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THE .405 CONTINUES TO REIGN 

by Charles J. Sharps  Ph.D.

It has been difficult trying to figure out a way to write this story in order to hold your interest as well as trying to tie together two different hunts on two different coasts, the Atlantic and the Pacific.

I think the best thing for me to do is jump in with both feet tell you why I say the .405 continues to reign and then let you make up your own mind as to whether it does or not.

The .405 started its reign with acceptance by Teddy Roosevelt as the premier cartridge to use in a Model 95 Winchester for hunting in Africa.  Contrary to recent advertising by the latest company to manufacture Model 95’s, Teddy did not carry a 30-06, but a .405 on his African safari’s.  

The .405 was also used successfully in Alaska on big bears and throughout the west on elk by all those who wanted a large cartridge in a lever action rifle.

With the demise of the lever action Model 95 Winchester, the .405 lost headway to bolt action rifles chambered for a myriad of cartridges including the 30-06.  It lost headway but it never died out.  True, it has not retained the popularity of the 45-70, but for eighty or more years some hunters wanting  knock down power for big game, reached for their rifles chambered for this big straight case.

In my story, Four Shots, Four Elk,  you read about my successful hunt for Roosevelt elk using a .405 Winchester chambered in a 14 inch SSK Contender barrel.

For those of you who have not read the story; on November 11, 1996,  opening day of Roosevelt elk season in Oregon, I killed a six point bull elk with my .405.  

What you do not know is on October 14, 1996, my brother Edward killed a cow moose in northern New Hampshire with the same caliber Contender.

Just imagine the odds of that occurring.  Two brothers on the opposite sides of the United States and less than one month apart, kill two major game animals with 14 inch Contenders chambered for the .405 Winchester cartridge.  

The odds are extremely rare of that ever happening again

My Contender is stamped Barrel # 1.  Meaning it is the first .405 barrel JD Jones of SSK Industries ever chambered for a Contender. 

Upon my acquiring this barrel, I bragged to my brother Edward about my acquisition because we both have admired and hunted with this cartridge, particularly in our Model 95 Winchesters.

Brothers being brothers and not wanting to be outdone,  Edward promptly ordered barrel number five from JD.

Over the years, we have exchanged 405 Contender loading data and have used them for hunting and target shooting.  Because I live in Oregon and don’t travel out of state to hunt, I have been limited to blacktail deer and elk, while Ed who lives in New Hampshire has used his for whitetail.

For many years we have applied for New Hampshire’s limited tag for moose.  I as a nonresident, but I have never been successful.  Things were different for Edward because he was notified last summer that he had gotten a lucky draw.  He called to brag and to ask “I’m going to use my .405 Contender, do you want to go with me?”     

“Sure I told him if everything works out I’ll be there to help.”

Because moose are so big, New Hampshire allows a successful tag applicant to hunt moose with a partner in order to insure that the hunter has help. I would go as his partner.

Last August after attending the 10th anniversary meeting of  TCA in Sanford Maine, Ed and I went to camp and scouted for moose.  After several days of scouting in the Tracy Brook area which runs off Crystal Mountain, we saw moose and moose sign and we (I)  just knew Ed would be successful come fall.  

Unfortunately, I was unable to return for the October hunt and I do not really know all the particulars about Ed’s successful hunt.  What I do know is he hunted zone number two out of Pittsburgh, New Hampshire up on the side of Crystal Mountain where our family has had a hunting camp since 1950.

Ed and some of his hunting partners went into camp (Thursday) several days early to scout. You guessed it, after two days of scouting in the rain they could not even find old moose feces.  

Opening day (Saturday) Ed went out behind camp and found fresh moose tracks and soon had a large lone cow in his sights.  However, he was after a huge bull which has been in the area for three or four years.  In fact it is the same bull which I wrote about in my story,  Three Brothers.  Because he was after the bull, he didn’t fire and hunted unsuccessfully for the rest of that day and the next. 

The rest of his party were getting restless and were talking about going home.  It had been raining for a four days, they were damp and miserable and all had responsibilities at home, particularly to work.

Early Monday afternoon, Ed went back out by himself and soon found the cow he had seen on Saturday. She had been bedded down in the alders when she jumped up to see who was coming through the woods.

Knowing his chances of shooting a bull were slim or maybe next to none. 

Knowing his partners were anxious to go home, and knowing he would have to wait five more years before he could reapply for another moose tag he decided to shoot.

He told me it was an easy shot.  She stood partially facing him about sixty yards away.  He placed the scopes cross hairs just behind her right shoulder and pulled the trigger.  The 300 grain Barnes bullet put her down instantly.  

Once again the .405 cartridge proved Teddy Roosevelt knew what he was talking about when he spoke of  the power held within its shiny case.

My hunt on the west coast in Oregon, occurred on the opening day of elk season about three weeks after Ed killed his moose.  My son Joe had killed a five point bull just after daylight and after helping him dress it out, I went into the timber after the herd which Joe said had more bulls.

As I was sneaking down a ridge I caught up to the herd as it was passing across my front. One of those was a six point bull who never knew I was around.  

Slowly dropping to sit, I took a bead on his right shoulder with my .405  Winchester loaded with the same 300 grain Barnes bullets (which I had gotten from Joe Wright)  and powder as Ed’s cartridges and pulled the trigger.  

At the shot he whirled, stumbled and died.  

Two huge game animals had been harvested on opposite sides of the country by two brothers using the same type and caliber of pistol.  Both had been taken with an cartridge known by Teddy Roosevelt as the ultimate lion killer. 

It is this writers opinion that the .405 reigns supreme as the ultimate elk and moose cartridge.  

What do you think?

