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This past summer, in cooperation with the Indian Peaks Wilderness Alliance (IPWA) and 
US Forest Service Boulder Ranger District (BRD), I have been able to gain a personal insight 
into the beautiful James Peak and Indian Peaks Wildernesses (JPW/IPW) located in Boulder’s 
back yard. There were many elements of this program that I participated in for the grand 
objective of learning wilderness ethics and experiencing a line of work created to promote, 
endorse, and defend those principles of conservation. Firstly, I attended a Wilderness Ranger 
Academy near Gunnison, Colorado to kick off the summer and learn the structure and history of 
our nation’s land management agencies. Thereafter, I was lucky enough to be taken under the 
wing of our Ranger Mary Kalendovsky day in and day out for the whole season, work with BRD 
Trail Crew headed by Paul Dawson, and receive conservation literature from the IPWA Board to 
further integrate and enrich the idea of wilderness into my educational framework. The work was 
hard and the days were long, causing me to sacrifice time, body, and sometimes a bit of sanity. 
In return, the accomplishments my colleagues and I made by going out day after day, fighting 
for what we believe in, and acting as true stewards of the environment gave me a deep and 
personal sense of gratification that I could not have achieved in a classroom. Working for the 
Forest Service and thinking more deeply about the present situation of humanity has changed 
how I see the world and how I consider myself to be a part it.

At CU-Boulder, I study the environment, with an emphasis on Earth systems and climate 
change. Dealing more so with scientific analysis and ecological problems than environmental 
law or recreation management, this summer I was introduced to the unpleasant friction of how 
the topics I study in class and the public’s involvement in them merge on a daily basis. Before, I 
was foreign to interacting with people as an authorized regulatory enforcer and protective agent. 
Directly criticizing peoples’ actions and thought processes about what they are doing and how 
they are acting, something that most take very personally, is not an easy task. Individuals do not 
want to be told how to behave or firmly instructed to change their ways, especially while simply 
trying to enjoy their day off. By my myriad involvements in so many cases of enforcing the public 
via Forest regulations, I realized in more ways than I ever had before that the ethical 
frameworks which land management agencies have created are not so much a set of rules, but 
a way of life central to our existence as human beings living on planet Earth. Unfortunately, that 
philosophy is completely absent in an alarming and increasing number of people. Within striking 
distance to a crowd of nearly three million, the IPW/JPW are very popular outlets to satisfy that 
instinctual connection with nature that we as humans so desperately need. To keep and protect 
the wilderness in the face of its millions of unaccustomed users is a struggle much like running 
in quicksand. By maintaining more trails, facilitating backcountry access more efficiently, and 
clearing hundreds of logs every spring using antique saws and dilapidated axes, we create a 
positive feedback loop that makes it always harder to keep up with the inherently destructive 
hordes of visitors. 

Humans have evolved in a very toxic way. In Colorado, it is a gift that some of us get to 
experience nature in ways that other people never will. For example, many kids growing up in 
New York City will only see the buildings around them as the tallest things in world, buildings 
that humans themselves have created with their own hands and minds. To no fault of their own, 
populations located in settings laden with the extensive amenities and services of suitable 
society have a significant and deplorable disconnect with nature. It may even be that when 



those populations get a chance to visit a place like the IPW/JPW, those eternal sources of 
emotion and spirit we draw from nature will not be activated in ways that they have been for 
thousands of years. Today, too many of us have been reared in the modern human condition 
fixated on conquering nature and sucking out its resources for consumption rather than 
preserving it as a living, breathing, and nurturing organism in itself. There are 7.3 billion people 
on Earth, and only a fraction of them know how rottenly we are treating the environment. One 
thing is clear, those who are in touch with nature know how indispensable it is, and those who 
lack such a mindset will casually waste it without a second thought. The problem for land 
management agencies to mitigate then becomes: How do we get seven and a half billion 
humans in spiritual and practical connection with nature without doing exactly what we mean to 
limit, control, and prevent? With the numbers stacked against us, it can seem futile.

Unlike many other jobs I’ve had, this one did not primarily serve as a means to an end. It 
was not one where I counted down the seconds until I could clock out or just put my head down 
and work through the shift. This one asked more of me. Walking the trail with eyes wide open, 
looking for patterns and constantly being on watch as the vocal bodyguard for mother nature is 
a responsibility worth honors. The style of thinking and decision making it required shaped me, 
and altered my world view of people as individuals, and how we act as a collective entity. I was 
made more aware of my each and every footprint, and those of human culture as a whole. In A 
Sand County Almanac, considered to be a pillar of the wilderness initiative and also one of the 
books I received from IPWA, Leopold gloriously talks about southern Wisconsin ecosystems in a 
way I had never seen or considered. Even though I grew up in Wisconsin, I never really saw it in 
the way he describes. Conservation, as a principle, is about everything. Every piece of bark, 
every little grub, every twig snapped by walking off trail, becomes significant if you know what to 
look for. By patrolling the woods for hundreds of hours in the season of its peak use, I learned 
how to see things that I previously did not even know how to identify. To name a few, breaking 
up old fire rings, sniffing out a campfire from long distances away, barricading areas of trail that 
people seemed to be deviating from, finding downed trees to cut up and relocate, and creating a 
system of informative signs were just some of the mechanisms we used to keep the epidemic of 
human impact contained. It was strikingly obvious that the work could never be finished. Being 
one of the very few caretakers of the woods takes determination, constant awareness, and a 
standard that we should all hold ourselves to. 

Demanding that potential standard is the only way humans should be allowed to 
exercise their right to the wilderness. It can be easy to think that in no significant way will one 
person’s impact affect the Earth as a whole, but holding oneself to that higher standard of 
wilderness ideology is the only way we can refrain from succumbing to a species so damned as 
us. Earth is a real thing that we are fortunate enough to inhabit yet the respect it deserves has 
completely dissipated. Acting as an enforcer of conservation in so many various interactions 
with people, I realized that at this point, it is up to the individual. No one is exempt from the 
responsibility of respecting Earth with the upmost care and awareness, and though too few 
choose not to, we all must be our own light in the darkness of pollution, waste, and corruption in 
the modern world. Knowing that I can ask myself to rise to that level of responsibility helps me 
sleep at night, and gives me hope for our society. As a product of the Earth, we cannot abandon 
it. We must respect it and realize that the current global condition is just simply unsustainable. 
Those of us who believe in this doctrine must be willing to fight vehemently in its interest, rise to 
that necessary standard of responsibility, and demand others to do the same. 

I am very grateful for the chance I got to learn these things, and especially to those who 
helped me along the way. I gained an immense amount of respect and appreciation for BRD 
Ranger Mary Kalendovsky, her passion and determination for the work is unmatched and 



absolutely admirable. Working with her this summer was a real privilege, and an experience I 
will not soon forget. Another special thanks is owed to Stuart Dodd and Michael Anderson who 
cooperated to initiate this program from scratch, and got it up and running for its first year. It is 
nice to know that there is a community of people dedicated to protecting our land, and I am 
content that I got to meet so many caring and hardworking people that feel the same. I 
encourage anyone in the future who has the opportunity that I had to take it, and for students of 
the environment to keep getting out into the woods to defend our planet for generations to 
come. 


