
SO YOU WANT TO HIT MORE SILHOUETTES?

This article concentrates on rimfire rifle silhouette, although much of it  also applies to centrefire 
rifle silhouette competition.
The basic problem.
Offhand shooting is generally regarded as the most difficult shooting position. To be successful, the 
shooter needs the right gear and the right techniques.
Right techniques.
We need to first consider the psychological technique, because it is the key to understanding 
everything else. In my ten years as an air rifle competitor, the most important facts in offhand rifle 
shooting gradually dawned on me. These are;
1 No one can hold a rifle completely still for more than a few moments at most. 
2 With lots of practice, the subconscious mind learns what a correct sight picture looks like (a sight 
picture which scores a bull). 
3 Although the tiny muscle movements the body makes to maintain our position seem random & 
reactive, they are not. The subconscious mind knows exactly where it is going to move a limb 
before it actually does it. 
4 It takes time for the bullet to exit the barrel after the trigger is let off. 
5 After a lot of practice you can trust your subconscious to fire the shot, even when the sight picture 
looks wrong, because it is about to move your body to bring up the correct sight picture, knows how 
long that movement will take and therefor fires the shot at exactly the right instant (in advance of 
seeing the correct sight picture).
Practice.
It takes practice to establish a good shooting position & shot routine. It takes practice to train the 
subconscious. It takes practice to trust the subconscious. It takes practice to overcome the nerves 
and fatigue which come from shooting bull after bull, being distracted from the task of firing by 
thoughts of the mounting score, the excitement of a good score and the possibility of winning.
How much practice does all this take? It's hard to say because this depends on motivation and 
temperament. It will probably happen fairly quickly if you can get say a hundred shots a week at 
rabbits. If you have access to private property where you can shoot targets, I suggest setting up 
three cans (or similar objects) of different sizes which you can hang so they will move when hit. 
Start out on the largest and when you can hit it most of the time, move on to the next smallest. 
When you can hit that size consistently, move on to the smallest can, which should be about the 
same relative size as a silhouette target at the distance. Feedback from hits is essential; noise and 
movement should be seen after each hit. I have used clods of earth at the base of a farm dam wall 
for this sort of practice. It's amazing how much improvement happens over several sessions, 
shooting just fifty careful shots a session.
On targets where it's harder to maintain motivation it'll take longer. From memory it took me almost 
a year of air rifle training to discover the way the subconscious mind works. That's at about 80 to 
100 shots a week, every week, or around 50,000 shots. If I'd have known about it from the 
beginning I think I'd have been firing subconsciously a lot earlier. Oh, and at the end of ten years I 
must admit I never completely succeeded in overcoming nerves and fatigue towards the end of a 
two hour match! The people who do, win matches consistently.
Position and shot routine.
You can learn all about this from any small bore training manual. I'll outline a good position later. 
What is essential is that you can reproduce your position every time you step up to the line. You go 
through the same routine of loading, assuming position, clearing the mind, breathe, allow the 
subconscious to fire, follow through (maintain position and watch for the hit) then relax, for every 
shot. If the shot doesn't go off don't panic and force it. Simply look away then settle into position, 
breathe again & wait for the shot to break. The eye loses acuity after about 5 seconds, which is 
therefor the maximum time you should wait for a shot to break.
Keeping nerves at bay.



The simple rule here is to concentrate on each shot as if it were the only shot in the match. Forget 
everything else; the current shot is the only important shot in the match. A silhouette shoot consists 
of 40 one shot matches. Every shot already taken, every shot yet to be made and your score, is 
totally unimportant. Only THIS shot counts. Believe it. This is the golden rule.
Sighting.
Shooters have to hit very small targets at four different ranges. Whether rimfire or centrefire, a sight 
adjustment is required for each range. Many shooters try to hold over or under at different ranges. 
While they may hit some targets holding off, it's unlikely they'll ever achieve good scores. The 
reason is simple. Their sight picture at each range is different, so the subconscious never gets 
trained. End of story.
You need a scope sight which ideally has target adjustments, and is focusable for each distance, so 
you can wind the vertical adjustment knob up & down, knowing that the scope will put you bullet 
where you need it, and adjust focus for each distance. Most target scopes are at the more expensive 
end of the cost scale. However, some time ago I took a chance and spent about $150 on a Tasco 2.5 
– 10 power scope with target adjustments. After some testing I bought another for my 250 Savage. 
The optics are certainly not as good as a more expensive brand, but they are quite good enough. The 
adjustments are exactly reproducible however, and that's what counts. At the price these scopes are 
a gift and three years on both are still performing perfectly. I mostly shoot silhouettes at 8 power. In 
the past I have used up to 14 power for silhouettes. The top shooters use higher magnifications. A  6 
– 24 power target adjustable scope might be a good choice if you can handle more magnification. 
As a guide, standard velocity ammunition zeroed at 40 metres (chickens) will need +2” at 60 metres 
(pigs), + 8.5” to 9” at 80 metres (turkeys) & + 12” at 100 metres (rams). 
Ammunition.
Use standard velocity ammunition which shoots well in your rifle. Standard velocity ammo is 
usually more accurate than high velocity stuff, which may be illegal in this competition anyway. 
All rimfire rifles are fussy eaters. You need to test different brands using a bench rest at 50 metres 
under very good conditions, to find an ammunition your rifle likes. When you find it, buy enough 
for a year's competition. The next batch might not be so good. Store it away from extremes of heat 
& cold. 
When evaluating ammunition we have a natural tendency to concentrate on good groups and 
dismiss bad ones, whereas what we really need to establish is whether the ammunition tends to 
group, the group size, and how often the ammunition throws “fliers” out of the group for no 
apparent reason. Quality ammunition tends to shoot tighter groups and fliers are rarer. Cheaper 
ammunition often shoots three or four shots into a group, but throws one of two fliers well outside 
it. In Silhouette you can live with this, provided the entire group measures under 3/4” (on centres) at 
fifty metres. Fliers which are too far from the group will almost certainly result in a missed target. I 
have included pictures showing an actual sized chicken cutout placed over two targets shot off a 
bench rest at 50 metres. One rifle was a bench rest match rifle and the other a Brno sporter, using 
similar quality ammunition. It's not hard to see that with a high quality rifle and quality ammunition 
your margin for aiming error is significantly greater. To score the same number of hits in a match, 
our Brno shooter will need to be a better shot, but s/he does still have a reasonable margin to play 
with.
When changing from one ammunition brand to another, be aware that it will take the barrel a while 
to settle down and do its best with the new brand. Some barrels take up to forty shots to settle, and 
most need at least ten. A clean dry patch between brands can help. I suspect that differences 
between bullet lubes might be the main reason for the settling in required. 
Be aware when testing ammunition that even gentle breezes will move the bullet 12 mm left & 
right, high & low of the centre of the group. If there's some breeze about, it's better to run your 
testing at 25 m rather than 50 m.
Establish the exact zero at each range & write it down. Be aware that the rifle's zero is different 
when shot off a bench rest compared with when shot off your hand, maybe by up to two inches at 
fifty metres. Check the zeros at each range just before a match as changes in the atmosphere will 



vary the zero adjustments on the day by up to two inches of elevation, enough to make you miss. 
I use a short pair of crossed sticks bound together with rubber snap cord as a rest to check the day's 
zero at the range before each competition. Just bind the sticks so they naturally pull together, to 
prevent them sliding apart in use. From a sitting position using the sticks, with the correct setting 
my rifle will hit every target every shot. I rest my rear elbow on my knee & hold the sticks at the 
cross with my thumb under the rifle for-end.
Rifle.
Any rifle which will shoot groups of 3/4” or better at 50 metres with its preferred ammunition is 
suitable, provided the trigger can be safely lightened to a usable pull with no creep. 
A competition air or small bore rifle will have a trigger pull of 30 to 40 grams (1 to 2 oz). They fire 
with “thought power”. A 2 pound (1 Kg) trigger on a rimfire is about all you can hope for on a good 
sporter. Never set a trigger so light that it will discharge if the rifle is dropped.
The stock should be as vertical as possible at the hand grip. You can easily add a (removable) hand 
grip if yours slopes back too much to allow a comfortable grip which pulls straight back into the 
shoulder. People with small hands or short fingers are likely to need this addition. Check the rules 
however, as such modifications will move a sporter into the open class, where you will be 
competing against shooters with more expensive gear.
Scope mounts. 
Most sporters will need a set of high mounts, not just to allow the scope to clear the barrel, but to 
allow the head to be held as upright as possible. A stock with a lot of drop, such as the Brno 2E is a 
good choice for the same reason. Straight stocks make you bend your head down and forward in 
order to see through the scope. Avoid them.
Body balance is best when your head is completely upright. With the right stock and a high set of 
scope mounts on a rimfire sporter, your head will be close to upright. With good balance you sway 
less & maintain a better aim.
Cant the rifle to the body; never the other way around. You can cant the rifle the same amount when 
you sight in & establish the zero for each distance if you like. It will make a small difference .
Fitness.
Fitness helps a lot. Good shots train to improve both strength and endurance. Walk, run, swim, row, 
paddle, play an active sport regularly or go circuit training at the Gym. Do some regular exercise to 
maintain overall body strength and flexibility. You need to be able to walk briskly uphill without 
puffing. Include some stretching immediately after exercise. Stretching after a warm-up protects the 
muscles from injury. There are plenty of books around which show how to stretch and suggest light 
exercise routines. If you are unsure about either, make sure you read one or seek expert advise 
before you get serious. Exercise should make you feel better. You don't need to over-do it!
Shooting Position.
My best advise is to find a book on three position small bore shooting and study it. Possibly your 
library might have a copy, or might order one in for you. The position shooting books I own are still 
in print and are available through Amazon at least. An on line search using “positional rifle 
shooting” turned up books, articles and Utube videos on the basics of position shooting. You can 
also search on “Silhouette Shooting” for useful articles and videos. If you don't have a computer or 
broadband, most libraries do and are happy to help.
The essence of a good shooting position is to have as little muscle strain as possible. The classic 
offhand position is called the “hip slung position”. It takes a while to get used to as there are many 
variations, depending mainly on the shooter's body. 
In this position the weight of the body is taken directly between the feet (see Fig.1 and Fig. 2). The 
body muscles are doing the minimum of work to keep the shooter upright. Feet should be shoulder 
width apart. 
The orientation of the feet with regard to the target direction is extremely important. In Fig. 3 the 
foot position on the left is one which an air rifle or smallbore shooter would use. The arrows in each 
sketch point to the target. As recoil increases it is usually necessary to alter the position of the feet, 
first to the middle position, then as recoil increases more, to that on the right. When firing a rifle of 



medium recoil, such as a 308 Winchester, the shooter needs to tuck the butt of the rifle firmly into 
the hollow formed “inside” the shoulder, otherwise it will slip off. More importantly, standing side-
on to the target brings the face much closer to the scope, with a bigger risk of being hit in the face 
during recoil. From experience, I can tell you that it's hard to concentrate when there's blood 
running down your face.
The rifle is held up with minimal effort by sitting the elbow on the hip, with the upper arm flat 
against the ribs. Not everyone's arm fits nicely and many shooters simply cannot get their elbow on 
their hip. In this case the arm is simply held against the ribs.
The hand of this arm will support the rifle below the action. Depending on arm length you can use a 
flat palm, knuckles, or fingers. A shooting glove is nice, but is against the rules!
The upper body is twisted to bring the rifle on target and bent back enough to maintain balance, 
with the body's centre of gravity directly above the feet, in the dotted lines shown in Fig. 1 and 2. It 
takes regular practice to feel comfortable with sufficient back twist, so unless you have a back 
problem keep at it and be patient.  Those with a back problem, or using a rifle with some recoil will 
need less back bend and twist because their more open stance doesn't need it.
When you go to the shooting line, make it a routine to place your feet precisely, then lift the rifle 
into position, bending & twisting the back with your eyes shut. Open your eyes when you feel 
settled and see if your rifle is pointing on target. If it isn't, DON'T muscle it left or right. Instead, let 
the rifle down and shift your feet a little to adjust your point. Set up again with eyes shut, then test 
the new position. Keep resetting your position by moving your feet, until the rifle is on target 
without having to push it left or right. Once you have it, plant those feet for the duration of the 
match or detail.
As you learn this position and gradually increase your body twist, it's likely you will stand less and 
less square-on to the target.
Try to keep your head as upright as possible. Balance and spectacles work best when looking 
straight ahead. When shooting a rifle with negligible recoil, it may well pay you to raise the stock 
with perhaps just the toe in contact with the shoulder. A century ago most rifles had stocks suitable 
for offhand shooting. Today, most have straight stocks which are unsuitable, another victory for 
fashion over function.

Illustrations.
Fig. 1. A shooter facing away, with a dotted line showing his centre of gravity directly above his 
feet. (after Pullum & Hanenkrat “Position Rifle Shooting”)



Fig. 2. A shooter side on. Lighter body weights will require more back bend to keep the centre of 
gravity over the feet. (after Pullum & Hanenkrat “Position Rifle Shooting”)

Fig. 3. Left to Right, right handed shooter's feet positioned for a rifle of negligible recoil, more 
recoil and even more recoil. Arrows point towards the target.

Fig. 4. Chicken over a 5 shot 0.3” group shot with a match quality rimfire.



Fig. 5. Chicken over a 5 shot 0.75” group shot with a good sporting rimfire.


