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DEDICATION 

To all woods-loafers, hunters and hikers who cannot 
stay indoors in the autumn. 



FOREWORD 

This book deals with small game hunting, 
a sport which makes a direct contribution to big game hunting 
skills. The relationship between big and small game hunting is 
seldom stressed, and when it is stressed, it is seldom that tech-
niques are examined in detail to show how small game hunting 
improves big game hunting skills. One cannot be a mediocre 
squirrel hunter, and at the same time a skillful deer hunter. The 
two techniques go together. 

Of course, small game hunting is an end within itself. There 
is no more satisfying hunting than taking squirrel in the autumn 
hardwoods, cottontail rabbit when the first frost touches the 
upland pastures with its magic, ruffed grouse in heavy cover 
and raccoon along the river bottoms and swamps. Truly, one 
could spend a lifetime in the small game coverts, finding the 
game always worthy of the best hunting skills. They are our 
best teachers of woodcraft, rifles and shotgun field techniques. 

Rifles, handguns and shotguns considered in this book are 
those which I have found well qualified for small game hunting 
by personal use. I have followed common hunter word usage 
in calling all auto-loading firearms "automatics." 

I am going small game hunting—you come, too! 
FRANCIS E. SELL 

Riverton, Oregon, 
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PART I 

Field Shooting 
And Basic Hunting 



 



CHAPTER 1 

PLINKING WITH A PURPOSE 

When Art Richardson dropped us at the 
starting point of our hunt near Myrtle Creek, Oregon, there were 
six miles of mountain, meadows, sage brush and forest between 
us and camp. 

Art looked up across the mountains where a ravel of morning 
mist still toyed with a peak. "You know," he said, "before we hit 
camp we are going to get mountain goat shooting, some brush 
shooting like we have on deer each autumn, open mule deer 
shooting, and some long range elk shooting." 

Sounded like a big order that early June morning, especially 
with big game season so far in the future, and no mountain goat 
shooting within hundreds of miles of our hunting territory. Our 
game this day was actually ground squirrel and jack rabbit. But 
the day's hunting delivered just such shooting, even though the 
early spring nip to the air still held the ground squirrel close to 
their burrows, except on the sunny south slopes where the first 
tender shoots of grass and elk clover pushed up through the lean 
shale hillsides. 

Art Richardson is a gunsmith and an expert hunter. He makes 
beautiful myrtle-wood rifle stocks. He hunts deer and elk in 
season. During off-season periods he hunts jack rabbit and 
ground squirrel. In his personal huntings arms rack there are at 
least ten super dupers-.257 Roberts, .270 Winchester, .30/06-
sleekly stocked with myrtle, beautifully scope sighted. This 
morning, however, he pulled a rifle from its scabbard for squirrel 
hunting which rocked me back on my heels, a .38/40 lever action 
Winchester. 

I uncased a Mossberg .22 with a scope sight. In my hunting 
jacket, along with a sandwich and binoculars, there were two 

3 



4 S M A L L    G A M E    H U N T I N G  

hundred rounds of ammunition for it. No ultra high velocity 
rifles here! 

But wait a minute! Did you ever come to grips with the 
problem of trajectory and bullet drop? Try playing with one 
of those old black powder rifles, or a .22 rimfire. They certainly 
bring the problem of long range hitting into focus as nothing 
else will. 

Art had this in mind when he selected this beautiful old 
Winchester lever action for our first small game trip of the 
season, though I had expected him to show with a .25/20 or a 
.25/35 when he told me the evening before that he was taking a 
rifle with plenty of bullet drop. I know I had big game hunting 
in mind when I selected a Mossberg .22. 

Sometime hunters are prone to forget the basic things of 
hunting. It is good to go afield occasionally with a rifle shooting 
a bullet with a rainbow curve, just to sharpen hunting and 
shooting wits against the day when one is abroad with some-
thing more powerful, big game the quarry. 

We eased along the logging road leading toward the divide, 
our hunting jackets zipped up against the early morning chill. 
Momentarily, as I looked up those long slopes and rock escarp-
ments, I confess I thought longingly of my .222 Marlin which 
would reach out and nip a ground squirrel at two hundred 
yards, for these squirrel are a first cousin to woodchuck in habit, 
with the added virtue of seeming more canny and shy. They 
require a degree of stalking skill equal with that of still hunting 
deer on the autumn hardwood ridges. 

My first opportunity for shooting came, not at a ground 
squirrel, however, but at an early morning jack rabbit sitting 
on a granite boulder a hundred fifty yards up-slope. 

"Purely a mountain goat shot," said Art. 
"Purely a fine chance for a miss with a .22," I said, somewhat 

dubious of the possibilities. 
"Let's," as the politicians say, "take a look at the record." 

My .22 Mossberg rifle was sighted in for 75 yards. Bullet flight 
over 150 yards is as follows, using scope sights: 25 yards, about 
one-half inch above line of sights; 50 yards, one inch above; 
75 yards, on point of aim; 100 yards, about three inches below 
point of aim; 125 yards, eight inches below point of aim, and 
150 yards, fifteen inches below. 
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A jack sitting upright, as this one was, is at least sixteen 
inches tall. I looked him over in the scope, eased my aim up 
about a half rabbit length above him, and touched off the shot. 
My position was a sitting one, with my forearm resting over a 
broken piece of granite—rock steady for the shot. Not a breath 
of air stirred, save the usual thermal drift downslope which 
occurs at this time. 

My .22 snicked spitefully, touching off the echoes among 
the mist shrouded peaks. The jack gave a limber legged jump 
and went end over end into a bitterbrush. 

Mountain goat shot? 
What ranges would duplicate the bullet drop of my .22 

rimfire, assuming you were big game hunting in open territory? 
Art has a model 70 .270 Winchester which he uses on elk 
quite often when the ranges are apt to be long, across the 
wide canyons of those Pacific Coast logging burns. Using a 
150 grain bullet, the path of this lethal slug above and below 
point of aim is as follows, to duplicate that .22 high speed 
long rifle, give or take a few inches. The .270 sighted in to 
hit point of aim at 200 yards, the bullet would be: at 50 
yards, 0.7 inches above point of aim; 100 yards, 3.0 inches 
above; 200 yards, on point of aim; 300 yards, 10.5 inches 
below, and 325 yards, 15 inches below point of aim. 

Let's see how that shot would stack up against the open 
western shooting sometimes obtained with a .30/06, using 
150 grain loading. Sighted to hit point of aim at 200 yards, 
the path of the bullet is as follows: 50 yards, 0.6 inches above 
point of aim; 100 yards, 2.5 inches above; 200 yards, on point 
of aim; 300 yards, 9.1 inches below, and 335, 15 inches 
below point of aim. Mule deer, elk, mountain goat—the spiteful 
crack of my .22 rimfire did have many of the elements of 
long range game shooting, elements which are best ironed out 
before the opening of the autumn big game season when one is 
called upon to make a careful precision shot across a sage 
brush canyon, or, when the game is elk, across those long 
alpine meadows which those huge deer love. 

Of course, in big game shooting there are other factors be-
side long range precision shooting. While my shot had all the 
elements of long range big game shooting, it only represented 
a very small percentage of actual field shots autumn cover 
presents to a hunter. For that matter, it only represents a small 
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per cent of off-season pest shooting. There are other shots 
equally important, and requiring just as high a degree of shoot-
ing skill. 

We eased around the bare face of a granite escarpment, 
then down through a draw where the foxtail grass was a green 
tracery against the scattering of bronze shale and rock. 

Two jack rabbits flushed from a clump of sweetbriar, taking 
off with those long easy, loping strides which cover ground so 
fast, but which seem so slow and awkward. Art snapped his old 
.38/40 lever action to his shoulder, and as the butt touched, the 
satisfying roar of his old obsolete coal burner set the echoes to 
bouncing back and forth among the buttes. 

Those jacks were running along a game trail through the 
bitterbrush, angling sharply away from us when Art fired. The 
rear one went end over end as the other disappeared in the 
small growing stuff without affording either of us another shot. 
Examination showed that Art's bullet had taken his jack well 
back toward the flank, emerging through the chest area, a very 
deadly shot, and properly placed to have made a kill on a deer 
quartering away from a hunter. 

Two shots: one of a type used when big game hunters reach 
way out there to make a kill, the other very typical of about 
ninety-five per cent of all deer and elk shooting. Of the two, 
Art's snapshot at the running jack rabbit was the more difficult, 
and required much more field shooting skill than my shot taken 
from a sitting position at a hundred fifty yards. 

If small game hunting, aside from being a wonderful sport 
in itself, is to pay off later in big game hunting, there must be 
a shaping up the shooting to that end. That is the primary con-
sideration. A secondary consideration is the shaping up of 
equipment to conform to big woods standards when you take 
to the autumn deer trails. 

With the first soft warmth of the early June morning sun, 
ground squirrels begin a cautious emergence from their burrows. 

Here we found a caution comparable to that of a wise old 
whitetail buck snoozing away an autumn hunting season in 
the laurel thickets. Here is a canniness associated with a big 
bull elk hazing his harem down from the summer ranges when 
the first snows of the winter are falling, and storm winds are 
growling across the mountains. These ground squirrels operate 
on the theory that out of sight is out of mind. The least move- 
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ment will pop them into their holes with warning cries which 
will touch off the alarm system of an entire colony scattered 
over twenty acres of hillside. 

They have a characteristic, however, which gives a rifleman 
beautiful off-hand practice for big game shooting. Foraging 
well away from their burrows early in the morning, they 
stand up on their hind legs occasionally and take a long 
careful look. When alarmed they take off like a streak for the 
security of their burrows. But before diving below they pause, 
sit upright to scan their backtrail. If you are to get a shot 
while they hold this pose, there must be a precise mounting 
of your rifle, a quick centering of the crosshairs, and the shot 
squeezed off at once. From start to finish, there is every 
element of a big game shot, with the target poised for instant 
flight, and a premium placed on a quick accurate let-off. 

Want to iron out your running shooting on deer? Take those 
ground squirrel between pauses as they scurry for the security 
of their burrows. Have something in mind about a better 
synchronization of sighting and trigger squeeze? Want to 
take the time lag out of your big game snapshooting? 
Concentrate on that pause when they stand up to look over 
their back-trail with that "What in heck scared me?" 
expression on their faces. If it is long range mountain 
shooting you have in mind, there are always sections where 
you can get that type shooting by catching them sunning on 
rock outcroppings, and piles of dirt in front of their dens, 
nice two and three hundred yard targets for a .220 Swift 
model 70 Winchester, .222 Remington, Marlin, or some of 
the wildcat calibers, such as the .22 Varminter, the .228 
Ackley Magnum. Best though, is taking them field run, with 
modified deer equipment from sights to rifle action. 

Riflemen are prone to departmentalize their sport. They 
separate their stalking ability from their shooting, when 
actually their shot is on the make from the time they start to 
hunt until the quarry is sighted. They separate their small game 
rifle from large, and their sighting equipment, when in reality 
there should be a striving for a closer relationship. 

We eased over a slight rise where a clump of scrub oak and 
bitterbrush gave us a screening from which to conn a small basin 
below. At first glance it appeared barren of squirrel. Nothing 
moved in the grass. We waited, our broadfield Bushnell 
binoculars, with their extreme wide fields of view, giving us a 
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clear field of the greening flat. Suddenly a brownish 
head popped up. Then another and another, until I counted 
an even dozen. The closest was about seventy-five yards, 
the longest range about a hundred twenty-five. I took an 
off-hand shot from the sheltering thicket at this one, 
holding the crosshairs level with the top of his head. At 
the viscous snap of my highspeed hollow point bullet, 
there was a terrific thrashing around, and a fluffy gray 
tail waved above the grass momentarily as I got a clean 
kill. 

At the sound of the shot the place literally erupted 
ground squirrel. I snapped a shot at a running target at 
about ninety yards, kicking dust up directly behind a 
squirrel of aldermanic proportions, then corrected my 
lead. Next shot turned him around, and a third rolled him 
for keeps. 

Art's .38/40 roared, and I saw a ground squirrel at 
least a foot off the ground. Then he started working on 
one trying for a cairn of granite boulders a hundred yards 
from our hideout. Third shot he neatly beheaded his target 
at about seventy-five yards range. Then he got another 
which had paused at one hundred yards to see what all the 
shooting was about. 

Stack those shot up against the average big game 
shooting and you find little difference, though the targets 
are a trifle smaller then the vital area on deer or elk. A 
ground squirrel is some ten or twelve inches long, rather 
heftily built, affording a target about four by ten inches 
when he sits up to take observations—less when he is on 
the move. 

I was beginning to see the point of Art bringing his 
old black powder, .38/40 Winchester. It had a trajectory 
curve over a hundred twenty-five yards which very 
closely duplicated his .270 at the longer mule deer range. 
His .38/40 was sighted in for one hundred yards. This 
placed his 180 grain bullet 3.2 inches above line of sights 
at 50 yards, on at 100 yards, and at least 13 inches low at 
150 yards. No room for sloppy yardage estimating here—
not if you wanted to connect much beyond fifty yards. 

We moved along the edge of the hill, nipping around 
by easy stages, picking up two or three short range shots. 
Then we came to a draw cutting into the bare granite ribs 
of a higher ridge. Here I got two close misses on running 
squirrels flushed from a clump of scrub oak. Then on a 
third try at fifty yards I made a clean kill on one going 
directly away from me. 
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We could hear the characteristic warning call of ground 
squirrel all along the broken granite ridge, a call which is very 
distinct but hard to reduce to paper—"Ech—hit! Ech—Hit!'* 
usually repeated two or three times. It very handily pin-points 
the game, and also serves the useful purpose of warning us to 
take it easy because the entire colony was alerted. 

A squirrel stood as stiffly erect as a Coldstream Guard, about 
forty yards away. I snapped a shot at him, knowing I had only 
a split second in which to get it off before he dived for the 
security of his burrow. Art blasted one off a rock ledge at about 
the same range an instant later. 

We crossed through a dense fir woods without seeing any 
game save two or three fawns which flushed on the sunny south 
slope of a heavily brushed hill. These deer went trotting around 
a hillside for about seventy yards, then paused to look back at 
us before disappearing in the scrub oak—a beautiful sight, and 
one reminding us of the purpose behind our small game shoot-
ing during the closed big game season. 

By the time we arrived across the mountains at our pickup 
point, we had a sample of every type of big game shooting 
which might be encountered on the North American continent. 
We had used the sitting position time after time. We had 
plenty of snapshooting, off-hand tries. Several times we had an 
opportunity to rest a forearm against a steadying oak to make 
a careful shot when nothing more than one eye and a part of 
a squirrel's head was visable on a rock ledge. 

Small game and pest shooting is an end within itself. But it 
always takes an added rifleman's virtues when it is shaped 
toward big game hunting. Main thing is not to over-specialize. 
Sometimes it is good practice to go afield with very basic rifle 
equipment in order to emphasize the problems of big game 
shooting. Then, when autumn rolls around, and you are prowl-
ing the hardwood ridges with deer on your mind, those off-
season shooting forays will pay off with enviable regularity. 



 



CHAPTER 2 

BASIC HUNTING 

When   Art   Richardson   rolled   that  jack 
rabbit with a running shot at seventy-five yards, it wasn't just 
happenstance that he and I were easing around that small 
basin where the first spring warmth had touched off the grass 
and clover, the tender bitterbrush sprouts. It was sign reading-
relating expected game to available forage. 

All types of hunting have many things in common, other 
than actual shooting. 

Game from squirrel to elk have identical primary concerns— 
warmth, food, shelter and security. They go about getting these 
essentials in an almost endless number of ways. But basically 
they have so many things in common you cannot know success-
ful small game requirements without increasing your big game 
hunting skills. 

Maybe your woodchuck territory will not produce any 
whitetail deer, due to the lack of suitable cover. But you may 
be sure that if woodchuck find it attractive, the only reason 
there are not big game there is the lack of one of the other 
essentials, shelter or security. Know something of woodchuck 
hunting from the standpoint of suitable habitat and it is only 
a short step to knowing intimately the requirements of whitetail 
deer or elk. Know cottontail rabbit preference in regard to 
suitable foraging, and you will not be far off in food preference 
for any browsing big game animal. The tangle of rich food in 
overgrown, abandoned farm fields and fence rows, coming lush 
to briars, round maple, clover and other forage crops are 
repeated endlessly in big game cover. 

Favorable game territory is easily pin-pointed, too, just from 
a study of land contours. In my big game book, Advanced 
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Hunting, a very careful evaluation was made of big game cover 
preferences in relation to warmth, food and shelter. It had 
been found that certain requirements touched off a lush growth, 
not only of big game browse, but a rich harvest of cones, nuts 
and berries made these "hot spots" boss for small game as 
well: squirrel, rabbit, grouse. 

Primary requirement, of course, is warmth during the en-
tire growing season. Warmth touches off a chain reaction which 
just naturally spells good hunting coverts. Territory receiving 
the longest period of sunshine, all during the growing season, 
is southern exposure—ridges, slopes and swales. These, which are 
high enough to receive proper "air drainage" always have a 
greater concentration of all wildlife. 

Early spring sunshine pours on these southern exposures 
when snow is still clinging to the northern slopes. It carries 
through the golden months of autumn when maples are aflame 
along the hardwood ridges. There is not only a more abundant 
harvest of cones, nuts, wild grapes, berries and browse, but 
the food is also more favored by game because it is more 
nutritious. 

A study of these natural concentrations is especially produc-
tive in connection with squirrel, rabbit or ruffed grouse hunting. 
It is a basic bit of sign reading which will take any hunting out 
of the luck category and place it on the more substantial basis 
of intelligent sign reading. 

Just as surely as sign reading placed much of our shooting in 
front of us that day Art Richardson and I hunted ground 
squirrel and jacks, our stalking also made its contribution. A 
shot, be it at big game or small, is on the make from the time 
a hunter takes his first step until the game is in front of his 
rifle. Whether it will be an easy shot, or a difficult target to 
tag will depend in great part on the stalking which has gone 
before. Skillful stalking means easy, short range shooting. Un-
skillful stalking means poor, hurried chances for shots, difficult 
even for the most experienced and skilled rifle shot. Careful 
stalking is a basic technique of all good hunting from ground 
squirrel to deer or elk. 

When I think of stalking and still hunting for either small 
game or large, I mentally see such splendid hunters as those 
seasoned woodsmen: Grant Hartwell, Elzie Randolph, Art Rich-
ardson, "Buck" Buoy easing through the cover, each step con-
tributing something to that all important shot which they know 
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is constantly on the make. Each of these hunters, trained to a 
fine point in the big and small game coverts by years of ex-
perience, move slowly. There is never a hasty, ill planned 
move in a day's hunt when they are afield. Slowness is 
basic. It is the very cornerstone on which successful hunting 
is built. 

A predator stalking its quarry is methodically slow in its 
approach. It moves with stealth, getting within range. It takes 
every advantage the cover affords. Once, while hunting deer 
in a beautifully wooded south slope of a maple and 
hardwood forest, I was fortunate enough to witness the 
technique of a raccoon trying for a luscious, young ruffed 
grouse in a hazel thicket. It was late afternoon and I was 
easing along a deer trail, stopping to conn the cover ahead, 
my eyes were attracted by movement in the low growing 
hazel. I eased down on one knee to get a better view below 
heavy foliage and I saw this raccoon. 

He was intent on something which I couldn't see from my 
position, so I eased forward on the trail a few feet and lay 
down flat, thus gaining a ringside seat to a bit of woodland 
drama. 

The ruffed grouse walked back and forth, clucking and mak-
ing small talk, but not unduly alarmed. It paused at times for a 
bit of leaf turning, though not entirely satisfied that all was 
on the up and up. 

The raccoon moved belly low to the ground, slowly, care-
fully—always keeping a bush or clump of brush between it 
and its quarry. Not once did it make an unplanned move. 
Each time it eased forward some advantage accrued to this 
'coon. He was certainly laying it on the line. 

For minutes at a time he would remain perfectly 
motionless, his slender black fingers spread and gripping the 
ground, tensed for a spring if the agitated ruffed grouse quieted 
down and fed sufficiently close to make the pounce 
successful. 

Here was a hunter who knew instinctively the importance of 
taking it slowly, or waiting it out, of keeping his hunt 
carefully in hand, ruling out everything except stealth. 

I could hear my wrist watch ticking loudly. A maple leaf 
drifting down through the trees sounded dreadfully noisy. Time, 
however, apparently stood still for that black masked bandit. He 
was not hurrying his hunt, even though he must have tasted that  
tender    young   ruffed    grouse   while   waiting  a    favorable 



14 S M A L L    G A M E    H U N T I N G  

opportunity to make the kill. 
After fifteen minutes of careful stalking, in which he had 

moved twenty feet, he was directly behind a clump of hazel, 
with the ruffed grouse clucking and perting on the otherside— 
alerted, but not greatly alarmed. Then there was a flurry, a 
frantic beating of wings, feathers in the air—action so quick it 
could scarcely be followed, and the raccoon had his quarry. 

It had been my intention to break it up before the climax of a 
kill, but I was so completely absorbed in the consummate job of 
stalking that the black hooded bandit was doing, I completely 
forgot. I moved along the trail again, intent on my own hunting, 
yet marveling at this nocturnal prowler who had gotten up early 
enough in the evening to get those nimble black fingers of his on 
a luscious supper. He certainly did not depend on luck. 

Inexperienced hunters starting a day afield with ruffed grouse 
in mind, hunt haphazardly. They put their dogs down without 
knowing anything of cover preferences, of anything of the 
weather's effect on their hunting. Are those things only learned 
after years and years afield? 

No! They are basic hunting requirements common to all 
game. Each time a hunter goes afield, regardless of his quarry, 
there is a dividend of basic hunting knowledge which has appli-
cation when he changes from say squirrel to rabbit, from rabbit 
to ruffed grouse. The skill is transferable. Knowing that all 
hunting has basic requirements, and that each species hunted 
contributes something to over-all skill is sometimes harder to 
learn than the actual basic woodcraft envolved. 

Al Wyman, a hunting partner, has a lazy old setter which he 
uses each autumn on ruffed grouse. The two make a splendid 
hunting combination. In twenty years of friendship I have never 
known Al to make an unnecessary move, either in or out of the 
game coverts. When he takes afield some warm October day 
with Indian summer touching the maples with a mid-season 
warmth, he has all the time there is. Old abandoned apple 
orchards, with their crops of wormy apples will receive a slow, 
methodical visit from Al and his lazy old setter. So will the sun-
warmed south slopes where the sugar ripe grapes still cling to the 
vines and the ridges where huckleberry bushes are covered with 
black shiny fruit. 

Check off these ruffed grouse food preferences. They defi-
nitely add up to whitetail deer range.  They add up to good 
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squirrel hunting, too. You wouldn't go far wrong in such cover 
if you were out after cotton tail rabbit with a couple of beagles, 
or just still hunting bunnies with a .22 rifle. All would be hunt-
ing based on careful, fundamental evaluation—the sum total of 
all the tangibles which a hunter knows underlies all hunting. 

Al Wyman, like all good hunters, regardless of quarry, 
breaks through the hard crust of luck to base his hunting on 
the more substantial foundation of good hunting technique. Even 
his slow, lazy old setter exemplified good hunting attitude by 
his slow methodical work. 

Outstanding grouse dogs, of which there are very few, are 
slow and careful in their field work. They have a light touch 
which keeps game from flushing. And behind each ruffed grouse 
dog there is a truly great hunter—owner—a man fully con-
versant with basic hunting requirements. 

All hunting, from small game to large, properly paced, is 
synchronized to the pulse of the game territory. 

There are certain times of day when the woods and fields 
are active. Game is on the move, feeding, leaf turning, nut 
cutting on those warm slopes and draws where the rich wild 
harvest of food is produced each season. There are also periods 
when the coverts are quiet. Woodchucks are sunning them-
selves at the mouth of their dens. Ruffed grouse are dust bath-
ing along the old tote roads. Squirrels are inactive, or at best 
doing little nut cutting or cornfield raiding. Deer have retired 
to sheltering thickets. It were as if nature slept away the 
drowsiness of midday, resting, waiting. 

This inactive period starts late in the morning. It will last 
through until mid-afternoon for small game. It is a time when 
it is essential to match hunting technique to the mood of the 
quarry. 

During an inactive period, any movement is much more 
attention getting and alarming. It will send a woodchuck scur-
rying for his hole, a ground squirrel to his burrow. The in-
active period is a time of waiting out the hunt, of very careful 
stalking. You must be slow, slower yet, and alert beyond any 
casualness. For now you must see game at rest, a much more 
difficult undertaking than when there is movement to attract 
you. 

Hurry and tenseness has no place in hunting in any event. 
Hunting is a time when all the senses must be alert and re- 
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ceptive. There must be a constant evaluation of cover, game 
habit, food preferences—a putting together of the jig-saw puz-
zle of the coverts. 

Ever watch an experienced woodchuck hunter developing 
his hunt? Notice how he approaches the problem of making each 
segment fall in place, making it contribute some advantage to 
the over-all problem of stalking? There is no hurrying hap-
hazardly across fields, hoping against hope that such hunting 
will turn up a few targets. He is constantly taking advantage 
of his cover, just as a still hunting deer hunter takes advantage 
of the deer coverts. An old stone fence leads the woodchuck 
hunter unobserved into a shooting position which will cover 
a clover field. A slight depression there gets him within range 
of a hillside pock-marked with woodchuck dens. Each bit of 
the hunt unfolds some advantage he can use in stalking. Basical-
ly it has much in common with a squirrel hunter in the hard-
woods. There are elements of ruffed grouse hunting in it—the 
caution, the slowness, the constant evaluation of the cover. 
What a beautiful training ground it is for a hunter seriously 
using his small game hunting as a laboratory in which to de-
velop big game hunting techniques! 

No segment of a hunt stands out unrelated to the rest. The 
game you see, the ranges at which you must take your shots, 
are conditioned by the amount of skill you use in stalking—your 
hunting attitude. Hunting skill is not something primarily as-
sociated with wilderness, either. It is just as essential, and is 
as often found in a farm field or woodlot. 

A soft stepping still hunter I know acquired his enviable 
deer stalking ability in a three acre woodlot hunting squirrel. 
Best snapshooting elk hunter I know acquired his rifle skill, 
and his careful stalking while hunting ground squirrel. I know 
a ruffed grouse hunter who has made six, one-shot kills on deer 
in heavy cover. 

There has been a constant effort in the past to develop the 
"all-around rifle” one which would be suitable for game from 
woodchuck to elk. Preoccupation with this ideal has beclouded 
the issue of good hunting, placing the emphasis on the rifle, 
and not on the hunter where it belongs. It is much more to 
the point for a hunter to strive, not for the all around rifle, 
but instead for all around hunting ability. And that starts with 
basic hunting in the small game fields. 



CHAPTER 3 

SIGHT PICTURE IS NOT ENOUGH 

For accurate field shooting 

When a  ground squirrel or woodchuck 
sits up to consider the advisability of modestly retiring to his 
burrow, out there at an actual 200 yards, and an experienced 
hunter takes the shot with a .220 Swift, .22/250, or some other 
excellent sniping caliber, he is seeing that target in reference to 
rifle performance and not in reference to actual 200 yards of 
range. 

The fact of a 200 or 300 yard kill is always established after 
the shot, when the distance has been paced. 

The basic factors of accurate field shooting are sight picture 
and trigger squeeze. But alone they are not enough. The reason 
many excellent target range shots are not top performers in the 
game covers has been pondered by both the practical game shot 
and the very much more accurate target shot. Each time such 
enquiry is started, the investigation is centered about sight 
picture, trigger squeeze, the intangibles of woodcraft, with the 
probing for answers always stopping short of the actual cause of 
the discrepancy between range and field shoot-ting. 

When a skilled field shot snaps his rifle to shoulder, his sights 
reaching for a running fox squirrel scurrying along a high limb 
toward the security of his den, the hunter checks his rifle in a 
certain unchanging manner, but there is no sight picture in 
reference to his quarry. A decision must be made as to aiming 
point, and that will change with the target, the range, the time of 
day, to name just a few factors affecting uniformity of sight 
picture.  There simply cannot be an unchanging target 
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at an unchanging range in field shooting, with a rifleman getting 
the same sight picture each shot. 

There is also a difference between the let-off of a good field 
shot and an equally good target shot. This difference becomes 
more pronounced as a hunter takes to the woods after squirrel, 
rabbit or other rifle targets, such as deer or elk. Open range 
woodchuck, sod poodles and crow shooting have much more 
in common with target positions, with the rifleman taking his 
shot from long range, using orthodox target stances for his 
shooting. 

A field shot is conscious of let-off. He wills the shot at the 
most opportune instant, unlike the range shot who is taught 
to put increasing pressure on his trigger, the rifle being fired 
without the rifleman being conscious of the exact instant it will 
fire. But even here the good field shot must have more than a 
precise let-off for top performance. 

That other, and all important factor in accurate field shoot-
ing is range picture. All skilled game shots, hunting anything 
from squirrel to moose, must have a range picture in reference 
to their rifle and target. This is the dividing line between good 
and mediocre field shooting. 

Take a typical woodchuck shot. Perhaps the hunter cannot 
Indian up any closer than 200 yards, woodchucks being tra-
ditionally canny and dubious of a rifleman's intentions. The 
shot must be taken from here, or he will pop down his hole 
without a chance for the hunter to close the range. Let's say 
the rifle being used is a 220 Winchester caliber, scoped with 
a nice 4X job. 

Maybe, if this hunter is serious about developing small 
game skills which will pay off in the crimsoned autumn deer 
woods, he is using a big game scope—a flat topped post and 
cross hair, or maybe a Lee Dot reticle subtending two minutes 
of angle, more if the scope is of lesser power. 

No one has measured those yards mind you. No one will 
measure them until after the shot. Sure he may get a fairly 
accurate measure of distance by using his post or dot to cover 
the target, and by knowing something about the amount it 
subtends at different ranges, as well as the average size of his 
target. But, in reality, a hit or miss depends on the range 
picture. 
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Two hundred yards in hunting territory is a very flexible 
unit of measurement. Sometimes, under certain field condi-
tions, it will stretch to unbelievable lengths. At other times 
this same yardage is short, incredibly short. It depends on 
the roughness of the terrain, your position, the position of 
the target—a hundred little factors which make each yard 
appear to be something other than three feet in length. 

A well lighted target seems closer. A woodchuck in direct 
sunlight standing upright will seemingly shorten the range 
by at least fifty yards when compared to the same distance 
but with the quarry lying down in front of his den, or during 
an overcast period. Uphill targets appear closer than those 
seen downhill. Ranges across broken hill country appear 
longer than they really are. Level ground will shorten them 
to all appearances. Shots across a green clover field seem 
much longer than those obtained at the same distance across 
this field after the clover is cut, the stubble brown and 
shortened. Greens and blues in a landscape are associated 
with distance haze, and always spell out ranges longer than 
is actually the case. 

See how many factors are militating against a hunter 
taking that woodchuck at 200 yards unless he had a good 
range picture for the light and terrain under which he must 
make the shot? 

A 200 Swift 48 grain bullet, sighted to hit point of aim at 
200 yards, is above line of sight 1.4 inches at 100 yards, and 
is 5.2 inches low at 300 yards, enough, even with this fast 
stepping, flat shooting caliber for a clean miss, unless the 
range picture is right. 

Unless a hunter knows how lighting and terrain affect his 
range, reducing his conjectures to a matter of yards merely 
broadens the possibilities of error. Experienced field shots 
see it only as range picture. Subconsciously he is classifying 
this shot against previous ones. He is rejecting obvious mis-
classifications. He is subconsciously remembering misses. It 
all adds up to a decision, not of so many precise yards, but 
of a comparison with another kill which gave this same 
range picture in regards to lighting, terrain and target. 

You hear much about great instinctive game shots, not 
only with rifles but with shotguns as well. These individuals 
are supposed to be endowed with some esoteric sixth sense 
which gives them a skill we lesser hunters cannot hope to achieve 
in a lifetime of field shooting.  But the only instinctive thing about 
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their performance is their subconscious range pictures, 
derived from broad experience, which gives them hits under 
almost impossible gunning conditions. 

A teal flaring across a duck blind, with a full gale behind 
him will be taken by only a great duck shot, one who has a 
range picture of the requirements of timing and lead necessary 
to hit that rocketing wind-sizzling duck. 

It is only later that this hunter, and our man of the upland 
pastures with his 220 Swift tucked under his arm, when they 
are expansively promoting the idea that their respective shots 
were very skilled, which they were, that the idea of actual 
yardage creeps into the picture. 

How does a hunter go about developing an instinctive 
sense for accurate range pictures in his field shooting? The 
small game field is the perfect laboratory, that and a 
specialized piece of equipment which will be considered after 
canvassing other factors of accurate field shooting. 

But to get back to that woodchuck at a measured 200 
yards-Suppose you detect him conning the sidehill from the 
security of his burrow, just his head and shoulders showing 
above the grass on a clouded day—a suggestion of thunder 
showers along the rim of the upland pasture hills. 
Specifically, you plan on blowing him up with a chest shot. 
But he is a much harder target to take, with all that non-vital 
area obscured by the tall sear grass, even though it is not your 
aiming point, regardless of the lighting. Why? Smallness and 
obscurity is subconsciously associated with distance. You 
must know these distracting factors for what they are to bring 
your range picture into focus, or you will subconsciously 
classify this as a much longer shot than it actually is. There 
will be an association with other and much longer shots. 

If that woodchuck, after a careful culling of evidence, slips 
out into the short stubble, then again becomes suspicious and 
stands up for another conning of his immediate vicinity, and 
you can see him full length, you will revise that long range 
estimate. He no longer appears like that shot where you got a 
rock steady rest by placing your forearm on a granite boulder 
and took a woodchuck at what later proved to be 300 yards. 
That was the time you held the crosshairs about three inches 
above his head and got a hit in the chest area. Now, standing 
in the stubble, he appears like that shot you got across an 
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upland pasture at an almost black chuck when it stood up at 
the mouth of its den, and you had a fair shot from a sitting 
position,  resting your forearm  across  a  stone wall. 

One autumn, while hunting deer with Al Wyman, we eased 
along a ridge heavily forested with oak. Mast was thick on the 
ground, and several large bucks were fattening on the acorns. 
This particular day we managed to put the finger on a beautiful 
five pointer at about 80 yards. Al, kneeling to get a better 
view below the bough-line of intervening trees, could see his 
antlers and an ear, the head being turned sidewise as our buck 
listened to some other hunter down hill. I suppose the target 
offered was about four inches in diameter. But the lighting 
was poor, the range picture slightly different. 

I waited tensely, my eyes on a small opening which I hoped 
our quarry would cross if Al missed. 

"Iffen I could see his shoulder, I could break his neck, easily 
he whispered, "But I don't know, with just his head and horns 
showing/' 

After a moment which seemed like an hour, the buck took a 
cautious step forward, exposing his shoulder. Al's old .30/40 
Krag slapped back against his shoulder, the echoes died away 
in the forest, but no deer crossed the small forest lane I watched. 

We walked down through the thickets to our trophy. Al's 
bullet had clipped that buck behind the ear very neatly. There 
had been no hesitation in the shooting, no lack of confidence, 
once the game presented the proper range picture, or as Al 
put it later, when I questioned him, "When he looked normal 
to me." 

Later, I was to remember that remark while hunting grey 
squirrel in the oak groves. And more and more, as I measured 
it by the yardstick of accurate field shooting, it made good 
common sense. 

Those big greys were easily taken by head shots when they 
were sitting on a high oak limb. But let one begin to play it 
canny, watching me from his perch, with just his head showing, 
and the self same target was no longer an easy off-hand shot. 
A new element was projected into the setup. The range picture 
had changed to something unfamiliar, or at least not common 
to the type of shooting I normally did on squirrel. 

The sight picture was still the same, for the aiming point 
in either case was the head.   But until I had taken enough 
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shots at squirrels just showing their heads to establish a normal, 
I wasn't as consistently accurate as when they exposed their 
entire body. 

Just knowing that all these elements are projected into the 
setup will improve a hunter's field shooting. 

When Art Richardson, my hunting friend, occasionally goes 
afield after jack rabbit or ground squirrel, leaving his .270 
Winchester home, and taking his old .38/40 lever action, there 
is method in his madness. This rifle, with its rainbow trajectory 
curve makes him acutely conscious of all the elements of ac-
curate field shooting. Distances are emphasized, not in yards, 
but in effective ranges. 

Up to a certain point, trajectory cancels out range. A flat 
shooting varmint rifle such as the .270 using a 100 grain bullet, 
the .22/250 with a 48 grain, or the .220 Swift with the same 
weight bullet, can put a field shot on the right side of the ledger. 
But still, even with these fast stepping calibers, the skilled field 
shot either consciously or subconsciously has a range picture 
when he touches one off. 

Recently I had the pleasure of field testing a rifleman gadget 
which will teach a hunter more about light effect on field 
ranges, rough terrain, color and such, than anything which I 
have examined. It is Bushnell's Range Finder, put out by Bush-
nell Optical Co., Pasadena, California. It is very accurate up 
to 600 yards, giving you precise range readings. Used to check 
the effect of lighting alone, it is worth its weight in gold for 
the hunter seriously using the small game and varmint fields 
as a laboratory in which to develop big game hunting tech-
niques and skills. 

There should be no slavish dependence on it before you 
have formed your own opinion of the range. Rather it should 
be used to check your own range pictures. Used in this man-
ner, it certainly will save you a lot of weary pacing off of long 
shots, of trying to find out the reason for unaccountable misses 
when the sights were right, the let-off perfect, and no wind to 
harry your light, fast stepping bullet. 

No question about range picture, once you have used a 
range finder to check a shot. Maybe it is paradoxical to say 
that by using a range finder to give you precise measurements 
in yards will train you to see your ranges, not as a measure- 
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ment reduced to yards, but as range pictures giving you maxi-
mum field shooting accuracy, but it is fact. Range pictures, 
to an experienced field shot are as precise and as attention get-
ting as the crosshairs centered on a grey or fox squirrel or a 
woodchuck taking a sun bath in front of his den. They are 
basic factors of all accurate field shooting and have very, very 
little to do with estimates of range in actual yards. 



 



CHAPTER 4 

SMALL GAME FIELD SHOOTING 
POSITIONS 

The  trail  lead  through  a frost-touched 
multicolored forest, the oak and maple trees a riot of crimsons, 
deep reds and browns. A golden autumn haze filled the val-
leys, and if you listened you could hear quail calling lonesome-
ly for the lost summer. Grant Hartwell and I were walking 
this ridge trail, as men should be doing each autumn, our minds 
on deer, light overnight packs on our backs, wholly content with 
the world. 

While deer was the prime objective, a couple of grey 
squirrels for a stew wouldn't be amiss, nor for that matter a 
blue grouse. 

Swinging around a bend we flushed a big old buster of a 
blue grouse. It angled up through the trees with a frantic beat-
ing of wings and perched on an oak limb about thirty yards 
away, neck outstretched, its nervousness reflected in its constant 
stepping about as it watched our every move. We remained 
perfectly quiet for a space of a few moments, knowing that 
the least untoward movement would touch off our hair triggered 
game at once. When it quieted down a bit, Grant eased over 
a few steps toward the huge mossy bole of an oak, rested his 
forearm against it for the shot. 

I waited intently, my pulse surging just as strongly as if 
he had a big buck under his sights. The silence was shattered 
by the roar of his .30/30 Model 99 Savage. The grouse tumbled 
from its lofty perch into the deep mast under the trees, drum-
med frantically for a moment then lay still. I walked over and 
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picked up our quarry. Its head had been neatly severed by 
that 170 grain slug, an excellent bit of small game field 
shooting. 

Small game field shooting has problems of positions which 
merit a lot of study and practice by hunters. Fortunately there 
is no essential difference between small and large game 
shooting, and what is learned in the small game fields is 
directly applicable to big game coverts. Each places 
emphasis on the time element, practical accuracy and range 
picture. 

Quite often the decision as to shooting position is made 
by the game itself. A squirrel alerted by your careful stalking, 
waiting for a tip-off from you before taking to the security 
of its den tree, has so compressed the time element you have 
in which to get off the shot, you must take it from the position 
in which you find yourself more often than not a snapshot 
off-hand. 

When Art Richardson and I were hunting ground squirrel 
that early June morning, taking them "field run/' each shot 
was governed by the game itself, to a great extent. Squirrels 
scurrying toward the protection of their burrows had snap-
shooting written all over them. Those which stood up momen-
tarily to inspect their surroundings had the same urgency in 
their attitude. 

Essentially, there are three basic field shooting positions 
which are practical, and used for more than ninety-eight per 
cent of all field shooting. These three positions are: standing, 
sitting and kneeling. The prone position can sometimes 
also be used in long range woodchuck sniping and in 
mountain hunting. But a too slavish use of the prone 
position tends to a deliberateness wholly at odds with field 
accuracy because of the time element usually interjected 
by the game itself. 

Modifications of the three prime field shooting positions: 
sitting, standing and kneeling, are almost infinite in 
number. 

Game, large or small, are either in motion or have the threat 
of movement. The times you will find game at rest, with no 
threat of explosive action are comparatively rare. Usually 
it is movement which first attracts a hunter, and that not only 
conditions field shooting positions but also the shot itself. 

Offhand shooting requires the most skill, and is the most 
used in field shooting, and at the same time it is one in which 
most hunters are least competent. There is an obvious modifi-
cation of range technique in offhand field shooting. An off-
hand field shot is precise and clear cut in action—no hesitation 
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—when the sights are on, the shot is made immediately. 
Trigger squeeze and sight alignment complement each other, 
each an integral part of practical field accuracy. 

Offhand snapshooting stance is more readily learned from 
shooting than from the rifle range. 

Next a careful synchronizing of trigger squeeze and sight 
alignment, balance is important in offhand field shooting. 
Misses in this type field shooting can very often be traced to 
an off balanced position. When any game flushes wildly, 
squirrel, deer, elk or rabbit, and the gunner is caught off-
balance, his ability to get on the target, to lead his quarry 
when necessary, is so greatly complicated that a vital hit is 
almost an impossibility. 

Balance stripped of its esoteric nonsense, means simply 
that you are on your two good feet, ready to step forward or 
back to give you the most stable position for your shot. And 
that simmers down to bringing your feet close enough 
together so you can swivel from the hips to follow your 
game without the compelling necessity of shuffling 
around, once your rifle is at your shoulder. 

On running shots a hunter is swinging with his game as his 
rifle comes up. The instance the butt of his rifle touches his 
shoulders, his sights are on. For he has done the basic 
sighting as his rifle is mounted. It comes up aligned for a 
snapshot. 

Al Wyman, easing along a hardwood ridge, his rifle at the 
carry, can explode into action with a smoothness and deadly 
precision which is the hallmark of all great field shots. Deer, 
elk, grey squirrel, rabbit, no matter the game, there is no 
hesitation, no groping for the best position from which to take 
the shot. "Iffen I get my feet 'pinted' right, the rest is easy," 
he once told me. Getting one's feet pointed right for an off-
hand snapshot is not as far fetched as it seems, either. If you 
are a right handed rifleman, and go into action with your left 
foot pointed directly at the position where your game is flush-
ing, initial alignment has been accomplished. Not only that, 
but you are now in a position to keep your target under your 
sights through a 180 degree circle without moving your feet, 
swiveling from the hips to follow your game. In order to do 
this, your feet cannot be more than fourteen inches apart, or 
you will find your position becoming more cramped on the fol-
low through. 
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In assuming the offhand field shooting position, your weight 
is on the balls of your feet. Your body leans slightly forward, 
arm extended well out on the forearm of your rifle, relaxed 
and free swinging. Maybe you will actually follow your target 
with your rifle; more often you will swing ahead to a small 
opening, intercepting your game at a point which affords the 
only clear shooting. 

It takes practice to develop form, but form underlies all 
field shooting skills. Small game hunting is an ideal place in 
which to iron out inaccuracies, not only because the same type 
shots are called for here as you will later use in big game hunt-
ing, but also because you have a much more extended season, 
so many more chances to improve your skill. 

Snapshooting is one phase of offhand shooting. There are 
other phases of almost equal importance, especially squirrel 
hunting with a rifle. Quite often it is possible to get additional 
steadiness for a precise shot by resting an arm against the side 
of a tree, log, or rock ledge—easing off the shot from a standing 
position with the steadiness of a kneeling or sitting stance. 

Any rifle, however, more powerful than a .22 rim fire will 
tend to "shoot away" from a rest. Where the rifle itself is held 
directly against the side of a tree, and the shot taken at 100 
yards or so, this tendency can make a mighty contribution to-
ward a miss, especially if the target is fairly small. Some rifles 
will move their point of impact as much as four or five inches 
to one side when thus held. The same condition exists, when a 
rifle is placed across a rock or log for the shot, except now it 
will shoot high. All rifles should be cushioned with a hand 
between it and any steadying rest, regardless of the position 
used. 

Sitting position is best for those intermediate shots at small 
game such as woodchuck, ground squirrel, coyote or other pred-
ator far enough away that careful stalking hasn't alarmed it. 
In a sitting position, the body acts as a tripod support for your 
rifle, giving a very steady stance from which to make a precision 
shot. Properly positioned, you are turned well away from your 
intended target, feet well apart, elbows resting on, or slightly 
over, the knees. However, some very good field shots cross their 
feet, and one excellent game shot never rests his trigger arm on 
his knee at all, maintaining that a follow up shot is much faster 
with his lever action when he doesn't have to disturb his shoot-
ing stance by going out of position, as it were, to reload, 
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While sitting is an excellent small game shooting position, it, 
like the offhand position, has the added virtue of being fre-
quently used in big game hunting. Any skill developed in small 
game and pest shooting using this position, is directly aimed at 
improving your big game shooting accuracy. My field notes in-
dicate that while hunting mule deer in the comparatively open 
ranges of the west I have used the sitting position for at least 
half of the shots obtained, and for all shots except those taken in 
the jackpine thickets and other heavily forested areas. In these, 
of course, it was a case of snapshooting. 

The sitting position is an easy one in which to drop for a 
shot calling for additional steadiness. But it does require practice 
to develop the necessary skill to make it effective afield. That 
means practice out in the small game field, where the ground is 
uneven, and the game places a premium on time. It is well to 
try a few "dry runs" in this position when you are afield, even 
before trying for a small game or pest shot. It is an excellent 
way of ironing out rough spots in one's technique. 

Kneeling has many more field shooting virtues than one 
would at once suppose. It is not as steady as the sitting position, 
but is much faster. Its chief virtue is that it gives you a com-
paratively unobstructed view for a shot in a forest by placing 
you below the bough line of the trees. 

Once while hunting snowshoe rabbit in jackpine thickets, I 
obtained four shots at these oversized bunnies, and in each in-
stance I had to take them from the kneeling position to get 
below the snow laden limbs of the trees. In this same section, 
only a few days later, I managed to finagle a big buck by the 
kneeling position. 

There are probably more excellent prone rifle shots than 
riflemen with any great degree of competence in any of the 
other positions. By the same token, the prone position has fewer 
hunting virtues than any other field position. But if its negative 
qualities stopped here, it wouldn't be so bad. Unfortunately, 
however, prone shooting robs riflemen of confidence in the more 
practical offhand, sitting and kneeling positions. 

When the target is a fox squirrel in the top of a butternut 
or a grey squirrel playing it canny in an oak with a breeze 
ruffling the leaves and the target unsteady, then the shot must 
be taken from a standing position, and prone rifle practice can 
contribute nothing to the skill required for a killing shot. 
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There is, however, one virtue retrievable from prone rifle 
shooting. Quite often a hunter has a chance to lie across a rock, 
stump or other object for a shot. While technically I suppose 
this could scarcely be called prone rifle shooting, it does give 
rock steadiness for a shot, and in addition it gives a fair view 
above fern, grass and other low growing stuff which would 
prevent a hunter from taking the shot lying directly on the 
ground. 

Each field shooting position has a different yardstick of 
accuracy by which to measure its effectiveness. Each position is 
a compromise. 

In offhand snapshooting a hunter trades accuracy for time. 
Offhand targets, such as a squirrel scurrying for its den tree or 
a woodchuck streaking through the clover stubble, has a time 
element built into the shot which cancels out the more accurate 
shooting positions, such as sitting or kneeling. But if the range 
is short, a hunter can swap the additional accuracy of a sitting 
position for the extra split seconds of a snapshot. If he does 
score a miss with his first shot, he is still in position for another 
following shot. 

When ranges are extended and the game is unalarmed, the 
reverse is true. A hunter can trade time for additional accuracy. 

Once, while coming out of the wilderness section of the Pistol 
River section of southwestern Oregon, after a small game hunting-
fishing expedition, I waited while Hartwell made a very careful 
stalk of a grey squirrel. This was the last day of our trip, and 
camp grub consisted of about a cup of flour, some salt and 
pepper, a smear of lard—enough to cook a squirrel. 

I could see a trade coming up as Grant eased toward a large 
oak. When he came along side of this tree, he waited for the 
squirrel to sit up with an acorn, affording a nice target. Grant, 
apparently, was going to trade the fast shooting qualities of an 
offhand effort for a more accurate shot from a rest. I watched 
him place his gun arm along side the lichen covered bole of the 
oak for his shot, pause, then fire. 

At the shot our quarry came tumbling down, to lie in the 
mast, a nice plump grey for our midday meal. 

The shot was made with a handgun, a subject covered in a 
separate chapter, but the episode thoroughly exemplifies the 
compromise inherent in all field shooting positions. Each shot, 
even at the expense of reiteration, is a definite compromise 
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between ultimate speed and ultimate accuracy. Split second 
decisions are built into each shooting opportunity afield. How well 
you weigh speed of the different field positions against their 
accuracy, in a large measure, determines their effectiveness. 



 



PART II 

Small Game Hunting Rifles 



 



CHAPTER 5 

SMALL GAME AND VARMINT 
RIFLES 

The Center Fires 

At first glance the problem of selecting a 
small game and varmint rifle would appear a relatively simple 
undertaking. A hunter has clean killing in mind, which means 
hair splitting accuracy and fair ranging qualities. 

Hunting rifle weight must be a good compromise for steady 
holding and portability, say eight to nine pounds, for a field rifle 
is carried much more than it is shot. 

All these requirements are easily met, yet the selection must 
be approached with caution. Many hunting skills hinge on the 
type of rifle taken afield. For example, short range rifles are| 
very apt to be owned by excellent still hunters and stalkers, long 
range rifles by precision field shots. When a rifle is selected 
which has both qualities, you have an unbeatable combination 
on the make—the all-around hunter and field shot. But the 
selection is no push-over. 

Maybe it is best to break down the problem of rifle selection 
into two categories for detailed study, even though the basic 
thing which should be studied is trends in small game center-fire 
calibers. Small game rifles are of two classes, wildcats and 
standard factory calibers. 

Let's start with the wildcats. Experiment is the very life blood 
of progress, and modern day hunters owe a lot to the wildcat 
experimenter who was never quite satisfied with the 
performance of available rifles. While some of their products 
were off-beat from start to finish, they explored many blind 
alleys in their search for longer range and greater accuracy. The 
wildest of the wildcats are plenty wild indeed! All in all, 
however, many worthwhile improvements came from theory and  
experimentation.  Results  of these  experiments  are con- 
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stantly being passed back to us lesser hunters in the form of 
better accuracy, ranging and killing ability. 

Something else has also been passed along which is not on 
the right side of the ledger: a lot of misrepresentation about 
velocities and accuracy. An outdoorsman looking for a rifle with 
which to finagle a woodchuck in an upland pasture some early 
spring day, when the clover is first tarnishing the brown winter 
stubble with green, the dogwood is starting to bloom along the 
old stone fences, goes afield with a very poor wildcat rifle selec-
tion—all because he didn't investigate carefully before selecting 
his small game rifle. 

A 48 grain .22 caliber bullet can be driven close to 4500 
feet a second in some of these privately designed rifles. That 
is a lot of velocity, but a rifleman gets it by paying for it with 
shortened barrel life, and in many calibers at the expense of 
hair splitting sniper accuracy. 

Two requirements of woodchuck sniping have sent experi-
menters along the path of high velocity: a desire for bullet 
breakup on impact, and a nipping off of bullet drop over ex-
tended field ranges. 

In settled farm communities it is essential for a varmint 
bullet to breakup completely when it hits the earth, otherwise 
you will have a ricochet buzzing like an angry bee out across 
the meadows, something not conducive to either safety or good 
farmer-sportsman relationship. To prevent ricocheting, velocities 
must not fall much below 2400 feet per second. Fortunately, 
this problem has been well licked in such wildcat calibers as 
the .219 Wasp the .240 Colbra, .22/250 Varminter in the wildcat 
calibers. In the standard factory calibers it is no problem in the 
.22 Hornet, .218 Bee, .219 Zipper, .222 Remington, and .220 
Swift. 

How about bullet drop over the longer ranges? Just to show 
how far we have come in licking this problem, let's make a 
direct comparison between a rather obsolete, though still ex-
cellent small game and varmint caliber and one of the more 
successful wildcat calibers. 

.219 WASP BULLET PATH ABOVE OR BELOW LINE OF SIGHT AT: 
50 yards        100 yards         150 yards       200 yards         250 yards 

0 1 inch above  ¾ inches above 0 2½ inches below 
The above ranging used the following powder charge  and 
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bullet weight: bullet, 55 grain spiral point Speer; Powder, 31 
grains of Du Pont 4320. 

.25/35 BULLET PATH ABOVE OR BELOW LINE 
OF SIGHT AT: 

50 yards   100 yards  150 yards      200 yards      250 yards 
1 inch above 0 3 inches below 9.1 inches below    .  

Above load using factory ammunition, 117 grain bullet. 
Broken down into effective field shooting ranges it becomes 

obvious that the modern .219 Wasp has an advantage of one 
hundred yards on such small game and pest targets. In addition, 
it will shoot within a minute of angle for accuracy, giving three 
inch groups at three hundred yards. The .25/35 with the same 
careful handloading of ammunition will make four-inch groups 
at two hundred yards, six-inch groups with factory ammunition. 

Out to three hundred yards, bullet breakup on impact is 
excellent with the Wasp, just as it is with the .220 Swift, a 
caliber which it duplicates very closely in bullet weight, accur-
acy and velocity. 

The .219 Wasp is a "standard" wildcat. Most custom gun-
smiths are tolled up to chamber it, and most custom loaders can 
supply handloaded ammunition for it. This can also be said of 
the .22/250 Varminter, .240 Colbra, as well as several versions 
of "improved" factory calibers. 

Improving factory calibers, such as the .222 Remington, .22 
Hornet, .220 Swift, and the .257 Roberts is almost an indoor 
sport with the wildcat brotherhood. This improving is done by 
reaming standard rifle chamber to give a straighter taper and a 
more abrupt shoulder. In some calibers these "improvements" 
have produced better accuracy and higher velocity without in-
creasing pressures beyond a safe margin. In others, results have 
been more apparent in the writings of rifle partisans for the 
specialized caliber than in the field testing. 

Small game hunters should remember that in going for one of 
these improved chambering jobs, unless the improved chamber 
will accept factory ammunition, and the "improvement" is 
brought about by fireforming the cases, he is letting himself in 
for considerable trouble in resizing brass for his sniping rifle. 

Improved versions are best when they are along the lines of 
the Ackley .257 and the Weatherby .257 Magnum, either of 
which will handle factory ammunition. 
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The trouble of resizing brass for a wildcat caliber, however, 
is sometimes well worth the effort. The .22/250 Varminter 
cartridge is made by necking down the .250/3000 case. The .219 
Wasp requires resizing. Both are exceptional wildcat calibers. 
They are two of perhaps a half dozen wildcats which are 
destined to become better known over the years. There are 
many other calibers requiring manual resizing of brass with 
few field shooting virtues to recommend them. 

Do plenty of sign reading before laying your iron men on 
the line for a wildcat. 

Those which have enough virtues to be taken up by an 
increasing number of hunters each year all have one thing in 
common, regardless of caliber. Powder capacity of case, bullet 
weight and caliber, either through careful experiment or happy 
accident, are all in balance. There seems to be no critical bullet 
weight, velocity or powder charge. Case design and capacity 
give each caliber a flexibility which makes for hair splitting 
accuracy with a wide range of loadings. 

A balanced load, such as the .22/250 Varminter has so many 
intangibles in its makeup even the most advanced experimenters 
can not place their fingers on all the factors. It is known that 
cases of medium capacity with only a medium powder charge 
often give higher velocity and better accuracy than larger size 
cases using heavier charges of powder. 

Overlarge cartridge capacity in reference to bullet weight 
often gives high pressure readings without a corresponding in-
crease in velocity. And when they are accurate, it is usually 
with one particular loading. The flexibility apparent in those 
balanced calibers is lacking. A rifleman using one for his sniping 
has a headache from start to finish. Flexibility in small game 
rifles is important. It is much more so in the rifleman himself. 
Just about any caliber will serve in the hands of a competent 
rifleman able to bring out its full ranging and killing potential. 

Last July, while walking across my upland pastures, I came 
upon Al Wyman behind a red cedar tree. He was peering in-
tently across a small draw. Seeing me, he motioned me down, 
then signaled me up to where he was lying. Inching my way to 
his position I studied the hillside where midsummer had began 
to tan the grass and burnish the greasewood with a swarthy 
Indian hue. I saw the object of his concern, a ground squirrel 
fooling around the base of a stump, eating dandelions. 
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Eventually it worked its way out into the opening, sat up 
and gave the hillside a careful searching before committing 
itself to any more foraging which might lead it any farther 
from the security of its burrow. Al eased up his rifle, steadied 
it, and at the report that squirrel dropped. Range? About 150 
yards. Rifle? A model 64 Winchester, using a handload of 27 
grains of Du Pont 3031 powder, a 100 grain jacketed softpoint 
bullet. It was my handloading, as a matter of fact, and my rifle. 
Al Wyman had borrowed it as he came by the ranch house. 

We talked awhile before I left him to continue my walk 
across the pastures, after being cautioned not to cross certain 
hillsides he planned to hunt. "Put down them digger squirrels," 
he explained, a breach of hunting ethics even landowners should 
not commit. "Furthermore, you might tell Ethel to hold up 
dinner until about two o'clock. Won't get my diggering done 
before then. They have been barking all over the hillsides." So 
advised and cautioned, I left him. 

That rifle he was using was certainly a long ways down the 
list from some of the super duper wildcats. It did exemplify 
one thing, however. Rifles of very modest velocities and killing 
power can be used for all small game and pest shooting. (Re-
member Art Richardson and that old .38/40 Winchester hunting 
jack rabbits and ground squirrels, Chapter I?) 

My .25/35 Model 64, equipped with a Readfield Sourdough 
front sight and a Williams Foolproof receiver sights, has enough 
accuracy and enough ranging ability to make it an interesting 
sniping rifle in anybody's pastures. Of course precautions must 
be taken to see that all field targets have suitable background 
so there will not be ricochet. 

Small game hunters are probably better served by selecting 
factory calibers. You can handload for them, and in addition use 
factory loads to obtain the necessary brass for developing just 
the right loading for any gunning situation you have. The .222 
Remington is an excellent choice, especially in the Sako Mauser 
action, as exemplified by the Marlin Model 322. This rifle is 
built by the Marlin Firearms Company, using their Micro-Groove 
rifling, a shallow sixteen groove rifling which gives very little 
bullet deformation, and a consequent increase in accuracy of 
about twenty per cent over conventional deep, six groove rifling. 

Another very good factory caliber is the .220 Swift. It is 
strictly an out-and-out long range varmint rifle, though at first 
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appearance in the game fields, a lot of extravagant claims were 
made for its ability as a big game caliber. 

The .257 Roberts started out as a wildcat, but it has been a 
standard factory caliber for several decades. It is very accurate 
with all three factory loadings: 117 grain, 100 grain and 87 
grain bullets. Best accuracy, though, is with the two heavier 
weight loadings. The 117 grain bullet makes an excellent var-
mint loading especially in the mountainous areas where there 
are apt to be constant thermal winds. Due to its good sectional 
density, there is much less drift with this bullet than there is 
with many of the lighter, higher speed ones. 

For a hunter who cannot afford more than one rifle, the 
.257 Roberts, either standard or in Ackley's improved chamber-
ing, would be an excellent all around choice. It is a nice deer 
caliber with its heavier loadings. For hunting tree squirrel or 
rabbit it can be midranged with handloads to about the velo-
city of a .22 long rifle. 

The 250/3000 Savage is a superbly accurate sniping rifle. A 
small game hunter with a liking for a lever action would find 
this an excellent choice. Factory loading gives the 87 grain 
bullet 3000 feet a second. In addition a 100 grain bullet can be 
driven 2820 feet a second. By careful handloading this caliber 
will duplicate the velocities of practically all caliber from the 
.22 long rifle to the .25/20, giving it a versatility in the small 
game field which makes it truly an all-around caliber. 

Another lever action .25 caliber which must be considered 
is the before mentioned .25/35. How badly handicapped would 
a hunter be, armed with a .25/35 Winchester Model 64 lever 
action? Let's look at some of the adverse factors which can be 
ironed out. First is the fact that all tubular magazine rifles are 
not supposed to use Spitzer pointed bullets. It doesn't come 
under the head of pleasure to have a pointed bullet tickling 
the primer of the cartridge in front of it in a tubular magazine 
rifle. But Spitzer pointed bullets can be used in tubular maga-
zine rifles just the same. It reduces magazine capacity to ex-
actly one cartridge, and with one in the chamber, makes it a 
two shot repeater. 

Snapshooting at running targets, acquiring skill for those 
big game covers, this limited magazine capacity has some ad-
vantages. Emphasis is placed on individual shots, much more 
so than if a hunter has a full magazine to unload on his target. 
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As for ranging ability, 200 yards will cover most small game 
and varmint ranges, and the .25/35, with handloads, is suffi-
ciently accurate to kill consistently at this range. On the heavier 
pests, such as coyotes, the 117 grain bullet is an excellent 
killer, with plenty of penetration to drive through from any 
quarter to reach die vital area. Ranges beyond 200 yards, when 
one is using a comparatively short range sniping rifle, are 
problems of stalking, an ability which always pays off later in 
big game hunting. All in all, the small game hunter using a 
.25/35 wouldn't be greatly handicapped for most off-season 
hunting. 

The .219 Zipper in a lever action, along with the .218 Bee 
have tubular magazines, and if they are used with Spitzer 
pointed bullets, their capacity must be reduced to one cartridge 
in the magazine, one in the chamber. By using pointed 55 
grain bullet in the Zipper at a muzzle velocity of 3120 feet a 
second, sustained velocity over 200 yards is much higher than 
with the poorly shaped factory bullet, just as it is with the .218 
Bee using a pointed 48 grain bullet. Either of these calibers 
work well with midrange loads for tree squirrel. Both are 
highly portable and handy field rifles. 

The .22 Hornet is never a mistake for small game and pest 
shooting. It hasn't the wind bucking ability of some of the 
heavier calibers, nor their ranging qualities, but within that 
critical 200 yard range it is highly accurate. It can be hand-
loaded down to a velocity of 1400 hundred feet using a 43 
grain gas check bullet and 3.5 grains of Unique Pistol powder. 
The .22 K-Hornet, an "improved" version of the standard factory 
caliber will drive its bullets at a full 3000 feet a second. It is 
the better selection for small game shooters interested in hand-
loading. It will not only give higher velocities with maximum 
charges, all the midrange loads worked out for the standard 
.22 Hornet will perform beautifully in the .22K-Hornet. 

When one takes a .270 down from the gun rack, it is quite 
possible that, measured from the standpoint of all around ver-
satility, it is the best sniping rifle of the lot. It will reach out 
with the wildest of the wildcats. It will make groups as small. 
In addition, it is a good caliber on larger game, such as black 
bear and deer, with proper loads. Some hunters endorse it as 
an elk rifle, but I cannot string along on this—just not enough 
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lead, even with the best handloads and heaviest bullets it will 
handle. 

But for the one rifle man the .270 has many advantages over 
the .250/3000, the .257. And of course, when it comes to a com-
parison with such short range lead slingers as the other rifles 
under consideration, there just isn't any contest—if your choice 
is a bolt action a .270, 100 grain bullet can be driven at 3500 
feet a second. The 130 grain factory load is given a velocity of 
3140 feet a second—both are superbly accurate. 

Using the 100 grain bullet at a velocity of 3500 feet a 
second, a .270 sighted in to hit point of aim at 200 yards is very 
effective on woodchuck and other targets to a full 300 yards. 
That is something to ponder when one is tempted by a flat 
shooting wildcat. What a surprise it would be to a coyote 
lurking out around the 300 yard mark! Those sly predators 
seem to have the range of lesser calibers gauged to a nicety, but 
a .270 could give them cause for reappraisal. 

A very versatile small game caliber is none other than the 
old reliable .30/06! Sure it is loud-mouthed, and not the best 
for settled farm country. But there is still a whale of a lot 
of small game and varmint territory where this old proven 
caliber is ideal. I know it is smart to consider it more or less 
a has been. But remember, more experimenting has been done 
with .30/06 loadings than any other caliber. More loading data 
have accumulated over the years in all velocity brackets and 
bullet weights than for any other rifle. There is extant over 
three hundred different handloads developed by riflemen using 
this caliber during the past several decades. Just about all types 
of field shooting and game have been considered by some rifle-
man-hunter and a .30/06 load developed for it. 

Want a good midrange load, something with about the 
velocity of a .22 long rifle for tree squirrels and cottontails? 
You have been anticipated by other .30/06 riflemen. A 153 grain 
gas check bullet driven by 12 grains of Du Pont 4759 will give 
you a velocity of 1100 feet a second. That would make a nice 
pot hunting load on a big game trip. It would also be a good 
load for practice shooting where range facilities are limited. 

Maybe, though, you have woodchuck or ground squirrel in 
mind. A 110 grain jacketed bullet can be driven at 3310 feet a 
second with 53.3 grains of Hercules Hi-Vel. Of course a 110 
grain, .30 caliber bullet hasn't the best sectional density for 
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sustained velocities over extended ranges, but it has good 
accuracy and breakup out to 200 yards, and that is a lot of 
range in anybody's hunting territory. 

This listing of rifles for small game hunting is incomplete. 
This is more a pointing out of trends in calibers and loadings 
which the small game hunter and varmint sniper might con-
sider in selecting his equipment with big game hunting as the 
ultimate consideration. I often use my .348 with reduced loads 
for tree squirrel, finding it superbly accurate for this type 
hunting. I often use it on ground squirrel with a 150 grain 
bullet driven at 2835 feet per second with a charge of 58.5 
grains of Du Pont 4064. All this off-season shooting adds up to 
clean kills on the deer and elk trails. 

In selecting a small game rifle, you should canvass thor-
oughly the type of hunting you will do, both in the small game 
field and later in the big game coverts. 

All my rifles, from .22 rim fires to my heaviest caliber are 
practical stalking rifles—hunter sighted. Occasionally I like to 
pick up a rifle which is utterly strange to me, and go hunting, 
such as that .22 Mossberg I used diggering (Chapter 1). But 
for the most part I find it much more to the point to keep 
sights, trigger pulls, actions and weights very closely dupli-
cated from small game rifles to large. 

The build up of shooting habits—the confidence which comes 
of using familiar materials has something of a craftsman's or 
artist's desire for complete mastery of his medium. A rifleman 
feels the same thrill from proper mastery of his materials, and 
the same sense of achievement. When a shot is delivered at the 
end of a careful stalk which has brought out the best in wood-
craft of which the rifleman is capable, and accuracy is crowned 
with a clean kill, that, it seems to me, is the ultimate in hunting 
satisfaction. And it starts with rifle selection, too. 

Selecting a rifle is primarily a matching of that rifle to the 
hunter, a secondary matching to the game on which it will be 
used. After this careful matching of centerfire rifles, there is 
still a rifle problem to be answered. What type .22 rim fire 
should I use, a heavy target rifle, bolt action, single shot, lever action? 



 



CHAPTER 6 

SMALL GAME RIFLES 

The .22 Rimfires 

No matter if a hunter is primarily con-
cerned with elk hunting in the Alpine meadows of the Rocky 
Mountains, still-hunting whitetail deer in Maine, long range 
varmint sniping or just tree squirrel in a farm woodlot, his 
most important field rifle is a .22 rimfire. It is not only a beau-
tiful caliber in its own right for small game hunting, it also has 
a definite place as an understudy and stand-in for all the differ-
ent calibers carried afield. 

The high degree of skill required for clean, humane kills in all 
phases of hunting is usually the product of .22 rifle shooting. 

There is no line of demarcation where a hunter can say this 
is big game shooting skill. This is squirrel shooting skill. All field 
shooting skills are related, just as all stalking, sign reading, and 
woodcraft are related—just as all food and cover preferences 
have about the same requirements. 

Why more hunters do not consider their field shooting rifles 
as a related battery is one of the mysteries. Why arm manu-
facturers feel they have fulfilled their obligation to the cause 
of hunting when they make a big or small game rifle without 
duplicating it exactly with another rifle, so hunters have similar 
rifles for all their shooting, is equally mysterious. Someday, 
somewhere, a custom gunsmith will begin building rifles in 
series—a .30/06 bolt action, perhaps, a beautiful .222 Remington, 
and a .22 rimfire, not as individual rifles, but as a field battery. 
They will be stocked alike, have the same length bolt throw, 
sights, weight, trigger pull. He will also make a battery of 
suitable calibers for both the lever actions and slide actions. 
When this occurs, hunters will beat a path to his door, as wide 

45 



46 S M A L L    G A M E    H U N T I N G  

and as well worn as the path leading to the house of the man 
making the better mouse trap. 

It would be nice to know that you could plunk your iron 
men down for a small rifle and when you decided to take a big 
game hunting trip you could get a rifle of suitable caliber that 
would take advantage of all the skill and confidence developed 
small game hunting. And it would be an excellent conservation 
measure, too. 

I have a Marlin 39A lever action tucked under my arm 
when I hunt the river bottoms, where the briar grown brush 
patches catch the first sheen of autumn frost and there are 
cottontails on my mind. This hunting is not a backhanded effort, 
without relationship to all field shooting. Cottontail rabbit 
shooting puts the same premium on fast rifle handling and 
accuracy as big game hunting. The rifle has much in common 
with big game rifles designed for the touch and go of shooting 
deer in heavy cover. 

A morning's rabbit hunt will turn up targets at twenty-five 
to seventy-five yards, very typical ranges for all hunting from 
small game to deer or elk. 

Most of the shooting is off-hand. Again, that is typical. 
When I get a near miss as the game is feeding along the marge 
of those briar patches, a second shot is at a fleeting target where 
all the speed and accuracy of a snapshot is never more than 
enough for a clean kill. (Remember that buck you surprised 
on a hardwood ridge last autumn? That line could have been 
written about your shooting.) Small game shooting, such as 
I have along those autumn river bottoms is exciting shooting 
in its own right, and from the standpoint of big game shooting 
skill, very rewarding. 

In an over-all consideration of small game hunting with 
.22 rifles, big game shooting must be taken into consideration. 
Small game rifles are not subordinated to big game rifles, nor 
is small game hunting less important. But in order to spread 
shooting skills wide enough to include big game hunting, small 
game rifles must be selected with this over-all consideration in 
mind. 

Select a big game rifle action, complement it all the way 
down the line, and you will come to your small game hunting 
with an excellent choice of rifles, for all hunting is basically the 
same, 
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In making the selection, plenty of horse trading will have 
to be done or else it is no true hunting rifle, but a specialized 
firearm for just one type of shooting. Sometimes a bit of target 
range accuracy should be swapped for other qualities—ranging 
ability traded for ease of handling, and speed in getting off a 
second shot. After the trading is done, a hunter usually finds 
that, from the standpoint of practical field shooting, those 
trades which widened groups on targets have narrowed them 
in the touch and go of field shooting. 

When a big whitetail buck crashes out of his snug bed in 
the top of a windfall, some certain rifle caliber and action in 
your hands will have just the proper amount of compromise 
in its makeup to be highly woods accurate, and you will roll 
your trophy with plenty to spare. 

The essentials of this rifle are no different than those of a 
.22 rimfire which you have found right for rolling a cottontail 
or a squirrel. Field shooting accuracy has a lot to do with a 
short range shot when you are stepping under a snow ladden 
hemlock and a buck crashes out. It has a lot to do with one 
shot kills when you are sitting with your back to an autumn 
touched oak, watching for grey squirrel. 

Other factors being equal, which they seldom are, a brush 
hunter has advantages in a lever or pump action rifle as a 
basis for his field shooting battery. Under the compelling 
necessity of field shooting, when a buck crashes out of that 
windfall cedar, stained antlers gleaming in the pale sunlight, 
accuracy has an element of expediency more important than 
target group size. 

In mountain shooting, long range mule deer shooting, elk 
or rock chuck shooting, accuracy is measured in sensible inches, 
not expediency. A hunter could well trade some of the ad-
vantages of a lever or pump action for the added accuracy 
and ranging qualities of a bolt action rifle. All rifle actions have 
some advantages, but you cannot have them all in just one 
type action, nor can you expect to come to your hunting with 
the highest degree of field shooting skill of which you are 
capable if you constantly switch from one action to another. 

See what a whale of a compromise there is in selecting field 
rifles? See how utterly impossible it is to say that a .220 Swift, 
driving a 48 grain bullet at 4000 feet a second, is a better 
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woodchuck rifle than a .25/35 using a 117 grain soft point at 
2350 feet a second? 

I hunt elk, deer, squirrel, occasionally woodchuck. During 
the winter, when other seasons are closed or my quarry is 
snuggled down for the cold spell, I love the high brushy ridges 
where snowshoe rabbits range. This hunting, from the smallest 
to the largest game is equally satisfying. It requires equal rifle 
skills, and matched rifles. 

A bull elk bugling in a canyon some cold foggy November 
morning has its moments. So does a session in the hardwoods 
with a .22 rifle, hunting squirrel. Flushing blue grouse from 
the huckleberry brush and snipping their heads off when they 
perch in the second growth is thrilling hunting. 

Here is my basic rifle outfit from squirrel to elk. First, and 
most important, is the before mentioned Marlin 39A lever action 
with its Micro-grove rifling. I use this rifle constantly the year 
around. It is the sweetest shooting, easiest handled .22 rifle I 
have ever used. There is a beautiful compromise of barrel 
length, weight and stocking for field shooting. It has a nice 
hand-filling forearm, a stock with very comfortable dimensions 
for snapshooting, kneeling or sitting positions. 

Here are the essentials of that stocking: overall length of 
stock from trigger to center of buttplate 131/4 inches. Buttplate 
5 inches long. Pitch (angle at which buttplate is set on stock) 
3 inches. From line of sight to comb of stock 15/8 inches. From 
line of sight to heel of buttplate 21/2 inches. 

Next in line is a .25/35 lever action Winchester model 64, 
same stocking. The .25/35 is my all purpose rifle for small 
game and varmint shooting. It is often carried afield during 
the autumn grouse season. In summer, when the first tender 
shoots of clover attract ground squirrels from their dens, and 
there is an urgency for a hunter to be afield, I often have this 
rifle with me. 

Next is a Model 71 lever action, .348 caliber. This is the 
big game kingpin of my battery. All skill acquired off-season 
is directed toward using it during autumn big game seasons. I 
have fired only nine shots at deer with it during the last eight 
big game seasons. Eight bucks were bagged. Obviously, this 
amount of shooting contributes very little except confidence to 
the skill required to make those kills. There must be a pickup 
in the small game fields to compensate for the lack of shooting 
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one gets in big game hunting. Big game seasons are too short, 
bag limits too restricted to actually acquire field shooting 
proficiency there. 

What action? That question has plagued every hunter 
going afield, regardless of the game he has in mind. Is there 
some one action with which you would be better armed for all 
hunting? The answer is an unqualified yes. Just as sure as sure, 
there is one type rifle with which you will do your best shoot-
ing, just as there is very apt to be one certain big game caliber 
which will deliver best for you. 

Proper action must not only be measured against field 
shooting situations, but against the temperament of the hunter 
himself. 

Some hunters require the steadying influence of a good 
smooth working bolt action for their best shooting. The very 
mechanics of manually operating a rifle tends to more accurate 
shooting, though accuracy is usually associated with sights. 
Remember, speed of fire has no inherent virtue, unless there 
is complementing accuracy. Sometimes hunters need an action 
which will slow them down to acquire this accuracy. Some-
times certain temperaments require actions which will speed 
up their rate of fire. It all depends. 

The sleight of hand, subconscious operation of a slide action 
may be the one thing which will contribute the necessary ac-
curacy to your field shooting. It depends on the hunter. It is 
faster than a bolt action. But that isn't its chief virtue, smooth-
ness is, and the fact that sights are not off the target during 
reloading. With some hunters it has just the proper division of 
work and concentration for accurate field shooting. 

Somewhat the same thing can be said for the lever action. 
Again, it is faster than a bolt. But, again, that is not its chief 
virtue. The smoothness of operation and the steadying influence 
of its easily learned manipulation are its chief merits. 

Both the slide action and the lever action can be more 
easily mastered than a bolt action. But once a bolt action 
is mastered, it has plenty of merit for any type of field shoot-
ing from snapshooting to long range varmint sniping. 

The automatic is definitely the most tricky action of the lot 
to handle properly in game shooting. A hunter of nervous 
temperament, under the stress of taking running shots, has no 
business with an automatic rifle in his hands. The tendency to 



50 S M A L L    G A M E    H U N T I N G  

spray the landscape with a magazine full of ammunition is 
almost irresistible. His best bet would be a smooth working 
bolt action or a lever action for their steadying influence. It is 
even questionable whether he is temperamentally fitted to use 
a slide action rifle. 

By the same token a hunter of phlegmatic temperament is 
often greatly handicapped with a bolt action, lever or slide 
action. His best choice would naturally be an automatic rifle, 
both for small game and big game shooting. He would be 
much more accurate, and speedy enough to master just about 
any gunning situation his hunting turns up. 

There are other factors in selecting the proper action, as 
you shall presently see—field conditions in which some actions 
fit like a hunting glove. But hunter-rifle relationship comes first. 

Lever actions are wonderful woods rifles. For a still hunter 
with his mind on deer and elk in heavy cover, there is no better 
action. It is surprising how well this action fits into most small 
game hunting too. .300 Savage, .35 Rem. Marlin, .250/3000 
Savage, .348 Winchester. These calibers at one end of the hunt-
ing trail, and matched with a .22 Marlin 39A at the other end, 
and you are not far wrong for any type of shooting from 
squirrel to elk. 

There are other conditions and other actions. A hunter who 
has used a bolt action extensively on the target range gains 
nothing by trying to go to a pump action or lever because they 
are better for woods shooting of deer. He will be much better 
served by procuring a bolt action understudy and using it in 
the small game field to iron out his shooting, developing sub-
conscious habits which take over under the stress and excite-
ment of game shooting. 

Bolt action .22 calibers give the small game hunter a very 
wide selection from which to choose. Best, of course, is a 
customed stocked rifle based on either the Remington Model 
37, or Winchester Model 52, with the stocking and weight 
exactly that of your bolt action long range sniping rifle, and 
your big game bolt action. 

Hunters who cannot acquire custom stocked jobs still have 
several alternatives. The Marlin Model 80DL bolt action, 
Remington model 513S, Winchester model 75 Sporter, Moss-
berg model 144LS, and their 146B. All these are in addition to 
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Winchester Model 52 sporter, the best designed field gun of 
the lot. 

One other bolt action must be mentioned, however, a 
specialized rifle which my hunting gang swear by. This is the 
"coon gun," Mossberg bolt action Carbine, Model 142: 18 inch 
barrel, weight 5 pounds trailside. "Coon gun" is not its official 
title, but a name bestowed by this gang of night roving raccoon 
hunters who are out almost every night when a full autumn 
moon silvers the cover and frost rims on the fields. When they 
start out, it is an all night affair. So a rifle must have excep-
tional portability, as well as good practical accuracy to receive 
their endorsement. Mossberg's light bolt action carbine fits 
these requirements like a glove. 

A hunter using a Remington Model 760 slide action for 
deer, a pump action shotgun for upland bird shooting and in 
the duck blinds should never consider anything for squirrel 
shooting except a slide action .22. A Remington Model 121 is 
about tops. It has enough weight for steady holding, a semi-
beavertail forearm. It is nicely stocked, and usually comes from 
the factory with a crisp trigger pull. Winchester Model 61 is 
also a good choice for tree squirrel, rabbit hunting and targets 
of opportunity during the summer months. It also has good 
stocking, but is a half pound lighter than the Remington 
Model 121. And light weight is the curse of most .22 rifles, 
unless they are for some specialized purpose, such as the 
"coon gun." 

Both the Remington Model 121 and the Winchester Model 
61 are superior woods rifles in the .22 Special caliber. The .22 
Special has more killing power than a standard .22. It drives 
a 45 grain bullet at a muzzle velocity of 1450 feet a second, 
with a muzzle energy of 210 pounds. The .22 long rifle, in 
comparison, has a velocity of 1335 feet a second with a 40 grain 
bullet, giving a muzzle energy of 158 pounds. 

It is unfortunate that the .22 Special caliber, in both the 
Remington and Winchester, is now obsolete. But quite often 
very good rifles in this caliber can be picked up secondhand. 

The .22 Special is splendid on tree squirrel. That extra bit 
of energy puts you on your target with more clean killing 
hits, especially when body shots must be taken. It is also more 
deadly on running jacks, cottontails and ground squirrel. It is 
not quite as accurate as the regular .22, all factors considered, 
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but it would take a very skilled shot to find any difference in 
accuracy, even on a target range. In the field, limitations of 
range will cancel out clean killing before any inherent inaccu-
racy become apparent. What better can be said of any rifle? 

Winchester, Model 62 slide action is the only small game 
rifle, other than the Marlin Model 39A, with an outside hammer. 
This feature makes it a favorite with many experienced woods-
men because it is such a simple, easy to operate safety. With the 
hammer set at half cock, it is perfectly safe to carry with a load 
in the chamber. At the same time it is exceptionally fast to get 
into action when a rabbit hound flushes a bunny from the secur-
ity of a briar patch, or a squirrel rattles through the fallen 
autumn leaves, heading for a dentree. 

A hunter devoted to an automatic shotgun or big game rifle 
has several .22 automatic from which to select his small game 
hunting rifle. The Marlin Models 88C or 89C are excellent 
choices. Both have Marlin's accurate Micro-Groove rifling. The 
Model 88C has a tubular magazine, loading through the butt-
plate, the 89C is a clip loader. Using this rifle one autumn while 
hunting tree squirrel, I found it very accurate and practical for 
running shots when a big grey squirrel was crossing through 
the tops of the oaks, a very exciting target. On another occasion, 
when Grant Hartwell and I were giving our autumn deer shoot-
ing a final polishing on ground squirrel before the big game 
season opened, I used Marlin's Model 88C for the day. Our 
hunting rule this time was to take nothing but running shots. 
For within weeks we would be in the autumn deer woods, cat-
footing along the brushy ridges where bucks had horned the low 
growing red cedar, mountain willow and ash. 

We flushed our squirrels and tried for a kill as they scurried 
for their dens. That meant short range snapshooting, with plenty 
of careful stalking to get within reasonable range before our 
quarry got under way. What a beautiful, exciting day of shoot-
ing we had! What wonderful preseason shooting in preparation 
for deer hunting in heavy cover! 

That Marlin automatic certainly complimented the day in 
every respect, giving me good accuracy—and not a mal-function 
all day, even though I used both regular and high-speed ammu-
nition. 

Both the Marlin Model 88C and 89C have sufficient weight 
for good steady holding, weighing in at 6¾ pounds. The stock- 
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ing is full and mansized, very closely duplicating the 
excellent stocking on the Marlin Model 39A lever action. 

Mossberg, Model 151K .22 caliber automatic is also an excel-
lent choice for a small game rifle. It is well stocked and heavy 
enough for close, steady holding, weighing 7 pounds. Savage's 
version of the .22 automatic is another good plinking rifle. In 
addition, there are several others available which will give entire 
satisfaction at reasonable ranges. But Marlin and Mossberg, it 
seems to me, are more mansized in their stocking, come closer 
to approximating the dimension of hunting rifles. 
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