Coach’s Corner
Hands: What We Want Is
Repeatability Without Control

By Larry Wise

A

t some point in our history, I believe we humans
developed thumbs that oppose the other fingers on
our hands. That enabled us to hold and control the
items we found in our lives, like rocks, sticks, spears and
eventually, man’s first complex tool, the boa wans arrow.
For some 50,000 years, man has been shooting archery and
using his hands to do so.
Today, we’re no different; we control almost every
object we come in contact with, including modern archery
equipment. Most archers I observe use their hands to
manipulate their bows and release aids in an effort to “make
the bow shoot the arrow in the middle.” They grip their bows
and their release aids in a controlling manner, with a desire
to dominate them.
I find their efforts interesting and a reminder of my
early days in archery when I tried to do the same. I tried to
control the bow and arrow and failed. I had to learn a better approach and state of mind when I engaged my archery
gear. I had to learn the first principle of archery, which I will
state here.
THE FIRST PRINCIPLE OF ARCHERY:
Archery is a simple two-step sport.
Step One: Learn to hit the mark.
Step Two: Repeat Step One!
Now, this all sounds simple but this principle has been
around for thousands of years. In fact, it was painted on a
cave wall in Spain some 21,000 years ago. In that drawing,
several archers are depicted shooting at deer-like creatures
and we know they are trying to repeat their efforts because
they each have one or more arrows shot into the deer and
another arrow drawn and ready to launch into the same
animal. They knew about first hitting the mark and then
repeating the effort.
Obviously, some of them succeeded in this effort, procured their food, survived and reproduced. You and I are
here today as a testament to their “ability to repeat.” So how
did they do it? What secret did they learn about the bow and
arrow that allowed them to succeed and what can we apply
from it to our own shooting today?
Dominating the bow by “making it” shoot the arrow in
the middle actually prevents you from repeating the act of
shooting. What I’m saying is that you cannot repeat all of
that “tension filled action” even twice out of a hundred tries.
Go ahead, try to repeat the act of making a fist exactly the
same two times consecutively and you will experience what
I mean.
Instead, if you “blend” with the bow and release aid in
order to allow the bow to shoot the arrow into the middle of
the target, you will succeed at your highest level. Use fewer

This cave art from
Vallorta, Spain dates
back over 21,000
years. Clearly, the
archers
depicted
on those cave walls
understood
that
the first principle of
archery was to learn
to hit the intended
mark and then
repeat. Like these
ancient archers, who
each have a second arrow ready to
shoot, we measure
our own ability to
repeat every time we
keep score; that’s the
challenge of archery.

muscles and you can repeat the act at a higher rate. This is
like the Zen teachings that tell you to “become one” with the
bow and arrow, acting as a complete unit with it. In this way,
you can create the best conditions for getting the results you
want. You just have to avoid controlling the bow and the
release with your hands.
You must give up on the idea of imparting your will on
the bow and decide to join it as an equal partner in a joint
venture. Archery, in this regard, is humbling and a good
teacher; know anyone who could use a little of this philosophy in his or her daily life?

The Beginning And The End
My mentor and coach, Archery Hall of Fame member
Bud Fowkes, was instrumental in much of my learning
about shooting form. He taught me how to see good form
and to understand the timing of good archery. As part of
that, he taught me that the archery shot begins and ends
with bow hand placement.
Here’s what that means: the bow hand is the first body
part to touch the bow as you set up for the shot (that’s step
three in my Core Archery form steps) and it’s the last body
part touching the bow as the arrow crosses the arrow rest on
its way to the target (that’s step 10). This makes bow hand
placement on the bow’s grip section extremely important.
You have to do this form element correctly and at the correct time if you want to reach your full potential in archery.
From the time you set your bow hand on the bow grip,
you must decide if you are going to either control it or work
with it. Every time you or your customers nock an arrow, the
bow hand placement decides whether the shooter will force
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used to doing and that makes it difficult to learn. Learning
to “refuse to control” flies in the face of everything we do all
day long but that is exactly what you must do in order to get
consistent and accurate archery results.

The Bow Hand Purpose

All day, every day, we grip and manipulate the tools in our lives.
Maybe they include a wrench, a drill, a computer, a cooking pan
or the steering wheel of a car. Whatever the tool is, you can usually control it and make it do what you want but when you try to
control a bow, you defeat the purpose; you cannot repeat the shot
process when you introduce hand tension in order to control the
bow or release aid.

the shot to happen or allow the shot to happen naturally.
Most of my students, 98 percent of them, don’t know
how to place the bow hand on the bow correctly. (It’s the
same 98 percent in golf.) They grip the handle in some way
or they stiffen the fingers and thumb in an effort to get consistency. They are doing exactly what they do all day with
their hands: control, feel, manipulate, bend, push, squeeze
or pound. They have not separated archery from daily life
because they haven’t been taught that they need to.
Placing the bow hand on the bow is counter-intuitive.
In other words, it’s the opposite of what the students are

To shoot accurately and consistently, you should place the bow
in front of the radius bone in your forearm and your upper arm’s
humerus bone so those bones can resist the draw force of the bow;
your hand just happens to be at the end of these bones. Obviously,
when these bones are in line, as shown, you use less muscle to resist
the bow and reap the benefits of that through repeat performance.

What exactly is the purpose of the bow hand? What are
you supposed to do with the hand when you put it on the
bow’s grip section? The answer is simple: place the hand on
the bow in a manner that allows the arm bones to resist the
force loads generated by drawing and holding the bow.
You thought it was all about the hand, didn’t you? Well,
it’s not about the hand; it’s about the arm bones. Good
archery form, including bow hand placement, is about your
body’s core - your skeleton - and how to use it effectively.
The bones of the lower and upper arm must be in line
so they can resist the bow’s draw force. Liken this to how you
use your leg bones all day when you’re on your feet. You use
enough muscle – and it’s not much – to keep your leg bones
in line between your butt and the floor. If you didn’t, then
your backside would be dragging on the floor and the seat of
your pants would be worn out.
What remains then is to learn what hand parts should
touch the bow handle, what bones should be in line, what
muscles should be relaxed and what muscles should be contracted. With that knowledge, you can begin to get the bow
hand placed correctly.
It’s time to point out the physics at work in the bow
handle during the power stroke. When the string is released,
it and the arrow move toward the target but the bow handle
moves in the opposite direction. The handle moves away
from the target according to the law of physics that states
that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. During the two-hundredths of a second (.02 sec.) that
the bowstring is moving toward the target, the bow handle
is pressing back into the bow hand and therefore, a relaxed
bow hand at the end of in-line arm bones is the most consistent way to resist this initial action of the bow handle. Tense
the hand and you can’t repeat.
Bending your arm at the elbow recruits a far greater

If you choose to bend your bow arm, then you must recruit all of
the muscles of your arm to hold that position. Fatigue and inconsistency become your enemies. Couple that with a tense bow hand
and your ability to repeat is severely compromised.
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It’s simple: place the star on the bow grip. And don’t place any
part of the palm on the little-finger side of the life line on the grip.
To make sure this happens, turn your knuckles so they are at a 45
degree angle to the bow handle.

number of muscle groups than keeping it straight does.
Try standing with your knees bent for just one minute to
feel how many more muscle groups become active and,
of course, how much these muscles fatigue. Your bow arm
undergoes the same fatigue if you use lots of muscle to hold
it bent while at full draw. Keep your arm efficient by keeping
the lower and upper arm bones in line while at full draw and
placing a relaxed bow hand between them and the handle.

The Touch Pad
The lifeline that runs down the palm of your hand separates your hand into two regions. The thumb pad portion,
called the “thenar eminence” and only this pad should be
placed on the grip area of the bow handle. Place more than

Coaches teach new archers to make a stop sign with the bow
hand so the knuckles make a 45 degree angle with the bow handle.
This ensures that only the thumb pad, marked with the star here,
touches the grip section. This also keeps the forearm out from in
front of the bowstring.

this pad on the grip and you’ll transfer torque to the handle.
The hand diagram shown above indicates the proper
pad to place against the bow’s grip section. It also shows
the line across this pad that should be placed on the bow
handle. This line must be vertical when the bow is drawn to
full draw position so that it matches the vertical attitude of
the bow handle.
To vertically orient this thenar eminence line requires
your bow hand to be rotated so your large knuckles are at a
45 degree angle to vertical. In this position, only the thumb pad (thenar eminence) can touch the bow’s grip while
the rest of the palm cannot. Note to
beginners: this also keeps your forearm
out of the path of the bowstring.

Relaxed Fingers And Thumb
Next, you must learn to relax your
bow hand fingers and thumb. These
appendages must all be relaxed before
the bow hand touches the bow grip. No
exceptions! If they’re tense when you
touch them to the bow grip, then they
will most likely stay tense through the
entire shot sequence and that promotes
inconsistent pressure.
You do not need your fingers and
thumb to hold the bow. You should
be holding the weight of the bow with
your release hand, since you’ve already
hooked the release to the bowstring.
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This allows you to keep your bow hand fingers and thumb
relaxed at the first touch and through the rest of the shot
process.
The wrist should be held in a moderately bent position.

Remember that you’re trying to position the in-line arm
bones between the bow and your shoulder but the hand is
in the way of this. Therefore, you must place the thumb pad
center, marked with a star in the aforementioned diagram,

After you place your thumb pad onto the bow grip, you must learn
to relax your fingers and thumb so you avoid transferring torque to
the bow handle. A relaxed thumb points to the target and is a key
element that coaches look for when evaluating an archer’s form.

Your bow hand fits naturally onto the bow grip if you allow your
wrist to bend a medium amount. Don’t force it; just allow your
wrist to bend while you lower your thumb pad onto the grip of your
bow. Keep it relaxed.

135

Jan15AT132-139T-R.indd 135

12/2/14 9:25 AM

directly onto the bow grip because that is the point on the
hand directly in front of the radius bone of the forearm. It’s
this radius bone that you want to resist the bow force at full
draw and a moderately bent wrist helps with that.

The Forearm Bones
The forearm has two bones: the shorter radius and the
longer ulna. They lay side-by-side at the lower end to form
the wrist joint. At this end, the radius is larger, is located on
the thumb side and forms the main part of the wrist joint. At
the upper end, these two bones join to the humerus of the
upper arm to form the elbow joint.
When the radius is lined up with the humerus, they
form a rigid resistance to the bow. If you can keep your bow
shoulder down, then this resistance is anchored through
bone-to-bone contact to your back. Raise this shoulder and
more muscle has to be recruited to resist the bow force; bone
repeats better than muscle, so keep the shoulder down.

Teaching Bow Hand Position
I prefer to introduce bow hand position by having my
students stand in the archers’ “T.” In this position, they can
first set the stance and then hold both arms straight out from
their sides. When their shoulders are set back and down, I
teach my students to make a “stop” sign with the bow hand.
This position places the thumb pad vertically to match the
bow grip.
From this point on, you have this stop sign image to use
for reference. Until your students learn correct hand position, you’ll have to constantly refer to what they learned in
the archers’ “T.” Strong visual images are great but actually
doing an action makes a longer lasting image.
Here’s a set of steps for getting the bow hand
placed correctly.
1) Slide the web of skin between your thumb and
index finger into the pivot point of the bow grip section.
2) Relax your fingers and thumb.
3) Allow the thumb pad to lightly roll down onto the
bow grip.
4) Check the position; a properly placed thumb will
point toward the target.
5) Avoid putting too much pressure on the grip with
the bow hand.
6) Hold the bow hand in the proper position throughout

Relaxing your pinky and thumb while holding a T-handle release
aid allows your forearm to relax and when it relaxes, you can then
transfer the holding of the bow into your back muscles. You then
become more efficient at both holding and releasing. Rotating
your release aid so the back of your hand is against your face will
inhibit your ability to transfer holding into your back; keep the
hand near level so your back can do the work efficiently.

the raising of the bow to the target level.
7) During the draw, the bow will press into the bow
hand at the target and aiming level, yielding optimum bow
hand consistency.
Learning and following this routine is vital for your
students’ success in establishing correct bow hand position. Without a set routine to follow, placing the bow hand
becomes a lottery event; sometimes it hits and sometimes it
doesn’t. Use this routine to repeat your effort.

The Internal Dynamic Of Shooting The Bow
You’ve all watched hundreds if not thousands of archers
shoot their bows and arrows but what are you seeing? And
what is it that you can’t see that is really important to repeating your shot process? This answer gets to the heart of good
archery and the most important part of the shot.
The answer to repeating your archery
shot is a word and concept you probably
are not using much: “transfer.” You can’t
see it happen inside other archers but you
can see the results of it at the target. You
can feel it internally when you learn to do
it. And when you do, your archery game will
improve dramatically.
“Transfer of holding” is the act of transferring the effort you use to draw the bow
from your arm into your back muscles.
Continuing to hold the bow with your arms
has low repeatability while holding the bow
with your back muscles and thereby relaxing your holding arm is far more efficient
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and highly repeatable. Transfer, then, is the most important
part of the archery shot.
Transfer efficiency, however, begins with your release
hand and how you hold your release aid. If you hold it with
a tight fist, then you reduce your ability to transfer your
holding effort to your back. If you rotate the back of your

Flat knuckles and a straight wrist both promote a relaxed forearm. Bending your knuckles or making a fist tightens your forearm, so avoid holding your release aid with a fist.

release hand up against your face or engage your little finger, you also lessen your ability to transfer holding. Let me
explain why.
It should be obvious that holding your bow with your
back requires that you contract your back muscles. To complete the release of the shot requires a slight increase in this
contraction. You must also realize that contraction in your
back muscles is automatically accompanied with expansion
of your chest muscles. Back contraction causes the rotational force on the holding elbow that helps you execute the
shot with a release aid, so if you contract both your back and
chest simultaneously, your shot process will stall.
Here’s the deal with engaging either your little finger
and/or thumb. They both link with muscles and other tissue
up your forearm and upper arm and into your chest via the
pectoral muscle groups; they contract the chest.
Turning the back of your release hand against your face
has a similar effect; it contracts your chest. Making a fist also
tightens the forearm muscles, which keeps the holding effort
in your arm and prevents efficient transfer into your back. In
all these cases, you limit your ability to transfer and thereby
limit your ability to repeat.
Here’s the efficient way to hold a T-handle release:
1) Make a hard hook with the two end segments of
your fingers.
2) Relax your thumb and little finger.
3) Keep your knuckles flat (no making a fist).
4) At full draw, hold your release aid no more than 30
degrees above level.
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Hold your index trigger like this:
1) Adjust the length of the release aid handle and strap
so that you can wrap your index finger around the trigger
at the second crease. Do not use your fingertip or the second segment.
2) Gently curl all fingers and the thumb.
3) Hold the back of your hand rotated no more than 30
degrees above level.
4) Maintain a relaxed, straight wrist.

Back Muscle Contraction
What happens when you maintain your release hand
as described? By allowing the holding effort to leave your
forearm and transfer into your back, you gain the efficiency
of the back-tension process. Holding your bow with your
back muscles – rhomboids, levator scapulae and trapezius
– allows you to further contract those muscles and place
a rotational force on your upper arm and elbow. In other
words, picture your elbow rotating about your shoulder joint
and using that motion to execute the release of the arrow.
This effort occurs only on your dominant or holding side.
This process eliminates the need for you to pull the bowstring further from the target. Pulling takes lots of muscle
while rotating takes just the back muscles mentioned. Your
bow-side arm will resist the force of the bow while your
holding side will develop the rotational force needed to
discharge the release aid. The “push-pull” method is far less
efficient because it uses far more muscle compared to the
more efficient “resist and rotate” method of back tension.

Practice Routine
Practice with a purpose is always far better than just
plain practice. Practice with the idea in mind to improve
your hands using the preceding information is the only way
to become better for the long term. The questions become
“How do I practice?” and “What do I do during a practice session?”
During practice is the time for you to use your conscious mind to guide your learning of a new skill. Since your
conscious mind can only have a single thought at any given
time, you must work on only one skill at a time and for now,
that skill is “bow hand placement” or “release hand holding.”
Through this kind of guided practice, your subconscious will
gradually take over the hand routine; it will become a habit.
To ensure that your conscious mind can remain focused
on the bow hand, you’ll want to practice close to the target
butt. “Close” means 4 or 5 yards, with no target faces on the
butt. You don’t want the eyes aiming at anything, as this distracts the conscious mind from guiding the bow hand.
In fact, the best way to do this kind of practice is with
your eyes closed. Without visual distractions, your conscious
mind can do its best job of remaining focused on one of your
hands for a period of time. It can focus on how the bow hand
feels as it first touches the grip, during the raise and during
the draw. At full draw, you can best feel if your fingers are
relaxed by flexing them a little to be sure they are limp and
then finish the shot through the release.
Every practice session should begin with 30 shots at the
blank bale with your eyes closed. There can be no exceptions

To get the best long-term results with an index trigger, you should
hold it with the second crease in your index finger. This makes sure
that the highly sensitive fingertip is not touching the trigger; you
don’t want your conscious mind to be connected to the trigger at
any time. Now you can hold the bow with your back, tightening
those back muscles and all fingers at the same time to get that
surprise release you hear so much about.

to this for weeks to come. If I were coaching basketball, the
first 20 practice sessions would start with everyone at the
foul line blindfolded, learning to feel the shot.
If shooting at other distances is part of a practice session, then the bow hand must be checked during each shot.
At the close of the session, a student must return to the blank
bale to shoot at least 10 more closed-eye shots, focusing on
the feel of the bow hand. Always start and end by working on
your single objective for the practice session.
Since it takes humans about 20 days to learn a new habit,
your students are looking at practicing bow hand placement
or release hand holding every day for three weeks. You’ll
have to remind them that Rome wasn’t built in a day, so they
need to practice, practice, practice!

CONCLUSION
There are no secrets in archery. Beginners and professionals can and must all do the same form steps to experience success. Those that practice them the most effectively
get the best results and the most important of those steps
involve the placement of your hands. Get them right and
relaxed and you will set your bow free so it can repeat its
performance without human interference. The bow will
do its job if you do yours by eliminating over-control with
your hands.
Keep well, shoot straight.
Larry Wise
Editor’s Note: Larry’s latest book, “Larry Wise on
Coaching Archery,” is now available. This book is a compilation of over 25 ArrowTrade Magazine articles that Larry has
written and it can be purchased at www.larrywise.com or
through Archery Focus, an online magazine.
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