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I Making the Atlatl

Making your own equipment can be fin and much satisfaction. I enjoy making my
equipment as much as using and competing with it. I recommend you give it a try.

The usual first question I am asked is how long should the atlatl be. The answer is one
cubit. As you can see, I use an ancient measurement term for an ancient weapon. A cubit is the
distance from the back of a person’s elbow to the fully extended finger tips. This, of course, will
vary from person to person, which is the intent. The cubit will give you the "effective length” for
your atlatl. The "effective length” will be the distance from the bottom of the thumb loop to the
bone tip of the atlatl. the overall length will, of course, be longer due to constraction methods
and personal preference. Using the cubit for atlatl length is not a hard and fast rale, but a starting
point. length may be increased or decreased for personal preference.

There are many atlatl styles to choose from and six of the most popular are iflustrated
here. Cmﬂmchmddaﬂswiﬂoﬂywvetﬂnedmoﬂxgstarhmd,bﬂcmgmmﬂybeapphedto
the others.

Thetypeofwoodnsedcanvatygrmﬁy. I think a satisfactory atlatl can be made from
almost any kind of wood. I generally use chokecherry because it is easy to carve, beautiful,
strong, and available. Other woods I can recommend are osage orange, oak, hickory, birch,
cherry, maple and pine. From this wood list, a person should be able to locate something in the
area he/she lives. Whatev«youdmose,useon[ycompletelydnedmdmt-ﬁeewood,pre&mbly
standing dead.

Other materials needed for primitive class will be: thin leather for loops and handle

- wrapping, sinew or rawhide for binding, hide ghie, bone or antler for the tip, and a stone weight
(optional). For modern class atlatls, modem waterproof glue (titebond I1, epoxy, contact cement)
can be used. Medium and heavy sewing thread can be used instead of sinew and rawhide. Metal
tips may be used instead of bone or antler. Prior to making a choice of materials to be used,
please consider that the atlatl is a primitive weapon, andtoﬁxllyappmaateﬁandnsh]story,
should be constructed accordingly. Evctymecanmnkeﬂmrowndmme of course.

Tools needed for the task will be as follows: aslmppocketknﬂ‘e,dtawkmfe(opﬁmml),
sandpaper in 60, 100, 150 grit, sanding block, drill and drill bits of 3/16* or 7/32" diameter, and a
medinm file or wood rasp. If you have flintknapping skills, you may choose to use flint for all
cutting and drilling tasks and a rough stone for sanding, Awselsvayhmdywhemcarvmgand
drilling the atlatl, but it is not a required item.

Carve out the rough shape of the atlatl then dill the hole for the tip. Insert a 4"-5" stick
or dowel in the tip hole and use this for afigning the handle and loops. Finish the final shape and
sand as required. The stick can be removed while cutting the groove (if used) in the atlatl. Refer
to the illustration for shape, size, length, angle, etc.



L Making the Arrows (Darts)

As with the atlatl, the first question to be answered is how long should the arrows be. The
answer is to multiply your cubit measurement by 3.14 or pi. Again, this isnot a hard and fast rule, -
but a starting point. It should be very close to correct. My preference is a six foot arrow with 5'
being mininmm and 7' being maximmm length.

You may choose to use a one-piece shaft, two-piece with a main and fore shaft, or .
multiple-piece shaft. All are historically correct. The instructions will be for a two-piece shaft
which has several advantages. The two-picce is easier to make, tmnsport,repaxr,andchange
points on, and it is my preference.

The next choice to make is wood for the arrow shaft. Anywoodaﬁtableﬁ)ratdmy
arrows will be fine, but will bave a larger diameter. Birch, cane, willow, mulicin stalk,
chokecherry, or wild rose shafts will work well. Birch or other hardwood dowels work fine, but a
word of caution here. Select only straight or slightly curved dowels with straight grain. Only
about 1-2% of the dowels you look at will be acceptable. Use 3/8" - 7/16"d1m1etetasmmmm
and maxiomm dowel size.

Other materials needed will be as follows: sinew, hide gine, turkey wing feathers, straight
and fine grain hardwood such as birch or cherry for couplers, bone, flint or antler for primitive
points, brass casings and metal rod for practice points. Sewing thread and contact cement may be
substituted for hide glue and sinew. Refer to the illustrations for construction details. .

Tools needed will be a drill and drill bits in 3/8" - 7/16" diameter, exacto knife, pocket
knife, sandpaper in 60, 100, 160 grit, long straight pins with round ball on end, ruler and straight
edge and a sanding block. A drill press and wood lathe will be very handy, but are optional tools.
Refex to the illustrations for other optional tools you can make and use.

Start by making the separate/integral coupler and glue to main shaft (if separate type).
Next, make the fore shaft and fit to the main shaft. Cut out the notch in rear of the main shaft,
then fletch the main shaft and apply binding to fletching and coupler. A word of caution about
fletching is in order here. There are left side and right side feathers and each are curved. Each
feather has a lefi-hand and a right-hand section. Each piece of fietching for any one arrow mmst
be cut from the same section of the same type feather. Left side or right side makes no difference
as long as they are the same side. Glue the fletching on the shaft in a straight Ine. A spiral in the
ﬂetdnngmnotnec&swybecmseymm%pmﬂwﬂetdmgmdzmgmmmghmmeﬂw
arrows will not spiral in flight.



III. Using the Atlatl and Arrow Combination

A good cast or throw starts-with a proper grip of the atlatl handle. Different styles of
atlatls require different grips or finger placement. For simplicity, I will discass only the shooting
star style. Refer to the illustrations for this and other atlatl grip styles.

Place the right thumb in the lower loop and the index finger in the upper loop. Grip the
handle with the remaining three fingers. A white knnckle death grip is not required, only a light to
moderate pressure is needed. The finger loops keep the atlatl in the hand. The back of the atlatl
(stonewaght)willbetowardﬂxcﬂrmwe;mdthe&ont(bmettp)wiﬂﬁweawayﬁomthe
thrower. ,

- Afier you have the proper grip, hold an arrow, with the point on the ground, and hook the
bone tip of the aflat! in the notch at the rear of the arrow. Move the atlat] to where the arrow
rests on the three fingers that hold the atlatl handle. Grip the arrow with the thumb and index
finger. Using your left hand, slide the thumb and index finger down slightly while holding the
arrow. This puts backpressare on the arrow against the bone tip. At this point you should have
full control of both the atlatl and arrow with your right hand. Fnot, start over until you do. You
cannotthrowthzmowunlwsnlsﬁnnlyswtedagmnsttheboneup *

Drawbackyourhmd/aﬂaﬂfmowandpomtﬂxemwdnwdyatthetaxget. Staltthe
forwardthmmgmohnnﬂmlyandmmsespeedasﬂmmmovesforwud. The throwing
* motion should be completed with the wrist snapping forward for increased speed and force. The
arrow is released from the thumb and index finger at the beginning of the forward motion. Do not
hold the arrow longer! The arrow can be broken in half if not released properly. Your body and
arm motion during the throw should be the same as when throwing a ball. At no time during the
throw should the atlatl be released from the three fingers holding the handle. In your first several
throws, don't attempt to set a new world distance record. Achieving a smooth, coordinated
throwing motion is much more important than strength. Women usually do better than men at

‘Whea practicing, always throw at a target. You will be wasting your time with no target.
My saggestion for a target would be cardboard with hay bales as a backing. Thick styrofoam
works well also. Refer to the illnstrations for the W.AA. target details. Never use boards, posts,
plywood, buildings, trees, etc. for targets. Even practice arrows can penetrate deeply into a hard
target and can't be retrieved without damage. Neva‘allowpeopleoramnmlsmywhctenearthc
targetmwhmpmcﬂmg,asmowscanncochetwﬂdly

Apexsmcanlmmtonsemaﬂaﬂmabontﬁvennnntes,butamcyoomesvery slowly

f&hexexsasecretforaﬂaﬂmwess,xtxspmchse,pmoﬁoe practice! For anyone interested, it will
mc]ndeaWoﬂdAﬂatlA&somatmnmnbaslnpibnn. B



IV. Heating and Straightening Cane, Reed, Bamboo,
and Solid Wood for Arrow Shafts

Cane, Reed and Bamboo: This material, by being naturally segmented lengthwise,
requires a somewhat different approach to straightening than solid wood shafis. This material
also has a hard, waxy outer coating that is not obvious until it is heated, scraped, or glued. This
presents both disadvantages and advantages. The only disadvantage I have found is that ghie will
not stick to it unless the shaft is either scraped or sanded to remove the wax coating. It is
necessary to scrape or sand only the areas where glue will be applied. The advantage of the wax
coating comes into play when the material is heated prior to bending. The wax gives you a visaal
indicator of when you have heated the bend area to the desired amount. ' When adequately heated,
the wax melts (becomes sweaty, glossy, sticky) and indicates visnally that the material is ready for
bending. Heating beyond this point scorches the material and, in my opinion, weakens it. Plus it
looks bad. . '

Several heat sources will work well for our purposes here. The bumers on your kitchen
stove (gas or electric), Coleman camp stove, propane bumer (no torches), campfire coals, etc.
will supply all the heat needed. The method I personally use employs a2 metal cone to concentrate
the heat, conserve energy, provide skin bum protection, and clevates the work to a convenient _
~ height. The cone sits on a bumer of my kitchen stove with the bumer flame turmed very low. The
cone is made of lightweight metal sheet (22 gage or thinner) pop riveted together. Itis
approximately 8 inches tall, 8 inches in diameter at the base, with a 11/2 - 2" opening at the top.

To build your skill level and confidence, you may choose to start with a scrap piece of
material prior to working with your actual shaft material Straightening reed, rivercane, and
bamboo is a two-stage operation. First, you must straighten all the long segments between the
joints, then secondly you mmst straighten all the joints, ¥ will not matter whether you start at the
big end or the small end of the shaft. Begin by holding the shaft up at eye level and sighting down
its length. Concentrate only on one long segment at a time, not the entire shaft. Determine the
inside of the curve you wish to straighten and apply most of the heat there. Move the shaft back
and forth over the heat while rotating it slowly. When the wax coating tums glossy or sweats,
remove the shaft from the heat. Straighten by bending in the opposite direction of the curve. On
small diameter areas you may use your fingers and thumbs to apply bending pressure. On large
diameter areas you bend the shafi across your knee or leg. In either case, bend slowly and
carefully and do not go beyond straight. Bend and sight check until you are satisfied the segment
you are working on is straight. Skip the next adjacent segment and go two segments away and
begin again. Remember to concentrate only on the segment you are currently working on. When
you reach the end of the shafl, begin again at the end you started from and straighten the -
segments you skipped. When you finish this first stage correctly, the overall shaft should be more
crooked than when you started. Do the first stage process on all your shafis prior to starting any
second stage work. This would be a good time to take a break and Jet the heated areas cool.



If you are in a hurry, you may continme by cooling the shafis with a cold, wet rag until
they are approximately room temperature.

In the second stage process you heat and bend only the joints and sight align the long
segments on either side of the joint you are working on. To heat the joint, hold it over the heat
and only rotate it slowly. Heat only the joint area. You can go from one straightened joint to
another without skipping any. When you have finished all the joints, make one final sight
ahgmndomﬁeMmcheckhrmymstgluneedmmad;nm The shaft
should be ready to become an arrow now.

Solid Wood Shafts: Straightening solid shafis is both harder and easier than segmented
shafis. Harder because there is no waxy visual indicator to tell you when enough heat has been
applied. Eambecauseymsmplyheatmdbmdw&mtweramsneedsﬁmghtmgwﬂhom
skipping around.

Apply heat to the area needing attention with a rotating, back and forth motion. Bend in
the opposite direction as with the cane shafts. Try to avoid scorching the wood by constantly
checking to see if the heated area will bend easilly. Some areas may scorch in spite of everything
you can do. When completed, these areas can be scraped and sanded to remove the scorched
look.

If you live in a low humidity area, both solid wood and reed type shafis may get too dry to
respond well to the heat bending process. Should that be the case, rehydrate the shafis by placing
them in a large plastic tube (4" septic fine) with a small amount of water and capping off the tube.
Check periodicaily to see how the shafls respond to bending.

If you have questions or comments, please feel fiee to write or call me. Good Iuck!

Jim Ray

437 Riceville Road
Belt, MT 59412
1-406-736-5274
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ARROW  CowsSTRUCTION #3
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ARROW CoNsTRUCTION 7 24 SupplemeNTAL
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