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INTRODUCTION


Archery is a sport that can be enjoyed by everyone – men and women of any age, and whether they are able bodied or disabled. It may look like strength is needed to pull a bow, but the success of archery relies more on technique than pure muscle power.


The aim of this book is to explain to the beginner the art of archery and to guide the improver in ways that will help advance their progression. The basic form of every archer is essentially the same across all disciplines of the sport so this book will give you the foundations you need to shoot a bow safely and competently. The topics covered concentrate on recurve target archery, which is the most commonly practised style in clubs around Great Britain and is the basis for the Olympic competition.


As the archer becomes more accomplished they will learn there are many differences in opinion on technique. Where possible I have covered the variations, because ultimately, archery is a sport of the individual. What works for you may not work for someone else. This is where the fun and the challenge lie.


Through the ages


Prehistoric roots


The bow and arrow have been used since prehistoric times. Historically, archery was used for hunting, enabling the spear thrower to become a much more proficient hunter. Evidence shows bows were adapted for combat across many continents right up until the invention of firearms.


Hunters


The earliest proof of bow and arrows being used by hunters comes from stone-age cave paintings that date back to 20,000BC and the discovery of arrowheads from before 25,000BC. Around this time, archers were adding feathers to their arrows to aid flight and accuracy. The oldest bow found was in Northern Europe and dates from around 9,000BC. Although a simple wooden bow, the craftsmanship shows a high level of sophistication that adheres to design principles still used today.
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The constellation of Sagittarius.
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Cave painting showing hunters using bows and arrows.





Military use


With the development of the composite bow, constructed from wood, animal horn and sinew, the recurve bow became a formidable military weapon. Being shorter, but much more powerful, enabled the bow to be shot from horseback or from a chariot, sending arrows 200m or more. Bows were used to defeat enemies across Persia, Egypt, India, China and Japan. Attila the Hun and his Mongols dominated much of Europe and Asia, whilst Turkish armies using bow and arrows overwhelmed the Crusaders. The Parthinians, who were great horseback archers, combined speed, agility and ingenuity to defeat their enemies. Under the pretence of retreating they would swivel around in their saddle and shoot backwards at full gallop, defeating their unsuspecting foes. This trick gave rise to the term ‘a parting shot’.


During the medieval period, the English Longbow decided many a battle, particularly in the Hundred Years War. These bows were made from a single piece of yew, stood nearly two metres tall and had draw weights of over 100lb. In combat archers would shoot as many as five arrows per minute. With as many as 5,000 archers on the English side in Agincourt, 50,000 arrows unleashed in two minutes of a battle would have a huge impact on the outcome.
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Horse archers shooting backwards.
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The Battle of Agincourt.





Archery took skill and practice. Kings officially banned football, bowls and golf so that archery would be practised instead. However, the invention of the musket and the advances of gunfire rendered the bow obsolete on the battle frontline by the seventeenth century.


Mythological archers


Archery has played an integral part in many myths. Odysseus won the hand of Penelope by shooting an arrow through the holes in ten axe hooks; Eros more commonly known as Cupid, shot arrows of desire; whereas Apollo shot arrows carrying the plague, and Paris shot an arrow that wounded Achilles in his heel.


The bow and arrow also feature more recently in folklore, from the heroic outlaw Robin Hood to the defiant William Tell, who with a single shot split an apple that rested on his son’s head. The archer also appears in our night skies in the constellation of Sagittarius.


Archery as sport


Despite the demise of archery for military purposes, it remained popular for hunting and as a recreational activity, especially among the aristocracy, and many archery societies were set up during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. However, it was not until the formation of the Grand National Archery Society (mid-nineteenth century) and the establishment of set rules and rounds that the pastime of archery was turned into the modern sport of today.


Interest in archery waned with the arrival of croquet and tennis, but in the twentieth century advances in technology brought archery back as a popular pursuit. New materials enabled the archer to become more accurate and consistent, but the real revolution in the sport came from the development of the compound bow; this design, featuring levers and pulleys, enables a very high draw weight to be pulled with minimal effort. This style of bow is rapidly growing in popularity but is also helping to revive an interest in the traditional styles at the same time.
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Modern recurves being shot.





Other types of archery


The longbow and barebow usually rely on instinctive shooting, which involves releasing the arrow without consciously calculating the distance.


Longbow


The most famous bow is probably the English longbow. This is a wooden bow shot with wooden arrows which use feathers as fletches. It is basically shooting one piece of stick from another. The accuracy relies purely on the archer’s skill. To hit a target the archer often has to aim way off to the side or right up in the sky. There are some very skilled longbow archers who have an amazing accuracy with this basic bow. Longbows can be fun because it becomes less about scores and more just about hitting the boss, which gives a great sense of achievement.
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The longbow.





Barebow


A barebow is a recurve bow that is free from sight or sight marks. There are two styles of aiming: string walking, which involves moving your finger position on the string to achieve accuracy; or gap shooting, which is much more instinctive and takes time to master. It is very impressive to watch an instinctive archer.
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The bare bow.





Compound bow


Compound bows are designed for maximum accuracy. They use a cam lever system and a mechanical trigger and shoot heavy poundage. Almost anything to assist the archer is allowed on these bows provided it is not electrical. These bows are very popular for hunting in the US, and they are becoming more popular in the UK, both in field and target archery.
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The compound bow.





Field archery


All of the above types of bow are particularly popular among field archers. This discipline involves a number of targets placed at different distances in woodland or rough ground. The archers set off in groups and walk around a marked course, shooting at targets as they go. There are marked distance shoots and unmarked shoots. The most popular rounds are shot with animal pictures as targets or with actual 3D animals placed in the terrain. Very often an archer will shoot up and down dale, across ravines, over water and through foliage. It is challenging and therefore very rewarding. Field shooting is popular in Europe and is gaining ground in the UK.


The modern era


Nowadays, archery is still used for hunting, as a martial art, an enjoyable pastime and as an ever-prevalent competitive sport. During the 2012 Olympics, archery was one of the most popular sports watched on television, mainly due to changes in the competition format that had been put in place to make the matches more exciting to spectators.


South Korean success


Since the South Koreans first entered the Olympics, they have dominated the archery medal tables, especially within the women’s competition. The Korean women have won almost every medal since 1984. Park Sung Hyun is considered among the world’s best. She is a world record holder, who won three golds and one silver Olympic medal before retiring. The form and technique of the South Korean archers have been credited to their coach Kisik Lee, who focused on the biomechanics of shooting. His success has led to his coaching style being adopted by many of the world’s national teams at the highest levels.
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Field shoot.
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CHAPTER 1


GETTING STARTED


Finding a club


Archery in the UK is a club sport, so the best way to start shooting is to find the nearest club. Visit the Archery GB website run by the governing body of archery in the UK. They have a club finder where you can input your postcode and find the contact details of local clubs. With over 1,200 clubs across the UK there is probably a club near you. A web search will also reveal nearby clubs or the nearest archery shop that will be able to help.


When starting archery you will be asked to join an induction course. The beginner’s course will introduce you to the basics of the sport, the disciplines of safe shooting and the enjoyment of a sport that has a huge history. Most archery clubs run regular beginner courses taught by experienced archers who have completed a coaching course. There are often come-and-try days or taster sessions too. Many archery shops also have shooting ranges and run courses throughout the year. The cost of the course will vary from club to club, but they will provide you with equipment, tuition and insurance. If, after your beginner course, you decide you would like to continue with the sport you will have to join the club and become a member of Archery GB. This is a requirement for all archers in the UK, as it provides insurance cover for you and the club.
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Beginners’ day.





Archery clubs vary in terms of where and when they shoot, so this can be a factor when considering what club to join. Many clubs shoot outdoors and indoors, whereas some clubs are limited to shooting indoors at a sports or school hall. Some fortunate clubs have twenty-four-hour access to an outdoor shooting range such as a field or sports ground, but other clubs are restricted to set times or days of the week. Typically, most outdoor clubs shoot at an indoor venue during the winter. It is also sometimes worth asking who shoots regularly. Sometimes a club can have a lot of members, but only a few who shoot frequently. Some clubs also charge a small fee for every time you shoot. Whatever club you choose to join, all clubs are friendly and welcoming to newcomers.


Governing bodies


Archery GB is the National Governing Body for all forms of archery in the UK and Northern Ireland. It organizes tournaments, supports training and coaching programmes as well as running a website that provides information on clubs, competitions, rules and the latest news in the sport. Archery GB is actually the trading name of the Grand National Archery Society (GNAS), which was founded back in 1861 in order to promote archery throughout the kingdom (and many archers still refer to them as GNAS).




[image: image]


Royal British bowmen, 1822.





Archery GB is affiliated to World Archery (WA), the world governing body for the sport of archery, based in Lausanne, Switzerland. WA regulates and promotes the sport across 150 member associations throughout the world. It runs many international competitions and is affiliated to the Olympic International Committee. WA used to be FITA (Fédération Internationale de Tir à l’Arc) that was originally founded in 1931 with the sole aim of running regular competitions and returning archery to the Olympic Games. In 1972 archery was successfully reinstated in the Olympic Programme and has been an Olympic sport ever since. In 2011, to celebrate the organization’s 80th anniversary and its modern vision, the name FITA was changed to World Archery. In 2014 FITA competitions were re-named WA competitions.


What to expect on a beginner’s course


On a beginner’s course you will be fitted out with a bow and arrows and receive instruction on the basics of how to hold a bow and shoot an arrow. Most clubs supply basic equipment that you can borrow for the course duration and often a little longer. After the first few months or so you would then be expected to purchase your own equipment. It is advisable not to buy equipment too early on because your form will not be developed, but to wait until your style has settled and then your choice of bow should last you your first year, if not longer.


There is no specific clothing required for archery apart from comfortable shoes or trainers (No open toed shoes are allowed on an archery range). A snug fitting top is also advisable since loose or baggy clothing can cause interference with the bow or the path of the arrow.


Bows


Bows are either right-handed or left-handed. A right-handed bow is held in your left hand and drawn back using your right arm whereas a left-handed bow is held in your right hand and drawn back using your left arm. Most right-handed people feel comfortable with a right-handed bow.


There is another important factor that comes into play when selecting your bow, however, and that is eye dominance. Aiming is crucial in archery; therefore it is essential to establish which eye you will use to line up the arrow and the target. Your dominant eye will naturally become your aiming eye and will determine whether you will shoot a right or left-handed bow.


The way to establish eye dominance is through a simple test. Extend your arms out in front of you and form a small triangular hole with your hands. Look through this hole and fix focus on a small, static object in the distance such as a faraway target. Close one eye. If you close your left eye and you can still see the target framed by your triangle then you are right-eyed dominant. If you close your right eye and can still see the target then you are left eye dominant. A right-eyed person should shoot a right-handed bow and left-eye dominant should use a left-handed bow. Another way to test this out is to move your hands up to your eye whilst still keeping the target in vision. You will find that you will bring your hands toward your dominant eye.
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Eye dominance.
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Eye dominance.





Arrows


You will be given a set of arrows, normally six. Arrows must be the right length to suit the archer, not too long and not too short. This is called your draw length. The best way to choose the correct arrow length is to hold an arrow straight in front of you with the back end of the arrow in the centre of your chest and both arms outstretched forming a V shape with the palms together and fingers pointing forward. The point of the arrow should stretch a few inches beyond the tips of your fingers. Never shoot with an arrow that is too short for you as this can be dangerous.


Beginner’s arrows are normally aluminium or wood. Each arrow has a metal point at one end called a pile or point and a grooved joint called a nock at the other. In order to shoot the arrow the nock needs to be to clipped or ‘nocked’ on to the string at the ‘nocking point’ which is a marked point on the string that makes sure the arrow releases straight and from the same point every time. Arrows have three fletches or vanes on them. These help steer the arrow and are made from either plastic or traditional feathers. One fletch is usually a different colour to the other two and is known as the cock feather or cock vane. It is lined up on the arrow in such a way that it points away from the bow every time you attach the arrow to the string; this makes sure the fletches do not hit the bow on release and regulates the variables for every arrow shot.
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Arrow length.







[image: image]


Close-up of a Jazz arrow.





Protective gear


You will also be given:




	A bracer which fits on your forearm to protect your arm and keep clothing out of the way of the bow string.







	A bow or finger sling that fits around the bow at the handgrip, so that the bow does not fall to the ground while you are shooting.







	A finger tab that protects your fingers from the string when you release the arrow.





Quiver and boss


The quiver holds your arrows. This can either be a ground quiver or one that is attached to a belt around your waist or back.
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Bracer, finger sling, finger tab and arrows.





The boss is the arrow stop that you shoot at, which is made of dense straw or foam. The target face is the piece of paper stretched over the boss that consists of different coloured scoring rings. The middle is highest scoring and is usually yellow/gold in colour (sometimes referred to as the custard).


Procedure at the archery range


All archery ranges have to adhere to safety specifications, so they are always laid out on the same pattern with overshoot distances in place behind and to the side of the targets. Targets are set at one end, with the shooting and waiting line at the other.


Archers step up to the shooting line to fire their bow. When they have shot they step back to behind the waiting line. This makes it very clear to everyone when all archers have finished shooting, and allows archers to collect their arrows safely. Often there is a field captain who oversees the line. Shooting commences with a single blow of the whistle, whereas two blows of the whistle signals that all shooting has finished and arrows can be collected. In more casual shooting situations there is no captain per se so it is up to the individual archers to make sure it is safe. All archers follow the same safety procedures and communicate with each other using the word ‘Commence’ or ‘Okay’ for shooting to begin and ‘Collect’ once everyone has finished. All equipment is kept behind the waiting line to prevent mishaps.


Basic safety rules


Before shooting




	The arrow should only be put into the bow when on the shooting line.







	The bow should be pointing toward the target or the ground when an arrow is nocked. A bow should never be pointed at anything other than the target when being drawn.







	The bow should never be drawn pointing up into the air. Mistakes can happen, and an arrow that is accidentally released pointing sky high can easily travel over the safety distances.
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