
1100    Southside Outdoors Spring/Summer 2008 DAILY JOURNAL

T
here are generally several
unsure hunters gathered on
the first night of a Hunters
Helping Hunters outing. After

only a half day of hunting, however,
there’s a 180-degree turnaround on the
faces and in the spirits of the physical-
ly challenged and seriously ill hunters
who participate in these hunts in vari-
ous parts of the state.

“It’s incredible,” Hunters Helping
Hunters founder Paul Branch said of
the emotions he sees before, during
and after the hunts. “Our organization
really is more about fellowship and

building self esteem with the hunters.
It’s not so much about the harvesting
of animals as it is developing the
camaraderie with people who share a
love of the outdoors and a love of
hunting.”

Changed countenances 
On Friday nights, hunters, their

helpers and hunt organizers discuss
what will be happening in the field the
next two days. Many of the disabled or

ill hunters are out for the first time.
“The first night … especially the

quadriplegics and paraplegics are usu-
ally pretty nervous,” Branch said.
“They don’t know if they’re going to
be able to hack it in the outdoors.

“By noon on Saturday, there’s an
unbelievable change.”

By lunchtime that first day, hunters
are excitedly exchanging stories of
what they saw, how they harvested a
deer or turkey or other wild game ani-
mal and start rooting one another on.

“It’s amazing how close they become
as a group,” Branch said.

Everyone involved in the hunts forms
a special bond, something that some
know may not last long on this world. 

Nathanial Walburn of Garrett practices for the 2006 deer season with his dad, left, and Terry Avery of Hunters Helping Hunters, right, in an HHH per-
manent blind. Nathanial has spina bifida.
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AIMING TO HELP
Organization pairs
able-bodied hunters
with seriously ill,
physically challenged 

SEE HELP, PAGE 11



Branch noted that two
particular hunters he’d
become very close with
died within the past five
months. One was Art
Payne, a Detroit-area man
in his 40s with ALS who
harvested a deer on a
Saturday in November but
was too sick to hunt on
Sunday. Two weeks later,
he died.

“He touched me greatly
and we were able to share
our faith in Jesus Christ
together,” Branch said. “It
was just an awesome expe-
rience.”

The other was Blake
Hall, an Illinois boy who
battled cancer for 4½
years before passing away
in February at the age of
17.

“For us (helpers), it is
incredibly inspiring to be
around these people who

display the courage to go
through these experi-
ences,” Branch said. “On
both sides, everyone gets a
lot out of it. And I think
the helpers get more out of

it than the hunters.”
Branch, a native of

southeastern Michigan,
has had a heart for the
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Above: Paul Myers of Northeast Indiana, right, harvested a buck during
the 2006 Auburn opening day white tail deer shotgun hunt. Right: Donita,
with her husband, after she harvested a buck during a 2007 muzzleloader
hunt in northeast Indiana. Donita has multiple sclerosis.

Photos by Hunters Helping Hunters
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Hunters Helping Hunters
Mission: To improve the quality

of life for physically challenged
and/or seriously ill hunters. This is
accomplished by providing hunt-
ing opportunities to those who
would not otherwise have the abil-
ity or resources to fulfill outdoor
adventures. By providing hunting
opportunities and fellowship with
other hunters, our purpose is to
inspire hope and to build confi-
dence in these individuals,
empowering them to face chal-
lenges they encounter everyday.

Web site:
www.HuntersHelpingHunters.org

Address: 1695 N. Main St.,
Auburn, IN 46706

E-mail: postmaster@hunter-
shelping hunters.org

Phone: (260) 927-3860
First hunt: September 2001

near Auburn, sponsored by
Buckmasters American Deer
Foundation

Incorporated as not-for-profit
organization: September 2003
as Hunters Helping Hunters Inc.

Obtained 501(c)(3) status:
April

Get involved
• Hunters who want to apply

for hunts may do so online at the
Hunters Helping Hunters Web
site.

• Hunters Helping Hunters is a
501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.
Donations to it are tax
deductible.

• The organization is in need
of individuals to help build blinds,
cash donations, materials to
build blinds and properties on
which to hunt, especially ones
that have a lot of wild game.

Hunters Helping Hunters                  

SEE HELP, PAGE 25



on some of the state proper-
ties, including Yellowwood
and Morgan-Monroe state
forests. 

“I didn’t want to mess with
people. I just wanted to be
out in the woods being a
forester,” he said. 

Unfortunately, the job did-
n’t pay very well. So, when
the DNR started the forester
districts and offered him a
position, he took it. 

“Now, people are what
make the job fun for me. It’s
been great. I meet interest-
ing people from all walks of
life. It’s made it fun and not
boring for 34 years,” he said. 

Ratts also serves as an
educator, talking to groups
that are interested in forest

management and trees, soil
and water conservation or
watersheds. The district
forester office holds an annu-
al field day on a property
that uses conservation prac-
tices to show people the ben-
efits. 

He enjoys helping people
get the most benefit out of
their forested land. 

Most people, he said, want
their forests for multiple pur-
poses, such as wildlife habi-
tat, scenery and recreational
activities like hiking, hunting
and mushroom hunting. 

“It’s just a real valuable
resource with tangible and
intangible benefits. It’s good
to have healthy resources. I
help people take care of it
and keep it productive,”
Ratts said.  

physically challenged and
ill since he was a boy. An
avid hunter who works as
a forester for Pike Lumber
Company in Auburn,
Branch was inspired to
start Hunters Helping
Hunters after watching
hunting shows that fea-
tured disabled individuals
harvesting wild game. 

He saw how these activi-
ties enabled hope, confi-
dence and excitement in
the faces of these disabled
hunters. 

Getting started
In August 2001, he dis-

covered Buckmasters
American Deer
Foundation, a not-for-prof-
it national organization
that provides disabled
individuals with opportuni-
ties to hunt nationwide. 

“Me and my buddies said
‘Hey, we can do this,’” he
recalled.

Just one month later,
Branch and eight hunting
friends hosted a hunt near
Auburn for five disabled
hunters sponsored by
Buckmasters. About a
year later, the group
decided to separate from
Buckmasters and become
its own entity, and in 2003,
Hunters Helping Hunters
incorporated.

“I guess you could say it
was a calling from God to
start this organization,”
Branch said. “… It’s been
awesome.”

Hunters Helping Hunters
has grown steadily and
now has hunts in the Fort

Wayne/Auburn and Terre
Haute/Rockville areas for
deer, duck, pheasants, rac-
coons and more.

HHH has built perma-
nent blinds in the northern
part of the state, with
plans to build them in the
south. The organization
has also made arrange-
ments to send children out
of state for hunts, such as
a bear hunt in northern
Ontario or a gator outing
in Florida.
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Blake Hall, who passed away
from bone cancer in February,
hunts for raccoons with Hunters
Helping Hunters in Northern
Indiana during December 2006.
Photos by Hunters Helping Hunters

“For us (helpers), it is incredibly inspiring
to be around these people who display the
courage to go through these experiences.”

Paul Branch
Hunters Helping Hunters founder

Forester
FROM PAGE 9

● When white settlers first
came to Indiana, the state was 90
percent woodland. By 1917, only
7 percent of those original forest-
ed lands remained, due to farm-
ing.

● Today, Indiana is 22 to 24
percent forest, partly because of
the Indiana Classified Forest and
Wildlands Program, started in
1921 to encourage people to
keep their private land forested.

● The program also encourages
better woodland and wildlife stew-
ardship and the forested land
offers protection for the state’s
watersheds.

● The big benefit for landown-
ers who participate is a tax break
when the qualified land is
assessed at $1 an acre.

● A classified forest or wildland
contains at least 10 contiguous
acres of native or planted trees,
grasslands, wetland or other
acceptable habitat.

● The land can be used for tim-
ber production, wildlife habitat
and watershed protection.

● The landowner does not lose
ownership of the land or the
opportunity to change its usage
later.

● Land for livestock grazing or
row-crop farming is not eligible.

● To qualify, the landowner
must submit a written manage-
ment plan for the property, which

can be prepared by a forester or
wildlife biologist.

● The district forester will per-
form periodic inspections, walking
the property with the landowner
and discussing the objectives and
goals and offering advice, if need-
ed.

● Indiana’s classified program
has been recognized by the
American Tree Farm System for
meeting its sustainability standards,
so landowners who participate and
meet requirements can market
their timber as ATFS certified.

● The ATFS label appeals to
“green consumers,” people who
want to buy wood products that
are produced in a responsible and
conservation-minded manner.

● The land can be withdrawn
from the classified program at any
time, but the owner will have to
pay the back taxes, as well as
some fines and penalties.

● If the owner sells the land, it
must be disclosed that it is part of
the classified program. The new
owner is obligated to continue the
requirements or withdraw and pay
the back taxes.

● The state forester can also
withdraw the land if the require-
ments are not met.

● There are more than 600,000
acres in the program statewide.

Information: Chuck Ratts, (812)
526-2476

The district forestry program             
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