Hunt camp all fun and game

Gun safety, religion focus for program
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ELDORADO — Last weekend at the second annual Christian Youth Hunter Education Weekend, course instructor Gary Riddle witnessed something he'd never seen in his many years in the business — children praying to pass his class.

The San Angeloan is a hunt master and hunter education instructor with the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. For years, he's been helping organize youth hunts all over the state.

But last weekend's event at Jim and Melony Roche's "Magnum Guide Service" property, two miles north of Eldorado, was a little different from what he's accustomed to seeing.

Sponsored by Adventure in Youth Missions, the three-day event was open to youths 9 to 17 interested in a Christian setting for a course on firearm safety, state and federal game laws, and animal behavior, and featuring guest speakers and a sunrise devotional.

In Texas, anyone born after Sept. 2, 1971, is required to complete and pass a hunter education course to hunt. Event organizers encouraged parents from San Angelo and the surrounding area to consider enrolling their children in the course, regardless of whether they plan to hunt.

The main objective was to familiarize the youngsters with gun safety while offering them the opportunity to accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and savior.

The Roches and other event organizers wanted to make the course accessible to as many children as possible, so they charged $15 for the course and $20 for food and lodging on Friday and Saturday nights. A limited number of scholarships also were available.

Jim Roche, who has been a professional hunting guide all over the world for 34 years, says the inaugural event was so popular last year that they had to turn some people away this time because of limited lodging.

"In about 36 hours, it sold out this year," Roche said. "The mothers started Facebooking around their little networks and stuff. It's been the mothers who've been the gunpowder behind it."

About 30 youths from San Angelo, Miles, Rowena, Eldorado, Wall, Christoval and other area cities participated in the event.

The weekend began with course instruction, followed by a dinner with a Christian guest speaker.

Following breakfast Saturday, Riddle continued with the gun safety course. After a lunch break, the children and their teacher returned to the books and woods before taking the exam. Some students struggled with the test, and Riddle gave them as many chances as necessary to reach a passing score.

"If they try, I try," Riddle said. "If they don't try, they're not going to pass. I want these kids to be able to pass that hunting heritage on to their kids and their grandkids.

"What I do here today will live on after I'm long gone, and that's why I do this. I love to do it."

Later that evening, parents were invited to have dinner with the children and event organizers and listen to more guest speakers. Outdoors professionals then made presentations after an award ceremony and free time of playing games and swimming in a hot tub.

Sunday morning the weekend wrapped up with a sunrise devotional before the campers loaded up to go home.

Boerne's George Hill travels all over putting on wild game dinners. He was excited to participate in the hunter education course last weekend. Like the Roches and the other adults involved in the event, he says today's young people need to learn to be good stewards of the outdoors.

"These are going to be our leaders tomorrow, and it's important for us to shepherd them along," he said.

James Allbright, a deacon at Glen Meadows Baptist Church in San Angelo, also helped emphasize gun safety to the children. He showed them a shotgun barrel that blew up years ago when his friend, who didn't have experience shooting, got careless.

"It's so neat to get with young kids and get outside with them and share what God's created, as well as teaching them gun safety," Allbright said. "You get to bond with them and spend some time with them one on one and get away from TV and radio and games that they play and distractions in life. It's amazing how much you can talk and communicate then."

San Angeloan Cameron Juarez, 13, said he enjoyed meeting new friends and getting the chance to shoot the firearms.

He admitted the examination was tougher than he thought it would be.

"I guess I should've studied a little more, but I passed it," Juarez said.

