Hunting trips offered to sick kids
Group helps ill children enjoy outdoor exploits 
Monday, May 30, 2005
BY BARBARA MILLER
Of Our Palmyra Bureau 

Last year, before he lost his ability to walk, Zachary Neill, 10, of Chester County wanted to go deer hunting in the desert. 

His parents arranged his trip with the help of Hunt Of A Lifetime, a nationwide organization that provides free hunting trips for seriously ill children. 

Tina Pattison of Erie founded the organization in 1999 after the Make-a-Wish Foundation turned down her son's request to take a hunting trip. Since then, her organization has provided 178 hunts. 

Hunt Of A Lifetime receives donations from hunting organizations, outfitters and corporations nationwide, including Hemlock Field Archers of Cornwall. 

The archery club, the largest in the area, has raised more than $30,000 for HOAL in three years through an annual benefit 3-D shoot. 

The archers group stopped donating to Make-A-Wish after that organization decided in January 2000 not to grant wishes that involve firearms or sports shooting equipment. 

Those trips were stopped "on the basis of safety considerations," said Jim Maggio, spokesman for the group. 

However, Heidi Prescott, senior vice president of the Humane Society for the United States, formerly the Fund for Animals, said her group worked behind the scenes in the late 1990s to convince Make-A-Wish to stop granting hunting trips as wishes. 

"We don't believe it's appropriate for a charity to provide gifts that involve killing an animal," Prescott said. 

Pattison said she started her organization in response. 

"I feel it's pretty pathetic when grownups have to impress their beliefs or their choices on children," Pattison said. 

Maggio said that fewer than a dozen of the 80,000 wishes granted by Make-A-Wish before January 2000 were for hunting trips. 

Pattison said her son Matthew, 18, wanted to go moose hunting but was turned down by Make-A-Wish in 1998. Since he was 18, Matthew was past the organization's age limit, she said. 

His mother raised funds through outfitters and private donations, and Matthew took his trip to Alberta, Canada, in October 1998. He died the following April from complications of Hodgkin's lymphoma. 

Pattison said wish recipients "are not going out there to kill an animal. They are going to put food on the table, which they will probably not grow up to do in the future. They want the privilege to say, 'I provided a meal for my family.'" 

Her son, she said, improved after the hunt. 

"He had a cheerier attitude -- he was so proud to bring a moose home," she said. 

HOAL has raised about $300,000 in each of the last two years, and granted wishes to 63 children last year. 

Among them was Zachary Neill, who has Duchenne's Muscular Dystrophy, a disease that causes progressive weakening of the muscles. Now 11, Zachary relies on a wheelchair, his father said. 

Because he wasn't old enough to hunt in Pennsylvania and his health was worsening, his family turned to HOAL for help. 

As a result, Zachary hunted on a ranch in Pearsol, Texas, and bagged a doe and eight-point buck. 

"He was very proud," Harry Neill said, adding that the family would never have been able to afford such a trip. "It made him feel good to participate in the whole hunting process from start to finish." 

Karen Vucetic of Lebanon said her son, Johnny, 19, died of complications from a brain tumor in February before he could hunt bobcat and wild boar on a trip to North Carolina that HOAL offered. 

"He was excited about it. He really wanted to go," Karen Vucetic said. 

Johnny had taken a trip to the resort "Give Kids the World" near Disneyworld through Make-A-Wish Foundation, his mother said. 

"It's great that there is more than one organization out there for these kids," Vucetic said. 
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