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READING WITH 
REDCORN

A major question for the last 60 
years has been whether a large-
bore rifle or a high-velocity small-

bore rifle is better for hunting. 
	 The architects of this debate were 
Colonel Townsend Whelen, Elmer Keith, 
and Jack O’Connor.
	 During that time almost all “gun 
talk” was being generated by these three 
men and the hunting articles they wrote. I 
caught the tail end of this period but had 
access to much of their work.  
	 To put it simply, I enjoy guns and 
shooting so I joined the US Navy as a 
Gunners Mate. I graduated top of both my 
Navy A and C School classes, because I 
enjoy this stuff! Once I was in the fleet, 
much of my time was on Knox-class frig-
ates and, as luck would have it, my gun 
mount had at least 30 years’ worth of hunt-
ing magazines. 
	 During my many months waiting in 
the gun mount I had the chance to read 
just about every article ever written by 
these three men in everything from Out-
door Life and Sports Afield to you name 
it. Basically it comes down to this, Elmer 
Keith hunted with handguns and rifles 
and was hunting in the Pacific Northwest 
whereas Colonel Townsend Whelen was 
hunting with rifles in Alaska and thick 
cover country. These two men had similar 
ideas. They took the .30/06 and necked it 
out to take bullets with a larger diameter.  
The .35 Whelen was created by the Colo-
nel while the .357 Magnum and .44 Mag-
num were Elmer Keith’s projects. They 
were hunting big strong critters in thick 
country so they made the argument that 
large-bore rifles and powerful cartridges 
were the way to go. 
	 Jack O’Connor was from Arizona 
and he was hunting for Coues deer and 
desert mule deer in the open desert and 
foothills and big horn sheep on the tops of 

the desert mountains. He was responsible 
for the .243 and .270 and any number of 
.30/06 cartridges necked down to a small-
er caliber. His argument was that super 
high-velocity, small caliber bullets were 
the way to go.
	 It was obvious to me that these men 
had their own types of hunting country.  
Elmer Keith would go to India or parts of 
Africa (think jungle and tall grass) to hunt 
big dangerous game, while Jack O’Connor 
was hunting with the Shah of Iran for sheep 
on top of the desert mountains around the 
Caspian Sea and Dall sheep on the tops 
of the Wrangell Mountains of Alaska. 
	 These men all had tremendous ex-
perience but there was one profound dif-
ference. Colonel Townsend Whelen wrote 
like the Colonel he was; his writing reads 
like a US military manual because that is 
what he was. Elmer Keith, God love his 
soul, had the most insight and put the most 
thought into his work but wrote as though 
he may not have passed fourth grade.  On 
the other hand, Jack O’Connor was an En-
glish teacher and it showed.   
	 Jack O’Connor could write a great 
hunting story. They are works of art, works 
of literature, great fun to read. This also 
played into who got the most articles in the 
most magazines, and since Jack O’Connor 
was print ready and error-free his were the 
easiest to put into print. He sold magazines. 
 	 The reality was that while they were 
all arguing about which is the better way 
to go they were not arguing about the 
same job.   Hunting pronghorn antelope 
is a very different job than hunting black 
bears. These two species alone require 
very different bullets. For example a bear 
hunter needs a rifle with a bullet that will 
go through a mud-covered, thick-furred, 
tough hide, then penetrate dense meat and 
muscle, and then a thick shoulder bone, 
likely having to break strong semi-over-

lapping ribs before ever reaching the 
lungs.  The pronghorn, on the other hand, 
has a thick skin, a smaller and much light-
er shoulder bone that is not usually in 
the way and delicate ribs before getting  
into the lungs. 
	 Then there is the habitat. Bears usual-
ly do not hang around in the open prairies 
and pronghorn antelope do not live in a 
thick jungle of fir trees, vines and brush.  
So a whopper bear cartridge may not have 
the range at 300 yards like you might want 
for antelope and conversely, an itty bitty 
super high-velocity pill may not bust down 
a bear as it is likely to disintegrate on im-
pact, never making it to the bear’s lungs. 
	 Then there is the terrain and foliage 
to consider.  In some places the cover is so 
thick that an open-sighted rifle is the best 
tool. Then there are places that require 
crawling, particularly pig hunting where 
an open-sighted handgun is the best tool.  
I read Elmer Keith’s stories and I could 
see why he was working on making more 
powerful handgun rounds.  He was taking 
deer with his old single action Colt .45, 
but then so was our neighbor, Jay Bruce.  
If you have to handle dogs with one hand 
then a single action revolver is the safest, 
most reliable tool available.  I say IS and I 
mean STILL IS the best tool for that kind 
of operation.   
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by Guy Nixon

Guy Nixon (Redcorn)  is an avid hunter who lives in 
Northeastern California. He has a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Biology, with an emphasis in Recombinant DNA, and a 
minor in Geology. He worked for the USFS at the Institute 
of Forest Genetics and later as a Forest Protection Offi-
cer performing the first Abandoned Mine Survey of the El 
Dorado and Tahoe National Forests and an extensive trail 
survey. As a school teacher and father of four, he helps op-
erate his grandfather’s family sawmill near Spanish Flat, 
California.  As a Petty Officer 2nd Class he served three 
enlistments in the US Navy as a Gunners Mate Guns  serv-
ing in the first Gulf War and numerous other operations 
and is a 10 point disabled Veteran. WahShaShowahtine-
ga Guy Nixon Hapashutsy (Redcorn) honors his Osage, 
Cherokee, and Pawnee ancestry and is the author of  
nine books.
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