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•	 �Be the first to identify the person and/or loca-
tion of the above photo and win a NOLS Yukon 
water bottle! Contact alumni@nols.edu.

•	 �We’re busily working with numerous wilderness 
advocates to urge the Yukon government to ac-
cept 80 percent protection of the Peel Watershed, 
of one of the world’s largest intact watersheds and 
NOLS classroom. See Aaron Bannon’s article on 
page 5 of this issue.

•	 �In partnership with Yukon College, we’ve ex-
panded our local educator courses to include 
Japan’s Waseda and Meiji universities. Addi-
tionally, we hope to teach leadership through 
backpacking and whitewater canoeing for the 
Duke of Edinburgh program in Saskatchewan, 
Alberta, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and 
British Columbia.

•	 �Throughout the spring, we’re visiting Canadian 
schools, universities, and outdoor adventure 
shows in Toronto, Vancouver, and Calgary. If 
you are around, please join us or invite us to 
your school!

•	 �Join us on Facebook! Friend “NOLS Alumni–
Canada.” Students and grads of any course on 
Canadian soil and Canadian citizens are urged 
to network here!
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•	 The NOLS Alaska winter staff partook in 
NOLS Leadership Week. In reflecting on how 
we can make a difference through our volunteer 
work, we came up with a few examples of how 
our staff and former staff living in Alaska serve 
our community:

�	� ���¡�������ž�� , NOLS alumnus, past kitchen 
manager, and owner of a wonderful restaurant 
in Palmer, hosted a dinner and fundraiser for 
the relief efforts in Haiti.

�	� –���� ���™��� , past instructor and in-town 
staff member, has been active in our local land 
use advocacy organization, Friends of Mat-Su 
(Matanuska-Susitna Borough).

�
	 �
���� ˆ����� , current instructor, and •�����

†���� , current in-town staff member, oversee a 
checkpoint along the 1,040-mile Iditarod Sled 
Dog Race trail for a week or more. ˆ�	—������ ’
���� , past instructor and former Iditarod race 
manager, is sweeping the race by snow machine.

�
	 �…����� ���� , current in-town staff member, 

has been teaching skate and classic skiing to be-
ginning skiers in the Mat-Su Nordic Ski Club.
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•	  �We’re happy to celebrate our tenth year of oper-
ating out of this facility!

•	 �We made enough money with our local sweets 
sales to plan and purchase raspberry canes to add 
to our sustainable gardens. (And we learned that 
Russia produces in the neighborhood of 95,000 
tons of raspberries, or 26 percent of the market.)

•	 We enjoyed our 4-H pig throughout the winter 
so much that we will send Dan Verbeten to next 
summer’s livestock auction for another one. 
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•	 �Using a small pump and hoses, we’ve devel-
oped a system to use grey water to wash vehicles 
when they return from the field.

•	 �As part of February’s NOLS Leadership Week, 
we hosted an open house for local grads, pro-
spective students, and other NOLS friends. If 
you missed the event and are local to or visiting 
Tucson, we’d still love for you to stop by and 
meet us! Shoot us an email at nols_southwest@
community.nols.edu to set up a visit.
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•	 Planning a personal trip in the Pacific North-
west this summer? We are always happy to help 
grads outfit their trip with gear and rations at 
discounted prices! Please contact us (360) 445-
6657 or nols_pacificnw@community.nols.edu.

•	 �We are hosting a number of WFR and WFR re-
certs this year, as well as expeditions for medical 
professionals. Check out www.nols.edu/wmi.

•	 Join us May 1, 2010 for a fun-filled alumni 
event. Get a chance to set a new route on our 
branch climbing wall, reinforce your back-
country pizza baking skills, or enjoy a nature 
walk through our old growth forest on branch 
property.
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•	 At NOLS Three Peaks Ranch, our summer staff 
includes nine returning packer/instructors and 
three new mustangs: Shasta, Squirt, and Leo.

•	 �At our Vernal, Utah, base we have a chicken 
coop that will supplement field rations and in-
town food with fresh eggs.

•	 �We’ve acquired a new permit and Forest Service 
lease on Burnt Lake in the western Wind River 
Mountains that will allow additional opportu-
nities for our courses.
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By David Ketai

Back in February, we commenced NOLS Lead-
ership Week, an invitation to the entire NOLS 

community (graduates and employees alike) to take 
some time to revisit their leadership skills and recon-
nect with the school. NOLSies across the country 
organized events that ranged from kite boarding on 
White Bear Lake in Minnesota, paddling and cleaning 
up the Upper Wind River in Washington, and climb-
ing with Benchmark Outfitters and Cincinnati Climb-
ers Anonymous in Ohio. Benchmark Outfitters even 
offered a gear discount for NOLS graduates all week.
	 In addition to outdoor activities, NOLS staff 
and graduates also held information sessions at 
universities and local schools from coast to coast 
to share their NOLS experiences. Our website and 
Facebook page were inundated with responses from 
NOLS enthusiasts, new leadership videos from our 
video production team, and blog updates that main-
tained the momentum. NOLS Word of Mouth Co-
ordinator and event organizer Kary Sommers offers 
her thanks to all who participated: “We were all en-
ergized by the overwhelming response to Leadership 
Week, and it’s proof that NOLS grads near and far 
are still excited about staying connected.”  
	 At NOLS headquarters in Lander, Wyoming, 
staff celebrated the weeklong leadership holiday in 
true NOLS fashion. Besides getting outside to Nor-
dic ski at the Lander Golf Course and climb in Sinks 
Canyon, employees also attended interactive leader-
ship seminars and diversity and inclusion training. 
The festivities were capped off with the inaugural 
Leadership Olympics, which included events such as 
the the NOLS Knowledge Bowl, the Camp Skills De-
cathlon, and the Communication Obstacle Course.  
	 Judging by the spirited participation that swept 
through the community during this year’s Leadership 
Week, it is on track to becoming an annual tradition. 

You can find more NOLS Leadership Week 2010 re-
cap at www.nols.edu/leadershipweek—and check back 
soon for next year’s dates!

NOLSies show off their skills with backcountry cooking 
and animal calls during Leadership Olympics in Lander.
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belay off

Jerk move. I know she was working hard. 
Sometimes I forget how being in pain or 
having a bad day narrows your focus to, 
well, yourself. Apologize tomorrow once 
we reach Tortel?” (10/23/08)

	 A couple of days later we traded our paddles and 
boat bags for plastic Scarpa mountaineering boots 
and giant green Deuter packs. I got into the habit of 
including an epigraph, quotes of the day, at the be-
ginning of each entry. We spent the first week with 
Joel and Bernardo, two Chileans we simply called 
“The Brothers,” who helped us shuttle food and gear 
to one of our first camps: 

“‘No importa.’ –Joel to Bernardo, mo-
ments after we scared ten of their 
horses across Rio Solo and out of sight. 
	 Just stood outside around one of 
Ollie’s fires waiting for water to boil 
the past half hour. A few feet away, in 
the woods, Bernardo and Joel are dry 
and sipping maté beneath their lean-to of 
freshly cut saplings next to their rag-
ing bonfire. I don’t think they know how 
to complain. It was funny watching the 
brothers saw a trail for their horses 
through the forest with their chainsaw, 
‘reeeee reeeee reeeeeee!’ They must think 
we gringos are insane—LNT, carrying ev-
erything on our backs, tackling the brush 
head-on when we could take a motor boat 
or horses...” (10/31/08).

	 When a member of my small hiking group hurt 
herself one day, I felt bad for myself at first, knowing 
I might not be able to use the ropes and crampons 
we’d carried on our backs for weeks and might in-
stead spend my time and energy getting her out of 
there. But I soon realized that embracing the group 
mentality provided more purpose than self-pity:

“’If we die today, at least we know the 
country’s in good hands’ – Andy. 
	 Ginger might have hurt her knee, so 
the runner team (Andy, Tyler and I) left 
this morning. We blazed a trail so we could 
find our way back to Zoe and Ginger’s 
tent hidden somewhere in a jungle ravine 
beneath a fresh dump of snow…	 When 
we made it to the lake we rested in a tent, 
eating macaroni the rest of the group 
made for us, and waited. We heard Jake 
call the evac., giving NOLS HQ the ‘lat/
long’ and requesting a ‘heli evac.’ After 
the formalities he said, ‘If you don’t mind 

me asking, who’s the president?’ K.G. and 
the rest of the expedition began cheer-
ing. Obama-mama! For Tyler, Andy, and I 
the celebration was short-lived; we turned 
around knowing we had to repeat the six 
miserable hours we’d just endured, hence 
Andy’s whimsical quote.” (11/8/08) 

	 After Ginger was lifted out of the field in a yel-
low helicopter we were able to achieve our goal of a 
peak ascent:

“Boy Howdy Folks!” – Jake 
“25…15…5…Zero…Clear!” – Last person 
on the rope team calling out the distance 
from the snow protection. 
	 Today was the raddest day, probably 
the pinnacle of this trip. We ‘ascended’ a 
peak today. Actually we were a kilometer 
or so from the top of peak 2006, but 
still…The ascent began slowly. We learned 
how to move cohesively, keeping the right 
amount of slack in the rope so it wouldn’t 
slack load, etc. It felt like we were walking 
on the moon…” (11/14/08)

	 Before we knew it, we said goodbye to our in-
structors, Andy, K.G., Jake, Jaime, Ben, Jen, and 
Gene, and were off on our independent student 
group expeditions, the last part of our great Patago-
nia adventure. The morning of our pick-up, I woke 
up in a grassy field to the clanking of cowbells and 
a cacophony of mooing; a field full of cows marked 
the end of our semester: 

“I guess this is my last official entry—
we’re heading to the campo and an asado 
[a traditional Chilean barbeque where 
sheep raised on the farm are roasted on 
bamboo skewers over open flame] and af-
ter that we are free in Coyhaique, which 
will be weird. This was the experience of 
a lifetime, and I’m thankful for every min-
ute of it. I’ll never forget that.” (12/1/08)

	 So why NOLS? At times we were cold and un-
comfortable, and at times the wilderness kept us from 
achieving our goals. But instead of falling apart, we 
learned how to laugh and empathize with one anoth-
er, we learned how to become friends and expedition 
mates. I trust every last member of SSPM-2: Ginger, 
Tyler, Charles, Jordan, Zoe, B-rad, Scotty-Do, Scot-
ty-Don’t, Kyle, Oli, Calie, Lars, Elle, Pelayo, Brett 
and Sasha Bear. Moreover, I trust myself. Would we 
do it all again? To return to those halcyon days and 
starry nights, we would do anything.

How often does a NOLS grad revisit their experi-
ence and ask themselves, why NOLS? Looking 

back at my Patagonia journal, I can relive those months 
of halcyon days and starry nights through the imme-
diacy of words that came naturally to me at the time: 

“Beauty. I have hot Nalgenes drying my 
socks and warming my sleeping bag. I’ve 
got food and maté [a South American 
tea] in my stomach. Dry(ish) clothes. And 
I’m in one of the world’s final frontiers. 
Hope tomorrow brings more adventure…” 
(10/1/08) 

	 That was the start to our semester’s kyaking 
section. Then the sky cracked open and the winds 
whipped the tips of waves into sprays of whitecaps, 
leaving us no choice but to camp on the side of a 
muddy, densely vegetated hill: 

“Okay. Scratch that last entry about 
wanting ‘more adventure.’ The weather 
was god awful today… Hope tomorrow  
is easier.” (10/2/08) 

	 And so it went for the next few days. Eventually 
the ebbs and flows became less pronounced as we set-
tled into the easy rhythm of life on the water. Simple 
routines became a part of us as we paddled on. Soon 
enough, Charles and I were leaders of the day: 

“Overall today was the epitome of a 
NOLS day. We did something that could 
have been complicated—crossing Canal 
Baker—but it turned out fine; while 
something relatively simple—settling on a 
campsite—took 3 hours…Turns out these 
expeditions are about the small things and 
the group more than an idyllic brochure 
picture.” (10/16/08) 

	 A week later our kayaking section came to a cli-
mactic end, bringing with it more lessons on expedition 
behavior:  

“Today was the perfect day to end our 
paddling section. The icebergs, growlers, 
and brash had moved away from the 
glacier and into the bay, which at first 
prevented us from leaving. We decided to 
use the plastic singles as icebreakers to 
break through the blockade…  
	 Once the adrenaline wore off, my 
back started to hurt on the rough 
paddle to camp. I remember telling Sasha 
to paddle harder, which really upset her. 

By David Ketai

Why NOLS:  
 Remembering a  
 Semester in Patagonia

Best window ever!

Ready for some  

    mountaineering

Trapped in ice!
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