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them for twelve years, became vice
president of their second corporation
and learned a lot about growing a busi-
ness in the process. As a business con-
sultant, Sandie’s firm specialized in
business development consulting and
processing SBA loans for banks.

Dale continued to work for Speed
Queen for the next 14 years in the plas-
tics department. Like many of us, he
dreamed of owning his own business
someday. Dale held a firm belief that
with hard work, level-headed thinking
and willpower, he could be successful.
Living in a small town, jobs were limit-
ed so he knew he had to create his own.
Sandie firmly believes that God was
grooming them for many years, direct-
ing them every step of the way. She
said, “We didn’t know where we were
headed, but I always felt His guiding

P3RIVERS ARCHERY:

CrasiNGg THE DREAM

ave you ever dreamed about

the perfect job? For those of us

who love traditional archery,
having a job at 3Rivers Archery would
seem to fit the bill. But how does one
end up owning 3Rivers? For Dale and
Sandie Karch the road was long, but
became the American Dream came
true.

Todd Smith introduced me to Dale
and Sandie shortly after they pur-
chased 3Rivers. We hit it off from the
start and over the past six years, we've
become the best of friends. Dale and 1
have hunted together in Michigan,
Texas and Africa and we're planning
another adventure together for water
buffalo in Australia next June. I
thought TBM’s readers would enjoy the
Karch’s story.

Born and raised in Milwaukee, this

38

By Denny Sturgis Jr.

young couple decided the city was “no
place to raise a child” and moved to
rural Wisconsin in 1984, Dale, a jour-
neyman tool and die maker, worked for
Speed Queen and Sandie was a stay at
home mom. Although “life” interfered
several times with Sandie’s education,
she decided to finish her college degree
in the fall of 1987. She needed to com-
mute 100 miles to finish her last 18
credits. Dale was happy to have his
mother-in-law move in to help with the
two boys, Matt, age three and Johnny,
two. After all, it was hunting season and
Dale was needed in the woods.

After earning her bachelor’s degree
in business administration with a
minor in management information sys-
tems, Sandie landed a part-time job
answering phones for a couple starting
a small business out of their garage.
Long story short: Sandie worked for

WWW. TRADBOW.COM

hand through the twists and turns of
our lives. When we ended up at 3Rivers,
it suddenly all made sense.”

Archery entered Dale’s life at the age
of eight when he first wrapped his hand
around a bow. An avid hunter, Dale was
always happiest in the woods. Sandie
hunted with a bow as a teenager, with
her Dad and brothers. When they first
met, she continued to hunt with Dale
until, as Dale puts it, “the ring was on
her finger.”

Dale saved his hard earned money
and ordered his first custom bow. After
shooting the bow and examining the
craftsmanship, the perfectionist in Dale

" said, “I can do better!” So Dale and his

good friend Greg Szalewski, a fellow

The 3Rivers Management Team.
Left to right—Dean Vanderhorst,
Teresa DeLancey, Todd Smith,
Sandie Karch and Dale Karch.



Humble beginnings. Yet, hard work and persistence certainly paid off for
the the Karch family.

Sandie shooting an early
Tomahawk recurve.

tool and die maker, built a heat box and
developed forms to build their own.
Dale continued to perfect his design and
workmanship over the next few years,
building bows for friends and relatives.

In 1994, Dale shot a large black bear
with the first bow he ever built. The
passion for bow-building had been
sparked and Tomahawk Bows were
born. Next came the hard part: convine-

ing Sandie that he could make his liv-
ing building bows.

Since their home had no basement,
Dale built his bows in the utility porch
on top of Sandie’s washer and dryer. So
in 1995, when Dale asked Sandie to
take out a second mortgage to build a

shop, she had a personal incentive to |

comply: she was tired of moving his
“stuff” every time she wanted to do
laundry. The deciding factor was that
Dale had always planned to retire at
age 50. He told Sandie that if he per-
fected his trade over the next ten years,
he could supplement their retirement
income by building bows.

With the help of friends and rela-
tives, they built a 28’ x 48’ shop outside
their home. “When we bought our home,
there was a 5-car parking space. 1
always wondered what that was for,”
says Sandie. “The shop was a perfect
fit.” They built their shop with a divid-
ing wall. Initially, half the workspace

was used for bow building and the other |

half was the retail store.

Every weekend, it seemed they were
off to archery shows throughout the
Midwest, displaying Tomahawk Bows

and talking to potential customers. |

Sales were slim at first, and it would
have been easy to give up. “But,” Sandie
says, “We were just planting the seeds.
When the customer was ready to buy a
custom bow, they would be back. It was

necessary to travel to all those shows |

just to get the bow into the customer’s
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got target panic? |

snap shooting...freezing.. premature release
shortdraw .mental tension.. trouble holding

CURE IT FOREVER IN A FEW MINUTES
| WITH A NEWLY DISCOVERED TECHNIQUE.

www.PushRelease.com
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Tollgate Traditions
1233 US Hwy 20
West Winfield, NY 13491

(315) 822-5893

Free brochure available.
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With the help of family and friends, Dale and Sandie built their shop.

hands. Once they shot the bows and
talked to Dale, the seed was planted. All

| we had to do was wait!”

During those early years, their cus-
tomers were always asking to buy extra
strings, armguards and other acces-
sories. Dale always bought supplies
from 3Rivers Archery in Ashley,
Indiana, and kept them in plastic bins
in the garage. One day Sandie, as the
business consultant, said, “You know,
you've got a couple of thousand dollars
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of inventory in those bins. Why don’t
you set them out in the shop for cus-
tomers to see so they’ll buy more?” That
was the start of DMJ Archery, LLC.
Sandie says, “Our young son Matt once
thought DMJ stood for Dad’s
Moneymaking Job, but it really stood
for Dad, Mom, Matt and Johnny. This
truly was a family business right from
the start. To hear the boys tell it, they
were dragged from show to show every
weekend and forced to work the booth.”
Their son Johnny claims he has been
working since the age of 9. Sandie is
very proud of the fact that her boys
know how to make change! She created
catalogs on her home computer and
made photocopies during her lunch
hours. The night before a show, the boys
were “forced” to help assemble catalogs
on the kitchen table. When they com-
plained, Sandie always told them,
“Some day you're going to complain
when I ask you to bring in a case from
the truck that just dropped them off”
DMJ Archery grew rapidly as there
was a great demand for traditional
archery supplies in  Wisconsin.
Customers visited their shop on a regu-
lar basis as the word spread. Dale and
Sandie still fondly remember their first
visit to 3Rivers Archery. “We were excit-
ed to be walking into the largest “tradi-
tional only” business in the world. We
were like kids in a candy store!” reflects



Dale. The entire family enjoyed the
experience, shopping at their leisure
through thousands of square feet of
nothing but traditional archery prod-
ucts while enjoying the strong smell of
cedar shafting. I'm sure Dale and
Sandie were thinking, “Some day we’ll
be this big.” Little did they know....

For several years, Dale worked for
Speed Queen all day and spent his
nights building bows. The boys were 12
and 13 at the time and too 0ld to go to a
sitter for the summer. Since Dale and
Sandie firmly believed that young kids
that should not be home alone any more
than you'd leave a toddler alone, it
seemed natural for Dale to become a
stay-at-home dad. Fortunately, Speed
Queen offered a voluntary layoff that
summer. Dale took the opportunity to
see If he could make a go of his new
business.

DMJ Archery continued to grow, but
as hard as Dale worked, there was no
way he could earn a living with a
“hobby business.” But Dale and Sandie
would not give up. They just realized
they needed to work smarter. Reviewing
how many hours it took to build a bow,

Sandie, the business consultant, said,
“You'll never be able to make it unless
you cut your production time to one-
third the current hours. Secondly, you
need to find someone to distribute the
bows you build.” Dale immediately
invested more of the family’s savings
into traveling to work with other sue-
cessful bowyers, where he learned
many tricks of the trade.

Dale figured that since he’d been
doing business with 3Rivers Archery, it
only made sense that they should sell
his product! That’s when Dale contacted
Todd Smith and made his pitch for
Tomahawk Bows. When Todd didn’t call
to place an order, Dale approached him
again at a show, determined not to take
no for an answer. Todd’s reply to Dale’s
persistence was, “Look, we're for sale. If
you want your bows in the catalog, why
don’t you just buy the business?”

That was in 1999. Steve Ferree had
started the company 14 years earlier in
a back bedroom and watched it grow
into a 10,000 square foot building with
eight employees. Steve was ready for
retirement.

When Dale relayed this suggestion

Moving out of the laundry room
and into the new shop was a big
step for Tomahawk Bows.

to Sandie, she said, “Why not? At least if
we buy the business, since it’s already
successful we might be gaining back the
next ten years of our lives instead of
working to develop DMJ Archery to
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that level. Maybe we could even get
paid for our work!” They had been doing
business with 3Rivers as DMJ Archery,
so they knew there was already a great
team of employees in place. They made
the difficult choice to move the entire
family including Bull’s-Eye, the family
dog, to Indiana rather than move the
business to Wisconsin.

Six months later, when Matt was a
sophomore in high school and Johnny a
freshman, the family moved to Ashley,
Indiana. Dale and Sandie were now in
debt having mortgaged everythmg to

chase the American Dream. If you think
they lived happily ever after on “easy
street”, you'd be wrong. The work didn't
get any easier, but they now get paid to
live, breath, eat and sleep, thinking
about archery.

Now, of course, you'll find Tomahawk
Bows proudly displayed in the 3Rivers
catalog. They even improved the
Tomahawk Bow line with the introduc-
tion of the “Diamond Series” a few years
ago. Recently they launched,
TomahawkBows.com, a state-of-the-art
web site designed to make shopping for
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a custom bow easier. Their only problem
now is that they can’t produce bows as
quickly as they sell them. Their bows
are commonly backordered about 18
weeks. But Dale proudly says, “That’s a
good problem to have!”

The new owners carefully listened to
their customers and quickly made sev-
eral changes, eliminating the $15.00
minimum order and $2.00 catalog fees
and offering a 100% satisfaction, 30-day
guarantee. Over the past six years
they've invested in new telephone and
computer systems, resulting in a great-
ly improved ordering process and allow-

| ing them to ship 95% of their orders the

same day they get them. Two years ago,

| they hired a call center to take orders

24/7, 365 days a year. “Our customers
were so happy with the toll-free order

| line (1-866-RECURVE), that we even

added a toll-free customer service num-
ber this year,” says Sandie.
Dale is constantly seeking out new

' products and developing products that

aren’t being produced, in order to meet
the demands of the traditional market.

Dale continues to broaden the asset
base by producing hunting videos and

| purchasing other product lines like
| Wensel

Woodsmen broadheads.
“Quality is the key to the success of

| 3Rivers Archery: Quality products,

quality service, and quality guarantee,”

| Dale states.

Apparently their business philoso-

| phy is working as the “new” 3Rivers

doubled their sales and inventory in the
first five years. Sandie recalls with a
smile, “The first year we printed 20,000
catalogs. This year we're looking at ten
times that number, and they’re deliv-
ered on pallets by a semi truck.” I won-
der which of the boys she’ll ask to bring
in the next case?

Sandie says, “3Rivers is still operat-
ed as a mom and pop business, only we
now have more mouths to feed. We
employ anywhere from 15 — 20 people,
depending on the season. Yes, our sons
are still involved in the business.
Johnny is in college majoring in public

| relations. It's our hope that some day he

will return to 3Rivers to join the team,

but for now it’s just summer and winter

breaks. Matt is currently finishing a 4-
year stint in the Navy and plans to

| come home to attend college and work



for us — voluntarily this time. Matt, like
his father, i3 an avid hunter and very
entrepreneurial, we hope he’ll also
return to the 3Rivers team.”

As a way to give back to the tradition-
al archery industry that has been so good
to them, 3Rivers continues to support
many archery clubs and special functions
through donations and offers a customer
appreciation hunt giveaway each year
One vear, they even gave away a custom
Tomahawk Bow every month.

Dale has always been passionate
about traditional archery, dedicating
countless hours Lo support various
organizations. He currently serves on
the Board of Directors for the Compton
Traditional Bowhunters and is a past
president of Wisconsin Traditional
Archers. He is a member of PBS, Pope &
Young and a certified Bowhunter Safety
Instructor.

Sinee taking over six years ago,
Sandie has redesigned the 3Rivers web
site twice, improving the shopping cart
to make online shopping much easier.
“Technology is changing rapidly and as
a small business we struggle to keep up.
Is a good thing that I minored in
Management Information Systems, so [
have a clue as to what this technology is
all about,” Sandie states. They also
appreciate all the ideas, comments and
feedback they get dirvectly from their
customers on how they might improve
the website, Dale interjects, *We love it
when they give us their input. Tt helps
us know what ey want. After all, with-
out our customers, we wouldn’t be here!”

Field-testing new bowhunting prod-
ucts is part of Dale’s job description.
How cool ig that? As often as he can
swing it, he's “Gone Hunting”, some-
times capturing the excitement of big
game hunting with the how and arrow
on film. Many of these bowhunting
adventures have found their way into
the “3Rivers Archery Adventure Series”
including “Africal,” “Javelina!l® and
“Bowfishing Bonanza.” Dale assures us
there'll be more in the future. When
asked about all those hunts, he offers a
wink and a smile, saying, “It’s hard
work, but someone’s got to do it! I'm just
glad it's me.” Sandie adds, “Just a cou-
ple of years ago, I started to hunt again
and we have shared some very special

huntg together. But when we hunt

Dale and Sandie Karch, with Bullseye, the official 3Rivers greeter.

together, he's not allowed to bring his
bow. He's my personal cameraman!”

What's next? Dale has this to offer:
“We have a saying around here; we're
going to keep throwing things against
the wall and see what sticks.” Dale and
Sandie strike me as perfectionists, so I'd
say it's a pretty safe bet that they'll
never stand still. They realize that even
if you're on the right road, you'll get run
over if you just sit there. Theyre cur-
rently considering expanding their
building to facilitate the growth of
3JRivers’ arrow production and their
ever-expanding new inventory. “The
hours are long and the pressure high,”
Dale notes, “but it’s great to be able to
g0 to work every day and do what you
love—talk about bowhunting!”

Driving home after our interview, 1
reflected on many of the subjects we'd
discussed: where they'd come from, how
hard they'd worked to get where they
are today, and what their goals were for
the future. I thought about how impor-
tant family and friends were to both
Dale and Sandie and how passionate
they were about shooting bows and
arrows, bowhunting, and being the best
they could he for their customers. Then
it hit me. They're not chasing the dream
anymore. They're living it!

For more information on 3Rivers
Archery visit one of their websites:

Traditional Bowhunrer® AugfSep 2006

3RiversArchery.com, TomahawkBows.com,
or WenselWoodsman.com.

A residential builder and co-owner of
Traditional Vision Quest LLC, Michigan
bowhunter Denny Sturgis Jr
tributes regularly to the magazine.
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