shot; and be aware of exactly where everyone in your group is standing—hunting buddies, team members, spectators; and if on a driven shoot, that includes the beaters, gun loaders, dog handlers, and dogs.



In conclusion, recreational shooting is among the safest of all sports, but only when a gun is in the hands of a responsible, rational, composed, qualified individual who thoroughly and properly knows how to handle her gun, and knows and abides by the rules of gun safety. No gun is foolproof and by the same token, no fool should ever handle a gun.

Beginners and young people must be closely supervised when handling firearms at all times until they are proven proficient by a shooting instructor or qualified shooter.

Never be timid when it comes to gun safety. If you observe anyone violating any safety precautions, you have an obligation to insist on safer handling practices. Always err on the side of caution.

Follow the rules of gun safety, develop safe shooting habits, and never forget: a gun is only safe when it is locked up or in safe hands. Firearms safety is entirely up to you. To access the National Shooting Sports Foundation’s excellent safety advice, “Firearms Safety Depends on You,” go online to www3.nssf.org/share/PDF/safety/FSDOY.pdf

Securing Your Guns at Home

Storing your guns at home in a safe and secure place is required of every gun owner. You may have a gun room, but unless your guns are kept in a locked gun vault, they are neither safe nor secure. You may have a burglar-proof home alarm system, if there is one, but that won’t prevent a person, young or old, who is unfamiliar with guns from accessing them. The best solution is a gun safe. Gun safes come in all sizes, many variations, and a wide range of prices. Rather than buy the most expensive gun you can afford, buy one a little less expensive and take the extra money to buy a gun safe to put it in. That’s an investment no money can buy.


	Never put a loaded gun away in your gun cabinet or safe.

	Store ammunition in a separate place from your gun, not with your gun in your gun safe.

	If you cannot afford a gun safe, set aside a closet you can secure with a heavy-duty lock. Keep the key or combination in a hidden place.

	Never leave a gun under the bed, under the cushions of a sofa, or as a wall-hanger.

	The National Shooting Sports Foundation’s “Firearms Responsibility in the Home” is available online at www3.nssf.org/share/PDF/safety/FRITH.pdf



About 1.4 million firearms were stolen in the United States during household burglaries and other property crimes over the six-year period from 2005 through 2010, according to a report released by the US Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS). This number represents an estimated average of 232,400 firearms stolen each year—about 172,000 stolen during burglaries and 60,300 stolen during other property crimes. These estimates are based on data from the annual National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), which has collected information from victims of crime since 1973. Of the guns stolen each year during burglaries and other property crimes, at least 80 percent, or an annual average of 186,800 firearms, had not been recovered up to six months after being stolen.

From 2005 through 2010, firearms were stolen in about 4 percent of the 2.4 million household burglaries and in less than 1 percent of the 13.6 million other property crimes involving a completed theft that occurred during the period. Longer trends from 1994 to 2010 show a 49 percent decline in the total number of victimizations involving the theft of at least one firearm, from about 283,600 victimizations in 1994 to about 145,300 in 2010. Handguns were the most commonly stolen firearm from 2005 through 2010. At least one handgun was stolen in 63 percent of household burglaries and 68 percent of other property crimes involving firearm theft. More than one gun was stolen in 39 percent of burglaries and 15 percent of other property crimes involving gun theft. Household burglaries involving stolen firearms were more likely to be reported to police (86 percent) than burglaries involving the theft of other items (62 percent) of comparable value ($500–$999). When a handgun was stolen, about 90 percent of burglaries were reported to the police.

From 2005 through 2010, household property crimes involving only stolen firearms resulted in a total loss of about $27 million per year. The average financial loss when only one gun was stolen was between $400 and $500 per incident. Other findings showed:


	About three out of four household property crimes involving stolen firearms occurred in households headed by white non-Hispanic persons.

	From 2005 through 2010, the majority of household burglaries (56 percent) or other property crimes (59 percent) involving stolen firearms occurred in the American South.

	Households in rural areas experienced a disproportionate percentage of burglaries involving stolen firearms (34 percent), compared to the overall percentage of US households located in rural areas (17 percent).




GUN SAFES

Gun safes are made by a number of companies, in many sizes, capacities, styles, types, and colors. Among the many are:

Cabela’s Outfitter E-Lock 25-Gun Safe by Liberty Safe holds up to twenty-five long guns and features a SecuRam electronic lock, protected by a drill-proof, triple-hard plate and military-style locking bars. The two-piece roll-form, 12-gauge steel body is enforced with three layers of fire protection in the ceiling and door jambs. Rated 68,000-BTU fire resistance. Weight: 490 lbs. 30 inches x 25 inches x 60.5 inches.

Cabela’s Classic Series E-Lock 48-Gun by Liberty Safe holds up to forty-eight long guns plus an interior door panel for additional handgun and accessory storage. This vault features a SecuRam top-lit, electronic lock, heavy-duty, four-inch locking bars, and a three-point chrome handle for ultimate security. Constructed from 12-gauge steel body with black marble powder-coat finish, this vault’s eleven layers of fireboard and Palusol heat-expanding door seal provide sixty minutes of fire protection at 1,200°F. Weight: 760 lbs. 60.5 inches x 42 inches x 25 inches.

ProVault 12-Gun Safe by Liberty is robotically welded, CNC-machined steel two-piece construction that virtually eliminates prying on all sides. Ten military-style locking bars and an electronic lock reinforces the safe’s security and the one-inch-thick, Palusol door seal expands when exposed to heat. Multiple fireboard layers result in a thirty-minute fire rating at 1,200°F. Tough external hinges allow the door to open 180 degrees for easy access to firearms. Shelving allows storage of handguns and other small valuables. Weight: 247 lbs. 59 inches x 18 inches x 16 inches.

The Hornady 98190 Rapid Safe AR Gun Locker is ideal for storing long guns under a bed. Heavy-duty and tamperproof, it measures 42 inches x 15.25 inches x 6.75 inches.

The Black Label Mark V Blackout safe has a CMS Adjustable Interior and DPX door system that provide versatile storage for guns of all lengths. Its tactical black finish contributes to a 1400° F/sixty-minute fire protection rating.

The ultralight SecureIt Agile Model 52 Plus gun safe system is made with military-grade craftsmanship and CradleGrid Technology for secure, organized, and adaptable storage for six shotguns. At only 105 lbs., it is an ideal choice for apartments and basements.



CREDIT: Firearms Stolen during Household Burglaries and Other Property Crimes, 2005–2010 (NCJ 239436), written by BJS statistician Lynn Langton. The report, related documents, and additional information about the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ statistical publications and programs can be found on www.bjs.gov.

Children and Guns

[image: image]

Although she is not old enough to take lessons, shooting instructor John Shima paves the way by showing a little girl where to point the muzzle of the gun safely and that yes, she can touch a gun—but only under adult supervision. Photo courtesy of John Shima.

Guns must be kept from children and children must be kept from guns. Never assume when you tell a young child to stay away from a gun that you will be obeyed. Telling isn’t enough. Children by nature are curious. When they are told not to do something, it’s almost like a dare.

“Why not?” they ask. Young children simply do not have the maturity or understanding to be introduced to guns at this young age.

But as a child approaches her teenage years, her curiosity and naïve interest in guns cannot be dismissed with “when you’re old enough” or “just leave it alone.” If you shoot, it’s likely your child will want to learn to shoot, too. If you have a gun at home, my feeling is that you have a responsibility to teach gun safety to your child who is aged twelve and over. Even after your child shows an understanding of gun safety, he or she should never be allowed to handle a gun without adult supervision. You should never allow your child access to your gun safe by giving her the lock combination or key.

You may say, “But I trust my child. She’d never do anything I tell her not to do,” and I hope that’s true. But our children are overburdened by too many social influences, tethered to cellphones, stressed out over peer pressure. If the gun safe hasn’t been locked, if you’ve set aside a gun to be cleaned after coming in from the field with the intention of cleaning it later— there are all kinds of scenarios that can play out when you assume your child, any child, will not be curious or tempted to reach for a gun. What may seem like an innocent bit of fun can end in tragedy if you have failed to teach, and strictly enforce, gun safety in the home.

Take time to sit down and explain to your child that when you feel she is ready and when she has shown the maturity and presence of mind to be responsible to handle a gun, then you will enroll her in a firearms safety course, and if she passes and earns her orange hunter’s safety card, you will arrange for her to take lessons with a professional shooting instructor. Then, when you take them to shoot sporting clays or go on a bird hunt, not only will you have started your child on the right foot, but you will begin to share time and experiences together, weave memories, and prepare the sporting legacy you will eventually leave them. Equally important, having earned the privilege of handling a sporting firearm, they will have first proved to you—and themselves—that he or she is growing into a mature and responsible person. And that’s something to be proud of, my friend.

Go online with your child and view together this excellent video, produced by the National Shooting Sports Foundation, called “Parents Talking with Their Kids About Gun Safety”: www.youtube.com/watch?v=M86QxNZF3AE. This video, which is less than six minutes long, may be the best investment of time you and your family can spend together. Afterwards, discuss what you have viewed. You may be surprised at what your child has to say.

Project ChildSafe

Gun Safety Checklist for Families with Children under the Age of Eighteen


	Have you sat down with your children to discuss guns?

	Have you enrolled your child who is twelve years old or older in a gun safety course?

	Are your guns kept in a locked vault, gun safe, or closet rigged with a combination lock and heavy-duty chain that is bolted to the door and a wall stud? Is the key or combination kept in a secret place?

	Are your guns unloaded when stored in your gun safe?

	Have you stored your shotgun cartridges in a place away from your gun safe?

	Do you have gun sleeves or gun cases in which to put your gun when you get it out of the gun safe to take to the range or field?



The National Shooting Sports Foundation provides further information online in “Parent’s Guide to Recreational Shooting for Children” at www3.nssf.org/share/PDF/safety/ParentsGuide.pdf.

Project ChildSafe is the largest, most comprehensive firearm safety education program in the United States. It was developed by the National Shooting Sports Foundation (NSSF), the trade association for the firearms industry, and is committed to promoting genuine firearm safety through the distribution of safety education messages and free firearm safety kits. The kits include a cable-style gun-locking device and a brochure (also available in Spanish) that discusses safe handling and secure storage guidelines to help deter access by unauthorized individuals.

[image: image]

Project ChildSafe lock. Photo courtesy of NSSF.

Project ChildSafe is a real firearm safety solution that helps make communities safer. Since 1999, more than fifteen thousand law enforcement agencies have partnered with the program to distribute more than 37 million firearm safety kits to gun owners in all fifty states and five US territories. Through vital partnerships with elected officials, community leaders, state agencies, businesses, the firearms industry and other stakeholders, Project ChildSafe has helped raise awareness about the safe and responsible ownership of firearms and the importance of storing firearms securely when not in use to help prevent accidents, theft and accidental discharge. For a free ChildSafe kit, go online to www.projectchildsafe.org/safety/find-a-safety-kit.
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Safe firearm handling can lead to shared family activities. Ryan Stalvey and his daughters, Ella (left) and Parker, shoot together every fall. Photo by Nicole Stalvey.

Vehicles and Shotguns

As a gun owner, it is your responsibility to protect your guns and keep them out of the wrong hands. Whether you’re going to the gun club or a preserve for a few hours or heading off on a hunting trip, there are times you will have to leave your shotgun in your vehicle.  Even a brief break at a rest stop or stopping for lunch creates a situation that deserves careful consideration—the last thing you want is to have your shotgun stolen and potentially misused by a criminal. In some states, you could even be subject under the law to serious penalties and fines for failure to properly secure a firearm.

Tragically, thefts of firearms from vehicles are on the rise. In September 2019, Tallahassee officials announced the number one problem in the surge of violent crime was guns stolen from unlocked vehicles. In the two previous months, fifty-three guns were reported stolen, increasingly from teen violence, loitering, and drug-related incidents. Thieves commonly steal cars and trucks even when they don’t obviously contain firearms—a reminder that vehicle door locks are not totally secure. As a responsible gun owner concerned about your firearms falling into the wrong hands, it’s best to always remember this rule: Your firearm must be under your control at all times; when that’s not possible, your shotgun should be locked and secured to your vehicle and out of sight. Locking the doors on your vehicle does not constitute secure firearm storage. Cars and trucks are not gun safes. The trunk of your car or your truck console, even if lockable, can be broken into easily.

Safety Precautions in and around Vehicles


	It can’t be repeated enough: you must always control the muzzle direction of your shotgun— and that goes for when you are taking your shotgun out of, or returning it to, your vehicle. Likewise, never assume your shotgun is unloaded—be absolutely sure it’s unloaded.

	Never load your shotgun while you are in your vehicle. Always unload your shotgun before you get into your vehicle.

	Never leave firearms in or around your vehicle where they are accessible to children or pets— even if all you’re doing is something as innocent as putting on your shooting vest. Accidents always happen in a split second.

	Keep your shotgun out of sight to avoid tempting thieves—and also conceal your ammunition and hunting accoutrements.
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Fast Box Model 40 gun safe system by SecureIt.

The Fast Box Model 40 gun safe system by SecureIt is a heavy-duty vehicle gun vault that weighs only forty pounds. It has pre-drilled holes so you can mount the box in trucks, SUVs, and large vehicles. It holds shotguns up to thirty-nine inches.
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