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R ecently I was asked why I do not 

write about semi-automatic 

shotguns, given that a percentage 

of shooters use them for clay 

shooting. The answer is that as I offer my 

advice in these articles for free, I only write 

about work I enjoy doing! In other words, I do 

not like working on semi-automatic shotguns. 

It has nothing to do with snobbery. I will be 

the first to admit that there are times when a 

good, reliable semi-automatic has its uses; for 

instance in a pigeon hide, shooting over decoys 

in the summer. Breaking a gun in the hide to 

load cartridges can be awkward, while stoking 

the mag of a semi is much easier when you 

are sitting down, waiting for that most wily of 

quarries to pay you a visit. I also agree that both 

gas- and inertia-operated guns can lower the 

perceived recoil when firing – but for me, the 

disadvantages far outweigh the advantages.

I used to walk around my local farm with my 

semi-auto, hoping to pick off the odd rabbit for 

Tim Greenwood explains why your semi-auto 
needs constant cleaning and maintenance

A repeAter 
prescription

The trigger group, bolt return spring guide and the gas valve from under the barrel 
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supper; until one day I was out with a friend, 

and up pops a bunny only 30 yards away. 

I always walked with a cartridge chambered 

but with the breach open for safety, so upon 

sighting my quarry I just pressed the button 

to drop the breach. Unfortunately, on this 

occasion, when I dropped the bolt the gun 

went fully auto. The gun fired and ejected all 

five cartridges in very quick succession – we 

were allowed more than three back in those 

days – without me touching the trigger. I was 

hanging onto it for grim death with just my 

right hand around the action frame and my left 

hand on the forend!

Fortunately nobody – including the rabbit – 

was hurt, but I have to confess that it really 

bought home to me that anything mechanical 

can fail, and the results could have been 

devastating if I had dropped it.

Shooting a semi-auto on the range can 

be just as fraught with the possibility of an 

accident occurring as shooting one in the 

field – but with more people close by. I have 

heard of many incidences involving the lack 

of safe handling of semi-autos over the years; 

interestingly enough, they nearly always 

involved experienced, competent shooters 

– not novices – classic cases of familiarity 

breeding contempt. No gun should ever be 

treated with contempt, but in my opinion, 

semi-autos must be treated with the utmost 

respect and care: it is not only you that they 

can damage in a moment of forgetfulness, 

but those around you. From a distance or the 

wrong side, it can be very difficult for others 

to see if they are loaded or unloaded.

However, none of these horror stories is 

the reason behind my dislike of semi-autos. 

I dislike them because every time we see one, 

it is because they have stopped working and 

the customer “hasn’t got a clue why this has 

happened”. In every case the answer is all too 

obvious: it is because the gun has not been 

fully cleaned. Unlike over and unders, which 

require the barrels cleaned then wiped over 

with an oily rag and occasionally removing 

 the gun fired and ejected all five 
cartridges in very quick succession 
without me touching the trigger 

> I heard recently about a gentleman, 

just turned 80, who has shot an auto 

for years and has always insisted on 

pushing his cartridge home in the 

breach with his right thumb, then 

closing the breach by pressing the 

release button with his left middle 

finger. Unfortunately, on this occasion, 

he got ‘a bit previous’ and pressed the 

release button while his thumb was still 

in the receiver.

The bolt slammed down on his 

thumb, and the extractor claw punched 

a neat hole straight through his thumb 

nail! Can you imagine the pain (and the 

language that went with it)?

T h u m b s  d o w n

 The bolt, complete with rust 
and dirt under the barrel 

 The rest of the gas valve system from under the barrel

 Some of the rust and carbon removed from the 
barrel shroud where the valve is located…

 Using a very coarse wire brush in an industrial grinder and different 
types of fluted reamers to clean out the barrel transfer ports
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the ejectors to clean behind them, semi- 

autos require a complete strip-down every 

few hundred shots, or sooner. This includes 

removing all working parts from the action, 

any gas port valve systems on the barrel, and 

even the return spring and follower in the butt 

if applicable.

This complete strip-down and clean usually 

solves all issues with semi-autos – but 

what really annoys me is the phone call we 

sometimes receive three or four months later 

saying, “You have only just serviced my gun; 

it has been working fine but suddenly it has 

packed up again.” We immediately invite them 

back in to inspect the gun – and guess what? 

It hasn’t been cleaned since it last left us! We 

then have to explain that we do not offer a free 

cleaning service for life on their semi-auto!

Tim Greenwood has more than 30 years’ 

gunsmithing experience and is relied upon 

by many of the top names in clay shooting. 

n Tim offers a full gunfitting service and 

free help and advice

n He can carry out any job in relation to 

your stock, barrels or action

n He specialises in wooden stock extensions 

matched to your existing stock 

n Tim will also make any specialist parts 

as required, and offers full servicing and 

maintenance services

n Email: fieldsports@futurenet.com

n Visit: www.greenwoodgunsmiths.co.uk

   Find Greenwood  
 Gunsmiths on Facebook

WHAT CAN 
Tim GreeNWood
do for you And your gun? 

f

 semi- automatics require a 
complete strip-down every few 
hundred shots, or sooner 

> A very experienced shooter of my 

acquaintance some years ago was using 

a semi-auto on a trap range; he was all 

ready to call for the bird with the breach 

closed when a trapper walked around 

the side of the range and into his sight 

line. My friend immediately took the gun 

out of his shoulder – but in a moment 

of madness, instead of unloading the 

gun, he stood it barrel down on his foot.

It went off, punching a neat 12b-sized 

hole through his new boot and his foot. 

Why do I mention his new pair of boots? 

Because I always remember him not 

allowing the paramedics to cut off his 

boot because they were new; he insisted 

on pulling the boot off his foot himself, 

causing all of us to wince – although 

I have never understood why, as they 

now had a big hole through the instep! 

Perhaps it was shock, or he intended to 

‘hop’ through puddles?

A  ‘ h o l e ’  n e w  o u T l o o k

 After cleaning all the parts in our
 ultrasonic cleaning tank...

And further hand brushing…

 The gun is ready to reassemble using a vice to hold the barrel while re-fitting 
the valve system and the incredibly strong valve spring.under the barrel 
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