BOWFISHING IN THE GRANITE STATE

W

hen a member of the Rheinhardt family reels in their
freshwater catch, the excitement runs high. “Your heart
begins to race much like it does when you see a big buck

coming in or have hooked onto a tuna,” said Megan Rheinhardt. Any
hunter or angler easily recognizes this feeling, but the Rheinhardts
take an unusual approach to stalking their aquatic prey. Instead of
conventional tackle, Brent, Megan, and their two sons, Myles and Wyatt,
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use equipment that would be familiar to archers and bowhunters,
participating in a sport that is gaining popularity across the country and
in the Granite State. The Rheinhardts are hooked on bowfishing.
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Bowfishing is an exciting and chal-

the Rheinhardt family, bowfishing is a great

lenging way to extend the shooting season

way to enjoy the off season. “Everywhere we

and add a new dimension to the long days

have traveled for bowfishing, we make new

of summer by “hunting” fish with a bow

friends,” Megan said.

and arrow. It is estimated that there are
and in 2021, over 20,000 archery licenses

Bowfishing Basics
The first thing to know about bowfishing

were sold in the Granite State alone. Many

is that you will need a current fishing license

of these bowhunters may be interested in

and you cannot chase every species of

trying something new this summer based

fish. Nationally, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife

on a sport they already love. Target archers

Service restricts bowfishing to nongame

can also use bowfishing to hone their craft

and invasive species. In New Hampshire this

on the water. Even if you’re not a hunter

includes two species: carp and white suckers.

or angler, bowfishing offers an exciting

Carp were introduced into New Hampshire

outdoor experience that is easy to learn. For

in the late 1800s, quickly becoming at home
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some 3.5 million bowhunters in the U.S.,

Clockwise from top left: Myles, Brent,
Megan, and Wyatt Rheinhardt head out
for some bowfishing action.
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in warm, slow-moving, turbid water with
aquatic vegetation. These bottom feeders
can grow to over 60 pounds. White suckers
can be found in just about any freshwater
habitat in New Hampshire, from lakes and
ponds to swift-moving streams. These
abundant fish can grow as large as 2 feet,
though they are usually smaller.
Carp may be taken from the Merrimack
River and Mascoma Lake, and they may be
harvested from the Connecticut River from
the northern tip of Grafton County down
to the Massachusetts border. White suckers
may only be targeted by bow anglers from
March 1 to May 31. Because these target
fish are considered invasive, bowfishing is
not a “catch and release” angling experience, and participants should be prepared
to remove and process their harvest.
A major difference between bowhunting
and bowfishing is the shooting distance to
the target. In the field, a deer is often quite
far away, and a successful shot requires a
high degree of practice and preparation.
Bowfishing offers its own challenges, but the
sport is very approachable for newcomers
because the fish are in close range and the
equipment is not highly technical.
Like hunters, bowfishing fans understand their quarry and where to find them.
Shallow, transparent water makes it much
easier to sight carp and white suckers, especially on a calm, sunny day. Spring spawns
and warming temperatures play into a
successful time on the water because both
white suckers and carp will be attracted
to shorelines and backwaters at that time
of year, making them easier targets. Carp
love expanses of woody debris, which give
them protection from predatory birds and
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Common carp (Cyprinus carpio)

White sucker (Catostomus commersoni)
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Carp and white suckers are skittish in
shallow water. This is why the best time to
bowfish is early morning, at dusk, or in the
dark of night. Carp prefer to feed in areas
with aquatic vegetation or woody debris,
providing cover from predators.
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an environment rich in insects to feed on.
The timing of an outing will also affect the
outcome. “Bowfishing in the middle of the
day can be difficult,” the Rheinhardts said.
“The light conditions must be perfect for
you to be able to spot the fish before they
see you and retreat to deeper water. Early
morning, dusk, and night are usually the
most productive times.”
Bowfishers can stalk their prey from
shore, wade into the water for a more
immersive experience, or fish from a boat.
All three approaches provide a unique way
of interacting with the fish based on the
equipment available, be it a pair of waders,
a kayak, a larger boat, or nothing at all. Bow
anglers know that fish in shallow waters
will be skittish, so hunter-style tactics are
crucial, especially when shooting from shore
or wading. Avoid making any noise, casting
shadows, or stirring the water to prevent
announcing your intentions to the fish.
People who begin bowfishing, whether
they have hunted or fished before, will have
to develop a key skill: compensating for
light refraction. Refraction occurs when
light rays bend at an angle as they enter
the water. This creates a visual effect that
makes a fish seem to be in a different place
than it really is. Bowfishing participants
must understand how light rays bend
underwater so that they can accurately
target the fish.
The best way to hit fish underwater
involves aiming low, below the target, and
then aiming even lower. It helps to visualize a spot six inches below your target.
This golden rule will get you started. As
you improve, try refining your technique.
“Aim six inches low for every foot of depth
the fish is or rather appears to be,” the
Rheinhardts advise. “If a fish is three feet
deep, you need to aim 18 inches low. This
will vary depending on how far away you
are from the fish.” Hands-on practice will
help develop accuracy. The process is easy
and fun for archers, especially on a hot
summer day; submerge a full plastic bottle
in the water and get started. Over time, you
will develop an understanding of refraction
and a personalized feel for targeting, which
will become second nature.

Myles and Brent Rheinhardt return home following a successful night of
bowfishing in New Hampshire.
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No Hook, Some Line, No Sinker

Families like the

The equipment needed for a great day
of bowfishing is specialized but easy to
find and very affordable, making it simple
for anyone to get started. The first thing
needed is a fishing license. After that, all
that is necessary is a bow, the right arrows,
and a compatible reel. Some converts
collect their equipment second hand and
make their own modifications, while others
purchase complete packages from as little
as $130 to as much as $500.
The key element of any bowfishing
setup is a bow, and deciding which type
to use is the preference of the archer. A
recurve bow is the most traditional style.
With the exception of fabrication materials,
this bow has changed very little in design in
thousands of years. The ends curve forward
to provide extra power on the draw to propel
the arrow. A recurve bow is easy to maintain,
lightweight, and accurate. Compound bows
are a modern interpretation of their recurve
ancestors, using pulleys and cables to do the
heavy lifting. They require less strength to
draw, which increases control and accuracy.
Either style of bow should have an arrow rest

EQUIPPED FOR
BOWFISHING

Rheinhardts illustrate
the point that there is
always something new
to try in the outdoors.
and room to place a reel. Draw weight is an
important consideration no matter the bow
type. Because of the close range and the girth
of an average fish, a bow with a draw weight
of between 30 and 50 pounds delivers the
correct amount of force for the job.
Bows need arrows, and bowfishing has
its own unique projectile needs. There are
a seemingly endless number of options
available, but all arrows incorporate a nock,
a shaft, and a point. Arrows designed for
bowfishing are very specific in the composition material of the shaft and in the style
of tip. Fiberglass, carbon, and hybrid
materials all serve the bow angler because
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they are sturdy, but if the target is a larger
fish, carbon is the best option since it is the
strongest. Bowfishing arrows have barbed
tips to ensure that the arrow stays with the
fish while landing it. Because white sucker
and carp are large, soft-scaled fish, the arrow
will not need to pass completely through
them for the barbs to set internally, and
the point does not need to be as sharp as it
would if the target had tougher scales.
Getting the fish to shore or onboard
requires a reel. Reels compatible with bows
come in three formats: hand, spincast, and
bottle. Often paired with a recurve bow, a
hand reel, also called a drum reel, is simply a
cylinder with a spool of line around it. These
reels are simple to use and hard to break.
After a successful strike, the angler grabs
the line and rolls it around the drum as they
retrieve the fish. Gloves are a recommended
accessory. While the hand reel is the most
affordable type of bowfishing reel, it has
some shortcomings, including the need for a
heavier line and longer retrieval times.
Spincast reels can also be mounted on a
bow. These reels, common in fishing, make
perfect sense for anglers who have never
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Bowfishing essentials to get
your adventure started
1. Recurve bow
2. Compound bow

5

3. Bowfishing arrows
4. Hand (or drum) reel
5. Spincast reel
6. Bottle reel

6

10

n

New Hampshire WILDLIFE JOURNAL

BOWFISHING PRIMER Q&A
Megan and Brent Rheinhardt share some tips for getting started
Q. How did you get started bowfishing, and

$50,000. It’s great to get ideas about how you

what is its appeal for you?

want to set up your boat from people who
have already done it, and they are always

A. Brent got started in the sport ten years ago

willing to share what they like and what

while on a turkey hunt in New York. As in New

they wish they had done differently.

Hampshire, you can only hunt turkeys until
noon, so that leaves a large part of the day
open. An old college friend suggested that they

Q. How do you prepare for an outing, and

try bowfishing in the afternoon to kill some

what does your kit look like?

time before roosting gobblers.

A. Bowfishing gear doesn’t have to be
©MEGAN RHEINHARDT

Brent and his friend went out in a
rowboat, one of them standing in the front
with bow in hand while the other quietly
paddled toward the rings in the water that
the rising carp were making. The smaller
male carp push the larger females toward the
surface by bumping their bellies, trying to get
their eggs to release so they can do their thing

started with nothing more than your basic
archery set up. Replacing the stabilizer with
a bowfishing reel was easy and the reel only
cost about $50.

necessary equipment includes a bow, a reel
with line, and a solid fiberglass arrow with a
barbed tip. We all use compound bows. Brent,

As dusk settles in, Megan surveys the

Wyatt, and Myles all have their bows set up

water with her compound bow and

with a constant draw option and bottle reel

spincast reel at the ready.

while I use a spin reel. We have all added

and fertilize them. After the first trip out, Brent
was hooked on bowfishing! It was easy to get

expensive, but there are some essentials. The

bowfishing lights to our bows as well.

Q. Is this a sport you pursue as a family

Q. What would you tell someone who has

“team,” and what do you like about bowfishing

never gone bowfishing before but wants to

tournaments?

try it?

A. Yes, as a family, and as a team, we came

A. Reeling in a giant fish gives you an

up with the team name “Rock Bottom,”

adrenaline rush just like hunting a mature

adventure, the excitement spread to the entire

which represents our Granite State roots and

buck or hooking a trophy-sized fish. As the

family. Bowfishing gives us an off-season

newness in the tournament world. We travel

rush increases, you have to quickly get your

activity that we can enjoy with family and

to New York, Vermont, and Indiana to shoot.

composure, estimate how deep and how far

friends, including those who may not be

Tournaments are fun and a great place to meet

away the fish is, and then make the shot.

archers. Another perk is that this sport can

people who share the same passion, and we

Once you release your arrow, the excitement

be as relaxing or as competitive as you want

love to go to the weigh-ins to see all the boats.

of landing the fish kicks in. Having friends

it to be. If competition is what you are looking

Most of them are custom built and unique.

on board to help pull in the fish is always an

for, there are tournaments just about every

Boats can be designed for all budgets, ranging

experience filled with celebration, high fives,

weekend during the season.

from a few thousand dollars to more than

and some laughs!

When Brent came home from his

tried bowfishing. Retrieval time is greatly
reduced with a spincast, and the accuracy of
shooting is improved because the line used
is finer. Their shortcomings, however, are
in their initial cost and the need for routine
cleaning and maintenance.
The most popular bowfishing reel is
the bottle reel because it provides better
retrieval than a hand reel, while also being
extremely consistent and dependable.
The “bottle” houses the line and also

incorporates a handle for retrieving the fish.
Like hand reels, bottle reels use heavier line,
which reduces shooting accuracy.
Hunters and anglers pursue their quarries using different tools, but the growing
popularity of bowfishing nationally, and
in New Hampshire with families like the
Rheinhardts, illustrates the point that
there is always something new to try in the
outdoors, no matter your interests
or experience.

Jay Martin is Fish and Game’s Programs Information
Officer and Editor of the NH Wildlife Journal.
Megan Rheinhardt’s passion for the outdoors first
began when she met her husband Brent and has
grown ever since to include a successful moose harvest
in 2000. The family has spent countless hours in the
woods and on the water together building memories
to last a lifetime.
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