Quote from: Clinnon Alexander

Scatter Me to the Winds Above: Remembering Jacqui 

When I arrived at the April 19th Appleseed at the Hernando Sportsman's Club last year, I really had no idea what I was getting into. Having seen a flyer at the club about marksmanship training, I thought it would be a good idea especially since women could attend at no charge. I was completely unprepared to learn that it was two days of rigorous "basic training". It was amazing to see how many ways my old rifle could malfunction. Worst of all, I had a rude awakening as I realized that everything I thought I knew about marksmanship could be written on the face of a quarter with a magic marker, which is to say, I didn't know squat. Had I been foolish to think that I could start shooting again at age 63?

A tall, statuesque woman in an orange hat, Jacqui Welles loaned me a better mat, and borrowed a different rifle for me to use from Scotty, another trainer. Jacqui was the only woman on the training team, and she was particularly helpful to me. Although I was a klutz of the first order all weekend, Jacqui and the other trainers were all very patient. Nobody laughed at me to my face.

Jacqui was an inspiration. She spent a great deal of time with me, which made a huge difference in my shooting over that weekend. Jacqui was very knowledgeable, and had designed and customized her own .22 rifle. I was impressed and resolved that I too could become a marksman and even a trainer. "A rifleman never gives up!" The words kept ringing inside me like bells.

The next Appleseed was in Bradford County a few months later. By then, I had invested in much better equipment and had done a lot of shooting with my friend and Appleseed range buddy Doug Cowan. At the Bradford shoot, Jacqui's observations and instructions finally resulted in my having that "AHA!" moment about all the things I was doing wrong, and my AQT scores leapt ahead. After the meet, Jacqui shared with me some of the modifications she had made to her rifle to increase accuracy and I resolved to do the same. We hugged and agreed to see each other again at the next Hernando meet five weeks hence. I found myself looking forward to a long friendship with a special lady.

Arriving at the Hernando Sportsman's Club in October, I was surprised that Jacqui had not yet arrived. Then Trey addressed the group and announced that the first of our Appleseeders had "gone to meet John Adams" and said that she would be sorely missed. "She??", I thought. SHE?" Could he possible mean that Jacqui had passed away? Trey confirmed that this was so, and after I could finally catch my breath I felt the tears running down my cheeks. Although I had only spent two weekends with Jacqui, I felt as if I had lost a very old friend and I was devastated.

In November we had the last Appleseed event of the year at the Hernando Club, and by Sunday I was feeling defeated because my AQT scores were so far off and it seemed as if I would fail to qualify on the AQT again at this, my fourth Appleseed. Toward the end of the day, I found myself thinking, "Jacqui, get beside me Girl! Scold me about dragging wood, remind me about my breathing and follow through." I actually felt her presence.

The trainers purposely did not tell me that I had shot a qualifying target, and when later Trey announced it I just burst into tears. I had shot not one but two qualifying AQT's right there at the end of the day. I threw my arms skyward and shouted, "Jacqui, this one's for YOU Girl.' I fancied I could see her grinning from ear to ear.

But my most important gift came at the next Appleseed in January, my debut as an Instructor-In-Training, when the guys surprised me by awarding the first purple "Rifleman Yotnottin Ranger" patch established for women in honor of Jacqui Welles and her contribution to the Appleseed Project. How wonderful, Jacqui! See what your guys have done to salute you?

Be sure to tell the Founders how much we appreciate and honor them, Jacqui. Assure them that many among us still "pledge our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor" to defending the precious gift so many sacrificed and died to provide. Save us a place at the table, Girlfriend, and have some champagne ready. Make sure it is really good champagne, and make sure it is really cold. The rest of us will be along soon enough.

Love,

Clinnon

