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Traditional Why

Tipi rings lay before us, large round rocks placed in a circle to hold a nomadic dwelling in place a long time ago. We found and examined plains Indian artifacts, then returned them to their resting places. How long ago did those Native Americans live and hunt in this vast mountain valley? No one could say for sure. Even more fascinating than the arrowheads and spear points were what my companion and I chose to call “mystery rocks.” They were watermelon-sized and laid out in straight, long rows, obviously placed neatly for a reason. Alongside some were manmade depressions. Could they have been used to direct buffalo? Could be. The shaggy beast is known to turn aside when it comes across slight impediments. I got down into one of the pits. The vantage point provided a perfect view of a well-worn trail. If bison charged along that lane, guided by the rocks, a hunter would have a bowshot from ten paces. Any brave in the tribe could make a certain hit with his natural-handling bow at that distance.


[image: The lure of traditional archery is partly romance—like that in the story called to mind by this American bison. The intrepid Indian of the plains procured meat, hide, and numerous other products from this animal, most often armed with nothing more than a “bent stick” and a stone-tipped arrow.]


The brave hidden in the pit, if indeed it was a pit for buffalo hunting, probably had a very simple bow (I have never seen sights on an American Indian bow, not that it would surprise me if such a bow existed at some time), somewhat short with greatly varied draw weight, firing an arrow tipped with a carefully and even beautifully chipped broadhead of stone—perhaps flint. At some point, Indians on the plains discovered that discarded metalwork left behind by white pioneers could also be worked into broadheads. But I doubt that any of these cut the same as the glasslike obsidian head. The hunter of the high plains drew his bow and sent that sharp-tipped shaft on course by instinct (see chapter 13).


[image: Bows of yore were very simple �machines,� working tools that were invented in various parts of the globe along a similar time line. The traditional archer today can shoot replicas of the finest bows of any era.]


“Going back to our roots” has become a cliché, somewhat boring to hear at times. But all clichés are true. That is how they got to be clichés. Like many other archers, when I got into traditional archery, I was returning to roots planted when, as a little kid, I cut a nice strong branch from my grandfather’s favorite oleander, making a bow out of it with simple twine for a string. Time passed, but I never tired of bows. Then, shortly after the first compound hit the sporting goods shop, I joined the ranks of wheel-and-pulley shooters. These bows had just one advantage at that time—the relaxation factor. They might draw at 60 pounds, for example, but hold back at only 40. The chronograph proved that my glass/maple laminated 75-pound Ben Pearson longbow shot just as fast an arrow as a compound. The Black Widow recurve shot faster yet.

I enjoyed the compound shooting machine at the time and find no problem with the many archers who prefer that type of bow today. They’re better than ever, shooting arrows at high velocity with super accuracy. But I was through with it after a while. I had the hottest compound going, but happily gave it away to a cousin who coveted that wheelbow. I was out of archery for a spell, although I always had an old longbow handy that I would “plink” with from time to time. Then, almost overnight, it seemed, longbows and re-curves were back. The “traditional why” was being asked and answered. Initially, most of the bows, as I recall, came from custom shops. But in time, companies that offered stickbows in the past, such as Bear Archery, were back at it again.

The distilled joy of archery had become but a memory for older archers and a never-done for younger bow shooters. The older set fanned a tiny ember glowing in a dark recess of past experience until it rekindled into bright flame. The strung stick was back. But not just back; it was better than ever. Bowyers had not been asleep in the cabbage patch. They had, all along, been perfecting their trade. Now longbows and recurves were not only easily obtained again, they were the best longbows and recurves ever. They could not compete in arrow velocity with the mechanical advantage of the compound, of course, but 190- to 200-feet per second was not uncommon for the better sticks. And this was with “real” arrows. Not soda straws, but arrows heavy enough to penetrate the biggest bull, buck, or boar.


[image: Almost overnight, it seems, traditional bows made a comeback. Bows like this one are as beautiful as similar bows of the past—but with improved performance.]



[image: Today, archery “shoots” and gatherings are well-attended by the traditional clan. At some events at least half of the tackle is traditional.]


The last several state archery gatherings I attended found approximately one-half of the members shooting longbows and recurves. That number could be skewed because many compound-shooting members may not have attended, the gatherings holding more attraction for the traditionalist. But there is no mistake that today the stickbow is a force in twenty-first-century archery. But why? It’s easier to master the compound bow. After all, it’s high-tech. Let-off is higher than ever. It’s not impossible to find compounds holding at 35 pounds marked 70-pound draw weight. And they have sights—all kinds of sights. What will they think of next? I once came across an advertisement for a bow sight promising rangefinder ability.

More practice time is necessary with a traditional bow than with a compound. Sure, the compound demands some practice. But with sights—and don’t forget let-off plus the release device designed to eliminate fingers on the string—just about anyone can put arrows into the gold at reasonable ranges. And the best compound bow shooters can cluster their arrows into the mark from pretty far off! Meanwhile, stick shooters better practice if they want to be proficient. As Maurice Thompson said, the successful archer shoots to the point where no overt conscious effort is demanded to put his or her arrow on target. In fact, when the instinctive archer tries to put too much conscious effort into launching that arrow, it may go awry often as not.


[image: While compound bows are very accurate, so are traditional bows. When a good traditional bow is “locked up” in a shooting rest, it will put arrow after arrow on target; the tradi tional archer does not have to worry about the accuracy of a chosen bow. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE BOHNING COMPANY, LTD.]


Ask any ten traditional archery fans why they shoot longbow or recurve and you may get ten different responses. But here are some that I got when I asked. One archer told me that it was the advancement of the compound bow that made him abandon the wheels and pulleys. It was “too good” for him. He wanted more challenge. “I woke up one day,” he said, “and my latest compound bow looked like something from Star Wars. I said enough. And that was that. I began searching for a recurve. I used to shoot recurve bows.” Another said, “Something was missing. I used to have fun shooting my longbow. I wasn’t really having that much fun with my compound. As soon as I got back into shooting a longbow, I started having a lot more fun.” A game warden said, “Since we try to manage game more than hunters in this state, I suppose it doesn’t really matter how a tag is filled. The hunter is finished either way, whether he gets that deer or elk with a bow or a .300 Magnum. But it does sort of bother me that we gave, and still give, bowhunters special seasons, longer and in ideal habitat, because they’re ‘handicapped.’ And then they turned around and did everything possible to eliminate the handicap with their compound bows.”

“I got so tired packing that compound around. It was more trouble than my 9-pound .30-06. At least I could sling the rifle, but so-called slings I found for the compound didn’t help at all. They were still bulky. My longbows—I shoot longbows now—don’t even weight two pounds. Sure, I have a quiver to pack now, but I got one of those Catquivers and it carries my lunch, firestarter, and other gear as well as arrows.” This last speaker ended by echoing what a previous person said in my informal survey. “And I’m having a lot more fun with my longbows than I ever had with the compound.” Another told me, “Sam, it was the technology. I had to get into the computer and e-mail and iPods and Palm Pilots for my work and I’ll be darned if I am going high-tech in my archery.”


[image: The traditional bow, like the one carried here on a back country rove, embodies not only the history of yesteryear, but beauty and grace as well. It is much more than an arrow-shooting machine.]


But are there any real advantages to stickbows over compounds? Those who fire darts from sticks think so. But at the same time, any traditional archer who thinks he can do better at forty yards putting arrows into a bull’s eye the breadth of a teacup had best be Stacy Groscup, Byron Furguson, Howard Hill, or one of the other greats. At the same time, I’m waiting to see a wheelbow shooter snick aspirins out of the air. Maybe there are those who can. Perhaps I missed them. But the natural fluidness of longbow and re-curve does not seem to reside in the compound. Also there are a few, very few, traditionalists who fire a fast and accurate arrow in the field. They are not handicapped with the longbows they shoot. I have watched Vern Butler skewer a cow pie at 75 yards and farther. I have watched Bob Taylor, at close range, stop shooting at a mark because his group was so tight that he would break arrows already in the target.

And yes, there is the romance factor. Maurice and Will Thompson shot the longbow. So did Pope and Young. Fred Bear had his recurve. Before the wheelbow mob finds a lynching rope, I acknowledge another cliché that bears repeating: beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Many archers see a beauty in the intricate workings of their compound bows. True, but Zebrawood, cocobolo, Tonkin bamboo, Osage orange, bloodwood, shedua, bocote—these beautiful woods are not too often found in compounds. I doubt, however, that many archers would stay with longbows and recurves if they had no success with either. In other words, why carry a stick when the wheelbow holds all four aces in the performance deck?


[image: The traditional bow embodies, in most cases, art as well as function. That in part is due to the many exotic wood choices available to the bow maker of the day.]


Tradition for its own sake. Why not? Light in the hand. Pretty. But when it comes to traditional going up against primitive, how the picture changes. We laugh at compound bows because they are mechanical, but now the compound lover gets his chance to laugh, since the gap between primitive and modern traditional bows is just as wide as that between compound and traditional. The modern longbow or recurve is built on principles of working geometry with laminated limbs—one bow with all-glass limbs—impregnated risers full of synthetic glue-like stuff infused at high pressure to make them almost unbreakable, epoxy this and epoxy that, arrow speeds in the 200 foot-per-second domain, the list goes on and on. A good primitive bow can be made to launch a surprisingly fast arrow. But not as fast as the modern longbow or recurve.

The modern stick is no more closely related to the primitive bow than a lizard to an alligator. These short-legged creatures are both reptiles, but oh how different they are, especially if the latter has a grip on your tennis shoe. Likewise, the modern composite bow built of state-of-the-art materials by a gifted bowyer is just barely cousin to the old self-bow (bow made of a single wood) of yesteryear that Geronimo may have carried, or for that matter the simple sticks carried today by natives of the Amazon forest.


[image: The modern composite bow, now crafted by a number of talented bowyers not only in America but also abroad, has taken a grip on the sport of archery. The stick is back and back to stay.]



[image: My “finest moments” in the bow-shooting have been on roves and survival hunts when I backpacked into wilderness areas. One of the reasons for the comeback of the traditional bow is its connection with simpler times.]



[image: Older bows like these were not nearly as efficient as the traditional bows we have today, but they served many very well and today are often collected by archers who revere the past]


I seem to be following the cliché trail these days. But another that fits this chapter is the saying, “one man’s meat is another man’s poison,” along with its relative, “to each his own.” Fully explaining the “why” of traditional archery to a newcomer in the archery circle, or a full-fledged compound archer, or someone who has never even shot a bow, is like describing the flavor of mopane worms, which I ate once in Africa. They taste like, well, I can’t think of a comparison. The best I can do is relate a personal anecdote. Some of my favorite hunting memories are the survival hunts I used to go on, sometimes for weeks at a time. My partner and I did so many that I lost count of the longest ever. Just before his passing I mentioned our “month-long” Mexico, which I have always referred to as that length.”Sam,” Ted said, “We were gone just short of two months. That’s how I lost my job at the mine.” Then I remembered. What we could carry on our backs was our gear. Where we ended up at day’s end was home. My fine Cabela’s lightweight Hunter’s Bivy shelter was not yet invented, nor my Coleman’s Cloudcroft mummy bag, good for 20 below with sweat suit and watch cap on; our sleeping bags were army-issue made mostly with feathers donated, no doubt with protest, from chickens. Ground pad? What was that? And our bows on those treks were grim by comparison with today’s fine sticks. But we didn’t know our tackle was mediocre, so we made up for lack of excellence with everyday shooting familiarity.


[image: One of the joys of traditional archery is its “naturalness.” Shooting off the shelf in an instinctive manner is not only successful, but rewarding in a world where everything else seems to be high-tech.]


My partner’s 55-pound all-fiberglass bow drew like 70 and fired arrows like 35. It stacked like a big pile of buckwheat pancakes (difficult toward the last few inches). Mine was better, a 75-pound longbow that pushed a fairly fast arrow (25 feet per second slower than my current 57-pound Pronghorn Three-Piece Takedown longbow, or any Black Widow of my acquaintance). But our arrows flew like those of Tommy the American Indian and Maurice Thompson. On some of those adventures the nights were cold but we dug a trench, started a fire in the length of the trench, let it burn to coals, covered the coals with the excavated earth, and spread out our sleeping bags on top. Maybe the experience would have been just as rich with compound bows. But I don’t think so.

And so I have a challenge for the reader who is not yet into stickbows but thinking about it. Try one. Try a good one. Don’t latch on to a 70-pound stick or even 65 or 60. Go with light draw to begin with. Shoot up close only—and target size is not important. Don’t try too hard. Relax. Tilt the bow to angle to form a V for the arrow to rest in. Determine an anchor point. Make it a little high; you can always lower it later. My anchor point is with the right hand knuckle of my index finger touching my right cheekbone. The corner of the mouth works better for others. Keep the bow arm just slightly crooked at the elbow. Unlock your knees. Bend a little, just a little. Later you can modify the “squat.” Don’t look at the bow. Don’t concentrate on the arrow. I know. The great archer Howard Hill was supposed to use point-of-arrow almost as a sight. But for now, just burn a hole in the center of the target with both eyes open. Let the arrow “escape” from the bow. First time around, sort of draw your bow hand back a little during the release, a pull-through method. Later, if you like, you can switch to the flower petal where fingers sort of “lose control” of the string and the arrow “escapes” almost of its own volition. The big thing is to not drop the bow arm. Keep it as close as possible to the position it was in before the arrow flew. And now watch that dart sing into the straw bale, burying itself deeply. Do it again. And again. And again. And don’t worry about score as long as you’re observing form.


[image: Going back can be rewarding. Here, one of the members of the traditional archery party enjoys a nighttime campfire on a rove.]


OK. Maybe it’s “not your cup of tea,” as an old friend used to tell me when I didn’t like something. But maybe, just maybe, it will take only one short session for you to understand what I cannot explain in words—sort of like what mopane worms taste like.



[image: ]


Beginnings

Longbow and recurve history is not only fascinating to a few million of us, but also appropriate for understanding our roots. And so this chapter on that history serves as a foundation for chapters to come in this book.

Not everyone agrees on where to start the timeline, but in my opinion, the history of the bow begins with the atlatl, a name coined by Professor Nuttal, a renowned naturalist, in 1891, who apparently formed it by combining two Aztec words meaning throwing and water. Pronunciation was supposed to be aht-laht-il, the first part like saying “ah” for a doctor’s throat examination, with a “t” on the end of it. It’s been written as at’latl as well as atlatl. It is thought to have been first used in Peru, but nobody really knows. Some sharp individual figured out that he could multiply his own strength in throwing a spear (not yet an arrow)—possibly with two hundred times the power.

The atlatl has also been known as spearthrower, throwing stick, throwing board, spear sling, dart thrower, Woomera (in Australia), hul-che in a 1935 Poplar Mechanics magazine, and other names, according to All About the At’latl by Gary Fogelman. I like throwing stick or, better yet, casting stick, for that’s what the atlatl is, a stick designed to launch a dart. (The weapon launched by the atlatl is sometimes called a spear, but I prefer to call it a dart. The long dart of the atlatl has fletching: it is, therefore, not a spear in my estimation, but a very long arrow.) The atlatl casting stick was often around fifteen to twenty-four inches long, while the dart could be four or even five feet long. Fogelman states that the atlatl developed around 12,000 B.C.

We could examine countless niches in time where the bow made a difference in cultures, but that would be a book. So, skipping a huge span of centuries, let’s look at the bows and arrows that had the most influence on the fathers of modern longbow/recurve shooting, such as the Thompson Brothers. One of these would be the bow used by Robin Hood and his merry band of men in Sherwood Forest: the English longbow. Robin’s bow was a rather amazing instrument. Very early firearms were neither accurate nor long-range capable, and they were slow to load and to reload after firing. At the time of these early guns, Robin Hood’s longbow had excellent range, being capable of casting a heavy arrow at least two hundred yards, with a starting speed of around 160 to 170 feet per second. Furthermore, a practiced archer could fire many arrows in the time it took the rifleman to reload his musket only once. The longbow may not have exceeded the crossbow in extreme range, but it was far more practical in that it did not have to be “cocked” and therefore could shoot more arrows than the crossbow in the same amount of time.


[image: This flint knife was crafted in modern times, but in the style of early knives.]



[image: Flint was was used not only for ancient arrowheads and knives, but also, in a much later time, flint to ignite the powder charge in a flintlock firearm. Certainly, flint deserves center stage in a chapter on beginnings.]


The longbow put England on the map in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as Europe’s foremost power. Even when English troops were outnumbered, the day was often won for the English because the longbow could shoot an arrow far and with enough force to penetrate steel when it arrived on target. A story from around 1300 A.D. says that a Welsh archer pierced an English knight with an arrow that pinned the latter to his horse, the arrow passing through thigh, chain mail, and wooden saddle. This story is quite possible because a heavy arrow cast from a strong bow is capable of similar penetration today. Dr. Saxon Pope investigated what a longbow with a strong broadhead could do against a mail coat of the era. In Hunting with the Bow & Arrow, he writes:


To test a steel bodkin [broadhead] pointed arrow such as was used at the battle of Cressy [Crecy], I borrowed a shirt of chain armor from the Museum, a beautiful specimen made in Damascus in the 15th Century. It weighed twenty-five pounds and was in perfect condition. One of the attendants in the Museum offered to put it on and allow me to shoot at him. Fortunately, I declined his proffered services and put it on a wooden box, padded with burlap to represent clothing.

Indoors at a distance of seven yards, I discharged an arrow at it with such force that sparks flew from the links of steel as from a forge. The bodkin point and shaft went through the thickest portion of the back, penetrated an inch of wood and bulged out the opposite side of the armor shirt. The attendant turned a pale green. An arrow of this type can be shot about two hundred yards and would be deadly up to the full limit of its flight.



The English longbow was responsible for the Thompson Brothers, Pope and Young, and every other force in the continuance of the bow as a powerful tool. It was Robin’s bow that Maurice and Will relied on. It was this bow that Pope and Young adopted.

So where did this English longbow come from? Records put it in the hands of Welsh archers fighting against the English (prior to the Norman invasion of 1066). The English picked up on the bow and used it to such great success that it carried the English name henceforth. As with almost all history, historians find it difficult if not impossible to agree on who invented the longbow, and when. And so it’s wise to add that perhaps the longbow, although certainly not in the final form employed by the Welsh, may have been used by German archers, or perhaps Scandinavians, around 500 B.C. While I have no data to either confirm or reject this idea, it is plausible to doubt the power of these early bows compared to the true English longbow that came along in the hands of the Welsh.

Real English longbows have been discovered and are still around today. Pope reported that in the recovery of the Mary Rose, “sunk off the coast of Albion in 1545 and raised in 1841, only two longbows were recovered, unfinished staves at that.” These were taken to the Tower of London for safekeeping. The “staves were six feet, four and three-quarters inches long, one and one-half inches across the handle, one and one-quarter inches thick,” according to Pope. Dr. Pope is not to be blamed for what was probably misinformation at the time. The Mary Rose, named for Henry the Eighth’s favorite sister, Mary Tudor, was indeed sunk on 19 July 1545 in the Isle of Wight. In the 1830s a few guns were raised to the surface (we believe) and possibly bow staves at the same time. The ship was not completely salvaged until 1982. On board, it is reported, were 172 bows and 4,000 arrows (some reports say 3,500 arrows).


[image: This handmade steel broadhead was crafted after the fashion of metal heads used in the era of the longbow.]


Since the Welsh-English longbow (or possibly the lesser form invented around 500 B.C.) is the very basis of the traditional bows we shoot today, its history is relished by modern archers of longbow/recurve bent. We enjoy learning of its prowess, especially in battle. Possibly the first major English longbow war showing was the Battle of Falkirk on April 1, 1298, when England invaded Scotland. Edward I defeated William Wallace in that battle due to a sky filled with deadly arrows raining down on the Scots from the longbows of Welsh archers, historians believe.

The English longbow was a very important part of England’s military power. The medieval English government had rules regarding the longbow and its use, including compulsory ownership of bows by a certain class of citizen. When King Henry II was in power, all who earned two to five pounds per annum were literally forced to own a longbow. Many archers were required by law to practice on Sundays. These rules made sense because, as we traditional archers know today, meaningful practice keeps those arrows zapping into the target.


[image: Ed Scott’s traditional self-bows “shoot hard” and have proved themselves in the big game field.]


The English longbow was a self-bow—a bow made of one material only, in this case, wood. Yew was a popular wood for the longbow, although it is believed that English yew was not preferred. Rather, yew from Spain and Italy was sought by the British to make their bows. Apparently, a regular supply was ensured because for each ton of imported goods from these countries, including wine, the importer had to promise a number of yew staves for bow-making.

Ease of manufacture was another reason why the longbow was so popular. In medieval times when the bow was employed in warfare, a bowyer could build an English self-bow in a couple hours. Imagine trying to make a Mongol bow that fast. In more modern times, as traditional archery was poised to rise again, the Thompson brothers, Pope and Young, and other pioneers could make an English longbow in the backyard. And that was very important.

Draw weights for the English longbow fell in the 80- to 120-pound range, according to some historians, but of course they may have varied greatly, as they still do today. The draw length of these bows is calculated at 29 to 32 inches. That tells us that the archer of Olde England was not drawing to an anchor point at corner of mouth or cheekbone. If armor is any indication, the knight of the era was no taller than we are and perhaps even shorter on the average. If he did the Howard Hill anchor point, the bow’s draw length would probably run around 26 inches. So his draw was probably “to the ear” or “to the breast.” An illustration in Sport with Gun and Rod, 1883, in an article by Maurice Thompson, “Bow-Shooting,” shows an archer drawing his bow to the ear, as I believe Maurice did. Like Maurice, medieval archers would have used their own judgement in determining where to make an anchor point.


[image: Left: In the beginnings of archery there were hundreds of variations, not only of bows, but also of arrows. This handmade arrow was made from a piece of square-shaped wood, as you can see by looking closely. It has three small notches cut near the self-nock so the archer can tell the direction of the cock feather by feel. Right: This handmade wooden arrow has a self-nock cut right into the back of the shaft. It also has a tiny nail to be used as a tactical indicator to note the direction of the cock feather.]


The American archer also inherited the English arrow. It was made of birch, ash, elm, witch hazel, yew, and other woods. The English longbow arrow had to be tough, with draw weights of 80 to 120 pounds. Known also as livery, sheaf, and standard, these arrows were thick. That they were the “clothyard shafts” of three feet plus one inch is probably not true—at least in terms of today’s twelve-inch feet. One source says that at the time “natural feet” were 9.9 inches long, so three times 9.9 plus 1 would be 30.7 inches. Actual arrows from the Mary Rose are reported to be 30 to 31 inches long, which makes more sense.

From some of the stories you hear, you’d expect the old English longbow to all but penetrate modern tank armor at 200 yards or better. Pope surely proved that at close range the English longbow could, and did, penetrate a mail coat, but some of these other stories may be more fanciful. Taking nothing away from these bows, the problem with history is the story goes through a lot of people, who sometimes alter the facts, instead of “telling it like it is,” telling it the way it sounds better or pleases more important people. The point is, we have to study archery from what the historians were able to save for us, even if sometimes the facts are not as factual as they could be. But most of the information from the past is interesting and useful to the modern traditional archer who has an interest in the forerunners of his or her bow.

The English longbow was only one of many excellent bows of the past, though the others had a less profound effect on the comeback of traditional archery. The Mongol bow is one of the best. In point of fact, this bow was, and still is, superior to the English longbow, and one of its type can be purchased today from Recurvebowshop.com. This company offers Hungarian, Roman, Hunnish, and other unique bow styles. The Mongol bow is included here because it represents a piece of archery history that has come down to us sparingly, although not lost. As I am able to understand the dynamics of this bow, they are of symmetrical limb design, both limbs being of the same length (not true of all bow types). As I point out in Chapter 16, one way to quiet a recurve bow is to include a buffer where string meets limb. The Mongol bow has similar “string pads” for stopping the string almost immediately after the arrow is away. These were not for quietness, however, but to immediately stop string motion.

Unlike the English longbow, the Mongol bow is composite, constructed of mixed materials. The core is wood but the belly of the bow (the part facing toward the archer) is composed of horn, and the back of the bow of sinew. These bows were glued (possibly with fish glue), as are the composite traditional bows of today (with modern adhesives). The Mongol bow also has a string-run or string bridge made of horn, leather, or wood, which supports the string. The limbs, when unstrung, face forward in an amazing arc for energy storage. While not a direct ancestor of today’s mainstream traditional bows, the Mongol bow deserves inclusion in this book because of its advanced design.

Though the longbows/recurves used today in the United States are usually descendants of the English longbow, the American Indian bow no doubt also had some influence in the return of traditional archery. After all, everyone who has seen even a single “Cowboy and Indian” movie has watched arrows flying on the screen. And certainly the Indian bow is of all types the “most American.”


[image: ]



[image: Ed Scott of Owl Bows creates extremely fine examples of self-bows in the style of the American Indians.]


Before the coming of the Europeans to the vast territory ruled by the Native American, the major hunting and war tool was the bow and arrow, although the tomahawk ranked high in the Indian’s arsenal along with clubs and spears. The bow accounted for most game. Bison (American buffalo) were stampeded over cliffs, but not in the numbers some conclude from bone graveyards found today; with a vicious winter coming on, securing robes, tent material, and meat put any relative of “sportsmanship” into the shade. The bow was the only weapon of those days that had any real range. It was a prime weapon of war for the same reason.


[image: The simple self-bow, made of a single material, served archers of the past well.]


Osborne Russell, in his Journal of a Trapper, printed by the University of Nebraska Press, describes some handsome examples of Indian tackle he saw working as a trapper from 1834 to 1843. “They were well armed with bows and arrows pointed with obsidian,” he wrote in his journal. “The bows were beautifully wrought from Sheep, Buffaloe, and Elk horns secured with Deer and Elk sinews and ornamented with porcupine quills and generally about 3 feet long.” Russell’s work is a reliable report of the fur trade era, confirmed by historians and archaeologists.

While records are sketchy at best, making the assumption that some of the mountain men (fur trappers) in the far west of the 1800s used bows part of the time makes sense. They certainly adopted most of the Indians’ means of survival or they would have perished in their first winter. The first Americans on the plains knew how to survive. The white settlers knew how to survive too—but their practices were better suited to survival back east. Burn up your powder and ball for a rabbit or grouse supper? Or even a deer or antelope? Maybe, but you wouldn’t have a new supply of lead or propellant until rendezvous time when you traded your beaver pelts. And though the territory was vast, firing a shot needlessly might bring in Bug’s Boys, as trappers called the dangerous Blackfoot tribe. A mountain man with a bow could accomplish a lot.


[image: A self-bow launches an arrow. While not as fast as a modern composite traditional bow, the self-bow still gets the job done.]


Though records of the fur trapper carrying bows and arrows are slim, modern-day renactors of the fur trade era have bow shooting contests as part of the fun. I had a chance to try out the bows present at one rendezvous. Most were self-bows, a few with composite backing to increase efficiency, all strictly modeled after the Indian sticks of yore. A dedicated buckskinner by the name of Jack “Traveling Dog” Tripp allowed me to shoot some of his handmade bows of primitive design made of oak, Osage orange, and hickory, some backed with sinew or snakeskin. Jack’s arrows were made by Mrs. Tripp to match the bows, each in traditional Indian style and marked to show ownership.

While we “owe a debt hard to pay” to the fathers of the American archery comeback, they would not have built a single bow without their predecessors leading the way with examples, especially the English longbow, which remains the cornerstone of this return. Fortunately, very few bows of the past are gone forever. There are finely made Indian-style bows available today, as well as Eskimo bows and of course the interesting Mongol bow. The Howard Hill–type longbow, so reminiscent of its English parent, is also far from gone. Mostly, however, longbows and recurves coming from today’s custom archery shop are of composite design, with laminated limbs capable of casting an arrow far downrange. And of course, as we know, that means good initial arrow speed because speed is cast.


[image: The Indian-style bow continues to prove its mettle in the field, just as it provided for the American Indians long ago. This modern-day bow was handmade by Ed Scott of Owl Bows.]




[image: ]


Fathers of Traditional Archery

An entire book—a rather large and interesting book—could be written about the archers responsible for the great popularity of traditional bow shooting today. The names engraved in this hall of fame would not all be from the distant past either. How many present-day traditional bow shooters have been influenced by the great magazine Traditional Bowhunter? We will never know the number, but we do know that T. J. Conrads, the publisher, took a chance in turning dream into reality. And his gamble paid off. What influence did Stacy Groscup have as admirers watched his arrows smoking aspirins out of the air? Did onlookers decide to investigate the traditional bow after witnessing this traditional bow shooter’s skill? The great Byron Furguson’s arrow from his longbow snuffs a candle flame. That has to stimulate the imagination.


[image: The great Byron Ferguson wows crowds with his unerring ability to send arrows straight to the mark. Here, he fires an arrow behind his back as he looks into a mirror. A great influence on all who see him shoot, he can be considered one of the fathers of traditional archery.]


And so this chapter begins with an apology to the many greats who I could not include in this short chapter, people like Glenn St. Charles, Bob Swinehart, and the unbelievably gifted Howard Hill. How about Fred Bear, who put affordable bows into the hands of thousands of archers? Ben Pearson championed good bows�thanks, Ben, for my 75-pound longbow that gave me so much pleasure. And we must honor all those unsung heroes, the bowyers whose talents continue to bring forth the finest longbows and recurves of any era.


[image: Archery legend Howard Hill shooting a bow. PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES.]


But narrow down we must, and so we turn to two brothers who took up the longbow more out of necessity at the time than desire. Return to the American Civil War. Georgia, one of the original thirteen states, joined the fray on January 19, 1861, seceeding from the Union to join a losing cause. General Sherman marched across her beautiful landscape in 1864, capturing Atlanta on September 2 and Savannah on December 21, leaving a swath of grave destruction in his wake.

Among the homes leveled was that of Will and Maurice Thompson. These two brothers were not Georgians by birth; both were born in Fairfield, Indiana—James Madison Thompson in 1844, (he later changed his name to James Maurice), and William Henry Thompson in 1848. Their father, a Baptist preacher, moved to the Cherokee Hill country of Georgia in 1853. He produced cash crops on three hundred acres of farmland to augment his meager salary as a man of the cloth. Maurice (who never went by James) and his brother Will grew up best friends, making their own bows and arrows as youths often did before the electronic age. Of course, they crafted their own tackle. A few bows and arrows could be purchased at the time, especially in New York, but not in Georgia. The boys learned the art of shooting through the taskmaster called experience and with the help of a mentor named Williams, a hermit and also an archer in the best English classic tradition. It was Williams who taught the brothers proper employment of the strung stick.

Meanwhile, Mother Thompson tutored her sons in the art of clear thinking through diligent reading, a legacy that favors us to this day because both boys became authors, especially Maurice. Father Thompson owned no slaves. He even belonged to a Yankee group in Georgia. But when it came time for his sons to choose sides, the brothers went with the South. After all, the South was their home. Maurice joined first in December of 1862, signing with the 63rd Regiment of Georgia Volunteers. He was eighteen years old. Will joined the Fourth Infantry of Georgia in 1863. He was only fifteen. Little is known of Will’s service. But we do know that Maurice was wounded and taken prisoner of war. Eventually, he was granted a parole pass issued in Hampton, Georgia, on May 12, 1865, which read, “The bearer 3d Lieut. J.M. Thompson of Co. D Johnsons Regiment of Ga. Cav. C.S.A. a prisoner of the army of North Ga. has permission to go to his home and there remain undisturbed.” But there was no home to return to after Sherman’s “march to the sea.”


[image: Maurice (left) and Will (right) Thompson. PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS’S PERSONAL ARCHIVES.]


The farmland lay in ruins; the treasured library was burned to the ground, the domicile itself all but unlivable. Maurice and Will kept the vultures at bay by raising a few crops, making cider, and selling squirrel tails for ten cents apiece. But there was a catch. As defeated Southerners they were not allowed firearms on pain of imprisonment. And so they returned to their first love—the longbow. Archery became much more than sport. In 1866 the


[image: This illustration from “Bow-Shooting,” by Maurice Thompson, printed in Sport with Gun and Rod, shows Thompson stringing a longbow using the push-pull method.]





[image: This illustration from “Bow-Shooting” shows Maurice Thompson drawing and anchoring a longbow with a broadhead arrow. Thomspon’s anchor point is just below eye level, just like those of many archers today.]




[image: A depiction of shooting for distance from “Bow-Shooting.”]








[image: Ishi. PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES.]






[image: Saxton Pope kneeling to shoot. PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES.]




[image: Ishi dressing game. PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES.]




[image: Art Young with a lion. PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES]




[image: Ben Pearson (left) PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES. Howard Hill PHOTO FROM T. J. CONRADS�S PERSONAL ARCHIVES.]



Stickbow Myths

A heavy-draw bow always shoots a faster arrow then a lighter-draw bow.

Arrow speed depends on bow efficiency, not draw weight. It is possible for well-made modern recurve or longbow at 55 or 60 pounds draw weight to shoot the same arrow faster than a heavier-draw bow that is not as well designed or is not made of the best materials. The law of diminishing returns is also a factor: bows beyond 60- to 65-pound draw weights do not produce extremely higher arrow speed. There is no positive correlation between an increase in draw weight and arrow speed because the arrow must match the bow. This is not to rule out very heavy draw bows as high performers, because a heavy bow will be capable of shooting a very heavy arrow, which will penetrate better than a lighter arrow. But that arrow may not be any faster than a suitable light arrow shot from a light bow. The bottom line is: arrow speed depends more on bow efficiency than on bow draw weight.

Bamboo is the best bow limb material.

Bamboo is an excellent choice in a longbow or recurve (one bow I tested that had Tonkin bamboo laminations in the limbs proved smooth-drawing and shot a fast arrow), but to date no specific material has been proved to be the absolute best in bow building.

A bow can produce a high-velocity arrow but have poor cast.

It is the speed of the arrow that produces cast. A comparison to firearms will help dispel this misconception: a bullet at higher velocity travels farther than the same bullet at lower velocity. The same is true for arrows.

Right-handed archers should always use arrows with right-wing feathers.

This notion is readily proved false when an archer tries arrows fletched with right-wing feathers and arrows fletched with left-wing feathers in the same bow. Both kinds of arrows will fly to the same point.

Only large feathers stabilize arrows from longbows and recurves.

Ideally, an arrow should have only enough feather surface to stabilize the arrow in flight and no more. More surface area than required for stabilization slows an arrow down and produces more noise as the arrow flies downrange. Super large feathers are useful for flu-flu arrows, which are designed to fly only a short distance for easy recovery. However, helical (twist) fletching, along with greater feather surface on an arrow, may be absolutely necessary to stabilize an arrow, perhaps because it has a very heavy broadhead or due to a particular archer’s shooting style.

All traditional bows must be more than 60 inches long.

In the past, due to their design, short bows were problematical; the shorter string caused a sharper angle in the center where the archer grasped the string, resulting in finger pinch. Even today, though we have some of the finest traditional bows ever scientifically designed, a bow can simply become “too short.” Still, there are shorter bows that “behave” well and fit nicely in a ground blind or tree stand situation. There are many 58-inch bows that prove the point.

Leaving a bow strung over a long period of time will cause it to lose poundage.

The self-bow of the past, being made of wood and wood only, could “take a set,” thereby reducing its “power.” These bows had to be unstrung after each shooting session to avoid the problem. The modern laminated bow can be left strung over long periods of time without the limbs taking a set.

Shooting through the gap produces better arrow flight.

Shooting through the gap or trough created by separating the strike plate and arrow rest to make a space for the hen feather to glide through with less friction may help preserve that feather from a little bit of wear. However, tests with a shooting machine have proved that shooting through the gap will not improve the grouping of arrows at the target.

Recurve bows are trickier to shoot than longbows.

Once this may have been true, but there are many excellent recurve bows on today’s market that handle excellently and are not “tricky” to shoot. At the same time, the longbow, due to its narrow limbs with thick cores, plus the fact that the string makes no contact with the tips of the limbs, is so stable that exhibition shooters, such as Byron Ferguson, choose longbows over re-curves.

Compound bows are inherently more acurate than traditional composite bows.

Test a well-made traditional bow and a compound bow in a shooting machine to remove all human error and both will produce tight groups with properly matched, straight arrows. At the same time, due to the fact that the compound bow is usually shot with sights and the traditional bow does not use sights, it is common for compound bow shooters to create smaller groups on target than traditional bow shooters. The compound bow also an advantage with release because the mechanical release allows for a more consistent arrow release than fingers on a string can normally achieve. However, a practiced archer with a longbow or recurve can do wonders. Recall Howard Hill placing an arrow on target at well over 150 yards—with regularity.
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