
Shooting technique

Style or 
technique?

I
n How to Shoot, published in 1927, 

gunmaker Robert Churchill reports 

that he has already adopted the use 

of the cine camera for the diagnosis 

of faults in shooting technique.

Robert was a great promoter of his 

company’s guns and he was certainly not 
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going to let a shooter with poor technique 

get away with blaming his gun-fi tting ability.

Video analysis remains today an 

excellent tool to allow a client to see the 

possibilities for improvement in technique, 

or to demonstrate the perfect stance or 

gun-mount, for example.

Churchill also used the phrase “muscle 

memory” in the same book, when 

discussing the repetitive practice of foot 

placement, gun-mount or upper body 

movement, to achieve that instinctive, 

optimum, performance shown by Olympic 

Skeet medal winners. I used to think 

muscle memory was a modern coaching 

phrase but no, it is a century old. 

Gunmakers and coaching
Early shotgun coaching was frequently 

associated with a visit to the gunmaker’s 

Muscle memory
Olympic Shots practise 
their technique until it 
becomes second nature
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own shooting ground. The tuition was 

a useful commercial selling point for 

shotguns. It certainly puts a bit of pressure 

on the coach, when the client has just 

shelled out a load of dosh and can’t hit 

a barn door.

Not surprisingly, the elite coaching 

grounds were around London. Churchill’s 

ground was at Crayford, Purdey’s at Ruislip, 

Boss’s at Waltham Abbey, Holland & 

Holland’s at Northwood; Westley Richards’ 

at Barnet Gate; if the M25 had existed, you 

could tootle around and go to them all.

All of this competition between the top 

gunmakers had started well before the 

end of the Victorian age, in the mid to 

late 1800s. Charles Lancaster’s company 

had mastered the art of the “buy the gun 

and get the tuition” o� er and really got 

a promotional bonanza when Annie Oakley, 

from Bill Cody’s Wild West Show, bought 

two matched pairs of side-by-sides and 

“had some tuition”.

But I have to wonder who was teaching 

whom. Annie was certainly very pleased 

with her gun purchases and wrote to 

Lancaster to say so. But perhaps she had 

previously been more accomplished as a 

rifl e Shot, rather than a shotgun expert.

Competitive live pigeon shooting, out 

of traps, was used as an arena for shotgun 

advertisement and promotion, with large 

sums of money being o� ered as prizes. 

Wagers on the outcomes were placed by 

the spectator enthusiasts and also the 

competitors themselves; gunmakers, top 

shooters, shooting grounds and cartridge 

Selling shotguns with style
Pigeon shooting was used to promote shotguns. 
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producers all vied with each other for 

publicity, very much as happens in many 

other modern sports today. 

From the 1920s pigeon shooting from 

bird traps was banned in the UK.

Variations
The shooting techniques, which were 

recommended by di� erent gunmakers 

and shooting coaches, varied in some 

respects. Though the basic themes of 

safety, establishing eye dominance, gun-fi t, 

handling and gun-mount were all covered, 

variations in stance and foot movement, 

and also in the explanation of forward 

allowance (or lead) and how to accomplish 

it, can be seen in books written by the 

great pundits of the time.

For example, Robert Churchill always 

advocated weight on the back foot for 

overhead shots, as shown in his book 

Game Shooting, published in 1955, 

whereas Percy Stanbury was very much 

in favour of the front foot, as shown in his 

book Shotgun Markmanship, co-authored 

with G. L. Carlisle and published in 1962.

These di� erences are probably best 

considered as di� erences in style, rather 

than real technique. Balancing essentially 

on one leg would be considered by modern 

coaches a rather unstable foot position, 

particularly on uneven or hilly ground in 

game shooting.

While there is no doubt that the historic 

coaches knew precisely what was required 

in the application of forward allowance, to 

move the gun in front of a crossing target, 

the terminology of exactly what to do with 

the gun was actually quite variable in the 

books that they wrote.

“Churchill advocated 
weight on the back foot; 
Percy Stanbury the front”

Star pupil
Annie Oakley had 
some tuition at 
Charles Lancaster
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For example, Percy Stanbury writes 

“put your muzzles on the target… the 

muzzle moves up from behind”. The fi rst 

implies pointing straight at the target, 

the second implies swinging through the 

target. As we will see shortly, more modern 

coaching terminology tries to communicate 

absolutely precisely what should happen.

Modern coaching
Up to the 1960s, each shotgun coach 

and shooting ground were essentially 

using their own training techniques, 

recommendations and shooting tips. 

There was no unifi ed process established 

for the introduction of a newcomer, for 

the development of a competent shooter 

or for remedial work for an experienced 

clay or game shooter. 

Enter Peter Page, who had worked 

at cartridge manufacturer Eley, and 

subsequently became director of the 

Clay Pigeon Shooting Association (CPSA). 

Eley had published a booklet on the 

construction and layout of clay shooting 

ranges such as skeet and down-the-line, 

as a promotional aid to encourage clay 

shooting and to sell more cartridges into 

the sport. 

Clay shooting enthusiasts in the CPSA, 

Richard van O� , John Donne and John 

Saint decided to conduct a survey of how 

current coaching experts were teaching 

Dr Malcolm Plant is chairman 

of the Institute of Clay Shooting 

Instructors and a Clay Pigeon 

Shooting Association senior coach.
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shotgun shooting. John Saint was 

despatched around the country.

Many of the famous names were 

contacted. Joe Wheater, the famous 

Sporting clays Shot, Olympic competitor 

and proprietor of Grantham Shooting 

School; Clarrie Wilson, who coached at 

Little Mill Shooting Ground in the Peak 

District; and Percy Stanbury from West 

London Shooting School; and many more.

Most of the educational analysis and 

design work was done by a gentleman 

named Eric Blackadder at Loughborough 

Sports College, now Loughborough 

University. A sailing instructor, Terry 

Mack, from the Sports Council was also 

involved. Quite a comprehensive design 

team for the course.

From very early in the course 

development, precision in what the 

coach should be verbally and physically 

communicating was emphasised, to make 

everything as easy as possible for the client 

to understand what was needed.

Clarrie Wilson and Chris Cradock, author 

of A Manual of Clay Shooting, published 

in 1983, were the two principal tutors on 

the early courses. The fi rst course was 

run in 1970. 

Today the CPSA runs a whole series of 

training courses covering shotgun shooting 

— nearly 50 years of the development of 

instructors and coaches. 

Professional development
The Institute of Clay Shooting Instructors 

(ICSI) o� ers further professional 

development training and activities 

for qualifi ed coaches. 

I have to thank our president, 

Mike Alldis, who was involved in the 

early CPSA courses, for this historic 

snapshot (top). Mike went on to help 

BASC in the development of its shotgun 

courses. SG
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