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bag for the first three boxes or so 
of shells. I was over-leading, but 
I believe it was for a very curious 
reason; I am primarily a tall pheas-
ant shot. When you compare the size 
of the eared dove to even a small 
hen pheasant, the visual distinc-
tions are dramatic. Subconsciously, 
I was computing a thirty-yard dove 
as a sky-high pheasant and dialing 
in the same lead with which I was 
accustomed. Also, a pheasant with 
a tail wind is a much faster target. 
When I changed my lead after trial 
and much error and cut back 60 to 
80 percent, my ratio went from 5 to 
1 to 1.2 to 1.

For the remainder of the trip I 
limited myself to five boxes per ses-
sion, as that was as much pounding 
from my fixed-breech 12 gauge as I 
felt comfortable with shooting morn-
ing and afternoon, day after day. A 
20- or 28-gauge is sufficient, if prop-
erly choked, for even the tallest dove. 
I had brought the 12-gauge because 
on this trip we were also shooting 
ducks and geese in different areas. 
The heavy loads the outfitter sup-
plied were also unnecessary.

More goofy advice: Another 
writer suggested shooting low on 
classic partridge. Mistakenly think-
ing that this fellow knew what he 
was writing about, I decided to try it 
on my first day of partridge shooting 
last season. I hit my partridge. Low. 
Too low. With a fast, low target, just 
go through the line and shoot, don’t 
formulate, formalize, or over-think. 
Partridge are about reactions, albeit 
trained, practiced reflexes.

One other bit of odd advice I’ve 
heard repeated is to focus on the air 
in front of the bird. I beg your par-
don? You can only focus on an object 
that has reflective qualities, such as 
the page you’re reading or a bird in 
the air. Don’t believe me? Focus out 
across a field, eyes toward the sky. 
Try focusing five feet in front, now 
twenty. No difference, is there? This 

advice perverts the laws of physics, 
optics, and cognition. Take it at your 
own peril. Focus on the bird, see the 
barrels peripherally, and all will be 
right with the world.

COACHING AND 
PRACTICE

Some dog breeds naturally and 
instinctively point, others retrieve, 
and still others herd. Man has in-
stincts, as well. Unfortunately, he 
does not have an instinct to shoot. 
He must be trained to shoot. It can 
be coached. It is reactive. Perhaps it 
is even a conditioned reflex; reward 
comes in seeing a target break or a 
bird fold. It is nonetheless a misno-
mer, almost a malapropism, to call 
it instinctive. A better way to put it 
is that the unconscious mind knows 
better when to slap the trigger than 
the conscious mind trying to delib-
erately measure lead. This is true. 
But this is not instinct.

One shooting coach, who bills 
himself (a la Sherlock Holmes) as a 
“shooting consultant,” describes the 
correct lead as about 1 1/4” inches, 
ideally measured-get this-off the 
middle of the sides of the barrel. 
His logic runs something like this: 
The gap in real terms increases 
with the distance from the barrel, 
the angle formed remaining con-
stant. However, lead as a function 
of distance is not linear. And this 
theory doesn’t take into account 
over-unders versus side-by-sides 
or large versus small gauges, all 
of which would affect the angle in 
relation to 1 1/4” inches because the 
distance from the side of the barrel 
in relation to the centerline of the rib 
keeps changing.

Reading off the middle of the 
side of the barrel does force you to 
shoot high, though, which may help 
on crossers that are often missed 
low. If you don’t pivot your feet 
there is a physical tendency- run-
ning out of swing-to come off-line 
in a downward arc (rainbowing). 

But Joe Nickerson’s advice, from 
The Shooting Man’s Creed, to place 
a top hat on the bird and shoot for 
the top is much better. Just keep 
in mind, for a bird that has set its 
wings and is dropping ignore this 
advice and just go through the bird 
to establish the correct line. A gun 
that fits is also critical.

An interesting way to practice 
staying on a true straight line is to try 
mounting on the line where a wall 
meets a ceiling, beginning at various 
times, perhaps 30 to 60 degrees to the 
front. Try to stay on this line as you 
mount and move your gun. This is 
the same line exhibited by a bird in 
level flight. A right-handed shooter 
will probably find birds to the left 
easier if he drops the right shoulder 
somewhat. Practice keeping your 
barrels perpendicular to the line. 
Make this a habit; it is useful.

Practicing your gun mount for 
five minutes a day will do wonders 
for your shooting. You’ll also dis-
cover whether a little bit of weight 
training might help you. There is no 
need to go overboard in this regard, 
but if fatigue takes its toll too early 
you won’t shoot your best.

One of the best bits of advice 
I’ve ever received came from leg-
endary shooter Smoker Smith: “Try 
to make things as easy as possible.” 
With clays, for example, that could 
mean standing at one side of the cage 
rather than in the middle or taking 
the first clay at a spot that makes 
picking up the second bird of a re-
port pair much smoother. In game 
shooting, if most birds are coming 
over your left shoulder you might 
want to slightly shift your feet and 
even your gaze to make the shots as 
easy as possible.
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