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Shooting technique

The winter of
our discontent
Malcolm Plant counsels on the festive season blues
and how to beat them while staying red hot

T

his year’s game shooting has been
under way for a while now and
inquiries for refresher clay lessons
come at two junctures.
First, there is the early season request:
“I can’t hit a thing, my pheasant shooting
has fallen apart.” The answer for which is,
and more often than not becomes apparent
during the clay lesson: “Well, it’s not
surprising, you haven’t touched your shotgun
since last January.”
And then there is the December phone call:
“My performance is getting erratic. I can’t
make out what’s happening.”
For an in-depth sporting clay lesson at this
time of year I try to pick a weather window
of reasonable conditions. Failing that, a
covered skeet range should provide a decent
substitute. Shooting clays in pouring rain is
not much fun and the same can be said about
game shooting. Often this situation is close
to the core of what the lesson uncovers — the
client’s performance is changing with

Shooting technique
the conditions, and for a variety of reasons
that they might not have fully identified.
As such, their confidence goes and they
blame their technique.

Dress up
It’s an old adage but not always easy to do.
Putting more layers of insulation around you
also changes your gun fit and gun-mount.
Before you go out shooting or, at the latest,
when you are safely on the first shooting
peg of the game day, try the gun-mount and
make sure you can get the shotgun stock to
your usual cheek ‘touch position’ on your
face. You may need to move your front hand,
on the shotgun fore-end, a bit closer towards
your body, to make sure the gun stock
doesn’t get snagged and clears your extra
clothing during the mounting movement.
Snow and ice make foot movement
more problematic, as does mud. We know
that foot movement in game shooting is
fundamental for good technique. If you
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can’t get your feet into the right position
to address the target area, with your upper
body in its optimum balanced position for
freedom of swing, the efficiency of your
technique will fall off. So, at the risk of
stating the obvious, ensure your boots have
excellent tread.

Be clear
Snow, sleet and rain are ‘unhelpful’. Heavy
snow, especially a fall causing a whiteout,
may require shooting to be halted or
abandoned. The most useful additional piece
of clothing for wet conditions is the towelling
or fleece neckerchief. I have several in case
the conditions require them.
For shooting in prescription and safety
spectacles, try not to overplay the effects of
raindrops on your specs. If you truly focus
on the target, and your technique should
tell you that this is paramount, the sideeffects of raindrops will decline. Steamed
up glasses are another issue altogether and
will need to be addressed.
Game birds fly differently in snow and
rain, so make sure you adhere to the
basics of good technique with the early
identification of your chosen target and
its flightline, its curl and speed. With good
foot positions and a positive gun-mount
you are well on the way to mastering the
conditions. Ensure you keep your head on
the stock as a wet and cold gun stock does
feel a bit unwelcoming.

PAUL QUAGLIANA, ANDY HOOK,

“Often a
shooter’s
performance
changes with
the weather
conditions”

Wet and cold winter
conditions are a test
of kit and technique
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Go prepared and
winter shoots can
be very enjoyable

Cold front
The coldest game shooting morning that
I can remember was -12°C, but dry and
bright, with no breeze. The coldest I have
encountered was -26, in Norway, but I didn’t
have to go outside. Much! I would say that
-12 is cold enough on a shooting day, thank
you very much.
On chilly shooting days it’s important to
keep your mobility and flexibility as good as
Dr Malcolm Plant is chairman
of the Institute of Clay Shooting
Instructors and a Clay Pigeon
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The Institute of Clay Shooting Instructors
was formed in the 1980s to provide
qualified coaches with opportunities for
further professional development, by the
provision of seminars, workshops, practical
activities and educational visits. ICSI
coaches can be found at www.ICSI.org.uk

possible; don’t just stand there and go rigid.
Keep your core body temperature up with
hot drinks, coffee or soup, if possible.
It is particularly important to keep your
hands and trigger finger operational. I use
a pair of catalytic handwarmers powered
by lighter fuel; they last at least 12 hours
and, if filled properly, may still be warm the
morning after the shooting day. Light the
catalyst before you go out and put a warmer
in each of the handwarmer pockets of your
shooting coat. On your first early morning
stand, both pockets will feel like mini-ovens.
I tend not to use tight-fitting gloves as
they reduce my feel of the gun and my hands
still get cold, but other shooting friends don’t
find gloves distracting. Horse riding shops
sell quite cheap woollen gloves with small
rubber blobs all over the palms and fingers.
These are useful in dry conditions and give a
good grip on a gun’s fore-end.

Sunny side
Cheer up, the weatherman says it’s going to
be a bright sunny day. Gamebirds prefer not
to fly into the sun and will curl away from the
bright light. This being so, the gamekeeper
may prefer to flush the birds from drives that
face away from the sun.
This, in turn, means that your shooting
stands may be facing in the general direction
of the sun, depending on the terrain.
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Snack on hot
food and drinks
to stay warm

It’s midwinter and the sun is at its lowest in
the sky, so don’t forget your sunglasses.
And whatever the forecast, take a peaked hat
to variously reduce heat loss, keep rain off or
use as a sun shade.

No excuses
So there we have it, all of the excuses (or
to be polite, mitigating factors) you need
during your mid-winter blues. One problem
can pile on another and altogether they add
up to missed targets. But as my ex-boss once
said: “We don’t have problems here, we just
have challenges.”
To paraphrase William Shakespeare’s
Richard III: “Now is the winter of our
discontent. Made glorious summer by …
having a good shooting technique, which
improves your confidence and performance.”
And if you’re still worried, see a good
coach. Merry shooting.
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