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I t was inevitable: we’d eventually 
reach a stage with this series where 
repetition loomed. John Heagren 
has featured before — we discussed 

footwork, gun mount, gun speed and the 
like. But our recent discussion focused on 
a broader topic — one that, for another 
month at least, will keep the ‘R’ word 
� rmly at bay. John was keen to talk 
about adaptability.

As applicable to the pigeon shooter as 
it is to those who � ll their calendar each 
season with days by a peg, the ability to 
adapt to di� erent situations is central to 
being a good all-rounder and ultimately a 
great Shot, John reckons. It’s what keeps 
him from teaching one single ‘style’ of 
shooting to his clients, instead preferring 
to have a proper look at how someone 

taken by surprise. A pigeon might be 2ft 
o�  the ground or 50 yards up. In the space 
of a few minutes you can be tested by a 
high crossing bird, a fast dropping one that 
has appeared over your shoulder and a 
spooked aerobat that is � aring with all its 
might to catch the wind and put distance 
between you.”

Being able to read the birds helps — 
that comes with experience — but adding 
various techniques to your arsenal that 
allow you to tackle birds at all angles, 
heights and trajectories is invaluable — for 
all disciplines.

Variety
“Even if I have a client who wants to 
improve speci� cally on driven targets, I 
will spend time in the spring and summer 
on rabbit targets and going-away clays,” 
John told me. “Variety is important and 
very good for honing gun control and 
improving � uidity. Swing through, ambush 
and maintained lead all have their place as 
techniques. By practising them, you equip 
yourself to handle any target or quarry.”

The people who reach this level, John 
assured me, are usually distinguishable 
by how well they move below the waist to 
set themselves up for a shot — especially 
for birds that are travelling from left to 
right (for a right-hander; right to left for a 
left-hander). It’s relaxed and natural, and 
the swing tends to take a better shape. It’s 
also the result of many hours at a shooting 
school or, as John puts it, sagely, it’s “a 
case of getting out what you put in”. 

is shooting before picking and choosing 
points from various approaches that will 
suit the person in front of him and the 
target or quarry in question.

We spoke about Percy Stanbury and 
Robert Churchill, the pioneers of two widely 
recognised shooting styles. Stanbury was 
all about weight on the front foot, nose 

over toes and a straight front leg. Churchill, 
meanwhile, championed a squarer stance 
and weight transfer between the feet, 
depending on the target or quarry. 

“Stanbury was a very tall and elegant 
chap, whereas Churchill was a big guy who 
didn’t move too much,” John explained. His 
point: what works for one person doesn’t 
always work for another.

Before long, we were immersed in 
sporting analogies. As a former semi-
professional cricketer for Hampshire and a 
scratch golfer, John is quite all right to draw 
such parallels. “A great cricketer can play 
forwards and backwards, just like top-level 
golfers excel in everything from driving o�  
the tee to their short game on the green,” 
he explained. “To shoot to a consistently 
high standard, then, it’s important to learn 
di� erent techniques and practise them until 
you don’t have to think about which one 
works and when.”

Much of John’s early learning with 
a gun took place in a pigeon hide on the 
4,000-acre Middleton Estate in Longparish, 
where his father was a gamekeeper for 
28 years. “You learn to shoot every target 
in the book from a pigeon hide,” he opined. 
“Often you’re sat down, sometimes you’re 

John Heagren is celebrating 30 years at 
Bisley Shooting Ground in Surrey this year
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