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Wisconsin Dealer Battles The

W

hat does the future of
archery retailing look like?
Will it be dominated by the
big box stores and catalog merchants?
Some would say it already is, that
today’s busy consumer has shown by
his patronage of Bass Pro Shops,
Cabela’s and Gander Mountain that
he wants to shop where bowhunting,
fishing, camping, and firearms supplies are available under one roof. I’ve
talked to manufacturers who tell me
the handful of key buyers at those
chains and others like Scheels and
Sportman’s Warehouse play a major
role in how successful a new product
launch will be. And it’s no secret that
the number of independent archery
retailers has declined in recent years.
At ArrowTrade, we think the
brightest future for archery retailing is
one where service-orientated archery
pro shops can thrive in the same
communities now served by one or
more of the powerful chain stores. (A
suggestion for ensuring that appears
in my column in page 6.) To that end,
we’re going to focus over the next 12
months on profiles of independent
dealers that are doing more than just
holding their own in the face of
increased competition. Their experience and business acumen, shared
through the pages of ArrowTrade,
may help other readers duplicate
some of the same positive results.
As ArrowTrade’s editor, I first
heard of Badgerland Archery in midAugust, when owner Jeff Mueller
called to ask whether we would consider a profile of his business. I spent
about five minutes talking about his
background, and the pro-shop’s
growth over the past five years. I
asked Mueller how he was responding to competition from the big box
stores. “If you run your business
properly, they don’t hurt you, they
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Jeff Mueller writes up the paperwork to help Tom Bloom sell a used bow on commission
through the shop. That’s one of the perks of buying a new one at Badgerland Archery.
Bloom bought a camo-finished Martin Saber the day before, and told ArrowTrade’s editor he’d probably get a second in a target finish before indoor league season.

help you,” was his reply. But what
really clinched my desire to meet
Mueller and pick his brains was the
polite way he let me know customers
always come first with his business.
“Just a couple more brief notes, then
I’ll have to get back to you because
I’ve got customers coming through

the door.”
I arranged to meet Jeff in the pro
shop at 9 a.m. on Wednesday,
September 1. Wednesday could be a
slow day, good for interviews, bad for
sales, but with Wisconsin’s bow season opening in a few weeks anything
was possible.
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By Tim Dehn

Odds To Achieve Rapid Growth

At left, Amanda Bridger writes up a phone order for arrows.
Behind her are the controls for the twin AIS TechnoHunt video
lanes that have proven so vital to this retail operation.
Above, Byron Huinker is earning back some of the $1,200 he
spent on this Mathews Outback and accessories as a seasonal
employee at the pro shop. A regular league shooter, he remembers how Mueller prompted the Outback sale in 2004.“He told
me if I shot three arrows through it, I would want to buy it. He
was right.”

Mueller had just celebrated his
fifth anniversary as an archery retailer. “When I started business my total
inventory was worth between $12,000
and $13,000. Right now today we have
in here, at my cost, probably $180,000
in merchandise. And that isn’t including the two video machines: that’s
another $95,000 into the business. We
have, all together, about 10,000
square feet devoted to archery.”
The size of the business could
double in January of 2007, when
Mueller hopes to open a 10,000
square foot addition. He’ll wait until
January of this coming year, 2006, to
see if the kind of growth he anticipates in his indoor leagues justifies
the investment.
Hearing a dealer talk about
leagues being a major reason for doubling the building size was a real eye-

opener. I’ve been told many times,
including in dealer seminars conducted at the ATA Show, that it is difficult to bring in enough revenue from
lanes to even cover the overhead on
that portion of space. But Mueller and
his staff haven’t built Badgerland
Archery to this point by relying on
conventional wisdom. Maybe it’s
something in the water in this part of
Wisconsin but there’s a whole lot of
hunters who get a kick out of flinging
arrows against target butts and video
screens.
“From December until mid-April,
we have to have reservation books for
our two AIS TechnoHunt systems,”
Mueller said. “We’ve got people signing up from half a day to four or five
days ahead of time. Otherwise they
could sit here for six or eight hours
and not get on a machine. I believe

my two machines are the busiest in
the nation. Over one seven day period each of those two ran from
between 75 and 77 hours.”
People started signing up for
indoor leagues the week before my
September visit, though they don’t
start until early January. Mueller
anticipates having 350 archery league
shooters this winter, which represents a great customer base for his
pro shop sales all through what most
consider archery’s “slow season.”
“The population of Portage is
around 8,500, but we have league
shooters coming from a 60-mile
radius,” this pro shop owner told me.
“I even draw some from Neosha and
Green Bay. That’s a pretty good distance for someone to drive.”
To minimize complaints about
which of the two systems they shoot
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on, Mueller has both his Model 50
and Model 300 set to the individual
shooter mode. Although the more
sophisticated Model 300 sometimes
failed to discern between shooters
releasing simultaneously, it’s error
free when customers take turns firing
at the high quality video.
Bryan Huinker got hooked on
video archery at Badgerland, and
makes the drive with his buddy Craig
for the 14 weeks they’ll shoot together on Monday nights. Huinker likes
the way Mueller mixes up the disks so
you never know what you’ll be shooting, and also likes knowing everybody
in his league will face the same
sequences over the course of the 3 1/2
months. He figures the most difficult
shots are the moving snakes or maybe
the ducks that are bouncing on
waves. By the time spring turkey season rolls around, Huinker and other
hunters who patronize Badgerland
Archery are better prepared because
of that realistic practice.
Video archery helps keep
Huinker coming back to Badgerland
year-round, and video archery actually helped draw Mueller into the
business in the first place. Five years
ago there was a bar and restaurant in
Portage whose owners installed an
AIS system, for patrons and because
they loved to shoot it themselves.
Mueller, who had been competing in
archery tournaments since he was 8
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George Zapuchalak came in ready to buy two new single-pin HHA sights to replace two
nearly-new in-line models from Trophy Ridge, which he’d decided were blocking too
much of the target. Mueller sold him one, passing up a second easy sale because he felt it
was better for the customer to keep a Trophy Ridge for a possible Western hunt.

years old, was earning his living in the
tool and die business but wishing he
was behind the counter of a pro shop.
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He launched Sharp Shooters with a
$12,000 investment in bowhunting
gear, and the help of that existing
video system. A couple years later the
building owners wanted to expand
with a supper club, and Mueller had
to strike out on his own. He had a
hard time finding the right building at
the right price, till a friend from
church showed him the industrial
building he had sitting empty just a
mile and half away from Sharp
Shooters.
The building had held the office
and fabricating shop for a business
that installed large fuel tanks. It had a
beautiful natural stone facing and the
lobby and conference room were also
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finished in stone that Mueller could
never have afforded on his own.
Offices for the architects could hold
storage, arrow building and bow
repair rooms, while the big concretefloored fabrication section was big
enough to hold twin video ranges, a
bow setup range, and the lanes for
paper leagues.
“No more than 15 minutes after
coming through the door, I said ‘Let’s
sign the papers,’” Mueller recalled.
“We opened here in July of 2002. I
leased for a year and a half, and have
owned it for a year and three quarters.”
Mueller’s wife Janet came up with
the name for the relocated business,
Badgerland Archery. She knew and
cared nothing about archery when
they first met, but caved in and got
involved shortly after they married.

“Within four months of picking up a
bow, she won her first state championship, and in three years she won
five out of six state championships. To
this day she holds the Badger State
Game Records for her division,” he
said.
Janet is too busy with her job and
the couple’s young children to practice and compete these days, and Jeff
is too busy at Badgerland Archery to
shoot more than a couple tournaments a year. But his 30 years of

shooting, often at the highest levels of
competition, are far from wasted.
Apart from the handful of shooters he
coaches on a regular basis, there are
now thousands of bowhunters who
shoot better because a knowledgeable, full-service pro shop owner set
them up correctly and taught them
the basics of good shooting.
The main goal of these
ArrowTrade dealer profiles is to help
other retailers do a better job and
improve their profits. So at the risk of

Mathews is the number one line at
Badgerland Archery, and the store stocks
its branded clothing along with many of
the Buck Wear T-shirts. Below, release aids
are available for customers to try before
they buy, using them on the practice lane
or with this Saunders training device.

Circle 188 on Response Card
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offending some readers, I’m going to
pass along some fairly blunt statements Mueller made about the general set-up and coaching skills among
archery retailers today.
“This is not to pick on other
shops, but I’ve been traveling around
in archery since I was a kid,” Mueller
said with some hesitation. “You go in
and talk to other shops, you see how
they do things, and well, to this day
my opinion is 75 percent of the shops
out there do not set people up right.”
“They set people up with draw
lengths that are too long, and 100 percent of the time if you set people up
too long, they suffer for accuracy,”
Mueller continued. “Form is form.
There’s no two ways about it. I’ve seen
guys from this area who were set up 2
or 3 inches too long. They can’t hit
anything, or they’re hitting their arm.
I’ve had guys who have not shot for
three or four years because they got
so frustrated. When I get done with
them, they’re happy as all get-out,
enjoying the sport again.”
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Mueller’s years in archery and his
multiple state and national wins have
given him the eyes to quickly recognize good form and to know how to
make the needed adjustments in
equipment and stance and shot
sequence to duplicate it time after
time. He suggested dealers read what
coaches like Larry Wise, Tim
Strickland and Terry Wunderle can
teach about good form. But he also
offered some practical pointers for
readers of this article.
“I look for shoulders forming a T
when you look at the shooter from
the back. I look for the front shoulder
(the bow hand shoulder) not being
popped up. If you’re right handed,
and the left shoulder is popped up,
that’s an indication that the draw
length is too long. If you’re leaning
back (to reach your anchor point with
a bow set too long), your front shoulder will pop up 100 percent of the
time.”
“Your right elbow, for a right
handed shooter, should not be flat, it

Knowing many league shooters would like to come directly from
work, Mueller installed a lounge where customers can relax, eat
pizza, burgers and grill items, or have a beer or two. At right,

16

should be up. And you need to look
for a good anchor point on the face.
You don’t want to see their hand off
their face, floating. Sometimes, to
maintain a consistent anchor, you
can help them by installing a kisser
button,” Mueller continued. “Year’s
ago we preached a high wrist. Now we
want to see you get it down there on
the grip more. Today we know a more
relaxed bow hand elbow is better:
don’t have your arm locked with the
elbow turned out.”
What good shooters and their
coaches have learned about form in
the past 20 years is one reason why
draw lengths, even allowing for string
loops, are generally shorter than they
once were. Men who started shooting
with a 30 inch draw 20 years ago
today are often shooting 28. “They
haven’t shrunk,” Mueller said.
Don’t customers have some
responsibility for getting set up right?
If they want a longer draw to get more
speed, is it the dealer’s job to guide
them to a shorter, more stabile set up?

these shelves will fill with bow cases on league nights. Mueller
hopes to install a floor above these areas and move the two existing video ranges and a possible third to that second level.
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Offices that once held architects now serve as bow repair and arrow building centers.
Below, Roland “Rollie” Manthe watches Mueller demonstrate how to use the crank
cocking aid on a TenPoint Crossbow. Manthe is one of the 65-and-older hunters in
Wisconsin who don’t need a handicapped permit to hunt with crossbows during any part
of the deer season. Manthe is a life-long rifle hunter who has taken a caribou, an elk,
two moose and more than 60 deer with firearms. Buying this crossbow is his first experience with archery.
“The law changed 2 1/2 years ago, but now more people are finding out about it,”
Mueller said.“Last year in the month of September, I sold as many as I did the whole previous year. This is the third TenPoint we’ve sold this week. I don’t see anything wrong
with the Wisconsin law. If you enjoy the sport, you ought to be able to get out and hunt.”

Circle 212 on Response Card
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In Mueller’s mind, the answer is a
resounding yes. He said if the dealer is
knowledgeable about form and can
explain why the person is going to
shoot better, shorter, it’s very rare the
customer won’t listen. Dealers who
are setting customers up too long
may be shooting that way themselves. “They love the sport,” Mueller
said, “but they need more knowledge
about how to work with people on
shooting form. It’s important that
they get it, because you can have an
unhappy customer easier nowadays
than ever before. Just look at what
they’re spending for bow packages.
I’m averaging $1,000 to $1,200 for a
package.”
Mueller said he sometimes has a
customer tell him “I’m just a
bowhunter” when he’s helping them
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Badgerland Archery is located at N7720
Industrial Road in Portage, Wisconsin. At
right, Mueller loves the rustic look of the
fieldstone used inside and outside.

establish good form. He’ll point out
that good form is also needed for
making good shots on deer. He really
gets a kick out of
teasing some of
those
“just
bowhunters”
who
have
become
avid
league shooters
and now travel to
compete in tournaments.
And
he’s proud of the
fact that about 50
Less fuzz, total stability, smaller diameter (1/2 size of 450 Plus)
women and girls
shoot in his
Low creep, high durability, smaller diameter Dyneema
leagues.
“We have a
No creep, good arrow speed, highest strength
co-ed league, we
have non-handiRugged, low creep, very durable
capped
and
handicapped
Strong, low creep and stretch,
leagues, and then
extra light smooth wax
they’re all broken
No matter what characteristics
up
into
the
you’re looking for in a bowstring
appropriate
material, BCY has a product
classes. We work
suited to your needs.
on an 80 percent
607 Middle Street
See our website
Middletown, CT 06457
for our full range of
handicap, just
U.S.A.
bowstring and serving
like a bowling
Phone 860-632-7115
materials, or contact
league. That’s for
Fax 860-632-5775
us for a catalog.
our spot target
e-mail: bcyray@msn.com • www.bcyfibers.com
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leagues. Then for our video leagues,
we have raw score and handicapped
percentage leagues.”
Mueller figures he could have
bought a third video range with the
money he lost by having to turn away
customers the past couple winters.
That’s why he’s seriously thinking of
putting on an addition and building a
floor in the high-ceiling portion of his
building, to effectively double his
10,000 square feet of floor space.
Goals for this winter include adding a
computerized Point of Sale system,
filling in a notch at the front of the
building to expand the showroom,
and digging some large holes in the
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Mueller said he felt he was drowning in paperwork before he brought Amanda Bridger
(left), a recent college graduate, in to help handle phone calls and office work. Their goal
for this winter is to update the business with a Point of Sale system to help manage
inventory and track sales. Janet Mueller is the bookkeeper for the firm, and has a full
time job in the insurance industry. The seasonal workers Mueller relies on greatly include
Bryan Huinker, Neal Amos, Brad Westra, Michael Ros, Stephanie Zick, Nicki Manske, Jake
Friend, Carol Bride, Greg Dettemen, Brent Eggen, Tom Pearson and Alex Preuss.

concrete floor of his paper-target
range.
That’s where this enterprising
retailer plans to install pits for throwing horseshoes. He enjoys that hobby
himself and it’s so popular as a summer sport around the Portage area he
wants to see if there is enough support to start winter leagues. When it’s
time to shoot bows instead, the stakes
will be pulled and covers will be
dropped over the clay-lined pits.
Mueller has another goal for
2006, before any building expansion
would take place, That’s to find and
hire a good full time sales and service
person. Amazingly, he’s built the business to this point with the help of a
dedicated band of seasonal workers.
Until Amanda Bridger came on board
this summer, Mueller was Badgerland
Archery’s only “full-time” employee.
Although, like many retail readers of
ArrowTrade, “double-time” might be
a better description. There’s no law
against a business owner putting in
80 or more hours a week, and Mueller
has done that many times over the
past five years.
Before I left, I saw Mueller take a
phone call Bridger could have handled, to personally apologize for getting a new Switchback in a few days
later than a customer expected it.

When a business makes a mistake, he
told me, it’s very important to
acknowledge it and apologize sin-

cerely. Good word of mouth helps
build your business, but he said bad
word of mouth seems to spread 10
times faster.
I’ll save Mueller’s comments on
competition for our January Dealerto-Dealer column, and end with one
more reason why Badgerland Archery
is growing in these often-tough times
for independent retailers. The positive attitude of the owner is contagious. “How you present your business to your customer and how you
yourself stay upbeat is very important,” he told me.
Then this retailer told me that
Badgerland Archery lies within the
northern edge of Wisconsin’s CWD
control area. That disease frightened
a lot of hunters right out of the woods
the first year it was discovered, but
Mueller isn’t focusing on that. He
believes the Portage area is teaming
with bowhunters who are all potential indoor shooters, and that his
archery retail business is located right
where it needs to be.
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