
My Work with Outward Bound, 1976-1989

by Will Miller


I was a climbing bum in the mid-1970s living in Yosemite when I first heard about Outward Bound. One of my climbing partners, Barbara Eastman (we climbed the South Face of Mt. Watkins together) worked for the Colorado Outward Bound School and encouraged me to apply to the Northwest school. Ian Wade, one of the directors at that time, was looking for climbers with technical expertise to apply as instructors. I was comfortably working as a waiter in the Tuolumne Meadows Lodge in the summer of 1976 when Ian contacted me with a last-minute offer as an assistant instructor.
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Clarks Nutcracker in the North Cascades


The August 1976 Glacier Peak course, N100, was one of what was called a “boy’s course”, as it wasn’t coed and was filled with guys in their late teens. Dick Savidge was the Chief Instructor and I worked with Jim O’Neill. The pay was $300. There were about four patrols (as the groups were called then) and other instructors included Fritz Moritz, the married couple John and Jeanne Griffith, who always worked together, and the legendary Paul Machek, who lived solely off cans of sardines and always worked alone. The courses started up the North Fork of the Skykomish, resupplied after the first week at the White River trailhead, and the second week at the Trinity trailhead. Student groups were sent off on a variety of routes from there back to the Skykomish for their final expedition. Being treated by the logistics person at resupply with unlimited supplies of potatoes to fry up in margarine was a memorable treat. These were hard courses and we burned a lot of calories.


The following summer, 1977, I was sent up to the Okanogan to work the adult short courses. These were only a week long, coed, with a minimum age of 18 or 21, run out of the Twisp River Valley, on the drier east side, so they were considered much easier. Emily Stonington, who later became a Representative and Senator in Montana State politics was the Chief Instructor for these courses that summer and I worked NS-21 and NS-22 with Wayne Hanson and Tammy Mulick. Between courses Emily, 

Tammy, and I hiked into the southern Pickets. 
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Emily Stonington, future State Senator


In July I was send down to the Thee Sisters in the Oregon Cascades to work my first course as a full instructor, N-108. Paid $500, which felt like a princely sum!

Eric Leroy was the Chief Instructor, the other instructors included Jim Miller, Nancey Goforth, Ian Wade, Pam Speers, and Steve Erickson. Jim and Steve ran a ski-touring business in Park City, Utah, for many years. Ian was probably roving between groups. The courses would start and end on the west side at the Separation Creek trailhead.
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Kangaroo Pouch in the North Cascades course area


I worked a winter course in the Wallowas after some interesting staff trainings: a bunch of us were sent up to Seattle for a “communications workshop” which involved running a ropes course for kids in a halfway house, and volunteering at the Pacific Science Center. Then off to the Anthony Lakes Ski Area in the Wallowas for the Winter Course Orientation, followed by an avalanche course in Silverton, Colorado, where we four NOBS instructors, Eric Leroy, Pam Speers, Joan Williams, and I, made a bit of a name for ourselves by digging a snowcave outside the cabin everyone else was staying in for us to sleep in (NOBS paid for our tuition, but not lodging). 


Dick Savidge was the CI in the Wallowas for NW-28  in February 1978, and instructors included Kate Jessup and Sue Hagmier. In March 1978 I worked NW-30, the International Course, with Eric Leroy (CI), Mike Seeley, Joan Williams, Pam Speers, and others, a joint course with the Canadian Outward Bound Mountain School where we crossed over into British Columbia by Spanish Camp and Cathedral Lake, over Orthodox Peak and down Wall Creek to end the course at the Keremeos base camp. None of us American instructors had ever worked anything but mobile courses, so experiencing a dining hall and dormitories was as exciting as the digestive biscuits in the field rations the Canadians brought. The Canadian students were amused by all of our peanut butter, and would ask each other to “pass the NOBS” when they wanted some, as our reusable containers  were all labeled thus.


The June 1978 staff orientation in Portland is where I met Geof Childs, Mike Goff, and Rod Pashley, and for my second Glacier Peak Course, N-118, I worked with Eric Leroy, Joan Williams, Murry Marvin, Rod Sanders, and Al Brown. This course was run out of the White River, and we crossed the Wenatchee Ridge high route, climbed Mount Clark, soloed in the Napeequa Valley, hiked the High Pass high route by starlight, and climbed Glacier Peak with a group on their final expedition. 


N-27 in July 1978, was a short course in the Okanagon with Stephanie Atwood where we were racing back to camp in a thunderstorm with our group after climbing McAlester Mountain, having neglected to have anyone bring raincoats because the weather had been so nice. We got back to camp in pouring rain and lightning after a series of wild glissades only to be met in camp by Ian Wade, the NOBS Program Director. Oops. In August I worked two more short courses, NS-28 and NS-29, with Stephanie Atwood and Chris Mannix, Chris and I managing to squeeze in an ascent of Liberty Crack on Liberty Bell in the few days between courses, which climbed Silver Star.
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Working on blisters, North Cascades


In September 1978 I was out in the Sawtooths for the September Idaho Course,

where I naively volunteered to take the patrol of delinquents who had been given the choice of taking this course or going to jail. Mike Seeley was was the CI, other instructors included Ed Newville, Tom Robinson, Maggi Crocker, and Jim Miller. Chris Mannix was my assistant instructor, and it was pretty much a disaster for us. None of us had any experience or training in working with that population, and the course was based on the misconception that “all you need to do is get them out in the mountains and they will get straightened out”. Only a few of the group finished the course, but Chris and I had a fabulous time doing multi-pitch rock climbs with the remaining few!
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Nancey Goforth with course ending paperwork: hot day in the Twisp basecamp.


My first courses working as a chief instructor were NW-31and NW-33, winter short courses in the Wallowas in January 1979, working with Joan Williams, Nancey Goforth, and Rod Sanders. Minus 25 degree temperatures were a challenge on the first one, and the snowmobile traffic and unspectacular terrain soured everyone on the course area. In February I worked an unusual special course with Nancey Goforth and Kate Jessup (CI): a group of Lifespring trainers that we took through the usual winter activities. Nice enough group, though it was puzzling why none of them had beards or eyeglasses. I eventually asked why, at a debrief, and learned it was a deliberate choice. In March Pam Speers and I worked a delightful course, NW-37, a winter short course in the Okanogan, where with our one group of fit students we skied up into Merchants Basin out of the Twisp River. On the Three Sisters May course that year, N-130, I worked with Tom Kimbrell and Todd Rentchler with a staff orientation at Smith Rocks and a service project there during the course.


In the summer of 1979, four NOBS instructors, Ian Wade, Geof Childs, Mike Goff, and I went off to Pakistan where we did the first ascent of North Paiyu in the Karakoram Himalayas. Following that expedition, Ian and I climbed in the French Alps, and I worked  a course at the Eskdale Outward Bound School, E-290, in October. That was particularly 
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Outward Bound patrol in the Lake District

interesting as it was one of the original Outward Bound schools and an active instructor exchange occurred for a number of years. Being served afternoon tea in the staff dining room, having a private room, and heading off to the pub in the evenings (unless you were the duty instructor), were quite different experiences than what we were used to on the mobile courses of NOBS.


In June 1980 I worked an Educators Course, NE-5, in the Three Sisters with Mike Goff, Ben Curtis, Deb Nystrom, and others. I’m not sure any of us instructors knew much about formal education practices, but the group of teachers did, and we had a series of wonderful debriefing sessions. In August, I was down in the Sierra Nevada working a course for the Athenian School, a private school in the Bay Area that ran courses with Outward Bound instructors in the Yosemite High Sierra. 


In the summer of 1981 I was back north (working on finishing college during the school year in California) and worked N-157, the June North Cascades course (the long courses were being shifted to the Okanogan from the Glacier Peak area, which was seen as just too rugged and remote) with Jim Miller (CI), Kym Davis, and others. We went over South Pass to McAlester Lake, over to Rennie Creek and Louis Lake, up to Twisp Lake and Solo Peak, and into the Kangaroo Pouch where we spent a night. For the July course, N-161,  I worked with Jane Ramp, and we went up Reynolds Creek, over Camels Hump Col, and to the Temple area to camp on the Grandstand. N-165, the August North Cascades course, I had to work alone, but had a strong group and we went out the Rainbow Ridge to climb Mt. Bowen with the help of Chief Instructor Geof Childs. Then back to Twisp Lake over Heidi Pass.
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Carol Hardin deals with course-ending paperwork at the Mazama basecamp.


In 1982 I finished college and moved to Portland, picking up some work in the warehouse on Bancroft street packing food for courses, and working N-170, the June Okanogan course with Sue Steele. Bobby Knight, CI, Rob Russell, Diana Rawlings, and Charlton Durant also worked the course. Sue and I took our group up South Creek to the Crescent Mountain area, climbing Soaring Eagle Peak, then over the “Col of Heroes” to resupply on the Twisp River. Then over Abernathy Pass to traverse Pouch Ridge, climb Wallaby, and spend the night in the Kangaroo Pouch. The July Okanogan course, N-173, I worked with Carol Petrelli, Rob Russell, Sue Steele, Dave Lovejoy, and Diane Rawlings. Bobby Knight, CI. Carol and I took our group out the Rainbow Ridge and the Kettling Peaks High Route. N-177 was the September Okanogan course with Jim Miller, just one patrol, I recall, with an ascent of Gibbs Peak, and Silver Leap Peak in a whiteout with the first storm of the season.


In 1983 I started work as the Logistics Director for NOBS, now renamed the Pacific crest Outward Bound School. Based in Portland, organizing food, equipment, and staff houses for courses in the Okanogan, Three Sisters, Deschutes River, and later, the south Sierra Nevada and Joshua Tree areas. I did work N-183 as the Chief Instructor for the July Okanogan course with Nancey Goforth, Cliff Leigh, Sue Steele, Diane Cornell, John Rich, Colly Shera, Paul Clark, Melissa Norment, and Charlie Manfredi, and handled the course ending logistics for N-180.
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Sue Steele, Nancey Goforth, John Rich, Tom Kimbrell, and Diane Cornell: N-183


In 1984 I continued as Logistics Director, but met my future wife Joan on a sea kayaking trip in Barkley Sound on Vancouver Island, leading me to leave Portland and the logistics position to move to Seattle to be nearer her (and get married the following year). When I went back to school to get my teaching credential in 1987 I worked some outdoor programs for the Lakeside School in Seattle, and in 1988 I was an instructor on NNW-225/6, the August North Cascades course where we started up Early Winters Creek, resupplied at Gilbert, and ended at South Creek. In 1989 I was an instructor on PGND-299, the July Okanogan course, which started at Rainy Pass, and also resupplied at Gilbert and ended at South Creek, the last course I worked for the school.


I started working for Outward Bound without any experience in education, and was hired because of my technical mountaineering and rock climbing background, which the school was increasingly interested in because of safety concerns. NOBS had an annual series of staff trainings not only in safety matters, but in educational techniques, which most of us climbers hadn’t a clue about.  Not long after moving to Seattle and getting married, I decided to return to education, but from an entirely different angle, and obtained my teaching credential in elementary education in 1988.

I’ve taught 4th and 5th graders in the Seattle Public Schools for about 25 years now, and know that my years of working with Outward Bound have deeply influenced my classroom teaching, and have helped me understand the deeper, more important levels of education.


As a parent, I also know my years of tramping through the North Cascades with NOBS have influenced me. In 2002 my wife and I pulled our girls out of school for a year and sailed down the coast to Mexico in our small sailboat. Independently, another Outward Bound couple, Pam and Peter Hayes, did the same thing with their two children. It was a wonderful family adventure in the true Outward Bound model: difficult, with plenty of hardships and uncertainty, physical adventure and emotional discoveries, and well worth the time and effort.


[image: image9]
Planning the course. Mazama, 1982
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Vic Walsh, Director, at staff retreat.
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Sue Steele in the Okanogan
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Instructors Johnnie Williams (?) and Ernie Jones in the north Cascades, June 1983
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