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NOLS for Life
BY MADELYN WIGLE, MARKETING REPRESENTATIVE, ALASKA BACKPACKING ‘10
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You’re taking a noLS courSe,” mY father Said to me from  
behind his Weekend-at-Bernie’s sunglasses and pyrrhic disposition at 
our kitchen table. 

I was 10 years old.
I had only a vague and distant understanding of what this 

“NOLS” meant to my dad, who at this point had explored much 
of the world. In the mix 
of adventuring, he took a 
NOLS ski course in ’76. 
He’d built a silent and sus-
tainable reverence for nature 
and all things "experien-
tial." I couldn’t touch the 
things he’d done or relate 
to the places he’d been, for 
a few reasons. 1) I had only 
just reached double-digits, 

2) Getting those stories out of him was like pulling teeth, and  
3) I hadn’t taken a NOLS course. Yet.

When seasoned or early NOLS employees, instructors, staff, and 
alumni reflect on NOLS “back then,” it’s as if they’re trying to describe 
magic. There’s a reason for the almost mystic air to their recollections. 
In the earlier days of the school, folks knew they were creating some-
thing special—something groundbreaking. They were committed 
to overcoming the pervasive disconnect between people and nature, 
themselves, others, and personal ethics.

In the film High on the Wind Rivers, which followed NOLS moun-
taineering students in 1970, the sentiment among them was largely 
rooted in trying to develop and strengthen mind and body while effi-
ciently traveling the wilderness. Toward the beginning of the film, Paul 
Petzoldt says, with regard to students, “The most important thing they 
learn is about themselves. They drop the veneer of civilization and see 
other people as they really are.” 

That is just as true today as it was in 1970. We still drop the veneer 
and are still forced to look our coursemates in the eye and learn to 
communicate and grow with one another. It’s a general understanding 
that what students get out of their NOLS course is close to, if not the 
same as, what they got out of it 50 years ago. What is worth exploring, 
though, is what is the same? The answer is transference. In fact, it’s 
clear that the transfer of skills, notions, values, and ethics are nearly 
exactly the same as they were in 1965.

My dad may have been wearing wool pants, whereas I wore teal 
and blue windpants, but it's safe to say that the feeling in our guts was 
similar when we summited our first peak. Where he returned from 
his course to the comforts of home and a traditional Italian family, I 
returned to my cell phone, the Internet, and college life in Virginia. 
However, we both had the smattering of people close to us asking, 
“why did you do that?” or “what did you get out of it?” What I know 
now is that the answers to those questions are nearly identical for 
both of us. And that shared transference is a testament to the school’s 
enduring mission.

My dad and I re-joined our previous routines 
and habitats with a stronger sense of what matters 
to us, and a desire to live simply to the best of our 
ability. For me, that meant getting rid of about 75 
percent of my clothing, 
and making a deal 
with myself to invest in 
experiences rather than 
possessions. For my 
dad, that looked like re-
configuring his entire 
camping kit. Anything 
that wasn’t absolutely 
essential was given away,  
because he realized that having the right piece 
of equipment is better than having many pieces  
of equipment.

“What was more striking was my attitude change—
I didn’t worry about whether or not I could take care of 
myself in a difficult situation,” he said. He had learned to 
live in some of the harshest backcountry conditions. He  
reflected, “We had a couple hypothermia cases and 
a bout of frostbite to address. It was not a trip with-
out adversity and physical risk, but I felt all the more  
self-reliant.”

Pru Smith, a student on 30 Days to Survival (see  
page 23) recalled, “One of the things that I got [from 
NOLS] was the idea that I didn’t just have to do one 

High on the Wind Rivers follows NOLS mountaineering students of the 1970s. Today’s 
students can still relate. William Roth

Top Left: Author's father skiing in the ‘70s. Bottom Left: Author on a backpacking trip. Courtesy of Madelyn Wigle
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thing with my life—that I could explore and have adv-
entures. In college I was trying to get off campus, so 
I did a bunch of trips. I went to Nepal. I spent some 
time in the Southwest with the Pueblo Indians.”

She said that NOLS instilled her with a genuine 
sense of adventure. My dad would agree, and that same 
sense of adventure was passed onto my siblings and I. 

We have, as an organization and community, 
come leaps and bounds in terms of technological  
advances, and it’s worth pointing out while reflecting 
on NOLS then and now. What is amazing about these 
advances is that while that aspect is changing and 
evolving, it still supports the school’s original goals.

Not much has changed other than the scale in 
which we do it. For example, if we take a look at the 
NOLS IS department, we know that they are com-
municating efficiently to all of our locations across the 
world. Further, as an organization we have developed 
the tools and resources to reach our alumni in a very 
real way. That is an astronomical advance from where 
we started.  

But we’re still bagging rations, still doing things 
with our hands. We’re waking up in the morning 

and spitting into the 
wind after brush-
ing our teeth. We are 
bandaging wounds 
and getting inti- 
mately acquainted with 
what we’re made of. 
That rugged process 
is something we can  
still facilitate. 

Other commen-
tary from the High on 
the Wind Rivers film 
outlines that NOLS 
courses teach students 

“to enjoy life even under difficult con-
ditions.” Tom Day who was part of 
the documentary, 30 Days to Surviv-
al, says his course helped him be more  
independent, and function as a leader.

“I got into my independence, and 
taking charge,” he declared.

On Day’s course, Petzoldt’s 
unique teaching style played a role in 
fostering that independence.

“I was kind of stuck. It was the 
first time I’d ever rappelled and I just 
couldn’t get over the cliff. Paul said, ‘If 
you don’t get on your rappel line, Mr. 
Day, I’m going to come over there 
and throw you off!’ So I did the rap-
pel and came running back up saying, ‘Gosh, that was great! Can I try 
it again?’ and Paul said, ‘Nope, you only get one try,” Day recalled.

He continued, “Paul was kind of gruff in that respect, but it got me  
unstuck. Looking back on it, he did an excellent job working with us 
as young folks.”

The reason for that is largely surrounded by the fun component 
of NOLS courses. One minute of fun or a few moments of laughter 
can make an entire day stuck in a tent during a storm or exposed in a 
rainstorm feel worth it. 

Based on countless interactions with grads of all decades, I can 
attest that finding such laughter is a skill developed and transferred, 
across the board. You’re not likely to find a NOLS grad complaining 
about a flight delay, car trouble, or being lost. Why? They just deal. 
They tend to shed the part of themselves that once sweated the small 
stuff somewhere in the backcountry. Furthermore, grads also tend to 
welcome challenges just for the potential to overcome them, because 
they know from personal experience what is gained. 

John Hannsz, a student on the course featured in High on the 
Wind Rivers viewed the opportunity to go out West and climb moun-
tains as an exciting adventure.

“[NOLS] gave me a strong sense of independence, a strong  
enjoyment of outdoors; it led me to being a Scoutmaster. I think that 

Perseverance, tolerance, teamwork, and so much more will always be lessons nature teaches. NOLS Archives

Pru Smith, ‘69. NOLS Archives

Day Thomas, ‘69. NOLS Archives
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ience with them long enough to stump their 10-year-
olds with declarations of NOLS-filled futures.

It’s been 50 years since NOLS was born, and 
to say we’ve achieved remarkable growth is an enor-
mous understatement. However, while much has 
changed—gear, curriculum, risk management prac-
tices, operating locations—there seems to be little 
difference in terms of that intangible something 
with which students walk away from their courses. 
Further, it seems that where students find and draw 
inspiration from on their courses is essentially the 
same: the landscape, the challenge, and, particularly, 
their instructors.

A great deal of NOLS grads will go on to sum-
mit peaks, run rivers, and regularly and tirelessly 
charge the wilderness forever; that’s a surface transfer 
of skills. But what transfers for the grads that shoot a 
different bearing? It’s my impression that these folks 
recognize and welcome the potential for anyone to be 
great. That comes down to our human treatment of 
one another, and that, to me, is legendary. There is 
an honor in how we treat each other based on com-
munication skills learned on a NOLS course. It’s how 
we show up. It’s how we get it done and ask for little 
applause. How we attempt to maintain a sense of 
humor through trying circumstances. Maybe that’s 
the reason for the almost mystic lean to recollections 
from those who were here in the beginning. 

in part it led to my son becoming an Eagle Scout,” he reflected.
Tolerance for—even embracing—adversity, independence, and  

appreciation for the wild are examples of a fundamental widening of 
graduates’ worldviews. The filmmakers observe in High on the Wind 
Rivers that, “Your whole way of life changes, your values. What 
counts is what you’re actually doing—it’s a one-to-one thing. It 
doesn’t matter who you voted for, or the length of your hair—it’s a 
real set of values.” 

Throughout time, the “younger generation” has had the ten-
dency to receive a mark of judgment on some level. Where there 
are young people, there are older people calling them lazy, entitled, 
rogue, or provocative. Just like millenials are tasked with overcom-
ing a slight attack on their unique character these days, so were 
their parents and grandparents tasked with overcoming similar  
obstacles. Oftentimes, what the young people will do is seek escape 
from that environment. And through the generations, NOLS has been 
able to provide an escape from the culture of a time, and provide a way 
in which young people measure themselves that has nothing to do with 
the opinion of generations before them. 

Petzoldt observes on screen in Wind Rivers, “students are seek-
ing adventure, and seeking something real.” He continues, “the young 
people today are tough, they’re not like some people think they are.” 
NOLS students, by and large, are motivated from the start. NOLS 
curriculum and progression-based framework of the course teaches 
them to learn to work with, and further value, people that are unlike 
them. The result of that experience is that they are less likely to be 

judgmental of the next gen-
eration. In fact, it opens up 
the potential to connect with 
groups of people they other-
wise wouldn’t have.

My dad is 44 years older 
than me. NOLS allowed us 
to begin building a relation-
ship in which we had things 
in common. Where I once 
rebelled against any and all 
suggestions from the man, 
I came to see that they were 

kicks in directions he knew I’d thrive in. As a result, I found com-
mon ground with him. Now we could fill a room with similarities—
whether it’s the outdoors, coffee, or distrust for the federal government. 
We committed to understanding one another, no matter how many 
differences were in place, and I know part of our NOLS education 
contributed to our willingness to overcome an obstacle. 

So while courses now require helmets and students no longer 
carry external-frame backpacks, they are still focused on the same 
set of values, and students are still being rocked out of their comfort 
zones—despite all of today’s modern comforts. They’re put in a 
role where they are responsible for making important decisions, and 
those decisions have consequences. They are carrying the exper-

We committed to 

understanding one 

another, no matter 

how many differences 

were in place, and I 

know part of our NOLS 

education contributed 

to our willingness to 

overcome an obstacle.

The author and her father on a road trip in Italy. Reda Wigle


