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OPEN SEASON
the best of hunting the natural state

      Just a 
stick and a                string

Why a modern gunsmith traded his high-
tech gadgets for a millenia-old tradition   
By Eric Francis • Photography by Dero Sanford
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hris Davis still remembers his first bow, the one he made himself when he was about 
seven years old.

“It was probably just a hickory-tree branch and some clothesline,” he says with a 
smile. “I remember asking Mom for some clothesline.”

A quarter of a century later, the grown man hasn’t strayed too far from the child’s 
invention. While Davis works as a gunsmith and has used high-tech compound bows, 
when he takes to the woods to hunt deer or small game, it’s a traditional longbow he 
prefers to carry, made of real wood and with no gears, sights, or other accoutrements.

It sounds so simple: a stick and a string. But archery legends from the English yeo-
men at Agincourt to Arkansas’s own Ben Pearson in the twentieth century can attest 
to the effectiveness of this—one of mankind’s oldest tools.

“I started bowhunting probably at about age fifteen, sixteen,” says Davis, who lives 
in Oppelo, “and what’s kept me in it is just a chance to get out in God’s creation, enjoy 
it, get away from everything in life you have to do—just to sit in a tree stand and forget 
everything.”

His current favorite longbow is a two-piece takedown that measures fifty-eight inches 
from tip to tip and pulls fifty-one pounds at his twenty-six-inch full draw. The bow was 
made by bowyer Roy Hall of Navajo Longbows in Henderson, Texas.

Hall, who’s been making bows for eighteen years, takes his time with his creations. 

Scan 
for more 
content



37November 2012   ArKANSAS LIFe

He only turns out three or four bows in an aver-
age week, he says, and a look at the gallery on 
his website shows them to be gorgeous pieces of 
craftsmanship, built from woods of which any 
artisan-furniture fancier would approve.

“I use a lot of curly maple, which I really like, 
and birds-eye maple,” Hall says of his favorite 
materials. “And bocote I use a lot; it comes out 
of Mexico.”

Davis’s bow is made of bamboo, bubinga (a 
tropical evergreen with a rich, reddish-brown 
color), and bocote (a hardwood with bold grain 
patterns). One of the things that makes the bow 
so special to him is how he came by it, because, 
in truth, he didn’t really know he needed the bow. 
He credits his friend Jerrell Dodson, the owner of 
Archer’s Advantage in Little Rock.

“Jerrell called me up out of the blue and said, 
‘Hey, I got your bow in,’” recalls Davis. “I said, 
‘What bow? I didn’t order a bow.’ And he said, 
‘Yeah, the one you told me you wanted.’

“I didn’t have a clue what he was talking about,” 
Davis says. “But in shooting with him over the 
years, I had kind of described to him my perfect 
bow. Well, he had had it made [by Hall], and I 
didn’t know. I went down and looked at it, and it 
was exactly what I wanted.”

In fact, Davis won the Arkansas state longbow 
championship with that bow, a title he captured 
for the sixth time this year. And when the bow 
broke one day while he was shooting outside his 
house—“it made me sick; I literally threw up in 
the yard,” he says—he sent the pieces back to Hall 
and had another, beefed-up version made.

So what does Davis hunt with his bow?
“Everything—from squirrels, rabbit, birds, deer, 

coons, and pretty much everything else critterwise 
I’ve shot with a bow,” he says. “And ducks.”

Small game, in fact, is his favorite thing to pur-
sue, though his dream hunt would be for brown 
bear in Alaska. One Arkansas standard he hasn’t 
bagged yet is a wild turkey. Famously smart, sharp-
eyed, and elusive, turkeys can be tough to hit even 
during gun season.

“They can move really quick, and you’ve got a 
small target area; there are so many variables,” says 
Davis, who’ll admit to losing maybe half a dozen 
arrows shooting at them.

Ah, yes—arrows. They’re just as important as 
the bow, if not more so. They have to be built 
to the right length, “spined” or matched to the 
bow’s draw weight, and be perfectly consistent 
from one to the next if an archer is going to attain 

peak accuracy. Davis primarily shoots aluminum 
arrows: twenty-nine inches long, five-sixteenths 
of an inch in diameter, each weighing 530 grams 
and mounted with a Magnus Stinger broadhead.

They also cost about nine bucks apiece. A quick 
survey of major archery suppliers shows that a 
dozen custom arrows can start from seventy-five 
dollars for wooden shafts to nearly two hundred 
dollars for carbon. No wonder archers will go to 
great lengths to retrieve a lost arrow. But a fast-
flying shaft can bury itself in leaves, grass, and dirt 
so well that even the brightest fluorescent fletchings 
can’t be spotted. When a sharp eye isn’t enough, 
sometimes a hunter has to call in reinforcements.

“I invested in a metal detector, and that’s saved 
a lot of them,” says Davis. “It paid for itself pretty 
quickly.”

Davis says he’s seeing more people take up old-
fashioned archery, whether it’s newcomers with 
their first wooden bow or veterans of compound 
archery who want to experience their sport with 
a simpler piece of equipment. And the portrayal 
of archers in popular media of recent years hasn’t 
hurt.

“Traditional archery is actually having a kind 
of resurgence in the last few years,” says Davis. “I 
think it has a lot to do with movies that have come 
out in the last few years that … made it kind of a 
cool thing, I guess.”

But the increase in popularity hasn’t resulted in 
an influx of new members to the Traditional Bow-

hunters of Arkansas, the group that promotes the 
sport and sponsors the state longbow champion-
ship at the Arkansas Game and Fish Commission 
range in Mayflower each year. That could become 
a problem, he says.

“We haven’t got a lack of new shooters, … but 
we need more members because our numbers have 
kind of leveled off,” he says. “The main thing that 
we need at the TBA is more help putting out targets 
and organizing events. At our state longbow shoot 
this year, there was some discussion of not having 
it again next year because of the fact the people 
who’ve been doing it for so long are still doing 
it. The people putting out the targets are in their 
sixties or better.”

Asked to explain the appeal of traditional ar-
chery over that of compound bows and crossbows, 
Davis has to think a moment before he answers.

“There’s always been kind of a …,” he begins, 
then pauses. “If you’re a traditional bowhunter, you 
don’t have to describe it; it’s just how you feel. But 
to someone who’s never done it, you can’t describe 
it. There’s just a draw. Once you’ve done it, it just 
keeps you coming back.” 

Eric Francis lives in North Little Rock where he writes 
for a living, takes in stray paperback books, neglects 
practicing the trumpet, and tries to keep his aged and 
cranky cat placated.
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