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By Duane Thomas
When well-meaning folks want to compliment

another shooter’s performance, it’s a common
thing to say, “You’re really talented.” Talent. It’s
meant as a compliment. On the other hand, the
people they’re talking to, while they’ll probably be
nice about it, tend not to like the T-word. Let’s
begin by defining this elusive concept, “talent.”
Back when I was doing a lot of firearms instruction
I noticed that, every few months, I’d get a student
who just GOT it, right off the bat, and was able,
with absolutely no prior experience, to begin
shooting at a much higher level than most people.
We might call these folks talented. So, what traits
distinguished them from other students?

First, let’s get rid of that whole “men are better
shooters than women” or “women are better stu-
dents than men”
malarkey. In my experi-
ence, neither is true. My
exceptional students were
equally split between men
and women. Invariably,
however, they had certain
traits in common:

First, they tended to be
people who, whether they
were aware of it or not –
and most of them weren’t
– had innately good
hand/eye coordination.

Second, they weren’t
afraid of the gun. They just
approached everything very matter-of-factly, with-
out the apprehension, the fear-block, so many new
shooters have.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, they had
a superior ability to absorb and synthesize new
information. I’d tell them, “Stand like this, hold the
gun like that, focus on the sights, manipulate the
trigger like so,” and they’d just…do it. This is not
true for most people.

A person who has those attributes meets my
definition of being a “talented” shooter. They do
exist. Where I have a problem is when people
think that attaining, or possessing, a high skill
level is absolutely dependent on having some
mystical attribute called “talent” that very few
people possess. No. What’s most important is not
talent, but the willingness to work hard for what
you want. I have never been a particularly athleti-
cally talented person. I have fairly decent
hand/eye coordination (a student once paid me a
very nice compliment and told me, “You have the
steadiest hands I’ve ever seen on a human being.”)
but I was the slim, small guy in grade school who
always got chosen last for softball because I could-
n’t field to save my life. Why? I hated softball. So I
never really tried to get good at it. On the other
hand, I’m a good shooter. Why? Because I want to

be. That’s the key. Do you want it? Yes? Then how
hard are you willing to work for it?

One thing that’s struck me over the years is the
pedestal on which many people want to put the top
shooters. Every time we read, or type, or say some-
thing referring to Rob Leatham as a “superman” or
Jerry Miculek being “an android designed to fire a
revolver” we reinforce the idea that the skills pos-
sessed by very good shooters require, on a basic
level, some sort of superhuman traits to which the
average human being could never aspire. That’s
simply not true. In some cases these might be folks
with great reflexes, and above average hand/eye
coordination, but in truth there’s very, very little if
anything they can do that we couldn’t, if we were
willing to work as hard as they have.

When shooters at matches have asked me,
“How did you get that
good?” my answer has
usually been, “Lots of
practice.” I’ve noticed that
people don’t like that
answer. They get this
annoyed look on their face
like I’m holding out on
them – even though I’m
telling them the God’s
honest truth. I think people
want to believe there are
perfect, golden people on
Earth for whom this is all
easy. The “talented” ones.
It gives them someone to

admire, and also makes them feel better about not
possessing that skill level themselves – because
they’re not “talented.”

Having said all that, I will also say I do believe
there’s a bit of false modesty involved in some
folks who say it’s all about practice. The subtext
being, “You could do it if you were willing to work
as hard as I have.” In some cases that is not, in
fact, true. Let’s take as an example doing a sub-
one-second draw. I’m here to tell you from experi-
ence, it’s not that hard to do. Anyone with normal-
class reflexes, who has basically clean technique
and practices enough, can do a sub-second draw.
At the same time, it’s also true there are X number
of people in the world who would never be able
to do a sub-second draw. I don’t care how hard
they practice, how essentially clean their tech-
nique becomes, the bottom line is their reflexes
aren’t fast enough, they’re just innately slow peo-
ple. But in that sense we’re talking about extreme
cases, not the norm.

For good shooters, it’s not the T-word that’s the
key to their skill level. It’s the P-word. Those dirty,
rotten PRACTICERS. Or, as legendary college foot-
ball coach Paul “Bear” Bryant put it, “It’s not the
will to win that matters – everyone has that. It’s the
will to prepare to win that matters.”

What is Talent?
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