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Article by BOB BARNETTE

TYHP Huntmasters 
Paying It Forward 

TYHP Huntmasters “pay it forward” by helping parents and youths 
create great memories.

Huntmasters are special folks. In fact, one of the best 
parts of my job on the staff of the Texas Youth Hunting 
Program is training and working with Huntmasters—

they are some of the finest people I know.
Huntmasters are not only willing to help with youth hunts, 

they choose to lead hunts, which is a much higher commitment. 
They are responsible for overseeing every aspect of planning 
and conducting hunts, ensuring all have a safe and educational 
experience while coping with all sorts of weather in often  
remote places.

Who is willing to take on such a challenge? Why do they do it?
Most hunters have been introduced to the sport by family 

members or friends. Research has shown that hunter motivation 
typically evolves over time, reaching a point where they become 
interested in sharing with or mentoring others.

TYHP Huntmasters truly take this to the next level—they 
“pay it forward.” Paying it forward means rewarding kindness 
you have received by extending it to other people.

I reached out to several long-time, passionate Huntmasters 
and asked them, “Why do you devote your time, energy and 

resources to serving as a Huntmaster, and how has serving as a 
Huntmaster impacted you?”

Responses included very detailed answers that were insightful 
and eloquent, and several Huntmasters also included post-hunt 
email comments from parents and even school essays written by 
youth hunters. Here are a few excerpts:

Austin Stolte on a West Texas adventure: “After playing cat 
and mouse with a giant mule deer buck, we were finally able to 
connect with a 300-yard, perfect lung shot. We spent over two 
hours putting on a stalk through rugged terrain and just at last 
light were able to set up for the shot before the buck slipped 
over the top of the mountain. Our hearts were racing and legs 
burning from a combination of hurrying up the mountain as 
well as the increasing flood of ‘buck fever.’ Once we approached 
the downed buck, there were tears of joy from all of us. We were 
almost a mile from the nearest road, so we quartered the young 
hunter’s buck and packed it out on our backs…in the dark. That 
night, we enjoyed some thinly sliced backstrap, fried on the 
skillet. That is why I volunteer my time for TYHP.”

David Baxter provided an essay describing the anticipation 
of a hunt written by a former student who has helped him with 
hunts and become a Huntmaster: “On the road to Stonewall, 
I begin to get more and more excited about this weekend, and 
I’m not even hunting. Then I realize that the thing that’s got me 
excited is that I’m going to get the chance to be with a young kid 
when they get their first deer, and I’m as excited about this as I 
am when I’m going to get a chance to shoot a deer myself. I can’t 
wait to get to Stonewall…I can’t wait for this hunt to begin…I 
can’t wait for Saturday morning…and I’m not even hunting.” The 
same writer recounting evening action: “…my hunter is ready; 
and we see some deer. I call the shot, and my hunter takes the 
shot… and as he realizes that he has his first harvest, I realize 
that I have never been so excited about hunting as I am right 
now…That feeling, right there, makes me want to do all I can do 
to help out with TYHP…and I’m not even hunting.”

Shirley and Harry Odell have served as Huntmasters 
since 2003. Shirley noted their involvement with their own 
children’s activities, helping them earn all possible awards 
in scouting and 4-H, and she said: “…none of that compares 
to our involvement in TYHP, and we do it for other folks’ kids!  
Our gratification in the program is seeing the thrill and smiles 
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Above is the 2019 TYHP Huntmaster Training Schedule. You will find this course valuable and 
rewarding no matter what volunteer position you choose…guide, cook or hunt leader.

from the kids that harvest their first 
animal on our hunts. We know they will 
not forget that day for the rest of their 
lives, and we have the gratification of 
knowing that maybe we will be part of 
that memory also.” 

The Odells work tirelessly to recruit 
local youth, certify them in Hunter 
Education, teach them to shoot and  
often loan them gear to prepare them to 
hunt—definitely going the extra mile to 
provide opportunity. 

“We do this because we believe in the 
program and the need to get kids into the 
outdoors and away from cell phones and 
games,” they said. “They make memories 
with their dad or mom that last long after 
the venison is gone…and that’s something 
nobody can take away from them!”

Linda Campbell wrote of the benefits 
of time outdoors: “I do this because 
I enjoy seeing families spend quality 
time in the outdoors together. I believe 
strongly that these outdoor experiences 
instill a life-long appreciation of nature 
and a conservation ethic in our youth 
participants. And, it strengthens 
parental and family bonds. TYHP 
teaches values…including personal 
responsibility, respect for and enjoyment 
of the natural world, patience, discipline 
and understanding/empathy for others. 
I also like to watch kids (and sometimes 
their parents) challenge themselves with 
new experiences and knowledge. We 
provide more than nutritious protein 
for the family. We provide positive 
personal growth opportunities for kids 
and families. And that is what keeps  
me motivated.”

Rick Laden forwarded several 
comments from parents, including this 
powerful note: “I’m not sure if words 
can express the gratitude we feel for this 
wonderful weekend we were able to spend 
with y’all. I don’t think we’ve had the 
opportunity to realize the imprint that 
the interactions with everyone has had 
on our lives yet. I look forward to looking 
back to see how my son and I have grown 
through the experiences that we shared 
this weekend, and the experiences that we 
had with each of you. He doesn’t realize 
it yet, but this was not about killing 
a deer. This was about advancing his 

respect for the land, the animals and the 
people. It’s about learning patience and 
self-control. It’s about helping others and 
getting help from others when in need. 
It’s about learning to be comfortable in an 
uncomfortable environment... It’s about 
sharing with others. Each and every 
person we met this weekend has left us 
with something that has made us better 
people. For that, I don’t think we can 
thank y’all enough.” 

Laden said, “We pay it forward for 
these kinds of responses from hunters 
we take out…Most of my helpers and  
I grew up hunting and loving being 
in the great outdoors. So many of the  
kids of today have not, and are so 
focused on the electronics that surround 
them, they miss the world as we know 
it, outdoors. I am amazed often when 
around the fire on a clear sky night, they 
are in awe of the amount of stars in the 
sky. To think that we might make a small 
difference in some of their lives is why we 
pay it forward.”

Don Coxsey let parental comments 
speak for themselves. From a single 
mom: “I am so truly thankful this 
program exists, otherwise my son never 
would have been able to experience 
hunting in such a positive way. Now it 
is all he talks about.” From a grateful 
father: “I can’t thank you enough for the 
investment made in my daughter and my 
relationship with her.”

Andy Sobotka spoke of sharing love 
of hunting with kids and parents: 
“Sometimes…you just have to…
experience the immense spiritual rewards 
that words cannot fully explain.”

Space constraints limit the comments 
we can share, but you get the idea—time 
shared outdoors by parents and youth is 
impactful on a multitude of levels, and 
TYHP Huntmasters work extremely hard 
to facilitate such opportunities. Although 
their motivations are selfless, their 
personal rewards are priceless.

When I conclude a Huntmaster 
training class, my parting words to the 
group go something like this: “When 
you run a hunt as a Huntmaster, you 
will spend a lot of time preparing and 
planning. You’ll be the first to arrive and 
the last to leave. First to wake up and last 
to bed. You’ll coordinate endless details 
and change plans constantly on the fly. 
When the hunt is over and you close that 
ranch gate, you’ll be exhausted, frazzled, 
worn out, in need of a shower, and will 
question many of your life choices. Then 
you’ll think about all that happened in 
the past couple days, and a huge smile 
will appear. And you’ll say to yourself, ‘I 
can’t wait to do this again!’”

If you wish to “pay it forward” as a 
Huntmaster, please consider attending 
one of our training classes in 2019. It 
just may change your life while you help 
others change theirs. 


