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Bowhunters in the Lapeer, 
Michigan area welcomed an 
impressive new pro shop in 

mid-2011, one that’s risen like a phoe-
nix from the site of a long-time retailer.

Once a proud name in archery 
retailing with multiple Michigan loca-
tions, Starlight Archery had been wind-
ing down after the death of owners 
Charlie and Marilyn Nicholas. � eir 
heir had consolidated operations into 
the Lapeer store, with the intent of clos-
ing it out once the remaining inventory 
was sold.

Tom Drake had spent nearly 30 
years working in archery pro shops, 
and was doing his best to keep the 
doors open for Lapeer-area bowhunt-
ers and competitive archers. He had 
the idea of approaching a couple of 
long-time customers about buying the 
business.

Russ Arnold had owned Arnold’s 
Auto Wash for 11 years and his bow-
hunting buddy, Scott Beckwith has 
owned Beckwith’s Auto Body Shop for 

about twice that. Both Lapeer busi-
nessmen wanted to see the community 
retain an archery pro shop, but neither 
one of them had the time to oversee 
the day to day operation. � ey found 
Mark Howard to do that as the store’s 
new manager.

Howard had owned an excavat-
ing and hauling company for 28 years. 
� at extensive business experience is 
something that helped qualify him for 
his new role in retailing. He had been 
spending most of the year in Florida 
but agreed to move to Lapeer to over-
see the rebirth and operation of the 
new pro shop.

Before the would-be owners signed 
on for the signi� cant investment, 
Arnold and Beckwith accompanied 
Tom Drake to the Mathews Retailer 
Business Show in early December of 
2011. Drake introduced them to his 
contacts for the Mathews and Mission 
brands and the three spent nearly an 
hour speaking with Mathews founder 
Matt McPherson.

Mathews had been the num-
ber one bow line for the existing pro 
shop and the new owners wanted to 
make sure they could count on sell-
ing the Mathews & Mission bows and 
the growing line of licensed accesso-
ries. Research the Sparta, Wisconsin 
bow builder had done showed Lapeer 
County had one of the highest con-
centrations of archery hunting license 
holders of anywhere in the state. 
“Mathews was really excited for us to 
have a store here,” Arnold said. “By the 
time we got home they had us pretty 
excited that the store could do really 
well.”

In addition to the Mathews and 
Mission bow brands the new owners 
wanted to carry over two key employ-
ees. One was Tom Drake, who I have 
already mentioned. � e other was 
Ryan Jager, who has been shooting a 
bow since age four and is as comfort-
able serving competitive archers as he 
is bowhunters. “� ese are two of the 
best bow techs in Michigan,” Howard 

assured me.
Howard, Arnold and 

Beckwith agreed that once 
the business was acquired 
it should be shut down and 
then reopened under a new 
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Russ Arnold (left) and 
Scott Beckwith (right) are 
avid bowhunters who own 
their own businesses in the 
Lapeer, Michigan community. 
Arnold owns a car wash, and 
Beckwith an automotive  
body shop. Rather than lose 
their local pro shop, they 
joined forces to buy the busi-
ness, completely remodel it 
and open it under the name 
Hunters Den. They're sitting 
in a conversation area just 
behind the shooting lanes. 
Behind them you can see 
part of the showroom with its 
gleaming red epoxy � oors and  
solid wood panelling.

Avid Bowhunters Keep Pro    Shop Serving Lapeer, MI
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name and with a totally new look. 
� e Starlight Archery name had to be 
retired in any case because the family 
trust that owned it would be shutting 
down. A new name would represent 
a break with that pro shop’s image. 
Beckwith said the Hunter’s Den name 
would allow the inventory to grow 
beyond archery, to include for instance 
muzzleloading ri� es. � e remodeling 
plans were ambitious and yet the goal 
was to reopen in just 30 days, so few 
existing customers would feel the need 
to shop elsewhere.

As soon as the business closed in 
early summer, a lighted sign let people 
driving by on busy Highway 24 know 
that it was under new ownership and 
would be reopening in plenty of time 

Bill Severns holds a Strother Valor in the 
Predator Fall Gray pattern. Severns has 
been a customer of the Lapeer, Michigan 
pro shop, and a league shooter, for 24 
years. He was happy to see it reborn under 
new owners and eager to check out the 
much larger selection of merchandise, 
Including bows from Bear, Mathews, 
Mission, Strother and G5.
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Hunters Den is 
a newly remod-
eled pro shop 
serving the 
bowhunters 
and competi-
tive shooters  
of the Lapeer, 
Michigan area. 
Formerly the 
site of the 
last Starlight 
Archery loca-
tion, the new 
business is at 
2110 North 
Lapeer Road at 
the north end of 
the east central 
Michigan com-
munity.

Avid Bowhunters Keep Pro    Shop Serving Lapeer, MI
By Tim Dehn
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for them to stock up before bow sea-
son. � e exterior of the 4,200 square 
foot building received a new coat of 
paint. � e interior was gutted and com-
pletely redone. � e range was reduced 
in width to make room for a larger 
showroom and service area. A new 
� oor to ceiling wall was built left of the 
lanes and bright new � orescent lights 
were installed in the ceiling. 

� e entire showroom was � nished 
in rough sawn lumber to give it a com-
fortable, woodsy appeal. Old carpeting 
was removed and the concrete � oor 
was repaired and then given a thick 
coat of long-wearing epoxy, the kind 
of paint being used on some garage 
� oors. � e color chosen was a dramatic 
red � ecked with gold and tan. � e � oor 
color was one of the few areas where 
the three men did not agree. Howard, 
the manager, thought brown or tan 
would have been a better choice yet 
now agrees the red provides a dramatic 
contrast with the store � xtures and the 
many camou� age bows and accesso-
ries.

Understandably, many new pro 
shops open with a limited inventory 

that expands over a period of years as 
the owner plows pro� ts back into the 
business. � e old Starlight Archery was 
su� ering from an image of having too 
little to choose from, so it was important 
to counter that perception in the new 
operation. I visited the store about a 
month after it opened and it was stock-
ing bows by Mathews and Mission, the 
Quest and Prime brands from G5, plus 

Bear Archery and Strother Archery. � e 
growing number of crossbow custom-
ers was well served by models made 
by Ohio’s TenPoint, Ontario’s Excalibur 
and Florida’s Barnett. Between the 
large inventory, the new store furnish-
ings and decorative touches like big 
game mounts and a carved Indian 
bowhunter, Hunter’s Den was achiev-
ing the desired e� ect from new and 

Tom Drake has spent almost three decades 
working in archery shops, and like co-
worker Ryan Jager has a big following 
among Michigan bowhunters who count on 
both their tuning skills and their ability as 
instructors. I photographed Drake as he was 
replacing bow limbs that were likely dam-
aged by being left in an overheated vehicle. 
Drake said one problem under the former 
owners was that service was often done 
for free. "It was run more like a hobby than 
a business." When the pro shop reopened 
as Hunters Den, this attractive service rate 
sign (right) was posted next to the entrance 
to the service area, as an aid to getting 
customers used to reasonable fees. Below 
is part of the FirstString inventory the pro 
shop keeps on hand for customers. 
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returning customers alike. “We want 
people when they walk in to say ‘Wow’ 
and that’s what we’ve been getting,” 
Howard said.

� e bow brands were chosen in 
part to give a wide range of price points. 
In 2011, Bear Archery alone had adult 
compound hunting bows priced from 

the $299 Charge to the $849 Carnage 
that co-owner Scott Beckwith planned 
to use on the lanes and in the woods 
that fall.

“We want something for every-
body,” Howard emphasized, “from the 
guy who has a lot of money to the guy 
who is making minimum wage and 
comes in and buys a bow on a lay-away 
plan.” � at way entry level bow buy-
ers “can still get that pro shop feeling, 
instead of going to a box store and get-
ting that kind of feeling.”

Both Tom Drake and Ryan Jager 
have excellent coaching skills, said 
Howard. Anyone who buys a bow at 
Hunter’s Den will have it � t to them, 
they’ll get help sighting it in on the 
range and they should be comfortable 
shooting their new bow and be rela-
tively accurate with it before they walk 
out the door. Two hours of free range 
time are included with each new bow 
purchase and if they choose to sign 
up for league shooting they’ll be in 
excellent company. Nine people can 
shoot on the line at one time and the 
winter leagues were � lling rapidly at 

Bill Taylor stopped in to have the biscuit replaced on the Trophy Ridge Whisker Biscuit 
rest he has mounted on his Hoyt Maxxis 31 bow. Ryan Jager (behind counter) started 
archery at age four and is as comfortable advising competitive archers as he is serving 
bowhunters.
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the time of my September 7 visit. � ey 
are o� ered Monday through Saturday 
evenings.

Saturday morning the store spon-
sors a youth archery league taught by 
Jager and Drake with the assistance of 
some of the parents. During the week 
archery team members from two local 
high schools shoot at the business. 
Some archery retailers make do with 
a single sight-in lane or even have just 
a target butt outdoors. Howard is con-
vinced the large, NFAA certi� ed range 
at Hunter’s Den is an important part of 
the pro shop experience. He keyed in 
on the youth aspect. “If you don’t have 
a place for these kids to shoot, the sport 
is never going to start to grow again,” he 
said. “We have two high school teams 
shooting here,” he reminded me. “What 
would they do if we shut down? It’s not 
like a golf team that could � nd another 
local course if one shut down.”

“We had a grandpa come in and 
buy his two 10-year-old grandsons 
new Mission bows,” Howard contin-
ued. “� ese kids looked like there 
faces would break, they were smiling 
so hard. � is is absolutely a family 
friendly store. We had a whole family 
come in Saturday. Mom, Dad and � ve 
kids poured out of the van and pretty 
soon they were shooting on the lanes.”

While Howard said the business 
was probably 80 percent stocked when 
the doors opened, he is planning to 
bring in more camou� age clothing for 
women. � e store already had a good 
selection of bows suitable for women, 
in both standard and pink camou� age. 
“We have some women who say they 
hate pink on a bow and others who say 
they love it,” Howard commented.

� e manager generally compares 
notes with Jager before he orders new 
merchandise and he deliberately lets 
Drake and Jager take the lead in most 
sales and service issues. � e � rst reason 
for this is obvious: Howard is learning 
to shoot a bow under their expert tute-
lage but at this point he doesn’t have 
the archery skills or product knowledge 
to handle every customer. Howard also 
pointed out he is not from the area and 
since Jager and Drake have a wide fol-
lowing among area bowhunters, it’s 
better for business if those two veterans 
remain the face of the area pro shop for 
most customers.

For similar reasons, co-owners 
Arnold and Beckwith may help out 
behind the scenes during their fre-
quent visits to the store, but you won’t 
see them ringing up a sale. Both plan 
to shoot leagues this winter (as does 
Howard) and they hold weekly meet-
ings with the manager as well as enjoy 
doing things together socially.

As we sat in comfortable rocking 
chairs in a conversation area set up 
behind the range, I asked the trio how 
long it would be before they knew if 
buying and revamping the local archery 
pro shop had been a good business 
decision. “We can tell already that it 
was a good business decision,” Howard 
said. “We don’t have much overhead 
and there is no debt. � ere are enough 
existing bowhunters in the county to 
keep this business open and hopefully 
make a little money too.”

While Howard has been putting 

in more hours than he anticipated, he 
seems to be enjoying his second career. 
� e hours don’t seem that long when 
he compares them to his years in the 
excavating business and the workday 
starts a lot later in retail. “I’ve never 
been in the retail business before,” he 
told me. “When people come here it’s 
not like they are going into Walmart to 
buy groceries and laundry detergent, 
stu�  they need but are not really excit-
ed about. � ey generally are in a good 
mood, they’re excited and are talking 
about hunting stories.”

Ryan Jager holds an Excalibur cross-
bow, and said there have been weeks the 
Michigan pro shop has sold more cross-
bows from Excalibur, Barnett and TenPoint 
than it has vertical bows. At right, a dis-
play of Bone Collector-branded automo-
tive accessories stands in front of clothing 
from Buck Wear and Predator Camo.
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