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The right  
cartridge
Tony Bracci highlights what you have to weigh up 
when choosing the best cartridge for your gun and  
the type of shooting that you enjoy

INSTRUCTION
Cartridge choice

Finding the right 

cartridge combination 

for your gun is an art
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hat cartridge you should 

use depends on a number 

of factors, but what gun you 

have and what you are going 

to shoot are the primary ones. 

Cartridges come in different sizes, not 

only calibre. Having the right calibre should 

be obvious, but having the right chamber 

size is often overlooked. 

This is more important if you use a 

side-by-side, as many of these guns were 

made before the modern 70mm cartridges 

appeared. Some may only be chambered 

for 2in (50mm) cartridges, more commonly 

2½in (65mm) cartridges. 

Many modern cartridges are now 2¾in 

or 70mm and should not be used in 2½in 

chambered guns. Most modern guns are 

chambered for 2¾in cartridges but there are 

cartridges available that are 3in (76mm) or 

3½in (86mm) magnums, which should not 

be used in 70mm chamber guns. 

A lot of figures to digest, but the bottom 

line is you should know what your chamber 

Shot guide

SHOT  

SIZE

ACTUAL 

SHOT SIZE 

NO. OF SHOT  

PER 28G

9 SKEET 2mm (0.08in) 580

8 CLAY 2.2mm (0.085in) 450

7.5 CLAY 2.3mm (0.09in) 400

7 CLAY 2.4mm (0.095in) 340

6 GAME 2.6mm (0.1in) 270

5 GAME 2.8mm (0.11in) 220

4 GAME 3.1mm (0.12in) 170

size is on your gun and use the right 

cartridges for it.

Inside
Now you have the right calibre and length 

cartridge, we can look at what is on the 

inside of the cartridge. The shot load – how 

much shot is in the cartridge and the shot 

size. The load is measured in grammes or 

ounces and refers to the total weight of 

the shot. It does not refer to the amount of 

propellant in the cartridge, although more 

propellant will be needed to fire a heavier 

load. The bigger the load the more recoil you 

are likely to feel, which is why at the shooting 

school we use light-loaded 21g in 12-bore to 

keep recoil as light as possible but still giving 

good performance breaking clays. 

Shot size refers to the diameter of the 

individual pellets contained in the shot 

load. The smallest common shot size is a 

No 9, each pellet being 2mm in diameter. 

This is most often used for skeet. The most 

common clay cartridge is No 8, which is 
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“The bottom line is that you 
should know what the chamber 
size is on your gun”

middle section is designed to flex as the shot 

is taken; the top section is formed into a cup 

that holds the shot all the way up the barrel, 

then opens up as it leaves the barrel. There 

is a lot going on with a plastic wad and, as of 

yet, the fibre wad isn’t as advanced. 

The fibre wad is a biodegradable cylinder 

of wadding with a thin obturator (a gas 

goes up the barrel it has to be cupped in a 

wad, most commonly a plastic one. Fibre 

wads are out there but are more expensive.

Finding the perfect cartridge for your gun 

takes much testing. Over time you will find 

cartridges that you prefer, usually because 

you shoot well with them. 

So remember that when choosing a 

cartridge you need the right calibre, the 

right length for the chamber, the right shot 

size for your quarry and the right load to get 

the most efficient pattern at the distance you 

are shooting at. Follow these rules and you 

won’t go too far wrong. 

Clays and game require different shot

best pattern and perform with your gun and 

choke combination. 

Wads
Inside the cartridge is a wad. The two most 

common types are plastic and fibre. Plastic 

used to be the most common but more game 

and clay shoots are restricting their use for 
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2.2mm; No 7½ (2.3mm) and No 7 (2.4mm). 

For game cartridges the main choices are 

No 6 (2.6mm), No 5 (2.8mm), and for bigger 

game, No 4 (3.1mm) and No 3 (3.3mm). 

The bigger the shot, the less pellets in your 

shot pattern. For example, 24g of skeet 9s 

has approximately 490 pellets in the pattern, 

but if you had 24g of 3s you would only have 

120 pellets in your load. Also, a reason why 

the loads go up as the shot size gets bigger is 

to create an efficiently dense pattern. 

More relevant to most of you will be 

the difference between clay and game 

cartridges. To break the clay even at distance 

doesn’t require a lot of energy from the 

pellets. So clay shooters are more likely to 

use 7½s, which give approximately 395 

pellets in a 28g/1oz load. 

When shooting game, we require a bigger 

shot size to take the game more effectively, 

most commonly 6s having 305 pellets in a 

32g/11⁄8 oz load. You have to be able to pick 

the right size shot for the target you are 

shooting at and the right load to give the 

environmental reasons. Wherever you are 

going shooting you should know about any 

wad restrictions. It is somewhat inconvenient 

turning up to a shoot with plastic wads when 

it’s a fibre-only ground. 

Plastic wads can be formed to make 

any shape and have developed over the 

years: the bottom section slightly cups the 

propellant for a good gas-tight seal; the 

check) between it and the propellant. In 

this age when most of us are a lot more 

environmentally conscious, a shoot may well 

think that unless it has the facility to pick up 

plastic wads, we should be using fibre. That 

said, I hazard that 95% of shooters would 

not be aware of the difference between the 

plastic and fibre wads in their cartridges.

Shooting over water, predominantly 

at ducks, we are not allowed to use lead. 

Alternatives such as tungsten or bismuth are 

similar alternatives, but are more expensive. 

Your gun must be steel-proof and display 

the fleur-de-lys on the barrel. Do not use any 

choke tighter than 13mm/½in modified. We 

usually go up a shot size as it doesn’t deform 

on impact like lead does. As the steel shot 


