John Barsness

mong the rifles accompanying

me to the range a few years

ago was a “parts gun” based

on what had originally been

a Remington 700 Varmint-Target Rifle

(VTR) .204 Ruger. With its triangular

barrel and olive green, injection-

molded stock, the VTR was no beauty

contest winner, but it was very accu-

rate and had served as my primary

prairie dog rifle for four years until
the barrel became triangular toast.

Fortunately, new Remington 700 barrels are com-
mon and “affordable,” thanks to rifle loonies who buy
700s to turn their actions into custom rifles, selling
the factory stocks and barrels. I bought a new stain-
less .204 barrel for $80 from an Internet site, screwed
it on and found the headspace was within specifi-
cations. Unfortunately, the silver barrel made the
“Tupperware” stock unbearably ugly, so I searched
the Internet again and found a walnut stock from a
700 CDL for $100.

The cobbled-together .204 Ruger shot very accu-
rately throughout prairie dog season, whereupon it
was put away until the following March — when it shot
like an iron-sighted .30-30 Winchester. Now, there’s
nothing wrong with iron-sighted .30-30s, but they're
not ideal for shooting prairie dogs.

Long experience had convinced me that scopes
were the most common reason for rifles to start
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grouping erratically. The 3-15x
42mm Weaver Super Slam on the
.204 Ruger had worked perfectly
for years, tracking precisely when
dialed up and down for shooting
prairie dogs out to 600 yards — but
they were hard years.

I felt mournful, partly because
the Super Slam had worked so well
for so long, and partly because I
didn’t want to spend money on an-
other scope. The following day, I
decided to run a reticle-tracking
test with a collimator. The Weaver
tracked perfectly, suggesting the
rifle itself was probably the prob-
lem. When starting to take the
stock off to check the bedding, the

If a rifle starts grouping
poorly, the problem is not
always something serious.
First, check the tightness
of the action screws!

action screws were found to be a
little loose.

Well, Duh! The stock had been
purchased from a guy living in a
state south of the Mason-Dixon
line, where it is very humid, and
after a cold winter in Montana, the
wood had shrunk. I tightened the
screws and returned to the range,
where the rifle shot tiny clusters.

Here it should be mentioned
that not all action screws should
be really tight. Some bolt rifles
have a third screw between the
standard pair at the front and rear
of the action. If really tightened,
the middle screw can bend the
action slightly, causing accuracy
problems. The most common ac-
tions with middle screws are Win-
chester Model 70s with two-piece
floorplates and Remington 700s
with ADL-style blind magazines.
In both rifles, the middle screw
simply holds the front of the trig-
ger guard in place, so it should be
just tight enough to do that, and no
more. If nervous about the middle
screw backing out, apply a little
blue Loc-Tite to the threads.

Other screws that shouldn’t be
really tight are those on scope-
mount rings. They should be slightly
snugger than middle action screws,
but not much, because a scope is
essentially a thin tube contain-
ing many parts. Reef on the ring
screws, and the scope tube can
be slightly crushed, upsetting the
relationship of the moving parts
inside. The range symptoms of
overly tightened ring screws of-
ten resemble those of loose action
screws, but I've also seen overly
tightened ring screws turn vari-
able-power scopes into fixed pow-
ers, and even break reticles.

In the case of the .204 Ruger
“parts-rifle,” there were a couple
of excuses for jumping to an in-
correct diagnosis. It had been a
while since I had first acquired
a walnut stock from a soggy sec-
tion of America. Second, over the
decades, 17 different brands of
scopes (not just individual scopes)
have failed while on my rifles, so it

Scope tubes are of relatively thin alu-
minum. If ring screws are turned too
tightly, the rifle might start grouping as
if the action screws are actually loose.

was natural to suspect the scope
when accuracy went sour.

However, when there’s any me-
chanical trouble, “Rule No. 1” is to
check the basic stuff first. Replac-
ing a scope without first checking
screw tightness is like automati-
cally replacing your pickup’s bat-
tery when the engine won'’t turn
over. Instead, check the battery
cables.

Still, scopes are indeed a com-
mon problem with rifles — and just
because they're new doesn’t mean
they work perfectly. A reader once
contacted me, saying he had been
trying to get his new Browning
A-Bolt (known for accuracy) to
shoot with a handload I had sug-
gested: any accurate 165-grain
bullet combined with around 57.0
grains of either IMR-4350 or
H-4350. He had used Hornady In-
terLock Spire Points which, like
A-Bolts, normally shoot well, yet
100-yard, three-shot groups aver-
aged over 2 inches.

I asked about some basic stuff,
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including (yes) checking the action
screws or trying another scope. He
had rechecked the screws more
than once and already tried an-
other scope, so I suggested check-
ing the stock bedding from the
forend to the magazine box — he
had done that, too. Finally, I sug-
gested the rifle might be pos-
sessed. He found my comment
only mildly amusing and said he
might trade the .30-06 in on some-
thing else.

Six months later he contacted
me again, saying that after “safe-
curing” the rifle for a while, a new
thought occurred to him: Both
scopes he had tried were brand
new. He mounted a well-proven
4x scope, and the rifle shot under
an inch with the same load. One
of the subrules of rifle diagnosis is
to never mount a brand new scope
on a brand new rifle, because if
accuracy is poor, it is not known
whether the problem is with the
rifle or scope.

Shooters of a certain age often
assume there is something wrong
with the rifle, not the scope, be-
cause many of them grew up when
new rifles often needed “tweak-
ing,” and scopes were so simple
they usually didn’t cause any trou-

Forends on many of today’s injection-
molded stocks are flexible. To test for
clearance, grab the barrel and forend
tip and squeeze. If the forend touches
the barrel, more space is needed to
float the barrel during firing.

When all stocks
were made of
wood, forends
were stiff enough
to test for a
free-floating
barrel channel by
slipping a piece
of folded paper
between the
barrel and forend.

ble. Fifty years ago, most hunters
used fixed-power scopes, usually
4x, and you almost never heard of
a 4x Leupold, Redfield or Weaver
acting up.

Today, the situation is some-
what reversed. Most rifles, even
“affordable” models, come from
the factory with free-floated bar-
rels, stable action bedding and
decent trigger pulls. Meanwhile,
many “affordable” scopes are vari-
ables, often with elevation turrets
designed to be twirled in the field.
Some relatively inexpensive tur-
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ret scopes are reliable, but not
all are, especially when mounted
on hard-kicking magnum rifles
that also were in the minority 50
years ago.

Still, I always check out new
rifles, because sometimes basic
things can be wrong. I first pull the
bolt to see whether all the locking
lugs are seating in their recesses.
This can usually be determined
by looking closely at the rear
surface of each lug. If it shows
no wear, then that particular lug
isn’'t seating at all. Such rifles
sometimes shoot okay, but some-
times they group as erratically as
rifles with loose action screws.

Most trouble with new rifles
occurs in the forend. Modern syn-
thetic stocks are supposedly stable
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Many shooters
don’t clean their
rifles’ barrels
very often,
thanks to anti-
fouling products,
like DYNA-TEK
Bore Coat and
other options,
and decoppering
agents in powders.

— bypassing the tendency of wood
to shrink and swell with mois-
ture — but can still shift enough to
cause problems. The forends of in-
expensive, injection-molded stocks
are often so bendable that, even
when the barrel is supposedly free-
floated, the stock can make con-
tact with the barrel during firing.
Back when wood was the only
stock material, forends were pretty
stiff — which is why the basic tech-
nique for testing a free-floated
barrel was sliding a folded piece
of paper between the barrel and
forend. If the paper slid easily all
along the forend channel, the bar-
rel was adequately free-floated.
With the increased flexibility
of some synthetic stocks, a bet-
ter test is squeezing the barrel
and tip of the forend in
your hand. If the forend
touches the barrel, it isn’t
floated enough. Luckily,
this is easily solved in
a couple of minutes with
a round wood rasp, an-
other basic solution.
Some riflemen prefer
more complicated solu-
tions, including stiffen-
ing a floppy forend by

Actions used to be cleaned
each time the barrel was
cleaned but are now often
neglected. Modern cleaning
sprays and pressurized gas
can help clean out tiny
corners easily, such as
those in bolt faces.
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filling it with epoxy bedding com-
pound and cut-down, graphite
arrow shafts. (Exactly why this
might be preferable to rasping off
a little plastic, I don’t know.)

Many shooters also assume any
expensive synthetic stock is im-
pervious to warping. This is us-
ually true, but not always. One of
my custom rifles has a “lay-up”
synthetic stock made by a highly-
regarded company. It is con-
structed of various synthetic fibers
inside oven-cured epoxy. I decided
recently to change the scope on
the rifle so took it from the safe,
inadvertently grabbing the tip of
the forend and barrel. For what-
ever obsessive-compulsive reason,
I squeezed the forend tip and found
it already in firm contact with the
“free-floated” barrel. I ended up
rebedding the action to refloat the
barrel — so no, we can't totally as-
sume synthetic stocks are always
more stable than wood.

Another “basic” many shooters
forget is cleaning any part of a
rifle other than the bore. When I
first started shooting, many guys
obsessively cleaned their entire
rifle every time they shot it. Today,
however, there are so many reasons
not to clean rifles, many shooters
don’t clean them very often.

Place a rifle’s forend on a padded rest
with the sling-swivel stud close to the
sandbag, and the stud can bump the

rest during recoil, causing a flyer.
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One of the basics of accurate shooting is keeping pressure on the pulled trigger (left)

until the bullet hits the target. Many shooters don’t get enough practice, and one
common affliction is jerking the finger off the trigger (right) as soon as it is pulled.

Stainless steel barrels weren't
unusual on hunting rifles a gener-
ation ago, but today they're com-
mon, and theoretically don’t rust.
I say “theoretically,” because the
stainless alloys used in most bar-
rels can still rust when exposed
to salt, whether in seacoast air
or a saddle scabbard thoroughly
salted by sweaty horses. Aside
from stainless steel, there are now
bore treatments that practically
eliminate bullet jacket fouling, and
more powders contain decopper-
ing agents.

When bores used to be cleaned
far more frequently, most shooters
also cleaned and oiled the action,
but these days many shooters (in-
cluding me) sometimes don’t clean
the bore for hundreds of rounds.
Meanwhile, gunk builds up in the
actions from dust and moisture,
and tiny bits of cartridge brass
stick to the bolt face, often around
the extractor or ejector. Eventu-
ally the rifle’s action malfunctions
in some way; sometimes the issue
is as basic as the bolt not sliding
easily, and sometimes it’s as se-
rious as the extractor breaking.
Even if a stainless barrel — treated
with DYNA-TEK Bore Coat and
only shot with decoppering pow-
ders — shoots accurately for hun-
dreds of rounds, it helps to clean
the action more frequently, includ-
ing the bolt face.

That job is thankfully much
easier today because of modern
cleaning sprays and even other

sprays. Like many other twenty-
first century Americans, I keep
cans of compressed gas around to
dust off electronics. Spraying the
face of a bolt with a modern sol-
vent, then with compressed gas,
gets rid of stuff our grandfathers
could only remove with time-con-
suming labor. It also doesn’t hurt
to do the same thing to modern
“enclosed” triggers at least once
ayear.

Most Americans live in met-
ropolitan areas, where it is diffi-
cult to get to a range very often,
so forget basics, such as follow-
ing through — maintaining con-
sistent contact with the rifle until
the bullet hits the target. This can

Erratic scope adjustments can often
be “fixed” by twirling each turret
completely through its adjustment
range several times.
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be something as small as what my
friend Tim Fallon, owner of the
FTW Ranch in Texas, calls the
“booger flicker,” flipping our fore-
finger off the trigger as soon as the
firing pin drops.

Even the impact of the front
sling swivel stud on the front
shooting bag can cause a “flyer,”
yet many shooters place the forend
on the rest so the stud is right in
front of the bag. Remember, when
recoil begins, the bullet is still in
the bore, and any little inconsis-
tency in the rifle’s position can af-
fect the bullet’s flight.

Twenty years ago, trips to any
public rifle range were often filled
with the sound of metallic click-
ing, due to shooters tapping the
tops of their scope turrets with
an empty cartridge case. This was
supposed to “settle” the adjust-
ments, and often did, because the
springs in many older scopes were
not strong enough to always push
the erector tube around inside the
scope. As a result, the point of im-
pact didn’t move until after a shot
or two had been fired, when the
recoil jarred the erector tube into
place.

Thanks to field-adjustable tur-
rets, these days many scopes
have stronger adjustment springs,
but some can still require a little
help. One common trick is to turn
the turrets a few clicks beyond
the preferred adjustment point,
then back again, but hesitant ad-
justments can often be fixed by
turning the turrets completely
through their adjustment range
a few times. This often prevents
problems with new scopes and
can even help well-used scopes.
I have a turret scope on a CZ .17
HMR, but on the first rodent shoot
last year it acted weird. Eventu-
ally, I had another Duh! moment
and took a minute to whirl the el-
evation adjustment up and down
a few times. After that, the scope
behaved itself.

None of these basics are as
fun to discuss (or obsess over) as
buying a 6.5 Creedmoor or $1,200
scope, but they can make far more
difference in the success or failure
of our shooting. R
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by Tim Smith- Lyon
“Professional Checkering since 1972”
1225 Adams Lake Rd. - Utica, MS 39175
Shop Phone: 601-885-9223
E-Mail: classiccheckering@gmail.com
Website: www.classiccheckering.com

FINE CUSTOM RIFLES

e Custom Rifles Built to Order ¢
e Highly Efficient Muzzle Brakes o
e Barrel Lining for Accuracy Restoration o

Dennis E. Olson Gunsmithing
P.0. Box 337 - Plains, MT 59859 - (406) 826-3790

RUGER M77 ADJUSTABLE TRIGGERS
Standard or Target Triggers ¢ All Calibers

NS “The first and still the best
‘ K”“ r""p/) aftermarket trigger for
Ruger bolt guns”
Spec-Tech Industries Inc.
Tel: 360-303-9077 ¢ spec-tech-industries.com

Model 21 SI ht- Using Lyman’s
1895 Patent. Flts Most Lever Actions
$144.95

Blued

Model 21 Sight is available through our sole
distributor, Buffalo Arms (208) 263-6953 or direct
from Providence Tool Company (920) 893-9675.
Providence Tool Company, LLC
(920) 893-9675 ¢ www.peabodyrifle.com

SOU'WESTER
OUTFITTING

NEWFOUNDLAND, CANADA
Moose, Woodland Caribou & Black Bear Hunts
Book now for 2017 & 2018 * Tel/Fax: (877) 751-1681
dean.wheeler@nf.sympatico.ca ® www.biggamecanada.com
P.0. Box 159, York Harbour, NL, Canada AOL 1LO
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- Williams Guide Series Brakes
blended seamlessly to your barre

- Varmint and Tactical Bmk’h  no._
holes in the bottom for prone shoo

Wipe-Outm

Brushless BorelCleaner:

www.jamescalhoon.com

#5119 CALIBER RIFLES
2 CZ 527 Accessories
Bullets: 22,19,20 cal
PH: (406) 395-4079

Varminting Articles!

Dealer Pricing Available

(800) 530-9028
7389 Lapeer Rd.
Davison, M| 48423

SAME/rifle
after{cleaning

before/cleaning

Sharp!Shoot!R{Precision!Products
Boxi171%{-Paola}1KS[66071

SputiWipe-Outfinfaligun
youithinkiis/cleanis

785-883-4444 ' phone-\www.sharpshootr.com

e-mail{=/gethelp@sharpshootr.com
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