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Foreword





  When I met Mark Warren almost a decade ago amongst the trees at Lookout Creek, I had no idea how his outdoor program would change not only my students’ lives, but my own life in astounding ways. At our school, we support the idea of getting our students outside of their comfort zone to grow in ways that a traditional classroom cannot provide. Our monthly Trailwise outdoor education program with Mark invites students and teachers to walk in the shoes of the Native Americans before us and learn ways that we can respect and protect the natural world in which we live.




  In Mark’s classes, students are encouraged to slow down and use senses that are unique to being in nature, senses that require them to discover the quiet sounds and the abundance of life hidden within the forest. Mark encourages the students and teachers to focus on small signs in nature that can teach us so much about how Native Americans survived off of the land. Whether we are learning how to construct a shelter, find edible and medicinal plants, make rope, build a fire, stalk animals for observations, learn their tracks, or see the forest through their eyes, Mark is guiding our students and teachers in ways that will grow a passion for nature—a feat that cannot be accomplished within the walls of a classroom.




  As a teacher and a parent, I feel that Mark Warren’s nature and survival skills classes truly teach the “whole child.” Not every student loves sports or excels in academics, but those students might just find their true passion and talents hidden in nature. I feel blessed that we have been given the amazing opportunity to learn primitive skills under the guidance of Mark. His engaging and meaningful lessons are ones that students and teachers will cherish and be eager to share with their own families.




  —Randi Schlosser




  Teacher/Curriculum Coordinator
St. Peter’s Episcopal School, Chattanooga, Tennessee


  









  
Introduction





  There are two reasons that this last book of my Secrets of the Forest series is my favorite: Archery and canoeing have intertwined with my soul to become two of the most precious and defining parts of my life. So, in essence, I have saved the best for last.




  Both arts originally came to me in the same arcane way. In each instance I was alone in the forest without a thought relating to either skill. One late afternoon—back in 1969—on a self-imposed “survival trip,” I stood by the Chattooga River staring out over a dark emerald pool, a smooth tongue of water pouring into it from an upstream level three or four feet higher. The little falls made a steady rending sound as it broke into the lower pool’s surface—a liquid song containing both treble and bass parts, a steady roar that filled the air in the gorge like a never-ending exhalation from deep in the Earth. Wafting from that breath, it seemed, was every secret of the forest that had existed since the beginning of time. I looked out at the moving water, and, unexpectedly, after days of not hearing my own voice, I spoke aloud.




  “I should be in a canoe.”




  No truer words have I spoken. From that day on, I began a mission of riverine passion, exploring hundreds of streams by canoe from the Chattooga in Georgia, west to the Rio Grande and Colorado River, north to Minnesota’s St. Croix and the Deerfield in Connecticut, and south to the mysterious blackwater rivers of northern Florida. Even in Georgia alone, one cannot cover all the creeks and rivers in one lifetime. But I tried.




  A nearly identical revelation hit me one day as I walked a long open lane among the great white pines standing on the floodplain of Warwoman Creek. Again, without any premonition that I would do so, I spoke aloud.




  “I should be shooting a bow,” I said. And so it began.


  









  PART 1




  The Art of Archery and Other Projectiles


  











  
Author’s Note





  The first simple projectiles were sticks and stones. Because the throwing stick is covered in Volume 1 of this series, we shall now address the latter. The compact heft of a rock must have quickly suggested its killing or maiming potential, but as a weapon it was most effective when affixed to the end of a handle. So attached it was a fearsome skull-cracker (the war-club), but to use it for hunting required one to stalk within reach of an animal. This proved to be, by and large, impractical. A “hunting” rock needed to travel through the air. And so, at first, man threw stones.




  The first leap in stone-throwing technology came with the sling. From there the story evolved to modifying a stone to a sleek, sharp point and lashing it to a stick. Such a spear was originally a long-handled stabbing implement, until some unknown deft innovator(s) learned to send it sailing through the air javelin-style along a steady trajectory.




  This tool was further improved by a mechanical advantage that might be said to emulate the architecture of a grasshopper’s powerful rear leg. The atlatl—a wooden spear-launcher—had the effect of extending the length of the thrower’s “arm” to provide more thrust. Eventually, a smaller spear came along to make a quantum leap, this one powered by the energy stored inside a stick that was bent out of shape by a taut string.




  Surpassing the spear, the bow and arrow offered more distance and less chance for human error. However, as you will see, the delicate technique for releasing the string is the deciding factor in an archer’s level of expertise and consistency. Archery epitomizes the marriage of strength and grace. Its proper technique is not innate. In fact, its secrets of operation seem so arcane as to elude all who pick up a bow for the first time without the benefit of instruction.




  The blowgun is in a category of its own. It was not employed in warfare but used to hunt small animals like squirrels, rabbits, and birds. Invented in the southeastern corner of North America, it spread to Central and South America. Its uniqueness lies in its power source: a sudden expulsion of breath.




  All but two of the weapons covered in this book held their glory days as “top-of-the-line” airborne implements of hunting and/or warfare, each in its own time. The exceptions are the knife and tomahawk. Both were highly valued tools and had their essential places in history—but not as projectiles . . . especially in warfare. (It was ill-advised to hand over one’s weapon to an enemy, even if by a hostile throw.)




  Part of this omission was due to the weapon’s composition. What sane craftsman would hurl his stone axe or knife at anything? Too much work went into the production of a fine edge. Even so, it is almost certain that men were sometimes forced to throw a knife or hand-axe out of desperation. If an enemy eyed you over the sights of a rifle, wouldn’t you?




  With the advent of knives and hawks forged from steel, it was inevitable that they would be thrown. Anyone who handles metal knives long enough will eventually yield to the compelling urge to throw one, trying to stick it in a stump. Once one has success at it, he will likely repeat it. In fact, it can become a passion. This I know, because I began my “knife-throwing career” when I was nine years old, secretly experimenting with all things with a sharp point from my mother’s kitchen. More than six decades later I continue to feel that same craving to sink a blade into a target.




  The novelty of throwing edged steel did emerge among the mountain men of the Rockies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. At an annual rendezvous—the social event of their year—contests of knife-and hawk-throwing provided one more arena for taking bets and boosting reputations. Once it became a sport, I am inclined to bet that throwing these implements may have worked its way into practical application.




  Whether or not that is true, these two sports are still alive today. The temptation to throw anything at a target is probably an atavistic itch—a carry-over from mankind’s long history of hurling weapons toward prey. I see evidence of this every time a group of young students arrives at my school in my gravel parking lot. To their eyes, every stone is a projectile, every tree a target. Imagine their faces when I inform them that our agenda will include spears or knives or tomahawks. In an age of all things electronic and glittery, such enthusiasm is gratifying.









  Then he took his staff in his hands, chose five smooth stones from the stream, put them in the pouch of his shepherd’s bag and, with his sling in his hand, approached the Philistine.




  —1 Samuel 17:40, Revised Standard King James Version of the Bible
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  CHAPTER 1




  Rock and a Soft Place—The Sling




  Think of it: A weapon capable of killing a giant and fearsome warrior can be folded up and carried nearly weightless in a pocket! Ammunition is free of charge and scattered across the landscape virtually everywhere one goes. When my childhood buddies and I learned the joys of whirling a rock over our heads in a sling and then letting go at some impromptu target, it’s a wonder that none of us was clobbered by an unexpected release.
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  We roamed our neighborhood and slayed telephone poles, wheelbarrows, and trash cans. In the woods we slung rocks at stumps, bushes, creek banks, and, of course, hornets’ nests. We were warriors in an idyllic era of harmless battles against imagined enemies . . . and then we discovered more dazzling ammo.




  Dry dirt clods literally explode against a sunlit brick wall, creating a visual treat of “smoke and shrapnel.” One summer afternoon I singled out a brick in a wall as a bull’s-eye and laid siege to the enemy fortification. So rapt was I in my pretended war that I never stopped to consider the marring of the west side of my father’s house.




  When my parents made an unexpected early return from a friend’s home, I was introduced to new chores around my house—one of those involving a ladder, a stiff brush, and a bucket of water. My sling was confiscated for a week for the welfare of all humankind. All further slinging of my childhood was confined to the forest.




  The Sling




  The safest person in a sling scenario is the slinger—assuming his pouch is not too deep. It’s the bystander who runs the greatest risk of injury. Therefore, using this hunter’s tool is not recommended as a group activity. A sling should be used solo. It is included here for the individual who is keen on experiencing this ancient weapon.




  In the hands of a beginner, a whirling, loaded sling is like a cocked gun spinning on a tabletop. Until a novice learns how to release a rock consistently at the “sweet spot,” he must practice alone. A less dangerous method of slinging involves loading a soft projectile. A hacky-sack works well, but you’ll need to add three-quarters of an inch to the width of the pouch detailed below in Making a Sling.
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  A sling is an easy tool to construct. The likeliest mistake might be to create a sack-like pouch instead of a flat, folded, temporary pocket that can easily open. (I once saw a boy from another neighborhood conk himself in the head with his loaded sling, because the rock would not release from his deep pouch.)




  
[image: image] Making a Sling





  A sling requires only two materials: cordage and a swatch of leather. (Of course, other pocket materials are possible, including vinyl, nylon, and most kinds of cloth.) You can make both of the natural components—plant-fiber or animal-skin cordage and buckskin (see Volumes 1 and 3 of this series).




  For the pouch, cut out a long oval shape seven to eight inches long and three-and-a-half to four inches wide. (These are suggested dimensions. The size of the pouch is ultimately determined by the size stone you plan to hurl.) Make cordage or cut string half as long as your standing height. You’ll need two of these strings.




  Punch a small hole at each narrowed end of the leather oval a quarter-inch from the edge. Tie one end of each length of cordage to one hole in the pouch. At the free end of one string, tie a small loop to make a “lasso” to fit over the long finger of your throwing hand. With this finger so ringed, place a rock in the pouch and pinch the other string with the fingers of the throwing hand until you have gotten the two lengths equal to balance out the pouch.




  Note where the second string meets your fingers. At that point you’ll want to tie a simple overhand knot to give your fingers something to let go of during the release.




  Mechanics of the slinging




  Stand facing your target then pivot your stance in a one-eighth turn toward your strong side. Turn your head toward your weak-side shoulder with your eyes on the target, your feet parted naturally, legs slightly bent for balance control.




There are several different throwing styles. My favorite is to whirl the sling above the head like a slanted helicopter blade—the plane of the whirl tilted downward on the strong side. Use a lot of shoulder rotation in the whirl while making only a small circle with the hand just above and away from the head. A single accelerating revolution will suffice. Performing multiple revolutions becomes nonproductive, as it becomes more difficult to time the release—that is, to let go at the proper point on the orbit.






  
[image: image] Throwing with the Sling





Load the sling with a hickory nut–sized stone and let the pouch hang down by your leg. Encourage the rock to swing back and forth in a small pendulum arc that grows to two feet. As the pouch reaches the farthest point of the backswing, begin your whirl by quickly bringing the sling up into the desired canted plane. If a right-hander were to look up at it (he shouldn’t . . . a slinger keeps his eyes on the target) he would see a clockwise spin of the sling. Reverse all that for lefties.




Get the sling up to speed quickly, because on its next approach toward the target you are going to whip the sling forward and release. In other words, the rock does not quite complete one revolution while whirling in the slanted plane before launching. (After a little practice, two revolutions can be used, but more than two is not recommended.)
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 The instant before you whip the sling for an aggressive thrust forward (in the slanted orbit) for the release, take a controlled twelve-inch step forward with your leading foot (the left foot for a right-hander). When your weight comes down on that step, use your legs like shock absorbers for body control as you release.




  Your first few throws will probably fly past the target, missing it on the weak side. In time you will get a feel for the “sweet spot”—the point on the orbit at which you should release the knotted string. You’ll learn through trial and error that the time to release the stone is just after it has passed the point where the strings are perpendicular to the desired line of flight to the target.




  Now and then check the knots of your sling—especially the ones attaching strings to pouch. Be prepared for some abrasion of the middle finger where the lasso is attached. A small padded sleeve of cloth or leather works well as a protective layer.
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  To practice with a friend, make or buy a few hacky-sacks (see Volume 3, Making a Lacrosse Ball) to use as projectiles. Only one slinger should throw at a time. The watcher should stand twenty yards behind the thrower.




  For a target use a cardboard box or hang a bath towel from a low tree limb. Using the form just covered, stand back twenty feet and take at least six throws before taking turns. Each thrower can coach the other on orbit slant and form.




    

  
[image: image] Intermediate Slinging





  Once you have become comfortable with the form and you are able to hit the box or towel four out of five times, you’re ready to graduate to stones. Spherical to ovoid stones are best, but almost any reasonably sized rock will work. An ideal size ranges from hickory nut (without the husk) to hen’s egg. It’s the bulk and weight that count. You need to feel the stone’s mass as you whirl it.




  When using stones, a barrier is needed to protect any observer. While standing behind a tree, that person should be afforded a view of the target but not a view of the thrower. Such positioning makes an accident improbable. As you improve, increase your distance by stepping back to twenty-five and thirty feet and more.




   

  
[image: image] Sling Roving





  You and your companion can roam the forest and, as a warmup, take turns selecting targets. Throw at boulders, dead tree trunks, shadows, stumps, etc. To make it a game: Whoever scores best on a target earns the right to choose the next one.









  All things are decided by the spear!




  —Medicine Bow summer camper
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  CHAPTER 2




  A Pointed Stick—The Spear




  “All things are decided by the spear!”




  By the second day of summer camp I must have announced this declaration two dozen times. By the end of the session I had probably heard it over a hundred times from the campers, which means that I had witnessed that many “duels.” It was the first year that I had chosen the spear as the focal point of my camp sessions.




  On day one, each camper fashioned his own spear, personalizing it with a leather handle-wrapping, symbolic engravings, and runes painted with plant dyes. With so much care going into the making, they even gave names to their weapons, monikers like “Talon,” “Wolf-eye,” “Fire-bolt,” and “Sting.” Each person always kept his spear nearby, as if it were a newly acquired facet of his personality.




  After all spears were crafted we began lessons in throwing—more for form than accuracy or distance. Without a target each spear-thrower attempted to hurl her weapon a mere ten yards. Top priority was given to the alignment of the spear in its own shallow arc of trajectory. In other words, wherever the spear point cut through the air, so followed the tail end. If done correctly such a throw resulted in an “in-line stick” or “impalement,” which means that the spear pierced the earth cleanly, its tail pointed back at the arc through which it had just traveled. What we did not value were spears that veered off course, their tails pointed off to one side of the trajectory . . . or monster-throws that clattered and tumbled through the woods. In-line sticking was the mark of excellence.




  Anytime the slightest disagreement or misunderstanding arose among campers (about any topic whatsoever), I was quick to herald the dramatic announcement that became the theme of our camp session: “All things are decided by the spear!” A throwing-line was established, and ten yards away a target circle was scratched into the earth. Then the world waited for a decision. Whoever had the better throw ruled. For the duration of the summer camp session, accountability for all things hinged upon the toss of a spear.




  For example, if only one serving was left over at the end of the evening meal—and if three people wanted it—I (or one of the three) said, “All things are decided . . .”




  We had a lot of fun with this novel law of life and never tired of it, especially as campers got better at throwing. Often, campers made impromptu challenges for personal gain: A loser of a duel might have to wash the winner’s dishes at the next meal . . . or a winner might assign his firewood collecting duties to a loser. In the case of such a wager, both involved parties had to agree to the contest.




  Spear Design




  My favorite spears have been slender hardwood trunks of dead saplings that were still standing and quite strong. Maple, dogwood, and sourwood provide excellent shafts. Simply carve away any rough places and whittle a point. Hardwood spears enter a target with heft and authority, but such wood might be too heavy for young spear-throwers. To benefit from a lighter spear, cut green or seasoned bamboo or rivercane.






  
[image: image] Harvesting a Spear





  Whether searching for a dead hardwood shaft or live bamboo, look for a very straight section around which you can wrap your thumb and index at the shaft’s midpoint so the tip of the thumb touches the outermost knuckle of the finger. Length should exceed the thrower’s height by between six and thirty inches, this variation of measurement dictated by strength. The stronger the thrower, the longer the spear. Carve the shaft away from its root rather than break it. This way you can avoid a running crack that can later migrate deeper into the spear. Remove any limbs or nubs by carving toward the top of the plant.




  Carve a point on the heavy end. A long-tapering point can break easily, so make the total length of a hardwood point two inches. This point should be carved as a perfect cone. For a bamboo shaft, locate the point just in front of one of the swollen, ringed nodes (a septum) where a dividing wall separates chambers. This will strengthen the point. Carve this point with a single stroke from one side at a slant, leaving a three-inch-long, 35-degree angle with the sharp tip off to one side.




  Because all the spear training begins by throwing shallow arcs into the ground, the hollow interior of the bamboo point inevitably compacts with dirt. This added weight to the leading end of the spear is an asset.
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  From a creek’s shoreline haul several bucketfuls of dry sand to your main campfire area. (Or build a fire on a high sandy beach.) Lay down a six-inch layer of sand in the fire pit and build a hardwood fire on top of the sand. After an hour or two, when your campfire has burned to a bed of glowing coals, insert your hardwood spear point into the sand under the coals and turn the shaft constantly, slowly. After an initial ten minutes check the point every few minutes to see its color and texture. Add hardwood fuel to the fire as needed. When the point is glassy black, the job is done.
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  Once the point has been established, nothing brings life to a spear like the handle wrap. You’ll want the leading edge of your handle to be just behind the balance point. This way, when you throw, there will be slightly more spear weight in front of your hand than behind.
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  Wrap a six-inch handle with a two-foot by three-quarter-inch strip of leather. (You can get a lot of footage out of an oval or round scrap of old leather by cutting a spiral strip from the outside in.) Make one end of your strip tapered like a dagger point. Six inches back from the area you judged to be the leading edge of the handle, start wrapping the un-tapered end from the rear of the grip toward the forward part of the grip.
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  When you are three circular wraps from running out of strip, take a strong, thin cord one-and-a-half feet long and double it. Lay this on your handle with the loose ends toward the tail of the spear and with the loop beyond where the handle will eventually be wrapped to finish. Cover a section of the looped cord with the last two wraps, leaving the cord’s loose ends exposed on one side and the loop exposed on the other. When only the long taper of the leather strip remains unwrapped, slip the tapered end into the loop and pull on the loose ends of string as one to force the tapered end of the leather to bury itself under your last coils of wrapping. Trim off any excess of the tapered end.






  A Hardwood Fore-Shaft for the Bamboo Spear




When using a bamboo shaft, you can strengthen the point by inserting a piece of dead hardwood that extends from the spear shaft. The thickness of this fore-shaft should match the circumference of the leading end of the bamboo. The leading end of the fore-shaft of wood should be sharpened to a point, while the insert end should be carved as a solid cylinder to fit perfectly into the cylindrical cavity of the cane all the way to the first septum.




  

  
[image: image] Making the Fore-Shaft





  With your knife, mark a perfect ring around the cane three inches in front of the first septum. Then grasp the main shaft of the spear and carve toward the thicker end, making small scallop-shaped cuts in repetitive strokes along the ring as you turn the shaft. Do this until the excess cane snaps off on its own. This technique prevents splitting in the cane.
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  Select a straight piece of dead hardwood with a thickness that matches the leading end of the bamboo spear. Before cutting the fore-shaft-to-be to a desired length, carve the insert plug of the fore-shaft to fit inside the cane to abut the first septum. The flange of the fore-shaft—in back of the point, in front of the insert plug—should contact the forward end of the cane to make a good seal. Then carve the spear point while gripping the fore-shaft by the plug.






  Using the point of a knife, score the front two inches of cane and the rear two inches of the exposed point, apply glue, and lash four inches of the combined fore-shaft and spear tightly with thin, strong cordage.




  Seasoning and Straightening a Bamboo Spear




  As long as you don’t harvest a cane too young in its first spring, you will find that green bamboo spears work nicely without seasoning. By the middle of summer you should be able to select any cane that suits you.




  If you want a finely crafted spear—straighter, stronger, and lighter—trim the green cane of its branches, lash it to a stiff post or pole, and secure it somewhere off the ground and out of direct sunlight in a ventilated place. Under a porch works well if you prop the post up on blocks. Allow two months for drying. When you remove the spear from storage it will be ready for sanding any rough nubs left on after trimming.




  To straighten the spear—both its zigzag alternating sections and each section’s slight “banana curve,” refer to Chapter 5 on arrow-straightening.




  
Gripping the Spear
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  For a right-hander, hold your bent right arm to your side, elbow down, hand at the height of your ear, forearm vertical, wrist cocked back so your thumb is pointing directly behind you. In this position lay the spear handle in the palm over the heel of your thumb, the spear pointing the direction you are facing. This is less a grip than a balancing act.




  Without moving the wrist, grip the spear rather loosely with thumb, index, and longest finger—this latter finger being most important in the grip. The index fingertip touches the spear almost next to the “door-knocking knuckle” of the long finger. Without throwing, gently thrust the spear forward and back a few times to get the feel of the grip. As you do, pretend the spear is inside an invisible tube of fragile glass fixed in space. Don’t “break the glass” as you move the spear back and forth.




 

  
[image: image] Throwing the Spear





  Set up safety rules for practice: 1. All must stand behind a throwers’ line; 2. all throwers must check in front and behind before throwing; and 3. always wait for the teacher’s permission before throwing or retrieving. (“All clear to throw!” “All clear to retrieve!”)




  Begin throwing with form, not power . . . mastering the arced flight rather than a flat trajectory. Imagine the spear traveling through a series of rings, each with a diameter of twelve inches. Don’t let the spear touch the rings! Using the grip just described, bring your right arm and hand directly in front of your right shoulder. The part of the spear just behind the handle is now directly over your shoulder. Now imagine the first ring of the arc is fixed in place over your shoulder.




  Face your target, feet side by side and slightly spread, your free hand steadying the spear about a foot in front of the handle. Shift your body weight over your strong side and slightly bend both knees like shock absorbers. Check behind you to make sure no one is going to be stabbed by the backward movement of your spear!




  Angle the spear upward 20 to 30 degrees for a ten- to fifteen-yard throw. As you cock the spear back as far as you can reach without touching a ring, let your free arm stretch forward into the air as a counterbalance. Keep your chest facing your target area throughout the throw. Smoothly take a step forward with your weak-side foot and throw, sending the spear through the imaginary arc of rings. Keep your torso erect; that is, don’t lean away from your throwing arm. Do not let the spear touch a ring, and especially do not let the tail end veer off to one side to touch a ring.
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  You want the tail end of the spear to follow exactly where the point travels through the air. Keep the entire spear inside the rings.






  Ask observers to judge (from well behind the thrower) whether the tail veers out of the path of the point. Such a throw will usually result in the spear not sticking. A spear that does not stick is like a nail not hit squarely with a hammer. The front third of your spear is like the nail; the back two-thirds is its hammer. Keep throwing “through the rings” until you can make the spear stick in the earth every time.




  Note: While the spear is in your hand during the throw, it should pass directly above your shoulder. Don’t let the tail of the spear swing wide out to your strong side. This is the most common flaw made by beginner throwers. To remedy that problem, a teacher can remind the spear-thrower to keep his chest pointed at the target area. This eliminates body torque around the spine, which is often the source of veering. (As a spear-thrower advances his expertise, he can learn to use this torque to add power to his throw, as long as he learns to adjust his form to keep the spear inside the rings.)




  Safety Notes: The most common accident in spear throwing is stabbing someone with the tail of the spear! Throwers generally pay attention to what is in front of them but forget how far their spears extend behind them!




  Establish a command: “Spears to the sky!” It is a signal to all people to hold their spears vertically. Use it when calling a group to the throwers’ line, when retrieving, and when walking on a trail. While a group stands at the throwers’ line, remind all to check behind them to ensure that the back lane is clear.
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  On a gently rising bank of soft earth, lay down four sticks to make a two-foot-by-two-foot square. From level ground, throw at this from five, ten, and fifteen yards. Only spears that stick inside the square count as successful throws. Keep a running score for competition. Throwing across a gully works well, too. It is especially fun for young ones to throw from a higher point on one side with the target lower on the other side. Make the target smaller and try again. Concentrate on a graceful throw through the arc of rings—more like a free throw in basketball than a fastball from a baseball pitcher.




  

  
[image: image] In the Land of the Cyclops





  Take your spear tribe into the “forbidden forest of the Cyclops,” where you will encounter many hostile, one-eyed giants who must be slain in order for your group to continue passage. Sometimes these Cyclops look like root balls of fallen trees, sometimes a shadow on a bank, sometimes a hole in the ground. Use your imagination. Before you can travel past such a giant, someone must blind it from a safe distance. Define a throwing line and the exact boundaries of the eye. Let everyone have a throw at every giant during the day. (It’s never a bad idea to send more than one spear into a Cyclops’ eye.)




  Roving through the forest and having fun with spears is the kind of experience that makes young people fall in love with and become comfortable in the forest.




 

  
[image: image] Live-Action Spears





  Once your spear tribe has become adept at throwing, test them on their ability to spring into action with the poise necessary for accuracy. For this game you will need to make two grapevine hoops, each with a three-foot diameter. Both hoops should be held by the teacher. One hoop will be tossed to a surprise location to define the place from which the thrower launches her spear. The second hoop will serve as the target. Ask all students to lean their spears against a large tree. Then have all sit as a group ten yards from the tree and perpendicular to the proposed throwing lane.




  When you call a student’s name she must dash to the tree and retrieve her spear. As soon as you call her name, begin counting down from eight to zero. About the time she reaches her spear, toss one hoop (horizontally) so it falls flat to the ground somewhere near the tree. She must run to this hoop and jump into its circle.




  Immediately after launching the first hoop, toss the second hoop (again, horizontally) where it will fall in a safe place (away from the spectating group) ten to fifteen yards from the first hoop. Before you reach zero, the thrower must launch her spear, attempting to stick it inside hoop #2.




  If your students do well in this challenge, repeat it with a seven-second limit. Then six. And five. Find out how low the count can go. Students of all ages seem to love to meet this challenge of less and less time to perform an accurate throw, and you won’t have to worry about a bored audience. The game is almost guaranteed to hold the group’s attention. The anticipation is palpable as each awaits his turn.




 

  
[image: image] The Mightiest Throw





  There will always be those who want to see who can throw a spear the farthest. But even more important is this: Who can throw for distance and still have the spear stick? Hold a javelin contest with a formal practice session that includes well-defined safety rules. When the competition begins, allow only one throw per person. The winner may be a surprise to everyone, because each thrower must weigh his ability to make a long-distance throw against his confidence and ability to make the spear stick. If the spear sticks for two seconds but then sags or collapses flat to the earth, the throw is considered good.




  Sometimes this contest ends with a dozen spears littering the far end of the playing field like pick-up sticks but with one winning spear quite close to the throwing line sticking firmly into the ground. Such is the gamble inherent in this game.




  

  
[image: image] Chungkey





  This popular game among the Cherokee (called “gatayûstı”) was played in a field with two spear-throwers and a third person, who rolled a stone disk. A ten-inch-diameter, three-inch-thick disk sawed from a dead log can serve as the “chungkey.”




  Establish a “throwers’ line” (a rope pegged at both ends) and a safe direction for throwing. Five yards back from the line, the chungkey-roller stands flanked on each side by a spear-thrower. For safety, the spear-throwers should stand four paces away from the roller, pitting the competitors eight paces apart.




  When all are ready, the roller runs forward to the line and rolls the chungkey disk downfield away from the players. Just as he releases the disk, he turns and runs back behind the throwers, calling immediately “Chungkey! Three! Two! One! Zero!” At the first word the players run to the line where they must make their throws before “zero!” The object is to predict where the chungkey disk will come to rest and make the spear stick in the ground there. Whoever makes the throw that sticks closest to the resting chungkey wins.




  Sometimes a thrower gambles that her competitor’s spear will not successfully stick, and so she impales her spear into the ground just beyond the throwers’ line to be sure that it sticks. Such strategies are all a part of the fun of the game.
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  Virtually all the games listed in Chapter 11, At Play in the Fields of the Archer, can be played with spears but using variations on targets so the targets accommodate the cruder gouge made by spears.









  If you could jump as well as I do, two-legged human, you could leap the Chattahoochee River from bank to bank.




  —from a conversation with a very frank grasshopper
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  CHAPTER 3




  The Super-Thrust Spear—The Atlatl




  When a person first picks up an atlatl and attempts to use it, the performance might feel awkward and unnatural—certainly not as promising as that first spear thrown by hand. With practice, however, the atlatl practitioner can become deadly accurate.




  What the sling is to the rock, the atlatl is to the spear. Both provide a mechanical advantage to improve the hurling of a projectile. Like the unlimbering of a grasshopper’s bent rear legs, the atlatl, in effect, extends the length of the thrower’s arm to provide a longer radius in the moving arc that provides propulsion. The sling enjoys a similar advantage, but the big difference in these two weapons lies in the plane in which the propelling action takes place.


  [image: image]




  As taught in Chapter 1, the sling’s plane is tilted off the horizontal. Having a projectile come off that orbit and hit a target requires a great deal of practice. (It is true that a sling can be whirled in a vertical plane, but orbit-radius and power are sacrificed.)






  Imagine sitting on a fast merry-go-round and trying to hurl a stone by hand at a target thirty feet away. This represents the difficulty of aiming with the near-horizontal motion of a sling. Now imagine sitting on a Ferris wheel and, as it takes you over and down in front of the wheel, you try to hit a target right in front of you thirty feet away. Your chances at success are much better in this vertical scenario, which is closer to the mechanics of the atlatl.


  

  
The Atlatl Kit





  [image: image]




  Take any arrow in your strong hand with the end-pad of the index finger hooked over the back of the arrow’s nock. With the shaft resting on the flat of the palm, thrust the arrow forward. This toss demonstrates the dynamics of an atlatl. By using a stick with a spur (to replace forearm, palm, and index finger), the launching device is extended to add thrust. If this launcher is barely flexible, even more power is added. (A stone weight can be lashed to the launcher to encourage flexibility and “whip.”) The handle notches shown in the lower two examples of the illustration are beveled out for thumb and index to reach through for stabilizing the spear on the launcher just before throwing. (Some designs call for the index and long finger to straddle the handle. We’ll stay with the simpler technique using thumb and index, which feels more natural to the beginner.)




  [image: image]




  Like an arrow shaft, an atlatl spear should demonstrate the four Ls: linear, light, lithe, and ligneous (straight, lightweight, flexible, and yet woody-strong). A general rule for spear length is one to two feet longer than the thrower’s height. The tail end of the spear needs a pocket to receive the spur of the launcher. Just in front of the pocket, feathers are attached to the spear for air-drag. This forces the spear’s tail end to follow last, keeping the spear aligned point-first during flight. The point should match the user’s intent. (For practice: a hardwood or antler fore-shaft. For hunting in a survival scenario: sharpened stone or metal . . . or a finely edged bamboo fore-shaft.)




  
[image: image] A Starter Atlatl for the Young



  

   [image: off-center cane point]


    

off-center cane point




  Either bamboo or rivercane offer an easy construction method for a beginner atlatl kit. Consider a slow-tapering spear, its leading end as thick as the thrower’s pinky, its length one foot longer than body height for youth and as much as two feet longer for strong adults. Simply trim the cane of all branching (always cutting toward the top of the cane with scalloped strokes) and carve a point from one side at an angle, leaving an off-center point. Don’t expect to find perfectly straight cane. Grasses, like rivercane and bamboo, grow in zigzags from node to node. Furthermore, each section (between nodes) can be slightly curved. (For a starter kit simply find the straightest cane available and forego any straightening.) Lash several spear candidates to a board or post and allow to dry for two months. Such drying will lighten the spear, which will be a key ingredient for success. The spear should flex slightly when thrown, but if there is too much spring (you will discover this in launching), you will see an erratic flight that does not feel controllable. In this case remove a section of the cane from the tail and make a new pocket at the next node.




  The pocket is a natural feature of cane with hollow sections. Merely make the tail-cut of the spear just behind a node, leaving a quarter-inch-deep cavity where the spur will nestle into the tail.




  The thickness of the launcher varies with throwers’ strengths. Start with a thumb-thick (at base) piece of cane, its length equal to the forearm plus hand plus one more hand. (If the launcher flexes too much when throwing, graduate to a thicker cane.) Trim the launcher of all branching except for one at the thicker end to use as a spur. Whittle this one down to a quarter-inch to half-inch nub with a dull point. Smooth any rough spots on the launcher handle.




  [image: image]




  If you have seasoned hickory or yellow locust available, you can start right away to make a more sophisticated launcher. Otherwise, fashion a three-foot-long, de-barked section of hardwood that measures four inches wide and one inch thick. Store this blank off the ground under a shelter and out of direct sunlight for six months.




  

  
[image: image] Making a Finer Launcher
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  Using a sharp knife, carve the three-foot-long launcher blank down to a width of two inches and a thickness of a quarter-inch (except for the handle end . . . round off its corners but leave it thick for a reliable grip). At the handle end of the launcher (the area where thumb and index grip for throwing) carve a half-circle from each edge of the launcher—each notch large enough for a finger. These notches will accommodate the fingers that straddle the handle (thumb and index for beginner throwers), so you’ll want to smooth the corners for comfort. Leave one inch of wood between the notches.






  Finger Thongs




  [image: image]


  

  Just above the two finger notches carve two more small notches to accommodate securing the finger thongs. These leather thongs will be looped over the straddling fingers to improve the thrower’s grip on the launcher.




  Test the bend of the launcher over your knee. You’ll want the rear two-thirds of the launcher to bend a little when you throw . . . but not so much bend that the launcher doesn’t fire the spear with authority. When used to hurl a spear, the launcher will move somewhat like the upper limb of an archer’s bow. Shave the launcher sparingly from its underside (the side without the spur) to achieve such a bend when the spear is launched.


  

  
[image: image] Attaching Finger Thongs





  Tie the midpoint of a supple eighteen-inch-long, three-eighths-inch-wide strip of leather to the thong notches. On each side of the handle fashion a leather loop for each finger to fill when grasping the handle. Experiment with the fit to get the loops positioned properly. When the loops are tied correctly, your fingers should exert pressure on the loops when you are holding the launcher for throwing.




 

  
[image: image] Fashioning the Spur
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  The spur can be made of anything hard enough to form a solid cone-shaped prong. Suggested materials are hardwood, bone, and antler. One of the easiest to make utilizes a natural branch nub from a dead hardwood limb. Part of the limb itself will be used as a base, as seen in the illustration.




  Carve the spur base so it seats well on the launcher, where it will be lashed. Then carve the branch nub down to a quarter-inch-to half-inch-long cone tip that can fit into he pocket of the spear. Score a few small grooves into the sides of the launcher and the top of the base for the lashing. Wrap cordage around both the base of the spur and the launcher.




  The Stone Weight


  
[image: image]





  The atlatl launcher is usable at this point, but there is one marked improvement that can be incorporated into its design. If a hefty, biscuit-sized stone is lashed to the launcher just below and on the opposite side of the spur, the spear travels decidedly faster by the increased whip of the launcher.






 

  
[image: image] Attaching the Stone Weight to the Launcher





  There are various ways to attach the stone. Using any piece of scrap, rusted metal (an old file), scrape a wide groove on one side of the stone to accommodate its fit against the launcher. Then groove the stone on its other side for cross-tying cordage. Lash it tightly to the underside of the launcher.




  Iron-rich stones, which oxidize and are responsible for the red clay of the South, can be easily scraped by harder stones or by metal tools. (See Volume 2, Chapter 3.)


 

  
[image: image] Crafting the Spear





  Of course, cane can be used as a spear immediately after harvesting, but when seasoned for a few months it will lose much of its weight, fly faster and farther, and supply more spring in casting the spear forward. The instructions for making a hardwood insert as a fore-shaft are covered in Chapter 2, but a point cut into the cane itself (by a single, angled stroke of a knife made just in front of a node) makes a fine temporary “self-point.” But a self-point will eventually split, forcing you to cut a new one, and thereby shortening your spear. After you have lopped off a spear once, when the point splits again you’ll want to discard that spear and make another. Shorter spears show less flex and, therefore, don’t fly as well.




  

  
[image: image] Trimming, Seasoning, and Straightening the Cane





  Choose a length of cane one to two feet longer than your body height and as thick as your pinky or ring finger at its point-end. It is easiest to trim cane while it is green. To remove any branching start with your blade below the branch and cut in small scalloped arcs toward the top of the cane. Reduce the nubs and finally smooth these spots by scraping with a smooth stone.




  If you prepare a number of cane spears, after smoothing their branch nubs, bundle all the shafts together tightly, alternating their directions (half the canes pointed one way and half the other in a mixed-up fashion). This orientation will help to make the shape of the bundle a more nearly perfect cylinder and allow the canes to dry straighter than if they were all pointing the same way. Lash the canes tightly to one another with spirals of rope and then lash the bundle to a board to prevent warping. Store on several supports off the ground in a place sheltered from rain and direct sunlight.




  After two to three months the canes are ready for a final sanding of any rough places. The next step is straightening by fire. This process is described in Chapter 5 of this volume in the section on heat-straightening arrow shafts.




  
Finishing the Spear





  Even with the cane drier and woodier, you must still avoid splitting the cane by any hasty lopping off of unwanted material. Use the circumcision technique as covered in Making the Fore-shaft in Chapter 2.


  

 

  
[image: image] Making the Pocket
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  Cut the tail end of the spear squarely (again using the circumcision method) a quarter-inch behind the last trailing node. The resulting concavity (including the septum itself) will serve as the pocket, which receives the spur of the launcher.




  To reinforce the pocket, score its outside walls and continue three-quarters of an inch into the next section of the cane. Lash this tightly, starting at the tail end, continuing over the joint, and into the next section, all to bind the pocket to prevent its splitting. (This same lashing can extend forward on the spear to include securing the trailing end of the fletching, which will be covered soon.)




 

  
[image: image] Finishing the Point





  Choose a self-point or a hardwood insert for your spear’s penetrating end. For a serious hunter’s point (in a survival scenario), cut a notch into the forward end of a hardwood fore-shaft to receive the base of the stone, metal, or bamboo point. Insert the point into the notch and lash it tightly.
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  Finally, lash the rear inch of the exposed fore-shaft to the leading inch of the cane.
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  Feathers will help to smooth the flight of a troublesome spear by adding drag to the tail end. Turkey or vulture feathers work nicely.








  
[image: image] Attaching the Feathers





  Using a knife, slice away an underside strip from the thick end of each quill so it can lie flat on the spear. You’ll need only one inch of bare quill for lashing with sinew or other cordage to the cane. Position these two whole feathers (concave sides facing one another) opposite one another in front of the pocket.




  Cut away each feather’s vanes from the narrow ends of the quills, leaving one inch of quill to lash to the spear. If you so desire, you can lash the midpoint of the feathers also by cutting away a small section of vane filaments there.




 

  
[image: image] Throwing with the Atlatl





  Take a grip on the handle with thumb and index finger harnessed in the finger loops, other fingers gripped on the launcher. Secure the spear’s pocket to the spur and raise the launcher to a horizontal position by your strong shoulder. Let the spear lie on top of the launcher nestled between the thong fingers. Keep the spear in place with your free hand as you set up to throw.




  Stand facing your target (or slightly turned to your strong side) with your strong-side leg a half-step forward. Begin stepping forward with your weak-side leg, let go of the spear with your free hand, and hurl the spear forward using all the form you learned as a spear-thrower in Chapter 2.




  As you get better at throwing, you may want to begin the throw with your body turned more to your strong side so you can utilize the torque of your shoulders to add to the thrust. Accuracy might be sacrificed by going too far with this. If so, reduce the torqueing motion to find the perfect blend of strength and accuracy.
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  Tighten four hay bales by adding an eighth-inch-thick lasso over each loop of baling twine. Cinch the lassos as tightly as possible and tie them off. Stack these bales two on two like a wall as a target and throw from thirty feet away. To hit what you are aiming at is a self-taught process—much like throwing a rock or learning the point of release on the orbit of a sling. If the elbow and hand pass over the shoulder (or close to it) during the throw, the spear will not stray left or right. The learning curve involves finding the proper elevation angle of the spear for a given distance.




  Once you have acquired some throwing skill, pin a smaller bull’s-eye at the center of the hay bales. Stay at the prescribed thirty feet for a time and then start mixing up the distances.




  

  
[image: image] Distance Throw





  Young ones seem to relish this mighty throw. All you need is a field and plenty of markers. The throwers will have to find the angle of release (45 degrees) that yields the greatest distance for a throw. This challenge presents an opportunity for a physics lesson in trajectory, showing how flights of a projectile launched with a constant force at varying angles will differ not only in arcs but in distances. When the angle of optimal-distance (45 degrees) is increased, distance begins to decrease.




  Once the throwers have warmed up, have them perform three mighty throws from behind a line, hurling each as far as possible. Take an average distance for each thrower and mark it in the field. Without yet disclosing it to your students, you can use these marks to establish a handicap system that will put a keen edge on the competition to come.




  Whoever has the longest average mark will continue to throw from the original throwers’ line. Each of the other throwers will be given a handicap throwers’ line that is measured from the original line and laid down closer to the downrange area. A thrower’s handicap distance is measured from his average marker to the best thrower’s average marker. Now hold a contest where each participant throws from behind his or her personalized throwing line and attempts to hurl a spear farthest downfield.




  The teacher has the option of accepting graceless throws that do not stick or only those that do stick. If the former, the landing spot should be marked at the spot where the spear first touches ground. (If the spear lands flat, mark the location of its leading end when it lands.)




  Atlatl Games




  Refer back to Chapter 2 and forward to Chapters 7 and 8. Every game with spears and bow and arrow outlined in those chapters can be modified for your class of atlatl throwers. For those archery games that require a traditional archery target, substitute a bank of a road-cut or a steep hillside with squares of sticks laid out as targets. The spear is too destructive to use on expensive foam or woven hay targets commonly used in archery.
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