
The connection Sandy Caster
and Jay Robert have to a retail
sporting goods business

founded by his father in Nampa,
Idaho is an important part of why
Blacks Creek Guide Gear has become
one of the best-known brands in
hunting packs.

Jay Robert grew up helping in the
family retail business, met the lady
who would become the co-owner of
Blacks Creek through the retail store
and tested many of the pack and bow
case designs by setting prototypes on
the counter and asking hunters what
they thought of them. That’s a prac-
tice he continues to this day, even
though as I’ll detail in a dealer profile
in a future issue, he’s scaled back his
involvement in Archery Outfitters to
devote more time to designing and
marketing the pack line.

ArrowTrade’s editor and publish-
er got to know Jay and his business
partner, Sandy Caster, during an
extended trip to Idaho in mid-July. I
stayed at the home of Jay and his wife,
Sally, for two evenings, interviewed
Sandy at the Blacks Creek headquar-

ters for an afternoon, and still had a
couple days to explore Idaho’s beauti-
ful and rugged Salmon River territory
with the aid of jet-boating friends

made through the retail store.
Sandy Caster, who looks way too

young to have seven grandchildren,
helped fill in the background of the

Retail Connections Aid Success 

Sandy Caster showed off a map of North America studded with pins denoting the retail-
ers who now carry Blacks Creek Guide Gear products. The Idaho company’s rapid
growth has been aided by a trade and consumer advertising campaign coordinated by
New Yorker Tim Kent of the T 13 Creative Group.

PHOTO BELOW: After outgrowing the building the Casters put up on their property, the
“Hunting Pack Specialists” moved to this commercial site at 3515 Arthur Street,
Caldwell, Idaho. Ad agency head Tim Kent (on jetboat at left) made sure I saw more of
Idaho than the pack company’s headquarters.
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business that has been promoted for
the past few years as “the hunting
pack specialists.” “We’re horse peo-
ple,” Sandy told me. “For Christmas
one year my husband wanted new
saddlebags. We drove all over town
but anything we found with the qual-
ity we were looking for was way over-
priced. It was John’s idea that we
should start a business making
Western gear.”

Sandy had been looking for work
she could do from home while their
three children were in grade school.
At the time she was working full time
as a buyer for Micron Technology, a
semi-conductor manufacturer that

was Idaho’s largest employer.
Typically, it didn’t concern her hus-
band that his wife didn’t sew. As
Sandy explained, John doesn’t do
anything in half measures. He goes to
extremes, whether it’s hunting, rais-
ing and training horses, raising sheep,
or shepherding the family into a new
career in manufacturing.

The Casters called their business
Blacks Creek Bags, found a friend
who understood sewing and brought
her on board, and started making
saddle bags, pommel bags (for in
front of the rider) and the panniers
that could be draped over the saddle
to carry meat after a successful hunt.

Horses are common where I live in
Minnesota, but where we use them
for pleasure riding or competition,
many Idaho residents regularly use
their horses and their sure-footed
mules for access to recreation and
hunting areas. The Casters started
selling out of their home and then
Sandy was able to pick up retail
accounts by calling on stores and
showing them the quality Western
goods they could add to their hunting
gear, all sewn from tough, 1000 denier
Cordura nylon.

Sandy remembers how pleasant

of Hunting Pack Specialists
By Tim Dehn with additional photos by Tim Kent
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With Sandy Caster overseeing the pack company’s financial end, partner Jay Robert is
able to spend his mornings heading up his family’s retail operation in nearby Nampa,
Idaho. Here he’s talking with Dennis O'Brien (left), an avid fisherman and hunter, who
was looking to add a fourth pack to the three he already owns.
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Richard Robert, Jay’s dad, was when
she first showed him the line at the
Nampa business he’d started as an
Army-Navy store. And she remem-
bers how unpleasant Jay was to deal
with at first, because he had a chip on
his shoulder over a transaction
involving a horse. 

“But she was a pleasant lady, and
she was persistent,” Jay recalled. “I
finally told her, ‘Okay Sandy, I’ll buy
some of the Dutch oven bags from
you, but you have to fix this one thing
for me.’ Because when you grabbed
the bag to pick it up the Dutch oven
fell over and the lid fell off. That
bugged me. I asked her why she didn’t
sew the straps all the way up the
sides.”

Sandy knew it would add consid-
erably to the time needed to sew the
product. “He’s just a freak about
improving things,” she told me about
the man who was to become her
business partner. “I had a manufac-
turing background and the challenge
in manufacturing is not just making a
quality product, but making it in a
cost-effective manner.” Still, Sandy
relented and changed the design. It
was the first of many suggestions
she’d accept from Jay about her prod-
uct line, suggestions that she later
realized had a way of helping her sell
more product to other stores.

In addition to their own Western
gear, the Caster’s took on custom
sewing projects. The largest was a
30,000 piece order for a portion of a
cast to hold a foot in place after
surgery. When they completed it, they
had the funds to put up a commercial
building on their property. Then
came the idea that since the whole
family loved to hunt, they should
expand into hunting packs.

Joining Forces
That was back in 1996, and that’s

when Sandy decided she needed to
talk to Jay about becoming her busi-
ness partner. She recognized he had a
gift for designing products to make
them user-friendly and she figured
his retail background and experience

with pack-in hunting trips would also
be an asset. Though it’s somewhat
unusual in business circles, in 1997
the two became equal partners in
what was renamed Blacks Creek
Guide Gear, with neither having the
final say by owning a majority share.
That’s the way they wanted it, where
Jay and Sandy would have to agree on
decisions instead of one forcing a
decision on the other. “Guys can say
‘It has to be my way,’ and because
they’re guys, they often get it,” Jay
commented. “I don’t operate that
way. If my wife Sally and I don’t agree

on something, we talk it over and
come to a decision we’re both com-
fortable with.”

Still, there were the usual chal-
lenges of growing a business. Sandy
recalls many times when she’d have a
prototype ready for a new backpack
or fanny pack, only for Jay to sprout
new ideas as he tore into the seams
with his pen knife to show her how it
could be redesigned. In their early
years together Jay was still working
full-time at the retail store, so Sandy
often fielded calls from him in the
evening when she was already tired
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Blacks Creek Guide Gear offers several models
that let the hunter carry a gun or bow on the back,
so both hands are free for negotiating rough ter-
rain, or riding a mountain bike. The Saskatchewan
below is from the Jim Shockey series, while the
pack at right is one of the Jim Horn models.
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from a long day of coordinating pro-
duction with her handful of sewers.

Even when the two thought a new
backpack or fanny pack design would
be a hit, they learned to test it first
with a limited run at the Robert’s
store. Packs that didn’t sell there were
pulled from the line. Sometimes Jay
would bring prototypes in and set
them on the counter, asking cus-
tomers what they thought about the
features without really explaining
who was behind the design. That way
customers were free with criticism
and suggestions. The firm also put
together a pro staff that could use and
abuse the products, including guides
whose only responsibility in return
for free product was to provide a year-
end written report of how it had held
up and how they had helped promote
the line.

Retail contacts in the sporting
goods business proved of value to the
young manufacturing firm. Early on
Jay had rented a 10x10 booth at the
show for the World Wide buying
group when he was approached by

Billy Berry, who worked in an archery
shop. The hunter told Jay he and his
friends used mountain bikes on their
hunts and needed a way to carry a
bow. With Billy’s input Jay and Sandy
designed a Sawtooth Bowman pack
that was a big hit when it was later
introduced at the bowhunting-specif-
ic NABA show. (NABA is short for the
National Archery Buyers Associ-
ation.)

Jay had wanted “Guide Gear” in
the Blacks Creek name because he
felt it denoted products that had to be
more durable and perform better
than what the competition could
offer. “Nobody really designed a
hunting pack back when Sandy and I
got into business together,” he said.
“They just took existing packs and
made them in camouflage.”

I know he’s right about that,
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In recent years Blacks Creek Guide Gear has intro-
duced smaller packs more in tune with the needs of
Eastern bowhunters. Below, this lumbar pack is
part of the Mathews Solopack line available exclu-
sively to Mathews retailers. At left, Robert shows
Cory Robbins (left in photo) features of the White
Tail pack, which has one main pocket and seven
accessory pockets. Both packs incorporate a shoul-
der harness so they can be heavily loaded and still
stay in place and be comfortable to carry.

Shirleta Spray applies tags to a Rigg-Itt before packing it for shipment. The firm still
does sewing of prototypes and some of the more basic items, like gaiters, however most
product flows through the plant, coming in from overseas suppliers and heading out to
retailers.
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because about 15 years ago I bought
what was considered at the time a
better quality day pack and fanny
pack, sewn in fleece camo. They had
no more support for the load of hunt-
ing gear than the backpacks I used to

carry my gym clothes and school
books back in high school. 

As hunting clothing manufactur-
ers were starting to, the newer breed
of hunting pack manufacturers bor-
rowed elements from the “technical”

gear used by
m o u n t a i n
climbers. Frames
and suspension
systems were
incorporated so
the hunter could
carry more
weight comfort-
ably. The light
and comfortable
blue moun-
taineering pack
Jay used on a
sheep hunt wasn’t
really designed to
carry 50 pounds
of boned meat,
but that’s some-
thing Sandy could
overcome with

heavier fabrics and
thread as they borrowed other ele-
ments of its design.

Initially Blacks Creek Guide Gear
designed its own suspension system
for its packs, but then the firm got
hooked up with an overseas supplier

15Circle 165 on Response Card

The Rigg-Itt shares adjustment and comfort features of other packs in the line, but is
designed to be rigged with accessories to carry a variety of loads such as blinds (left) or
treestands (center.)  A Carry-All Bag and Meat Pack are two other options for how this
2008 introduction can be used by hunters.
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that could offer a more advanced,
body hugging system. Today the com-
pany sews some of the simpler acces-
sories like gaiters at the headquarters
I visited, along with prototypes for the
hunting packs. The packs themselves
are made overseas and are quite
sophisticated. The Little Bone
Collector 1.5 pack I used on the
wilderness trip has an internal steel
frame and pre-curved, molded back
with ventilation channels. The 2-1/2
inch wide shoulder straps are cush-
ioned with gel, and like the curved, 6
inch wide hip straps they’re lined with
a breathable mesh. The “Customizer”
feature allows you to move where the
shoulder straps anchor in the pack to
one of four positions: XS, S, M or L. 

It took just a moment for Jay to
verify the pack was correctly sized to
me and the straps were adjusted so
weight was carried about equally on
shoulders and hips. At that point the
4-pound pack felt about as heavy as a
down vest. When I’d stuffed it full of
clothes, travel gear and cameras it
was still easy to tote as it kept every-
thing tight against my back and the
weight close to my center of gravity.
I’ve used more basic packs on hunt-

ing trips and as an alternative to suit-
cases while traveling, but never
before experienced that the load was
part of me and not something to be
carried.

“If you sit down to rest during a
hike and the first thing you want to do
is take your pack off, then it’s time to
get a new pack,” Jay told me when I
complimented him on how this 2100
cubic inch pack felt. Today hunters
should be able to get that kind of
quality in packs from Blacks Creek or
from competitors like Badlands,
Eberlestock, and Sportsman’s
Outdoor Products. 

Where Jay and Sandy’s designs
may have an edge is in adjustability.
As I mentioned, the Little Bone
Collector 1.5 introduced this year has
four torso settings to vary the dis-
tance between hip and shoulder
straps. The larger Bone Collector 2.5,
a 3100 cubic inch model, is built with
a more elaborate W-SAT, which
stands for Waist Shoulder Adjustment
Track. With that system you vary both
shoulder and waist sizing. (For the
past two years, packs from this Idaho
firm have been shipped with instruc-
tional DVDs. They explain how to
adjust and wear the packs and offer
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Dale Reynolds (right) is part of the pro staff that tests and promotes product for Blacks
Creek Guide Gear. The Emmett, Idaho plumbing and heating contractor is shown with
ArrowTrade’s Tim Dehn on one of the smoother stretches of the Salmon River. Notice
Dale’s widely braced legs and backward cap; he’s done this jetboating before.

Mike and Lynn Demerse of the Shepp Ranch visit with Jay
Robert, next to a sign commemorating the operation’s long
history. Today the couple and the staff they lead supply jet
boaters, rafters and hunters with hearty meals, comfortable
beds and breathtaking scenery. Built on one of the gravel bars
formed along the turbulent river in the Gospel Hump
Wilderness Area, the guest ranch is accessible by airplane or
over the river. Hunting is available for bear, cougar, elk, deer,
sheep and moose, in elevations from 6,700 to 8,300 feet. Find
out more by calling (970) 963-2888 or at www.sheppranch.com

Circle 235 on Response Card for Bear Archery

Nov08AT010-021.qxp  10/7/2008  12:41 PM  Page 16



Nov08AT010-021.qxp  10/7/2008  12:42 PM  Page 17



tips for loading the myriad of pockets
and pouches these models come
with. The DVDs also make a good
dealer sales aid when played on store
monitors.)

Building Alliances
Sandy and Jay have also benefit-

ed from licensing deals with high vis-
ibility hunters. Their current top sell-
ing backpack is the Canadian, one of
four in the Jim Horn Signature Series.
It incorporates bow and rifle carriers
and expands to carry a quarter of
meat against the frame. With Jim
Shockey they developed Saskatch-
ewan and Yukon models, the latter a
huge 6,500 cubic incher that allows
the bag to be detached so heavy loads
of meat, hides and horn can be car-
ried on the frame. A 250 cubic inch
“possibles” bag can hang from either
side of the pack, for easy access to
game calls or muzzleloading speed
loaders.

Their biggest breakthrough with-
in the archery industry, though, has
to be the licensing agreement with
Mathews that started when Jay was
invited to visit the plant in 1995 as

one of the bow brand’s top 100 retail-
ers. With Sandy’s approval he
approached founder and CEO Matt
McPherson with a plan to place the
Mathews logo on a new series of
packs, fanny packs and bow cases, in
return for a royalty to be paid to the
bow brand. No doubt having heard
dozens of pitches from companies
that wanted an alliance with the pow-
erful brand, McPherson turned him
down. But before Jay left the dealer
tour, he convinced Matt to review a
business proposal at a later date.

Back in Idaho the partners spent
months creating distinctive new
designs that had the quality and ver-
satility a Mathews bow owner would
expect. It was a big step for Mathews,
Inc. to trust products built by other
companies to carry its logo, but the
owners were able to convince
McPherson and his senior staff they
were up to the task. Today there is a
growing family of Mathews Licensed
Products, so many in fact that the
Sparta, Wisconsin bow-builder is
planning a dealer show later this fall
where retailers can see all the
licensed gear. Blacks Creek Guide
Gear helped set the stage for a whole
range of Mathews Licensed products
that are restricted to, and that help
support, the independent retailers

who carry Mathews and Mission
bows. 

Robert Martin is the sales manag-
er for Blacks Creek Guide Gear, and
he said once the company was mak-
ing models carrying the Mathews
Solopack brand, sales calls became
much easier. “As soon as I mentioned
Mathews, they’d start to listen to me.
Today they know that Mathews and
Blacks Creek go hand in hand. They
also know that we make quality prod-
ucts under the Blacks Creek label as
well.” Robert likes to describe the
brand as “a mid-priced line with top-
of-the-line features. The quality of
our packs is just outstanding. I know
I’ve carried 88 pounds of red meat in
my Western.” That pack itself weighs
less than five pounds.

I asked Robert if Western hunters
were more knowledgeable about
packs and more demanding than
those of us who primarily hunt white-
tails close to home, and he agreed. “In
the West, hunters are looking for
quality in a hunting pack, something
that has a warranty and that will last.
If you pack back into the hills for a
couple days and are sore on the third
day when you get up to hunt because
of the pack you carried, that’s no fun.”

When the company designed its
White Tail pack, an oversized fanny
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Accessory pouches built
within this Mathews DXT
bowcase (right and below)
make good use of space. At
left is a Crossbones case
that has its own internal
pouches, a new model for
2008 that is large enough to
accept scoped crossbows.
Sandy and Jay may expand
the company’s line of brand-
ed bow cases if they can
make the necessary
arrangements with bow and
crossbow manufacturers.
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pack with a comfortable shoulder
harness, Robert said it was with input
from Eastern retailers. Whitetail
hunters typically don’t need the car-
rying capacity that a hunter out West
will, and this design can be retailed
for around $90. The Rigg-Itt was
another 2008 introduction designed
to appeal to whitetailers: Its base can
be adapted to comfortably carry
ground blinds, treestands or meat
packs, or you can strap on a Rigg-Itt
Carry-All bag. No simple platform,
the Rigg-Itt has an internal frame,
molded foam back and shoulder
straps that adjust for four torso sizes. 

Robert said if you’re a dealer new
to pack sales where most of your cus-
tomers are whitetail hunters, a good
selection to start with is the White Tail
pack, the Little Bone Collector 1.5
that I carried, and possibly the Rigg-
Itt. If you’re a Mathews Dealer, then
you have access to model 3:16 or 3:18
Lumbar Packs and their range of
accessories like a Bowkini, Turkey
Seat, Rifle Scabbard or Blind Bucket.
The same accessories fit the big 16:13
Solopack Backpack, which has 17
internal pockets and an available
Wrap Around that adds seven more.
Like the newer Blacks Creek models,
that backpack has the features that
help it fit well and carry well.  

The sales manager is a good test
case for the comfort of all these hunt-
ing packs. “I’ve got four bolts and two
plates in my back, and a spinal cord
stimulator. These packs are the most
comfortable thing I can wear.” When I
suggested there were less physically
taxing forms of recreation for some-
one reinforced in that fashion, Robert
responded, “Nothing is going to stop
me from hunting, or from enjoying
the mountains and the rest of the
beauty out here that God created.”
Then he turned to his computer and
showed me photos of the herd of elk
he’d hiked in miles to scout out just
days before.

Not Slowing Down
In that respect, Jay Robert has a

lot in common with the Blacks Creek
Guide Gear Sales Manager. Jay has
come close to drowning in a river
accident and had his leg snapped just
below the knee on an elk hunt when a

Circle 193 on Response Card
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mule went berserk as he turned to
descend a steep mountain trail. Yet if
you knew him you wouldn’t be sur-
prised to learn he’d scheduled two
days of running the rapids with me,
and then on the same trip arranged a
20-mile trail ride through the moun-
tains with his wife Sally the following
weekend. Insane? Let’s just say he
believes in living this life to the fullest.

Weekday mornings you’ll find Jay
at the retail store along busy Garrity
Boulevard in Nampa, now managed
by his good friend, Frank
McCutcheon. He trusts his business
partner in the pack business implicit-
ly and said she handles the financial
side of the business as well as over-
seeing production. Afternoons he
works alongside Sandy Caster at the
Blacks Creek Guide Gear headquar-
ters about 11 miles to the north-
west, in Caldwell. But even when
he’s helping his daughter Samantha
with the horses, or cheering his son
Tanner at a weekend motocross
race, he said he may come up with
an idea to make a better hunting
pack or bow case.

For 2009, Jay and Sandy are
making big changes in the Jim Horn
series, using the best of the feed-
back they’ve been getting during

the last four years from customers
and dealers. With characteristic
enthusiasm Jay said, “The Jim Horn
series is being recreated and will be
five times better than it was.” The
Canadian still is ringed with pockets,

but now those pockets remove to give
you a lightweight day pack ideal for
short excursions from camp. If the
hunter does score, he’ll find the
expanding meat pocket is now sewn
from a super-tough, breathable mesh

PHOTO ABOVE: Part of our group on the bow
of Audie’s Weldcraft boat, which has an
enclosed cabin to help keep it from swamping
in the rough water. The three-stage jet pump is
powered by a 460 cubic inch Ford V8.

PHOTO LEFT: Sales Manager Robert Martin
believes the Big Bone Collector 2.5 and the
Little Bone Collector 1.5 (at right and below
with the blaze orange rainfly) are among the
most comfortable backpacks ever created.
Robert is a builder of custom bowstrings, and
got to know Jay by selling strings to the store.
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similar to what trampolines utilize.
On the big Alaskan model, the hunt-
ing pack experts have figured out how
to allow the pack to detach from the
frame, without a substantial increase
in pack weight. That means you can
leave the main pack in camp after the
animal is down and then head out to
retrieve it with the pack frame. 

All through this Jim Horn
Signature series, you’ll find new tech-
nical buckles and a new color
scheme, with far less black trim and
more tans and chocolates. The
Advantage Max 1 remains a popular
camo choice, with the Mossy Oak
Break-Up being replaced by the
newer Mossy Oak Treestand pattern.

Sandy and Jay haven’t neglected
the Mathews Solo Packs they sell to
Mathews retailers direct and through
approved distributors. Jay said
because the company is based in the
West where multi-day pack trips are
the norm, initially its Solo Pack offer-
ings were oversized for the majority of
eastern whitetail hunters who’d be
hunting for a day or even just an
afternoon. After examining the types
of packs in use in the East, the firm
designed a compact daypack to mar-
ket alongside the big 16:13 backpack.
There’s also a new small lumbar pack
that doesn’t need shoulder straps, one
that Mathews dealers will be able to
retail for around the $35 mark.
Finally, the luggage line bearing the
Mathews logo is being expanded,
with the addition of a 3-D rig so
shooters can show their colors while
they’re carrying their arrows and

other shooting gear at their hip.
Blacks Creek has a goal of having

its own product line, as well as the
Mathews models, in inventory and
ready to ship by early in December.

You don’t have to wait to see the new
models at the winter trade shows; you
can request a catalog and ordering
information by calling Sandy, Jay or
Robert at (800) 742-1405.

Circle 234 on Response Card

Highh Pointt 
Productss 
� �������� �	 
���������������

��������������
������� ���� �!""#

Dealer Inquiries Welcome 
MasterCardd   

&& Visa 
���$%�$�

www.hparchery.com Toll Free 866-674-6480 

NEW BLACK MAX

Bow Holder

Bow HolsterGun Holder 

Made in U.S.A

Early settlers and miners were once thankful just to survive a raft trip or flatboat trip
down Idaho’s Salmon River, dubbed the “River of No Return” for its numerous fierce
rapids. Today many rafting operators offer five day float trips down the pristine river,
and both commercial and private jet boat owners like Audie Robbins (above with Jay
Robert) can get permits to enjoy the splendid scenery and the thundering waters.

These tough aluminum boats require constant finesse of the throttle and lever-action
steering to stay away from the sharp rocks and out of the big holes that can suck a boat
down and grind it against the bottom. Both Audie and Jay have been involved in wrecks
on the river, yet when Audie found a particularly difficult stretch, as in the image at the
upper left, we ran it numerous times and enjoyed meeting the challenge.
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