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WILD WOMEN
BOULDER NONPROFIT’S EXPEDITIONS PLAY TO STRENGTHS OF WOMEN 

By Carolyn Barry (from The Daily Times-Call )
Tall and athletic, Laura Pringle has a presence about her that’s hard to miss. She’s sharp, with a hint of native New York candidness that’s buffered by her openness and amiability — and she seems like she could take on anything. 

At 42, the Highlands Ranch resident is now on her fourth career: studying for her master’s degree in information system security at Colorado Technical University. 

But Pringle also knows her limits, which is one reason she signed up for an organized climb of Longs Peak over the weekend. 

“I want to challenge myself, but I don’t want high risk involved,” she said. “I don’t want to be the hiker who gets lost.” 

And with only two backpacking trips under her belt, both below 10,000 feet, she wanted the expertise of others who had hiked the challenging 14,000-foot peak. 

But like a growing number of women, Pringle wanted a different hiking experience, so she joined an all-female expedition with The Women’s Wilderness Institute, a Boulder-based nonprofit organization. 

“(Women) are more open, they’re more supportive, and there’s usually far less ego involved,” she said. “I’ve been the token chick so many times.” 

All-female expeditions are less about “girl power” and ditching men and more about playing to the strengths of women. 

“There’s something about being outdoors with other women that lets you be yourself,” said Laura Tyson, executive director of The Women’s Wilderness Institute. “They have a different style. Women have more of a journey focus rather than a specific goal.” 

Tyson said, generally, men are used to trusting their abilities, but “women tend not to trust that as much.” 

All-female trips allow a woman to take more ownership of her experience, and with that comes a confidence in her abilities, Tyson said. 

“Men are used to stepping into leadership,” she said. “It’s easier to have leadership when you have that ownership.” 

Tyson, who has a master’s degree in psychology and 20 years of experience in outdoor education, founded the institute in 1997. 

“We really saw a need for an organization specifically devoted to women and girls,” she said. 

The institute has 30 highly qualified, technically competent field staff, said Tyson, who leads trips ranging from rock climbing and fly fishing to hiking and outdoor yoga. Fees from the women’s courses supplement scholarships for about half the girls who participate in courses. 

“It’s really important to us that it be accessible to all girls,” she said. “We’ve never turned away a low-income girl.” 

Staff take care of all the planning, including providing all equipment and food, but participants do the cooking and take part in all work. Field staff stress they are leaders who teach women the skills they need to be self-sufficient in everything from erecting a tent to breathing and resting techniques when hiking — not to mention how to pee standing up. 

“That’s my favorite thing to teach,” said Danika Gilbert, one of the leaders on The Women’s Wilderness Institute’s Longs Peak expedition. “If you’ve never been told before or seen someone else do it, then you’d never know. It’s especially useful when you have a heavy pack.” 

Gilbert, who holds a doctorate in biogeochemistry, has more than 10 years of experience in outdoor education, guiding part time as she worked at NCAR forecasting turbulence for commercial aircraft. Two years ago, she quit her day job and moved to Ridgway to start her dream job of living and working in the outdoors. 

In her experience, the dynamics of all-women groups compared with mixed groups are quite different. Gilbert noted that women tend to voice their hesitations more when men are present, even when they are skilled themselves. 

“If I’m with a guy with more experience than me, then I tend to let him lead,” she said. “A (more experienced) woman will say to me, ‘Come on, go ahead.’ A guy will say, ‘Well, if you don’t want to, I’ll do it.’ It’s not that men aren’t supportive — they want to help where they can — but it often ends up that women are sheltered.” 

Gilbert said all-female outdoor trips provide a place for women to share their thoughts and experiences in a way that tends to be less competitive. 

“They’re coming on the course because they want peace and to get into the wilder-ness in a supportive environment,” she said. “It’s not a formal therapy, but it is in a way.” 

“Challenge by choice” is a motto of the organization, Gilbert said, meaning that while leaders will push women to challenge their fears and abilities, their hesitations and fears are recognized and respected as well. 

And Longs Peak is a challenging climb, even for someone who’s fit, said Ruth Barrientos, 36, of Boulder, who went on the expedition in 2005. 

Barrientos, a neuroscientist at the University of Colorado, plays soccer three times a week, hikes and plays ultimate Frisbee, and she found that the Longs Peak climb lived up to her expectations. 

“It was a 12- to 13-hour round trip,” she said. “It was hard, but it was also comforting to have that support there, because there was a ton of us. There were women who had climbed higher peaks, but (the environment) was really cooperative and empathetic. It made you feel like you all wanted to reach the peak together.” 

But even when roughing it on a challenging hike, there’s time for a lot of laughter and chatting on an all-female trip. 

“There was some girl talk, but it was just about everything — marriages, children, books, movies, jobs, careers,” Barrientos said. 

For more information, visit www.womenswilderness.org or call 303-938-9191. 

Carolyn Barry can be reached at 303-684-5336, or by e-mail at tcnewsintern1@times-call.com. 
Jody Radke, left, an instructor at the Women’s Wilderness Institute, and Laura Pringle stop for a break while hiking at Mount Sanitas in Boulder recently. The walk was the first of two training hikes for a Longs Peak expedition the two were involved in Friday through Sunday.Times-Call/Carolyn Barry 

