The Tao of the Shanghai

By Slingshot Dave

We live in a crazy age. It is an age of machines, computer chips and TV. It is a cerebral age, not one of doing things but one of having things done. As technology progresses the old ways of doing things become lost and things that were once common place become arts, remembered by only a few, or forgotten completely. 
Children seem to become more and more attached to the cool glow of a screen. It provides them with entertainment, education and company. I envision a future of an atrophied pale society, short sighted, brain tumour’d and violent. Bodies sagging under their own weight save for massive thumb muscles driving game controllers at the speed of thought.
Pull the plug. Let’s go back to the days of my youth. Out catching frogs, building forts and shooting things. Back to a time when a kid turned eight and was given a knife to take to Cub Scout camps. When an air rifle was an acceptable toy and no-one called in the swat team. When accidents happened, they taught you a lesson and nobody got sued.

With these thoughts in mind I present The Tao of the Shanghai, an instruction in the manufacture and use of the good, old fashioned slingshot. 
Selecting materials and assembly. 
A shanghai is a primitive weapon, it can be hand made from found materials and accuracy should be through careful construction and practice. In fact the word shanghai, in relation to the catapult, means “a stick, cleft at one end”. It probably derives from the Scots dialect, “shangan” or “shangy”. 
The fun of shanghais is as much in the making as the shooting. It’s taking pride in the knowledge that you built yours to last and shoot straight and the other kids will shoot ‘round corners. It’s a DYI kind of thing.
The Fork.

With that in mind, selection of the parts is very important. You may have to spend hours searching trees for that perfect forked stick. The right type of rubber can be bought, the leather can always be salvaged but the stick must be hunted. Good forked sticks are surprisingly rare, not many trees grow that way. What you will generally find is that one prong will sort of grow sideways from a bigger limb. This will work but is not so aesthetically pleasing and must be made either right or left handed. Even if you can find a branch that has divided equally in two directions, odds are the two arms of the fork will be different thicknesses.
In the USA, word has it, the tree of choice to look for is the dogwood. Now, I’m not sure what a dogwood looks like but I’m pretty sure they’re not that common in Australia. My favourite wood would have to be willow. It is easy to work with, looks nice and, if treated properly, very resilient. The problem is willow does not naturally produce nicely shaped forks so, if you see one, cut it off quick. 

Ok, so we’ll go with willow for our first stick. What do we look for in a good willow fork? Well symmetry is very important. If the stick is not straight it will just make it harder to shoot straight. Also the wood should be of appropriate thickness, baring in mind it will lose up to a third of its diameter once you strip the bark off. The length of the fork prongs should be about 15cm long x 1.5cm thick and the handle long and thick enough to comfortably grip. And the wood must be green and alive. Willow rots very quickly once it’s dead and will become brittle and dangerous to use.
Once you find that perfect branch (see, I told you it wouldn’t be easy) you will need to cut it of with some sort of pruning saw. When I am going for walks I will take a Victorinox Swiss Army knife with me. It has lots of handy tools and the wood saw will rip through wet willow in no time. It is important to always cut the Y a fair bit bigger than you will need, that way, if the wood splits while you are cutting it off, the split will not travel into the wood we want to use. I allow at least 5 or 6 cm on each prong. You don’t have to be neat at this point, we’ll tidy it up back at home.
Try to get your cutting home as quickly as you can, we want to avoid letting the wood dry out. This will make the wood harder to work on and increases the risk of it splitting and warping. Once home take a saw and cut the Y to your final dimensions. Go slowly, get it right. Nothing is more annoying than ruining a hard found stick with a careless saw. Once cut, strip the bark off using your hands. If the wood is still wet it should strip off very easily leaving a nice white, slimy stick. Take that stick and pop it on a plate. Here’s the secret to drying it without it rotting, splitting or warping. Microwave it. Put it in the microwave, on high, for about two minutes. Once done, it should not be hissing any more and there should be a reduced amount of steam coming off. Put it on some dry paper and let it cool. If you are not in a hurry it wouldn’t hurt to let it sit for a day or two just to get rid of any residual moisture.
Next you want to remove all the lumps and bumps on the Y that may snag anything or just doesn’t look tidy. For this job I use the small sanding drum on a Dremel roto-tool. I will also use this to remove a section from the top of each prong that stops the rubber slipping up or down once fastened. These are just grooves, about 5mm down the fork, on the side facing away from the body, and about 4 or 5 mm deep. Finally, take a medium grit sand paper and give the whole thing the once over to get it nice and smooth.
Now you should have your fork looking pretty much how you want it to look. It’s clean, white and smooth with no cracks or knots that will cause problems later. There are several products available to finish the wood, I choose an old fashion beeswax polish available at hardware stores. It does not stain the wood but gives a small amount of protection and polish. It consists of a liquid, mainly turpentine with natural beeswax suspended in it. You just give the bottle a shake and rub it into the wood, then buff off. Give it a couple of coats, its not expensive. That’s about it. Your ready to attach the rubber.
The bands.

In the “good old days” bicycle tire inner tubes were made of red, pure gum rubber. They were very stretchy, like a rubber band, and provided children with an endless supply of slingshot rubber. These days the tubes are made from black rubber which does not perish like the old stuff but is not very stretchy. So what do we use for the bands? Well, if you somehow have access to some strips of pure gum rubber from another source use that. If nothing else, it’s traditional. Apart from tying rubber bands together, which will not give enough power, I haven’t been able to find a reliable supply. On the prefabricated, bought slingshots, they use a latex rubber tubing. This works well but, again, hard to get. 
What you can get fairly easily in Australia is spear-gun rubber. Just pop into a dive shop and purchase it by the meter. You will want to get the thinnest gauge tubing they have, even then it will be to thick. Unless you have a Y with a three inch diameter and arms like Arnold Swartznagger,  you will not be able to aim straight using the whole tube. What you need to do is, take a pair of sharp scissors, the sewing kind that your mum wouldn’t let you use as a kid, and carefully cut the tube down the middle. You have to use scissors, for some reason a blade will not slice this rubber very easily. Be very careful to keep both sides of the tube an even thickness otherwise the stretch on each side wont be the same.
Time to tie the bands on. You want something very strong that will not let anything slip once it’s all together. The best thing, I have found, is the waxed whipping twine they use for whipping the ends of rope. You can get rolls of it in shops that sell boating supplies. It’s kind of a thin nylon cord that has been coated in wax so it binds to itself when you wrap it around stuff. This stops it from slipping. Just what we need. 
Stretch the band as tightly as you can around the fork with the notches in the front. Now clamp the back keeping the rubber very tight. What you clamp with is up to you. In the past I have used cable ties, they work ok. The best thing I’ve found so far is a thing called a haemostat. It’s like a needle nosed clamp surgeons use to clamp arteries during operations. In fact, if you have ever had major surgery in a public hospital, you may still be in possession of one and don’t know it. 
Clamp the rubber and start winding the cord, as tightly as you can, between the clamp and the stick. After giving about six or seven turns the best way to tie it off is to place a loop of twine underneath the part you are lashing. When you finish your seven turns put the free end through the loop. Take the two strands on the other side of the loop and pull them so the free end travels underneath the lashed turns. Cut any untidy ends and burn them to stop fraying. Lightly melt the wax on the rest of the twine to help bind it and you’re finished. Providing you kept everything tight enough it should never come undone.
Pouch

For the pouch which your projectile sits in when fired, leather is the best material. The leather should be strong but not so thick that it is not supple enough to hold the ammo securely. The tongue of an old boot is about right, Australian army boots are about perfect. 
Cut a rectangle of around 8cm x 3cm and round the corners. Use a leather punch to put a 5mm diameter hole in each end. Now wet the leather and take a ball bearing a little bigger than the ammo you will be shooting in the centre of the pouch. Place the bearing and pouch under a table leg or something heavy until it dries. This will put a dent into the leather, helping placement of the ammo when firing. Use the whipping twine to attach the rubber to the leather in the same manor as you attached it to the stick. 

You are now ready to start shooting!

Some people may like to add certain personal touches to their shanghai, carving the wood with initials, etc. I like to tie some suede around the handle with whipping twine to improve the grip when shooting for long periods. If your hands get sweaty it may affect your aim and the extra grip will help. Apart from that you’re good to go.

 Shooting
The following are just a few hints on getting started with your shooting. At the end of the day the main factor in how accurate you are is natural instinct and how much you practice. There are stories of old guys in the south of America who can shoot a quarter out of the air from ten yards. These stories may be true but I bet those guys don’t have much “book learnin”. As a rule of thumb, you should be able to hit a tin can, two times out of three, from ten paces if you want to hunt. And, providing you are only going after small game, a shanghai is deadly up to 30 meters. It is not a toy, use caution. Don’t think that it would be funny to “ping” the neighbours cat, at least not unless your prepared to finish it off with a rock. 
Safety

Now before we go out a quick word on safety. I know, I know, you’re a big boy now and if you want to maim yourself and others that’s your right. But let’s get real, do you really want to go through life known as “bung eye” or something? Get yourself some protective glasses. Now. Before you test out your new toy. Also, every time, before you shoot, check your bands. If they look cut or worn, replace them. They are being put under a lot of strain while, at one end, there is a lump of wood and the other end is your face.

It also goes without saying that you should not shoot anybody, or anything you do not want to maim. A lead ball travelling at speed will maim. Same goes for property. Enough said.
Ammo
The first thing I should say on this subject is, don’t use rocks. For one thing, it is impossible to find a perfectly round one so they will never be accurate. Also, if they have any rough edges, they will chew the bands up, which is a pain in the arse.
The best thing I have found, for target shooting, is marbles. They are perfectly round, about the right weight and shiny. This last factor will help you see how much you are missing by when you start out. If you can be bothered you can then walk around, picking them up for another go.
For hunting something heavy but small in diameter works better. Ball bearings are nice but expensive if you shoot them all the time. A good substitute is large buckshot, the kind used to kill large animals and people. 00 size. You can buy containers of the stuff in gun stores for people who like to load there own shotgun shells. It costs a bit to buy the container but you get 10 kilos of the stuff which will last ages. They are harder to see when you shoot them but, when you’re hunting, missing by an inch is the same as a mile. When you hit the target, believe me, you will know.  

For a more non lethal ammo you want something light that will give when it hits. Green berries work quite well. They will still take out an eye, though, so arse shots only.
Technique
The operation of a shanghai is pretty damn basic. Put the ammo in the pouch, stretch the rubber and let it fling the ammo at the target. That’s about it really. Some tips that may help, though;
Always have a constant anchor point. No matter where you draw the rubber back too, be it the corner of your mouth, your chin or whatever, make it the same for each shot.

Keep the arm holding the stick straight. this helps keep consistency in aiming and allows the rubber maximum stretch.

Some people hold the shanghai straight up and down, some hold it on its side. Whatever works, just pick one and stick with it. If held on its side (the method recommended for machine made, mass produced slingshots) you may be able to use the top prong as sort of a sight. It doesn’t work for me but see how you go.

Keep both eyes open when shooting. There is no proper sight on a shanghai, it’s not a rifle. Keep both eyes on the target so you have depth perception. You may need to adjust elevation depending on how far away the target is.
Apart from that it is all down to instinct and practice. Take your shanghai with you whenever you go for a walk, either in a bag or stuck in your back pocket, Dennis the Menace style. Whenever you see a tin can sitting there, looking at you funny, kill it. Before long you will be amazed how accurate such a primitive weapon can be.

I’ll leave you with the immortal words of my father,

“It’s all fun and games until someone losses an eye!”
Keep shooting straight,

-Dave
Disclaimer -
The information contained in this document is for educational purposes only. The author accepts no responsibility for anything stupid you and your dumb-ass mates get up to. You’re on your own.
