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RESULTS OF MISSOURI’S 2012 ATLATL DEER SEASON 
 

Prepared by Ronald E. Mertz, PhD1 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

This was the third year atlatlists were able to pursue deer in Missouri, and the first time 
they were able to hunt during the archery season; in 2010 and 2011 they were confined to 
the firearms season.   None of the 11 hunters identified by the author reported harvesting 
a deer in 20102.  However, two of 15 identified atlatlists were successful in the 2011 
season.3  Luke Boenker of St. Louis County and Scott Rorebeck of Grundy County 
became, respectively, the first and second known successful atlatl deer hunters in 
Missouri.  The present report provides survey results and narratives from atlatlists for the 
2012 season.  
 

PROCEDURES 
 

The author sent a survey to members of the Missouri Atlatl Association, to a number of 
non-member Missouri atlatlists and to one out-of-state hunter.  In most instances, the 
surveys were sent before the start of the season with a follow-up reminder at the end of 
the season.   The survey (Appendix C) was almost identical to those used for the 2010 
and 2011 seasons with a few modifications.  In the two previous surveys, individuals 
were asked to indicate how many deer they saw in rifle or bow range and in atlatl range. 
This year they were asked to provide the number of deer they saw at varying distances: 
10 yards or less, 11-15 yards, 16-20 yards, and over 20 yards.  This change was made to 
gather more objective data since “within atlatl range” can vary from one hunter to 
another.  Information regarding equipment used is provided in Appendix A. 
 
Twenty surveys were completed for individuals who had hunted at least once.  While 
most were returned via email or postage, several were completed during phone 
conversations.  Additionally, in a few instances, survey responses were supplemented or 
clarified by email or phone. 
 
While several individuals who hunted in 2011 did not hunt during this past season or did 
not respond to the survey, eight hunted for the first time in the 2012 season including 
three women and one out-of-state atlatlist. 
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Before turning to findings, it should be noted that as the number of atlatl hunters 
increases, it is likely that the proportion of those who complete surveys will decrease.  
This year, for example, several likely hunters did not respond to the survey.  
Nevertheless, over the last three years, the surveys have documented a growing and more 
diversified number of enthusiasts. 

 
FINDINGS 

 
In total, twenty survey respondents reported they had hunted with their atlatls at 
least once during the 2012 season.  Of the twenty hunters, Brian Wagner of 
Truxton, Missouri was the only person who harvested a deer.   

 
Congratulations Brian! 
 
 

 
                                                                                                                                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                             Brian Wagner with his deer in front of his “blind.” 
 
The following is Brian’s enthusiastic account of his atlatl hunting experience. 
 

The 2012 Atlatl season turned out to be my most favorite season out of the last 
30+ yrs of hunting. I have harvested many deer with firearms and archery but 
they didn't give me the adrenaline rush that I desire anymore.  Thanks to MDC, I 
had the best deer hunting season ever in my life! 

  
I started a year ago practicing with my darts...my first few hurls at 3D targets 
weren't so good and I questioned myself "What did I get myself into?" Ha Ha Ha!  
With persistence and practice I have become proficient with my 7ft ash darts and 
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atlatl, but my deer season had other obstacles which I didn't foresee.  My season 
was a live and learn situation. Each hunting adventure taught me new tactics and 
options.   

  
We hunt out of a 101 yr old barn that we use as a ground blind.   There is clover 
planted around the back side of the barn and also a salt lick at 15 yards. We are 
hunting from the downstairs back corner room that is 12ft x 12ft. We have one 
window opening that is 3ft x 3ft that faces the west and a smaller window on the 
north side that is 18in x 30in. We are increasing the north window this year. 

  
My first few hurls at deer came up short; I was not use to hurling through a 
window. After my 11th clean miss I practiced a few hurls at a 3D deer target 
before going to the barn for an evening hunt! On 10/11/12 at 6:13 pm it paid off!! 
A couple of yearling deer approached me. The first one I hurled at, I shot high 
and it ran to the front of the barn. Its sibling ran around a bit but came closer at 
13 yards.  The deer had its left side exposed to me and then it turned its head and 
started licking its right hip. I hurled my dart through the little north window 
opening...IT NEVER SAW IT COMING! 

 
The dart penetrated through its left rib bone, piercing its heart and sticking out 
its right shoulder about a foot. I have never seen a deer run so fast and hard! It 
didn't like seeing 5ft of that dart hanging out its left side. As it ran away, the dart 
worked its way out by hitting posts around fruit tree cages that are every 10 
yards. The dart came out around 50 yards and the deer crashed another 20yrds 
later!! I couldn't believe what I just did and saw!! I think I said..." I got one, I got 
one, I got one" for 10 minutes straight!   The adrenaline was going at full speed 
and I was shaking like a leaf in a tree with a 100mph wind!   I KILLED A DEER 
WITH A STICK! 

  
After his success, Brian continued to hunt with his atlatl and came close to connecting 
with a bobcat in addition to gaining additional insights related to increasing his chance 
for success. 
 

Since then I have missed many opportunities at moving/trotting/walking deer, we 
needed to practice more on moving deer. When the animals are that close to you 
don't let that opportunity slip by.  You want a little background noise (wind, 
leaves, rustling of bushes) when you’re that close they can hear you.  The wind 
also needs to work in your favor! 

  
When the foliage dropped and gun deer season opened I put down my Atlatl and 
darts for 10 days to use my rifle.  After rifle season I was lucky enough to have a 
bobcat walk in front of me! This bobcat snuck up on me to 25 yards and was 
looking the other way. My first hurl was a few feet short. When my dart hit the 
ground, the cat turned its head and looked and saw the fletching bouncing up and 
down and pounced on the end of my dart...biting and clawing it! IT AMAZED 
ME! Now the cat is 21-22 yards away, I grabbed my second dart and hurled and 
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was short again.  D#####! He turned and looked and saw the fletching and 
pounced on this one too, biting and clawing! The cat is now at 17-18 yards...I 
grabbed my third dart with a stone tip and got ready to hurl! I think the bobcat 
sensed something wasn't right.  He stood up and started to turn to walk away.  I 
hurled my third dart and the dart went right under its belly.  The cat jumped 5ft 
up in the air and hit the ground running! Never did I think I would get a chance to 
hurl at a bobcat!! I was sad I missed but glad I had the opportunity! WHAT A 
RUSH! 

     
Brian’s enthusiasm for the atlatl was contagious, and during the season his wife Dawn 
took up the challenge. 
 

The rest of the season I focused more on 
getting my wife up and running full speed 
at hunting with the Atlatl!  We are looking 
forward to the 2013 season, which we will 
be more prepared for! Each hunt is a 
learning experience which makes it that 
much more fun! We are still learning about 
the Atlatl and are looking forward to doing 
some field events this year with MAA!! 
  
If you like adrenaline rushes...WE 
RECOMMEND THE ATLATL!!!   
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Atlatlists hunted in 20 different counties.  The number of days hunted ranged from 
one to 59, and about half hunted at least part of the time from an elevated stand.   
Ten hunters threw at least once at deer and all of those throws were clean misses 
except for the deer harvested by Brian.  
 
Table 1 provides a list of counties hunted, the number of days hunted, use of an elevated 
stand, the number of times the hunter was within different distances from deer, and the 
number of throws attempted. 
 
Table 1.  Survey data regarding counties and days hunted, use of stand, distances 
from deer, and number of throws  

Number times within_____ 
Yards from Deer 

 
Hunter 

 
Counties 

Days 
N 

Used  
Stand 

% <11 11-15 16-20 >20 

 
Throws 

N 
AB Lincoln, Bollinger, Madison 30+ 75 4 30 30 200 1 
L B St. Louis 2 100 0 1 0 0 1 
KG Platte 10 0 2 6 0 0 0 
AH Gasconade 6 0 3 4 2 2 1 
AJH Cape Girardeau 4 0 0 0 0 6 0 
JH Christen 3 0 0 0 0 5 1 
BH Jackson, Platte 30 0 1 2 3 20 3 
NJ Jackson 10 5 0 4 0 0 4 
DL Douglas, Oregon 3 100 0 3 0 0 2 
RM St. Louis, Franklin, Maries 10 40 0 2 0 0 0 
DM Clark 3 100 0 0 26 ? 0 
RP Caldwell 10 75 0 0 0 0 0 
SR Grundy 7 0 4 0 0 20 0 
ES Jefferson, Pike 1.5 0 0 0 0 1 0 
SS Grundy 59 0 5 12 15 ? 2 
BW Montgomery, Lincoln 30+ 15 5 15 20 25 13 
DW Montgomery, Lincoln 20 0 1 0 5 13 1 
JW Monroe 1 100 0 1 0 0 0 
AW Monroe 4 75 0 0 0 0 0 
TW Monroe 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
 
Extended Hunting Opportunities 
 
As stated above, the designation of the atlatl for hunting during the 2012 archery season 
greatly expanded opportunities for atlatlists to pursue deer.  (During the 2010 and 2011 
seasons, they had been required to hunt during the firearms season.)  Consequently, while 
some limited their hunting to four or fewer days, nine hunted ten or more days. 
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Challenges and Satisfaction 
 
The atlatl is definitely a short-distance hunting tool when compared to either a rifle or 
bow since accuracy, for most atlatlists, declines sharply as distances increase.  While 
there is no set standard, a distance of fifteen yards for most individuals could be seen as 
the outside limit with even shorter distances preferred.  While a few individuals threw 
from distances beyond 15 yards, the majority did not.    
 
Even when deer are within fifteen yards or less, the atlatlist faces greater challenges than 
rifle or bow hunters as the following accounts indicate: 

 
You asked why I did not throw at deer that were less than 15 yards from me on 
several occasions.  Because, they could see me. I do not shoot at Deer that I think 
I can’t hit.  KG 
 
I managed one throw at a deer.  Just as I was about to throw, the deer spotted me 
and dodged the dart.  AH 

 
I used a natural blind of limbs and brush from an area around two leaning trees.  
I threw four times at deer (all were within 11-15 yards).   Three throws were at 
deer that noticed me and were alert.  They were all clear out of the way of the 
dart (jumped string so to speak) before it reached them.  I botched a good chance 
at an unaware deer.   I will succeed one of these times.  I need to make my set-up 
such that I can improve my chances at throwing at an unaware animal.  They are 
catching me in my throw and they are gone!!  It took me a few years to get a bow 
kill; this will be the same.  NJ 

 
Another hunter gave this more extended account: 
 

Here is what happened during my three throws at deer this year: 
 

My first day hunting, on the first day of firearms season, my hunting spot was a 
very simple ground blind along the edge of a field.  Behind me was a long, 
straight stand of brush along the edge of the field and I was partially hidden 
behind a bush that protruded from the line of brush.  I arrived at the spot, sorted 
out my atlatl and darts, and raised my atlatl into position.  Just at that moment--
within 30 seconds of the start of my hunt for the season--a deer stepped out of the 
grass and stopped just 12 yards from me.  Unfortunately it had spotted me at the 
same moment I spotted it--it may have seen the movement of raising the atlatl into 
position. 
 
I was in my leafy suit with a good background and what I had determined to do 
the previous year if I found myself in that position was just to remain motionless 
and let the deer approach closer if it would, then throw with a sudden unexpected 
motion.  But with the deer looking straight at me as it did, I knew if I threw it 
would simply bolt and be gone before the dart arrived.  So we just had a staring 
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contest for a long time, maybe 30-45 seconds.  Then the deer tried the head-duck 
fake and that is probably the moment I should have thrown, but I didn't.  Instead, 
I waited a few more seconds.  Then the deer bolted and I made my throw almost 
simultaneously.  It was a clean miss. 
 
This is the shot I was waiting for all of the past two seasons--the deer less than 15 
yards away, broadside, and motionless.  And, I still missed. 
 
The one thing that made me feel better is that when I did throw I realized how 
strong the cross wind was--it blew the dart well off course and even if I had had 
the opportunity to throw at that deer that day while it was standing still, I don't 
believe I would have allowed nearly enough correction for the cross wind, and 
probably would have missed regardless.  I did mark down on my list of things to 
do, "Practice throwing in strong cross wind." 
 
On a different day, I had set up sitting on a bucket behind a small clump of grass 
in a spot about 50 yards from spot #1 I described above. 
 
I set up with my leafy suit, a camo net, and some other materials to make a simple 
ground blind behind the clump of grass, expecting deer to come across the field 
straight towards me, as the first one had done.  It was at the edge of a field, with a 
long line of brush behind me and a small clump of grass in front. There is a trail 
all along the edge of the field along the brush line, used by both hunters and deer. 
 
Within a few minutes of setting up, a deer came along that trail, towards my left 
side. Since I wasn't expecting deer to come from the side I hadn't put any camo or 
netting on the side of my white bucket, which was very easily visible from a long 
distance. 
 
When the deer came around a clump of grass about 10 yards from me, it 
immediately saw me and/or my bucket. I threw just at the moment it spotted me 
and turned to bolt.  That was also a clean miss. 
 
Lesson learned there was: Camouflage from all directions, even the ones you are 
not expecting deer to come from. 

 
On another day I was walking through a field about 11am.  As I approached a 
clump of tall grass a deer bolted out of it.  I immediately thought, "There could 
easily be more deer bedded down there."  But instead of dropping and freezing, 
then maybe carefully stalking closer after waiting a while, I just bumbled forward.  
A few seconds later another deer bolted.  This time I was ready enough to take a 
throw at it, but it was a clean miss at about 20 yards. BH 

 
This same hunter mentioned his reasoning for selecting ground blind locations.  
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We used a number of different ground blind locations. We also used one cliff/bluff 
location similar in configuration to a tree stand but on the ground on a cliff. I 
investigated the idea of using tree stands but I discovered that I don't like 
climbing trees.  After my experience last year with ground blinds and taking 
throws at various distances (all misses), most all the places I hunted were 
designed to  yield a shot of 5-10 yards, the idea being that you will get fewer shots 
but the ones you do get will be much better.  That may be one reason we saw so 
few deer towards the end of the season--basically we were set up to see deer at 5-
10 yards or not see them at all (nor they us).  In fact after it snowed I verified 
what I had suspected had happened in one blind spot--deer were regularly 
passing about 10 yards from me, but in a way that they couldn't see me and I 
couldn't see them (I could hear them, though). BH 

 
While hunting from an elevated stand reduces the chances of being seen, it also has its 
own challenges, like “unseen” tree limbs as this hunter related. 
 

My first (throw) was at a four-point buck at 12 yards.  The atlatl struck a limb.  
The second was at 15 yards and the dart was just inches under the rib cage. DL 

 
A stand also does not ensure that a deer will not be alerted by the sounds associated with 
throwing as this hunter experienced: 
 

I gave in to breaking my own rule of not shooting over 10 yards.  A deer was 
under my tree stand in an unshootable position for what seemed all afternoon.  
When it moved off and into a shootable area I threw a dart.  The deer was alerted 
by the sound of my throw and turned to run.  The shot was on, but the deer had 
moved!  We were both lucky I didn’t wound it.  That evening I paced the distance 
from the tree to where the dart struck the ground, about 22 yards, making the 
deer about fifteen yards away when I shot.  AB 

 
In a couple of instances, hunters passed up opportunities to throw in the expectation of a 
greater opportunity.  In the first account, the greater opportunity in the form of a buck did 
not meet the legal standard for the area. 

 
My best chance happened one evening just before dark as I stood on an elevated 
creek bank located above a trail.   Through the fading light, I could barely see 
several deer staging on the trail about 20 yards uphill to my right, so I made 
ready.  The first two deer were small and I let them pass at a distance of about 9 
yards. The third, a large doe, stopped in a perfect place for the throw, and as if on 
cue, she turned her head and looked over her far shoulder.  Just as I was about to 
throw, I heard a buck grunting, which was also coming down the trail.  I decided 
to wait for the buck so I held my throw as I watched the doe walk off.  The buck 
was plenty big and he passed with his head down at the same 9 yards, but try as I 
might, I could not count enough points on either side of his head. He did not meet 
the antler requirements, so I had to pass him also.   Evidently, greed is not a 
virtue.  SR 
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In the second account the hunter held off with the hope of getting a buck that never 
materialized.    
 

I went out early opening morning between the dark and light, and climbed into my 
stand, holding my atlatl and 3 river cane dart shafts.  It was an old wooden stand 
in the fork of a large White Oak about 16 ft off the ground.  The tree was 
approximately 60 yards off a dirt trail leading down to the river, and it was just 
15 yards off of an active deer path running mostly perpendicular to the dirt trail.  
The stand was not designed with atlatl hunting in mind and there was no platform 
to stand on, only the edge of a weathered 2 x 4 nailed to the tree.   Luckily, on my 
left side, a large limb grew out from the tree, level, at just the right angle to 
steady me during the throwing motion. 
 
I sat on the small seat in the tree as the light began to filter down into the forest.  I 
carefully attached the hardwood foreshafts into the river cane shafts and set two 
completed darts aside.  The third dart, at the ready, I waited and waited and felt 
myself melt into that natural state of contentment only an outdoor person could 
understand.  A movement caught my eye as I saw the motion of a large animal at 
the small water hole 150 yards away.  Too many limbs and leaves between to see 
what it was and then it was gone.  What could that have been - a coyote?   
 
Approximately 1 ½ hours later, I caught the silent movement of something out of 
the corner of my eye. It was an ear flicker.   I waited and watched as a small doe 
climbed out of a low spot in the trail behind the water hole and carefully, silently 
walked toward me along the path.  She continued up the path as she passed by my 
stand, stopping to look around once in a while.  My dart was nocked and raised 
with my arm pulled back and then…I saw another…and then another…  I decided 
to let the does pass and wait for a buck to follow.  Slowly, silently, five does lazily 
sauntered broadside past my stand at 15 yards with me in position and ready to 
shoot as I calmly, patiently waited for the enormous buck to follow.   It turned out 
there was no enormous buck and the does were now out of range.  Sigh. 
 
That was the only day I hunted this season and I was delighted to learn two 
things: 1) I can place myself in position for a high probability shot at a deer, and 
2) It is possible to make the necessary movements to get ready for a throw with a 
deer in very close proximity.  It takes slow steady movement and careful timing of 
the movements of the deer. My goal this season was to go deer hunting with an 
atlatl.  Mission accomplished.  My goal next season will be to bring home a deer 
with an atlatl.  I am already planning the next hunt.  JW 

 
A third hunter passed up opportunities to throw because he did not want to kill fawns or 
yearlings, especially in light of the effect of disease on the deer population in his area: 

 
I feel like I need to give a brief explanation of how I could see so many deer at 
close range, but still not make a successful throw. First of all, the deer herd is 
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radically reduced this year due to disease in my hunting area. My assessment is at 
least 60% of the deer population was affected by the disease which was primarily 
affected mature deer not yearlings or fawns. While hunting, I found many trophy 
buck carcasses and mature does reflecting the 60% mortality.  

 
I have set throughout my life a personal standard not to kill fawns or yearlings. 
Many of my close range encounters were fawns and yearlings; other encounters 
were illegal bucks (not enough points) or mature deer quartering toward me 
yielding an unclean shot, or I just plain screwed up (threw twice). SS 
 

As stated above, accuracy greatly diminishes as distance increases.  This recognition led 
one person who hunted for the first time this year to withhold throwing at numerous deer 
outside his acceptable distance.  Many deer (26) that he saw were within 15-20 yards, but 
none were at shorter distances. 
 

The first day I saw all the deer – then practiced to 10 yards.  Afterwards I 
practiced to 15 yards, but had no more time to hunt. DM 

 
Comments by several hunters pointed to the special enjoyment of hunting with the atlatl 
despite their lack of success: 
 

I have to add--despite our (his son also hunted, but did not complete a survey)  
complete lack of 'success' hunting this year, I consider the time spent atlatl 
hunting to be one of the very highest points of my year. Obviously if I really 
wanted to get a deer, I would just get a firearms license and go to town--I could 
easily have had a dozen deer this year.  Or, that is to say, I would have gotten one 
or two early on and then hunting season would have been over.  But hunting for 
me is more a chance to get out in the woods, enjoy nature and wildlife, get in a 
few good hikes, spend some time listening and watching outside. Hunting just 
gives it an extra point to the process and also helps motivate me to get out there 
and do it.  It also gives an interesting and valuable insight into the past--we know 
hundreds of generations of our ancestors roamed these same woods and fields 
hunting wildlife with an atlatl, and doing so ourselves gives a little insight into 
their lives and helps create a lot of respect for what they were able to accomplish 
with very simple equipment and technology. BH 

 
Having hunted during a four month span in all kinds of weather (one day 12 
degrees) one might think I am a bit obsessive about my atlatl hunting and they 
would be right. The many days out in the field did have its rewards though. I have 
had up close and personal encounters some as close as six feet which is a natural 
high for me. Since taking up atlatl hunting, I haven’t touched my bow or guns for 
entertainment. On the bright side, I only have eight more months before I can 
begin hunting again.   SS 

 
Although I hunted probably 10 days with my atlatl I did not see a deer at any 
range on those days.  I will keep trying and hopefully will be successful next year.  
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Thank you for getting the atlatl as an archery weapon and I sure enjoy my time 
afield with one.  I will say that if I am able to harvest a deer with mine it will be 
my greatest accomplishments and look forward to that day.  RP 

 
One atlatlist, who did not hunt this year, sent the following note reflecting his continued 
interest in the atlatl. 
 

I do not have anything to report this year.  My hunting areas were hit hard by 
EHD, so my atlatl stayed at the house.  I have high hopes for future years, and I 
will continue to promote the method through hunter education courses and other 
special events.  VC 

 
This was the first year that women and a licensed non-resident hunted deer with an 
atlatl in Missouri. 
 
Three of the 20 hunters who responded to the survey were women, and two, Dawn 
Wagner of Truxton and Andy Held of Hermann, provided brief narratives of their 
experience.  In addition, Alan (AJ) Bagg of New York was the first known licensed non-
resident atlatlist to hunt in Missouri.  While none of these hunters bagged a deer, their 
enthusiastic accounts, provided in APPENDIX B, reflect the challenges and enjoyment of 
pursuing deer with an atlatl. 
 

 
 

SUMMARY 
 
This past fall marked the third season that atlatlists had the opportunity to pursue deer in 
Missouri, and the first time for hunting during archery season.  Over these last three 
years, the number of known hunters has approximately doubled, and this year hunters 
included three women and the first non-resident.   
 
While the success rate for atlatlists continues to be fairly low, feedback from participants 
reflect a level of satisfaction that goes well beyond what they would have obtained with 
less challenging hunting methods as reflected by the statement: “I consider the time spent 
atlatl hunting to be one of the very highest points of my year.”   The feedback also 
indicates a growing skill level as hunters adjust to the challenge.   
 
In 2013, Missouri atlatlists will have expanded hunting opportunities during spring turkey 
season.  Additionally, the Missouri Atlatl Association and its members continue to 
increase the number of demonstrations and competitions around the State.4  With these 
expanding opportunities, it can be expected that a growing number of hunters will take up 
the atlatl. 

                                                
4 Readers can find an updated MAA schedule at �����������	�
�������
�����������  .�
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APPENDIX A 
 

EQUIPMENT USED FOR HUNTING 
 

Atlatlists reported using a wide variety of equipment.  Darts were most frequently made 
of river cane or bamboo and ranged from 56 to 93 inches in length with half at least 84 
inches (seven feet).  Reported dart weights ranged from 3.2 to 8 ounces.   While all but 
one river cane/bamboo darts used foreshafts, those made from wood, carbon, fiberglass 
or aluminum did not.  Most hunters used steel broadheads, while five used knapped stone 
or glass at least part of the time.   The large majority of atlatls were used with a hammer 
grip. 
 
Information regarding dart and atlatl characteristics is provided in Table 2.   

 
Table 2. Survey data regarding dart and atlatl characteristics used in the 2012 
season 
Atlatlist Dart 

Material 
Dart 

Length 
Inches 

Dart  
Weight 
Ounces 

Separate 
Foreshaft* 

 
Broadhead 

 
Atlatl 

AB Bamboo 84-93 3.5-5.5 Y-R Stone, steel Hammer grip 
LB Wood 84 6.0 N 2 blades Hammer grip 
KG River cane 84 4.0 Y 2 blades Hammer grip 
AH River cane 80 4 0 Y-F 2 blades  Hammer grip 
AJH River cane 72 ? Y-R 2 blades  Hammer grip 
JH Bamboo 66 ? N 2 blades  Hammer grip 
BH Carbon 56 3.2 N 3 blades  Hammer grip 
N J Wood 84 6.0 N 2 blades  Woomera 
DL Wood 70 4.4 N 3 blades          --- 
RM Aluminum 84 4.4 N 2 blades   Hammer grip 
DM Bamboo 60 --- N 3 bl & obsidian Hammer grip 
RP Fiberglass 75 -- N 2 & 3 blades Hammer grip 
SR Alum/carbon 76 --- N 2 blades Hammer grip 
ES River cane 84 7.5 Y-R Stone  Hammer grip 
SS Graphite/wood 75 --- N 2bl w insert Hammer grip 
BW Wood 84 8.0 N 2 blade Hammer grip 
DW Wood 72 7.0 N 2 blade Hammer grip 
JW River cane 90 4.5 Y-R 2 blade  Hammer grip 
AW River cane 86 6.0 Y-F Glass Hammer grip 
TW River cane 86 4.5 Y-F Glass Center hole 
*Y= yes; R/F= removable/fixed 

 
Although the data provided in Table 2 are straight forward, a few comments might be 
helpful for readers who are not very familiar with the atlatl and dart.  First, while a wide 
variety of materials can be used for darts, it is important that any material be made so that 
it flexes when thrown.  There is some advantage for the flex to be greater towards the 
nock end of the dart which is one reason many people prefer river cane (native to North 
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America) or bamboo.  Of course, wood darts can be tapered by the dart manufacturer and 
materials such as fiberglass or carbon can be obtained in tapered forms.  Most atlatlists 
would also agree that the dart should be weighted toward the front with at least a 40/60 
percent balance point. 
 
Just as there is no one preferred dart material, there is also no one preferred dart length.  
In the author’s experience longer darts (around seven feet) can provide an advantage in 
terms of accuracy.   However, some hunters feel a shorter dart is more maneuverable 
when hunting and can be thrown at a faster speed with no loss of accuracy. 
 
Appropriate dart weight is sometimes debated by atlatl hunters.  While some feel hunting 
darts should be fairly heavy – six or more ounces- others argue that a lighter dart thrown 
at a faster speed can be equally effective.  At this point in time, there is no definitive 
answer in terms of minimum dart weight.  However, a few individuals have attempted to 
systematically address the question in recent years.5 
 
The large majority of hunters use steel 
broadheads made for arrows which 
function quite well.  However, over the 
many thousands of years that the atlatl has 
been effectively used, stone was the most 
common point material.  In recognition of 
the importance of stone tool technology 
and its excellent cutting and penetration 
properties, some atlatlists prefer using 
stone points, especially points they have 
personally made (knapped).  While forms 
of chert/flint are commonly used, 
excellent very sharp points can be made 
from obsidian or from glass.  (The picture 
on the right shows glass and stone points 
knapped and used by Alex Woods of 
Columbia, Missouri.) 
 
Anyone who has researched atlatls in the literature or on the internet is aware of the many 
possible styles.  For the purpose of this report, the author was primarily interested in how 
the atlatl was held.  Almost all respondents indicated they used a “hammer grip” atlatl.  
As the term implies, when using a hammer grip, the atlatlists grips the atlatl in much the 
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same way as someone would grip a hammer and then typically holds the dart with the 
index finger and thumb.   Some modern hammer-grip atlatls incorporate a rest that allows 
the dart to be held in place with only one finger or no fingers; however, most use the 
traditional index finger and thumb method.   
 
Some atlatlists prefer to use other grip styles.  Perhaps, the most popular is the 
Basketmaker split-finger atlatl which was widely used throughout much of the American 
Southwest and named for the Basketmaker Culture.  Although, there is some 
disagreement regarding how the Basketmaker atlatl is held, its design enables the user to 
hold it between the index finger and second finger.  This design appears to allow a faster 
wrist flick and more speed for light-weight darts.  While no one reported using a 
Basketmaker style this year for hunting, some MAA members have used it in the past.  
Other less common types of grips that appear to allow for a greater “flick of the wrist” 
are one-hole and two-hole atlatls.  In using a one-hole atlatl, the index finger is inserted 
into a hole immediately above the grip, while with a two-hole style the index and second 
fingers are used. One person reported using a “woomera” which is one of the terms for an 
atlatl used by Australian Aborigines.  It can be thrown with a form of split finger 
techniques or with a hammer grip. 

 
 



 15 

APPENDIX B 
 

NARRATIVE ACCOUNTS BY DAWN WAGNER, ANDY HELD, 
AND ALAN (AJ) BAGG 

 
Dawn Wagner’s Account 
 
As stated above, Dawn took up the atlatl after seeing the enjoyment her husband Brian 
was experiencing.   

 
My name is Dawn and I am a new hunter and atlatlist this year. I have never 
hunted before in my life! I saw how much fun my husband Brian was having and I 
wanted to try it out! I didn't start hurling with my six foot ash darts till the middle 
of November.  I practiced hurling probably 200x the day I got it and was very 
frustrated because I wasn’t hitting the 3d target as well as I thought I 
could...everyday I was out practicing, trying to hit the target...everyday I got 
better! 

  
 

I went and got my very first 
hunting/archery permit(s) ever and 
started hunting with my Atlatl! 

  
 I hunted out of our 101 yr old barn 
that has clover planted around it 
and a salt lick at 15 yards out the 
back window (3ft x 3ft 
window) and used the barn as a 
ground blind...mind you I have 
never hunted before and the noises 
you hear while you are hunting are 
very interesting if you are hearing 
them for the first time! I did not see 
any deer while I was out those first 
nights...Its called HUNTING 
not GETTING for a reason... 

   
Gun season opened up and I did not hunt until it closed...after gun season the 
deer didn’t want to come close to the barn so I moved to a ground blind we made 
at the beginning of our property out of cedar trees hoping they would come in...I 
would hear all sorts of noises I have never heard before like the sound a flock of 
birds make when they fly over or coyotes howling or an owl flying up on a branch 
above you!! 

  
I had two does about 50 yards out and that was the closest I had been to a 
deer...I watched them mill around for a bit and they never came close enough! I 
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continued to hunt out of the ground blind, and the last couple of weeks in 
December I moved back to the barn. 

  
The first evening I went back out had 3 does walk up to about 30 yards.  I took off 
my glove so I could have a better feel of my atlatl.  I could hear 
my heart pounding.  Then they turned and went the other way. As I stood there 
watching, a 8 point buck walked out and was hot on their trail and never stopped! 
I was hoping he was going to come closer and my heart was pounding even 
harder now, but he had other things on his mind...even though I didn’t get a 
chance to hurl at him I GOT A TASTE OF WHAT IT FEELS LIKE TO HAVE 
BUCK FEVER!!!! 

  
 I went back out a couple of days later and had a doe and yearling walk up at 30 
yards.  They were eating clover.  They were coming closer as it was getting to be 
the last couple minutes of light, the yearling came closer, about 20 yards and I 
hurled my dart...I came up short by about five feet.  WHAT A RUSH. I WAS SO 
EXCITED TO GET THE OPPORTUNITY TO HURL AT A DEER! 

  
My next opportunity to go out and hunt I had 3 does out the north window (that 
window is only 18in x 30in) but they were at 40 yards, the older doe ran into the 
wood line and I was watching the younger ones when a deer went right in front of 
the window...I had no idea it was that close to me...my heart was pounding and I 
was disappointed I didn’t see it sooner! The doe came back out and they stayed at 
40 yds and didn’t come closer. That was my last night I saw anything. 

  
I can not wait for September 15th to get here so I can really focus on trying to 
harvest a deer with my Atlatl.   With warmer weather coming soon I plan on 
practicing more at moving targets and getting better at the Atlatl....WHAT A FUN 
SPORT TO GET INTO!!!  Dawn  
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Andy Held’s Account 
 
Andy took up the atlatl after being introduced to it by members of the Missouri Atlatl 
Association at a JAKES event near Hermann in spring 2012.  Andy is an experienced 
hunter and soon became an enthusiastic atlatlist. 
 

Here’s my little adventure: 
 

09/17/12 
I went out to hunt at about 4:00 pm.  I set up on a deer trail that I had scouted 
earlier.  I positioned myself behind/beside a tree.  I made sure I had a good 
shooting lane with no limbs in the way. (This I learned from our 3-d shoot in 
Marshall.)  All I had was a squirrel at 5 yards and I passed on him.  NO DEER! 

 
9/20/12 
I set up above a pond 
near a trail, once 
again behind/beside a 
tree.  I wear my leafy 
camo to try and blend 
in.  Scent free sprayed 
down, painted face, 
the whole works! I 
spotted a doe and 
fawn behind me at 30 
yards.  I decided that 
I needed to move to a 
higher spot.  As I 

stepped around the tree I spooked a deer and decided to stay put.  I sat down to 
just watch and a doe came out.  I had it at 10 yards.  I was sitting but got my dart 
up ready to throw.  I picked my spot to throw and at the same time the doe looked 
at me stomped her foot and moved away.  She stayed around for more than 15 
minutes watching me and stomping.  I had practiced throwing from a 
sitting/squatting position, but it’s not my favorite shot. 

 
9/25/12 
I drove out to hunt the same spot above the pond.  When I pulled up to park my 
truck, I busted a group of about 15 turkeys.  They went in two different directions.  
As I got out of my truck and put my gear on, the turkeys decided to come back 
together.  I could hear the groups in both directions but could tell which group 
was moving.  I grabbed my atlatl and dart and knelt next to my truck.  The turkeys 
came right at me.  I got a throw in at one that flew over my head and just missed 
him by inches!  That evening I missed two squirrels and hit a coon in the foot at 
dark.  Another night and I’m not sure when, I had another opportunity to throw at 
a turkey.  I was on the ground by a tree when a group came in.  It took me a long 
time to slowly raise my dart without being spotted by them.  I missed BIG TIME.  
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By the time I got the dart up I was worn out.  I feel like it was a hit for me just to 
raise the dart and not get spotted by the turkeys. 
 
10/8/12 
I went to my usual spot above the pond.  I saw a small buck and had a doe and 
two fawns come in at less than 10 yards.  I had my dart up to throw at the doe, the 
dart started to get heavy so I put my other hand up to support it.  As the doe got 
into range, I dropped my hand to throw and just as I did the doe looked at me.  I 
threw but she whipped around and dodged the dart!!! 

 
I’m not sure what evening it was at the same spot that I saw what was possibly the 
biggest buck I’ve seen on our property.  Unfortunately, he never got closer than 
30 yards and I was behind a tree with a spear… 

 
This summer I am putting up a tree stand and I’m going to practice throwing the 
atlatl from a stand.  Hunting on the ground without a blind or cover was a real 
challenge! Andy  
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Alan Bagg’s Account 
 

Alan (AJ) Bagg of New York State invested in a non-resident permit and two trips to 
Missouri to take advantage of Missouri’s atlatl season.  Alan is a manufacturer of atlatl 
equipment as well as an experienced atlatlists and hunter.6  While he did not get a deer 
this season, he continues to be enthused about the opportunities Missouri provides.  The 
following is his account: 
 

After following the creation of legal atlatl hunting in Missouri over the last few 
years and being an avid atlatl hunter I placed a call to the Missouri Department 
of Conservation in March 2012. I received a mountain of information in a long 
friendly phone call and soon a package arrived in the mail. It was full of useful 
regulations and maps. I planned a trip to take place after an event I was to attend 
in Tennessee to arrive in Missouri around October 1.   
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Ron Mertz put me in contact with Curtis Waggoner of Sedgewickville who lives 
near the area where I was to hunt.  Curtis told me all about the local hunting. My 
wife and I drove around and scouted. In our travels we met a Missouri 
Conservation Department worker as we scouted some public land. He was an 
avid archery hunter and highly recommended we try a public area in Lincoln 
County where he hunted.  We decided to try this area as it was archery only 
Mississippi River bottom land with large food plots dotted with small "islands" of 
wood/brush lots and some hedge rows with lots of deer. Very similar to much of 
my home hunting grounds on the Chenango River flood plain, Chenango County 
upstate New York.  

 
On our way to this area my wife and I stopped and had an enjoyable time at the 
Mastodon State Historic Site south of St. Louis. We also toured Cahokia Mounds 
in Collinsville, IL, an awesome Native American settlement that everyone 
interested in the history of our land should see. These sites are close to Ron 
Mertz’s house so we stopped to see him and his wife, had a good talk session, dart 
shooting time, and lunch. 

 
We followed directions given to us by the MDC worker in Bollinger County to an 
awesome campsite right on the bank of the Mississippi River. I scouted before 
dark after quickly setting up camp.  The place was huge and food was so 
abundant and diverse that pin pointing where and when the deer would be was 
hard. Archery season had been open for almost three weeks. Many prime spots 
had stands set up and had been hunted making my hunt more difficult. It took a 
few days to get some deer patterned. During this time I saw large numbers of deer 
including several bucks with racks larger than I see regularly here in upstate New 
York. Had I been using a modern compound bow with its longer range and non- 
flagging release of stored energy instead of an atlatl I could have filled my tag 
many times over. But at this point in my hunting life I've been there and done that 
and now I only harvest with modern weapons to fill the freezer. I don't really want 
to shoot more than ten yards with the atlatl and less than that is even better!  

 
This river bottom hunt was awesome; so many big deer! I so wished for my 
neighborhood gang from back home in upstate New York to be here hunting with 
me. As a group and using the same techniques we use in New York to ambush 
deer moving from the little wood lots I'm sure deer could be harvested every day. 
So I planned to get several experienced atlatl hunters from Missouri together to 
form the first group atlatl hunt here in millennia. This would happen on my return 
visit after I went back to New York to resupply and take my wife home. 

 
During the time I hunted, my wife visited many local antique shops and other 
places of interest. She found much interest in the atlatl by locals. She even gave a 
demonstration to a group outside the local convenience store that included the 
local police. 
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At camp we had several visits from friendly locals. Among these we met were 
Derrick and his friend Cody, avid young hunters who immediately took to the 
atlatl! Derrick invited me to hunt his place on private family land in the hills 
adjacent to the river bottom area. Here I saw many deer that could have been 
harvested easily with archery equipment. I came very close to darting one but 
passed up several marginal shots for a good one that never materialized. I did not 
want to wound a deer.  

 
We ate some good meals at several local restaurants and watering holes in the 
area as a break from camp food.  

 
A sour note to the public river bottom area was the "Blue Tongue" disease. I 
found many dead deer and when the wind died down it was hard to escape the 
smell of death as I scouted, walked to my stand, or drove through the area.  

 
We drove back to New York 1000 miles, dropped off my wife and resupplied. I 
was back in Missouri at the Missouri Days Weekend, Trenton MO less than four 
days from the time we left! I found parking a good ways from the Atlatl Throw 
area and walked to the event to find the place to set up my stuff. To my 
amazement, friendly people I'd never seen before warmly greeted me!  I was 
humbled by the reception I met from Scott Roebuck, Steve Spencer, Justin 
Garnett, and many others.   I was very impressed by the interest, energy, youth, 
optimism, and attitude of the people here relative to the atlatl! Among the best 
targets on the planet surrounded the shooting area. Life size, perfectly painted 
Woolly Mammoth, Dire Wolf, Scimitar Cat, and others were all "hunted" 
relentlessly. I accepted one of many camping offers for the night from Steve's son 
Derrick.  

 
Upon return to the river bottom public land I found the area gated off which 
meant no camping area. I had arranged for several Missouri atlatlists to meet for 
a group hunt here. No on-site camping would ruin the hunt so I arranged with a 
land owner to camp in a field adjacent to the area. This was for a couple days 
only and not all that inviting a spot. As people would be arriving through the 
week for our group hunt, this arrangement wasn't going to work.  

 
Before Curtis and I got set up, my friend Derrick came to the rescue and invited 
us to hunt his private land. I called off the group hunt till next year. Curtis 
Waggoner joined me for three days hunting at Derrick's. We used the permanent 
stands already in place on the property and spent many hours a day with deer in 
view but out of atlatl range. One deer came and bedded down almost under my 
stand but under a branch. This deer stayed there for a long time with me watching 
and ready. It got up and moved around browsing almost under my stand but 
under branches. Finally it moved off towards a shooting lane. After hours of 
anticipation I followed the deer as it walked then fired off a dart farther than I 
wanted to shoot. The nice sized doe heard the shot and instinctively turned away 
to move away from the noise. The shot was good but the deer was no longer there. 
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I paced off the distance to dart stuck in the ground that evening at 22 yards 
making the deer about fifteen yards away when I shot. One of the reasons I don't 
like shooting over 10 yards. I vowed not to let myself make an amateurs mistake 
and get suckered into shooting too far again!  I wished to be more proactive than 
waiting for these same deer to make a mistake and took Curtis’s advice to move to 
land in south eastern Missouri that he was familiar with. 

 
Now in south eastern Missouri on public land, Curtis and I set up our camps 
several miles from the main road, alone at the only campsite area. This place was 
great, beautiful woods with food plots, streams, hills, and lots of deer! With all the 
leaves off the trees, wind, and rain destroying sign made it tough to pattern the 
deer. I don't use game cams. I found where and when the deer were by spending 
time still hunting, then kept refining stand placement from there. Finding exact 
spots to place my stand took time. I had been watching the same three bucks and 
many doe for days. I was entertained by bucks sparring as the rut came on. The 
scene would be this small old grey buck with one single point antler and the other 
missing I named Unicorn would chase a doe around, then this fine eight point 
would come in and chase off the Unicorn. One day a mega buck came in and took 
over. This mega buck had the largest antlers and body of any deer I have ever 
seen live while hunting and viewed him many hours over a few days period, the 
whole time being in range of modern archery equipment.  

 
As youth rifle season approached the public land was deluged with youth/adult 
hunting teams scouting, setting up stands, and building blinds. This and the bright 
nights changed the deer behavior and they went mostly nocturnal.  Curtis and I 
hunted morn and eve and scouted more of the area during midday. Buck sign 
were everywhere. 

 
Campers pulled in and occupied the camping area the afternoon before the two 
day youth season. Upon meeting some of these youth hunters I found them very 
enthusiastic, knowledgeable, mature, and many of them had a deer resume of big 
antlers that rivaled my own. I'm not a trophy hunter.    

 
I hunted through youth season donned with hunter orange hoping to use my new 
found knowledge to be in the right spot as youth hunting teams entering and 
moving around in the woods displaced deer. The first day of youth season I was in 
the woods early. From my stand I could see headlights of one vehicle after 
another bringing more youth hunters. Carrying my prototype quiver with seven 
big darts, four atlatls, and spare fore shafts drew attention as I walked through 
the camping area back to my camp. I gave an informal atlatl demo to the crowd 
and immediately had many converts to try the atlatl! I showed them how to make 
field expedient atlatls out of what was available. The camp then buzzed with atlatl 
activity. I met friends here I correspond with and hope to hunt with again next 
year.  
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The hunting never recovered after youth season. The woods full of hunters 
scouting and setting stands for firearms season kept the deer nocturnal. I left the 
day before firearms season opened.  

 
All in all this was my favorite hunting trip ever. I spent more adrenalin filled 
hours of anticipation with big bucks just out of range than in my whole life 
together. I will return to hunt 2013 and won't be a newbie next time! Seems 
Missouri wants to make me work for my first deer here!  My wife and I liked the 
area and the people so much we are looking to relocate to Missouri in the future.   
AJ  
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APPENDIX C 
 

MISSOURI 2012 ATLATL DEER HUNTING SURVEY  
 

This is the third year the atlatl will be legal for deer hunting Missouri and the first for hunting during the 
archery season.  The Missouri Atlatl Association would again like to document the experiences of atlatlists 
during the 2012 season.  Please complete the form after the last day of the archery season and return by 
email to: devoemertz@sbcglobal.net or to Ron Mertz, 165 Bon Chateau Drive, Town & Country, MO 
63141.   
 
If you do get a deer please call me as soon as possible at 314-628-9376 or 314-680-3596.   Also, please 
take photos.  While the Department of Conservation does not have procedures for collecting specific 
information on atlatl hunting success, last year we were able to notify the Department of hunters’ 
success and include relevant photos.  They then took several steps to share the information with the 
public.  
 

Describe the atlatl you used (eg. Hammer grip, split finger, single hole, other), material, etc.: 
 
Dart:  material ____________      Total dart length ________  Total dart weight_______ 
Separate fore shaft?  Y  N               If yes, fore shaft length _________        
Is fore shaft fixed or removable? 
Type of point:  Stone  ___  Steel___ Other_____________________________________ 
Describe point style/size (eg. Two blade)_______________________________________ 
 

In what counties did you hunt?________________________________________________ 
 
How many days did you hunt with the atlatl?  _________ ; 
 
About what percent of time did you hunt from: an elevated deer stand? ___:  the ground?____ 
If from the ground, did you use a blind?        Describe _______________________________ 
 
How many times were you within the following distances of deer while hunting: 10 yards or less_____;  
11-15 yards_______;  16-20 yards_______; over 20 yards_________? 
 
How many times did you throw a dart at deer?   _______ 
Briefly describe the outcome(s): 
 
 
If you fatally shot a deer please write a brief narrative account.  Include time of day, distance of 
throw, where the dart hit, and the amount of dart penetration as part of your narrative.  (Please attach 
any relevant pictures.)   
 
If you did not get a deer this year, we would still like your feedback regarding the experience, especially in 
regard to the challenges and satisfaction of using the atlatl.  Again, feel free to send any relevant pictures 
(blind, equipment, etc). 

 
 
Name: ________________________________   Date:_____________________ 

 
 

 


