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A Passion for Wilderness


Wilderness offers adventure, freedom, simplicity, beauty, inspiration, and wonder. Larry Beck describes how he was inspired to become an interpreter and then to teach about cultural and environmental interpretation through his passion for wilderness.



“In wildness is the preservation of the world.”—Henry David Thoreau

Passion for the outdoors and curiosity about all things natural brought me into the profession of cultural and natural history interpretation. I was raised in southern California at a time when open space and orange groves were still the rule. As a kid I explored the native coastal sage scrub on the hills that surrounded my home. I was fascinated with all living creatures, but had a special affinity for butterflies, flashes of brilliant colors on the wing.

My parents were both educators and so we had the summers off with frequent camping trips to the beaches and mountains. One summer my parents packed the whole family into a camper and we took off to see America with stops at many of our major national parks and historic sites. I was 10 years old at the time and kept a record of all we saw in a large portfolio, complete with educational brochures from the places we visited. From an early age I had a passion for wild places and wanted to learn as much as I could about them.

In high school my favorite courses were biology and physiology. As soon as my friends and I were old enough to drive we ventured north to the mountains of the High Sierra where we camped, hiked, fished, and backpacked in the wilderness. On my first backpacking trip to the Sierras in winter, I was ill-equipped. Most of my friends had good equipment. I packed my gear into a backpack I bought for a quarter at a garage sale. The only sleeping bag I had was a cotton bag used during summer camping trips with the family. I didn’t have hiking boots, so I found some old galoshes to wear over my tennis shoes. The landscape was covered with snow and it was bitter cold. I nestled close to the fire, which another friend and I kept stoked throughout the night, to have a chance at sleep. The very last night I fell asleep and actually felt warm for the first time on the trip, then discovered I had inadvertently shifted into the fire pit. I woke up with my sleeping bag on fire and rolled several times to put the flames out. I remember feeling humbled as I trudged back to the trailhead, yet also exalted by the stunning beauty that surrounded me.

In college, I started as a pre-med biology major. I soon discovered that I didn’t like the laboratory courses, but really enjoyed the field courses. I piled up units in vertebrate field biology and field botany. During the summers I worked for Riverside County Parks in California, first working in park operations and then interpretation. By the time I hit my senior year at University of California–Riverside, I realized my preference was being in the field and I transferred to Humboldt State University to complete a degree in natural resource planning and interpretation.

While at Humboldt I thought it might be a good idea to backpack an inflatable raft to the Tall Trees Grove (tallest trees in the world) in the winter, then inflate my little raft and float back down Redwood Creek in flood stage…solo. I hiked the 12 miles to the Tall Trees Grove and spent the night alone among the magnificent redwoods. The next morning I inflated my raft with my lungs and set on the water as more rain began to fall. The creek was higher and faster than I’d ever seen it.

Just ahead, a huge tree had fallen into the swollen river. I rowed like crazy to avoid a collision, but it seemed the harder I rowed the more the powerful current forced me toward the tree. I hit the tree broadside and was knocked out of the raft into the swift waters. My raft was pinned on the tree by the current and my backpack had sunk into the water, although still tied to the raft.

I swam for shore and finally made it to the steep and slippery cliff. After working my way slowly back upstream I swam out into the main current to try to retrieve the raft. The first two attempts I was swept past the raft by the raging current. The third time I swam out even further and this time was properly positioned for the current to slam me directly into the tree where I held on for dear life. I was able to hoist my backpack and free the raft simultaneously, but I had lost an oar in the ordeal and the raft had a four-foot gash down the middle from the initial collision. I perched on my upside-down dinghy and paddled with one oar, mostly making circles. I finally made it back to the trailhead at dark, half-drowned and hypothermic.

My passion for wilderness went on unabated. I kept getting beat up and yet I kept coming back for more adventure, exhilaration, solitude, peace, inspiration, awe, beauty, and wonder. I was fully aware that this thing I had so much desire for could also crush me. And yet the danger only reinforced and enhanced my rapture and reverence. Years later I was on a canoe expedition in the Northwest Territories of Canada. I wrote a little book about that wilderness experience and conveyed the exuberance of voyageurs, whom I could relate to, that first explored the far north:


The paradox of this happy life is that it revolved around hardship and danger. Voyageurs experienced the rewards of an outdoor lifestyle—a joyous state that comes from exercise, fresh air, comradeship, simplicity, and freedom. They were blessed with timeless days on the water, in full song, amidst a backdrop of exhilarating beauty. Yet this was complemented by depravation and exposure to those same natural elements which could kill them. These seemingly contradictory forces contributed to an exuberant lifestyle that wasn’t, perhaps, otherwise possible. Their highs were appreciated more since they also withstood the lows and understood the risks associated with what they were doing. They lived on the edge and would have it no other way.



Upon graduation I was able to work for the National Park Service as an interpreter at Glen Canyon. This became a hub for adventures to all sorts of national parks and monuments such as Bryce, Zion, Capitol Reef, Arches, Canyonlands, Natural Bridges, Grand Canyon, and many state parks and national forests. These years were followed by a stint with the Bureau of Land Management as a river ranger on the San Juan River in southeastern Utah. Next I returned to interpretive work with the National Park Service at Cabrillo National Monument (California) and then to Denali National Park and Preserve in Alaska.

But, as it turns out, I was also excited by the adventure of the mind. I eventually pursued graduate school and earned my Ph.D. in education from the University of Minnesota where I was also able to spend time in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Then I accepted a position at San Diego State University (SDSU).

I have been at SDSU for the balance of my career, with one exception. During a budget crisis in California 15 years ago, I took a job at Kansas State University (KSU). I was only there a short time, but it was at KSU that I met Ted Cable. He showed me around the prairie landscape, pointing out birds along the way, and we discovered a shared passion for nature and interpreting the forces that make places special. This shared joy for interpretation led to a writing relationship that continues to this day.

I returned to SDSU, where I continue to teach and write about wilderness, the symbolism and meaning of protected places, and cultural and environmental interpretation. My passion for this discipline continues and I delight in sharing my experience with students.

A passion for wilderness led to working in magnificent places and interpreting those resources to others. That ultimately led to teaching and writing about wilderness and interpretation, yet another way to promote these special places and to motivate people to take advantage of the life-enriching experiences found in nature. In addition, I continue to strive to personally experience these glorious landscapes we have set aside and have made it a point to share my passion for nature and culture with my two sons and all those whom I come in contact with along my journey. Finally, I have come to vicariously experience the splendor of our parks through the experiences and joy of my students who are privileged to work at these places.




A Passion for Birds


Naturalists enter into their relationships with nature through different portals. Ted Cable describes how he was inspired to become an interpreter and then to



































If thou indeed derive thy light from Heaven,


Then, to the measure of that heaven-born light,


Shine, Poet! in thy place, and be content:—


The stars pre-eminent in magnitude,


And they that from the zenith dart their beams,


(Visible though they be to half the earth,


Though half a sphere be conscious of their brightness)


Are yet of no diviner origin,


No purer essence, than the one that burns,


Like an untended watch-fire on the ridge


Of some dark mountain; or than those which seem


Humbly to hang, like twinkling winter lamps,


Among the branches of the leafless trees.


All are the undying offspring of one Sire:


Then, to the measure of the light vouchsafed,


Shine, Poet! in thy place, and be content.


—William Wordsworth
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Larry Beck is a professor of recreation and tourism management at San Diego State University. He has a B.S. in natural resource planning and interpretation from Humboldt State University, M.A. in education from Azusa Pacific University, and Ph.D. in education from the University of Minnesota. Dr. Beck is the author/coauthor of four books and more than 100 articles on natural resource management, cultural and environmental interpretation, and higher education. He has received numerous awards for his teaching and scholarship, including the Meritorious Service Award from the National Association for Interpretation. He is a Faculty Fellow of People, Information, and Communication Technologies and a University Scholar of Universal Design for Learning.
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Ted Cable is a professor of park management and conservation at Kansas State University. He has a B.S. in biology from the University of Illinois-Chicago, and both a M.S. in wildlife ecology and Ph.D. in forest recreation from Purdue University. Dr. Cable is the author/coauthor of 10 books and more than 150 articles on natural resource management, wildlife, and interpretation. He has consulted on conservation projects in more than 25 states, has designed several nature parks and preserves, and has worked on conservation projects in Latin America and Africa. In addition to having received numerous university awards, he is a Fellow of the National Association for Interpretation and has been honored by both the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Department of Agriculture for outstanding teaching in the field of conservation and interpretation.
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