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 B IATHLON

Primitive Biathlon

is also the Shandaken Primitive Biathlon 
on January 18.

Primitive biathlons have competitors 
racing through a wooded course with four 
or ® ve shooting stations. At each station, 
competitors attempt to shoot two targets 
at varying distances. Unlike regular biath-
lon races where time is added for misses, in 
primitive biathlon time is actually deduct-
ed for each hit. This means that in theory, 
a fast competitor who shoots very well can 
actually record a negative time! (Now that 
is the kind of PR you could have fun brag-
ging about to your fellow racers!)

Unlike the typical ® ve black circles that 
skiing biathletes shoot at, primitive biath-
letes shoot at target shapes more familiar 
to our ancestors including squirrels and 
buffalos. When they reach a shooting sta-
tion, the most competitors will insert a 
homemade paper cartridge full of gunpow-
der, similar to those used by Revolutionary 
War soldiers. They will then insert a cloth 
patch and ® nally the ball ammunition. 
Afterwards, a tool called a ªramrodº is used 
to push the items down the barrel to seat 
them ® rmly together against the breech. 
Once this process is complete, depending 
on the style of ri ̄e they are using they will 
either pour black powder into a  ̄ash pan 
( ̄ inklock) or use a powder cap (percus-
sion) to prime the ri ̄e.

This is where it can get tricky. After tak-
ing all of these methodical steps to prepare 
to ® re, there is no guarantee that this 375-
year-old technology will actually work! And 
just like in the olden days, there are no sec-
ond chances. A mis® re back then meant you 
watched your dinner run away. In primitive 
biathlon, a mis® re is a miss and you do 
not get a second try. Wooden period piece 
reproduction muzzle loading ri ̄es can cost 
from $200 to $2,000. More modern looking 
starter ri ̄es can be had for under $200.

Another big difference between primi-
tive biathlon and modern biathlon is the 
racing attire. You won't see any skintight 
lycra race suits at these events! Most of 
the competitors compete in traditional 

by Sean Halligan

Several years ago, I was asked by the 
Saratoga Biathlon Club to help out 
with a new event called a ªprimitive 

biathlon.º The ® rst image that popped into 
my head when hearing that term was the 
GEICO cavemen on skis! While primitive 
biathlon is not actually that primitive,  it 
does live up to its name when compared 
to the Winter Olympics sport of biathlon, 
which combines superfast cross-coun-
try ski racing with high-tech modern ri ̄e 
marksmanship.

Like its Olympic counterpart, primitive 
biathlon does involve negotiating snow-
covered trails with periodic stops to shoot 
at targets. However, instead of using rac-
ing skis competitors negotiate the trails 
on snowshoes. Wooden snowshoes that is, 
not those new lightweight aluminum rac-
ing snowshoes popular these days! When it 
is time to shoot, primitive biathletes shoot 
a muzzle loading black powder ri ̄e with 
round ball ammunition rather than a slick 
.22-caliber biathlon ri ̄e.  

While the sport of primitive biathlon 
is relatively new, the concept was born 
from years gone past. The sport began 
near Smugglers' Notch Resort in Vermont 
about 15 years ago when muzzleloader 
enthusiasts took the concept of biathlon 
and applied it to 18th century frontiers-
man skills. There are now several events 
throughout the Northeast.

The sport made its way into New York in 
2000 after NYS Muzzleloaders Association 
member Ken Schultz of Poland had com-
peted in Vermont for a few years and decid-
ed to give it a go locally. ªI looked online for 
a place to hold the event and came across 
the Saratoga Biathlon Club,º Ken said. ªI 
talked to club President, Jim Schreiner, who 
was happy to host the event for us, and we 
have been doing it there ever since.º The 
Battle on Snowshoes event now attracts 
100 to 140 competitors over two days.

The Northeast primitive biathlon sea-
son now begins in the Catskills and ends in 
the Adirondacks. In addition to the Battle 
on Snowshoes in Day on March 7-8, there 

leather, wool and fur frontier clothing, as 
well as 18th century military uniforms or 
Native American dress. While not required, 
Ken Schultz adds, ªPeriod pieces are 
recommended to add to the pleasure of 
the event.º

One of the most popular dress themes 
(not costumes!) used by primitive biath-
letes is a pre-1840s ªMountain Manº look. 
Retired school teacher Jo Byron from 
Phoenicia enjoyed putting her garb togeth-
er from materials purchased at various 
muzzleloader events, where other enthu-
siasts often sell their wares on blankets. ªI 
® rst purchased wool at a shoot, then sewed 
it into a long tube, and added a cord waist-
band, which is a style that would allow 
frontier women to use the same skirt dur-
ing different times of their lives ± such as 
pregnancy,º Jo said. ªI then made my vest 
from scraps of two different blanket coats 
and my husband Phil made me antler but-
tons from a deer that he had hunted.º Jo 
now proudly adds a new bead to the fringe 
on her vest each time she completes anoth-
er primitive biathlon.

Primitive biathlon is technically a 
competition, and you will ® nd a cer-
tain amount of serious well-conditioned 
primitive biathletes aiming to win the 
event. However, the majority of competi-

tors are usually there to enjoy nature and 
to test their shooting skills on the beautiful 
snow-covered trails. Their competition is 
usually against themselves and their own 
prior results, not against the ® eld. Because 
of this and the fact that competitors can 
show up and start whenever they want to 
throughout the day, many will ® nish and 
then go back out and do it all over again. In 
fact, some of the events now have untimed 
categories for those in no particular rush. 
Many of the events also offer free camping 
for competitors.  

Primitive biathlons typically hand out 
awards in numerous categories, based on 
age, gender, and type of ri ̄e. ªCompetitors 
are of all different ages and come from 
many backgrounds,º Ken notes. ªWe get 
everyone from mechanics to doctors. Once 
they put on the garb, it is hard to tell them 
apart,º he adds. Eric Bratt of Delanson, who 
works at a pharmaceutical company, says 
ªPrimitive biathlons allow me to take part 
in muzzleloader events in the winter when 
there are no other shoots to attend.º

Jo Byron enjoys her primitive biathlon 
to the fullest commenting, ªIt is exciting to 
be out navigating the course, but I want 
to appreciate where I am so I will usually 
lose time to appreciate a beautiful winter 
stream or look at a stone wall.º Her hus-
band Phil adds, ªPrimitive biathlon is a 
nice family activity where you get to make 
friends with the people you see at the dif-
ferent events.º Phil and Jo's proudest primi-
tive biathlon moment was in 2003 when 
their son Tim won the overall award at the 
Battle on Snowshoes.

While primitive biathlons are primar-
ily made up of muzzleloader enthusiasts, 
beginners are always welcome to come out 
and give it a try. Most events have a supply of 
loaner snowshoes and ri ̄es for ® rst timers. 
Beginners are allowed to take the snowshoes 
for a test run until they feel comfortable 
using them. They are then given instruction 
on safe and proper use of the ri ̄e before 
they are sent on their way into the woods 
for a journey back in time to a simpler but 
tougher life, long forgotten by most.

For the 2009 primitive biathlons in the 
Northeast schedule, see the Calendar of 
Events. 

Sean Halligan is a member of the Saratoga 
Biathlon Club and leader of the Saratoga 
Youth Nordic Ski Club. He lives in Wilton 
with his wife and two sons.

BATTLE ON SNOWSHOES AT THE SARATOGA BIATHLON CLUB IN DAY IN MARCH 
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