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Preface
My first experience with wilderness search and res-
cue was in 1959, when I was six. And my first experience 
with emergency response was about that same time. Let 
me start with that story first, and then my first wilder-
ness search and rescue experience.

When I was six or maybe five, something happened 
to my sister, who is four years younger than me. She 
was apparently climbing up a dresser with open draw-
ers, and it tilted over, trapping her in the top drawer as 
it was closing, I heard my mom screaming for help. I 
rushed into the room and saw what was happening and 
saw her holding the dresser from falling over entirely, 
but she couldn’t get it back upright and rescue my sister. 
I felt helpless, as I was too small to do anything to help.

But out the window, my mom could see a man paint-
ing the gutters on the next building over. So I ran over 
there and asked him for help, and he rushed down the 
ladder and then over to our apartment where he helped 
my mother get the dresser upright and rescue my sister 
from being crushed.

I think my interest in emergency preparedness and 
emergency response dates from that formative helpless 
feeling. I don’t like feeling helpless in an emergency.

Now on to wilderness search and rescue.
I was born and raised in the Washington, DC area. 

When I was a kid, most of the people in the DC area 
went east to the beach for summer vacation. But some 
started going west to Shenandoah National Park, 
along the eastern edge of the Appalachian Mountains. 
Shenandoah National Park there in central Virginia was 
just 20 years old, and the Appalachian Trail there only 
two years older.

As early as I can remember, our family went to stay 
at Big Meadows Lodge in Shenandoah National Park. 
In the days when air conditioning was only for the rich, 
taking a break from the summer heat was a great idea, 
and about 4000 feet elevation above the DC area, Big 
Meadows was much cooler. 

 We would drive the length of the park along Skyline 
Drive, stopping at the overlooks to appreciate the views 
east from the Blue Ridge back to the coastal plains 
where the congestion of DC was far away, and across the 
Shenandoah Valley to the ridges and valleys of Virginia 
and West Virginia to the west. We would stay in one of 
the rooms in the lodge and eat in the dining room, both 
of which are essentially unchanged from the 1950s, and 
where my family still goes for vacation. 

In those days, outdoor recreation of the hiking, back-
packing, climbing, and caving type was a fringe activity. 
Only a tiny fraction of the US population was interested 
in such things.

My parents would sit outside the room drinking 
beer and smoking cigarettes, neither one of which 
had much attraction for me as a little kid. They would 
certainly appreciate the view, as would I, but sitting still 
seemed to me at the time (and seems to me today) to 
be a bit boring. I did persuade my parents for us to go 
on a couple of nature walks guided by a National Park 
Service Ranger. I enjoyed these walks a lot, and vowed 
to become a ranger, which I eventually did, working 
summers throughout college at different parks including 
Shenandoah. But my parents soon tired of these.

So, with my parents’ permission as I got older (older 
being maybe five; and note that this was fifty years 
before “helicopter parents” were a thing), I would go 
on walks to Blackrock, a small rocky promontory with  
view about 500 feet from our room. Then on walks 
along the Appalachian Trail over to the Big Meadows 
campground, which I suspect was farther away than my 
parents knew.

I had heard about the Appalachian Trail from the 
rangers, and the idea that I could walk past the camp-
ground and keep going to Mt. Katahdin in Maine quite 
captured my young imagination. On one of the nature 
walks, the ranger had pointed out that it was just a short 
hike past the campground to Franklin Cliffs with a nice 
view to the west. 

One day, I told my parents I was going to walk to the 
campground again and a bit past to the view the ranger 
had mentioned. My parents weren’t paying much atten-
tion and said “fine.” So I walked the Appalachian Trail 
from Big Meadows Lodge to Franklin Cliffs. It was 1.8 
miles one way, and I had a great walk, my longest hike 
to date. There were lots of interesting things to see along 
the way, so I don’t think I made very good time. Once 
I got to the top of Franklin Cliffs, there was indeed a 
great view to the west across the Shenandoah Valley. The 
Appalachian Trail there is right next to Skyline Drive at 
an overlook, so I walked up to the overlook and there 
was a National Park Ranger truck! The Ranger looked 
at me and asked my name. He said “you know, your 
parents are looking for you. Would you like a ride back 
to Big Meadows?” I thought for a fraction of a second, I 
really planned to walk back along the Appalachian Trail, 
but it’s uphill all the way, and… a chance to ride in a 
Ranger truck!

When I got back, my parents didn’t act all that wor-
ried for which to this day I still give them credit.

I don’t think that walk prompted my interest in search 
and rescue. But it certainly did contribute my lifelong 
interest in experiencing the outdoors close up and per-
sonal, and in particular, hiking in Shenandoah National 
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Park. So, many decades before “forest bathing” and the 
scientific evidence for the mental and physical health 
benefits of being in the great outdoors, I was an addict.

In the years following, we continued to go to Big 
Meadows, and I continued, with my parent’s assent, to 
go on longer and longer (usually ranger-guided) walks.

When I was about twelve, I joined the Potomac 
Appalachian Trail Club (PATC), a DC-area hiking club 
that also maintained some 400 miles of the Appalachian 
Trail. From my parents’ viewpoint, this was great: I 
could go hiking on the weekends with adult supervision 
and without them needing to drive me anywhere other 
than maybe to an assembly point a couple of miles from 
our house.

I papered the walls of my room with USGS 7.5’ 
topographic maps of Shenandoah National Park, held 
on with thumbtacks. I resolved to eventually hike every 
single inch of trail in the park by the time I finished high 
school. As I hiked each trail, I traced over it in pencil on 
the wall. And indeed, in my junior year of high school, 
I had traced over every trail in the park, including the 
abandoned ones. I also had gotten sucked into the pub-
lic service that PATC provided. In high school, I labored 
many hours in the basement of PATC headquarters on 
maps of Shenandoah National Park, the Appalachian 
Trail and other trails in the mid-Appalachians. I served 
as a shelter overseer for a while (Manassas Gap Shelter), 
as a trail overseer for a while (Overall Run Trail), and 
as the PATC’s first “Ridgerunner” (trail patrol for the 
Appalachian Trail outside Shenandoah National Park). 
This got me involved in, and committed to, public ser-
vice in the outdoors.

I got interested in rock climbing from hearing about 
the PATC’s Mountaineering Section, and while still in 
middle school, joined the Mountaineering Section to 
learn more. There, from people like Dave Templeton, 
who was also a friend of my parents, I learned climb-
ing safety and small party self-rescue, which piqued my 
interest in vertical rescue. 

My mother was very supportive: she took my to a 
place called Appalachian Outfitters and bought me my 
first pair of climbing boots and my first rope. The rope 
was twisted-nylon Goldline, which was new and in 
some ways better than the manila natural-fiber rope we 
had been using. My mother said that if I was going to do 

this kind of stuff, it would be safer if I had good gear, a 
principle that I have carried with me ever since.

Once in high school, I got interested in caving from a 
science teacher named Lyle Conrad, who was an active 
caver with the DC Grotto of the National Speleological 
Society. He would take groups of students on beginner 
caving trips. I got hooked, joined DC Grotto, and ended 
up spending some of my hiking time hiking under-
ground with DC Grotto. While still in high school, I 
got  involved in exploration and mapping, particularly 
in Organ Cave in West Virginia’s Greenbrier County, 
where I got to lead some such trips. At one point, Organ 
Cave was thought to be the longest cave in the world, 
but it now it isn’t even in the top 10, with about 40 miles 
of passage surveyed.  

 On one of those trips deep into virgin cave, John 
Canfield, a member of my exploration and survey team 
used a bit of parachute cord as a handline to climb down 
a short vertical drop. I shouldn’t have suggested this, 
assented to this, or even thought about it. Even with 
loops on the parachute cord, he couldn’t get back up. I 
stayed at the top of the drop and we lowered down extra 
food and water and warmth to him, and the two others 
in the survey team went out to call for help. We were in 
there for a long time waiting for a few more cavers and 
more get John up and out. We all survived with noth-
ing more than acute severe embarrassment. While John 
and I were waiting in there for many hours, I had a lot 
of time to think about leadership, subjective hazards 
like wanting to reach the end of newly-explored “virgin” 
cave, small-party self-rescue, and cave rescue in general. 
My interest in organized cave rescue, and in leadership 
issues, dates to those hours.

*  *  *

Reading books and listening to others are good ways 
to make your “experiences” less painful. I hope that, by 
reading this book, you get some benefit from my experi-
ences, and those of my colleagues, without having to 
personally go through similar experiences.

Good decisions come from experience. Experience 
comes from making bad decisions.

—Mark Twain


