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SETTING UP CAMP

In 2014, a few months before Perry Cohen founded 
one of the first queer and trans backpacking 
companies, The Venture Out Project, he went on a 
familiar trek to the summit of southern New 
Hampshire’s topographic pride – Mount Monad-
nock. The famed 3,165 foot peak shares the title as 
one of the most popular hikes in the world and 
contains lookouts named after the transcendental-
ists Emerson and Thoreau, who gushed about the 
mountain in their poetry and prose.

 “I remember at the time, I was still sorting 
through some things,” Cohen said, speaking 
about the trek he’d taken many times as a child. 
“I was still trying to figure out who I was, where I 
was, and I thought going for a hike would be a 
great way to clear my head.” Just a few months 
earlier, at age 38, he had begun his transition.

He took the White Dot Trail – an airy route 
that commences at the base of the mountain in 
scruffy spruce, pine, and hardwood stands but 
clears at its famous, steep, and exposed ledges, 
known affectionately by hikers as “The Chute.” 
Ropes are not necessary on the 45–50 degree 
slopes, but care must be taken when scaling 
higher up to the mountain’s bald and tempestu-
ous top. 

“There was this really powerful moment 
where I was looking at this rock face and I didn’t 
know how I was going to get up it,” Cohen said.  
“I remember thinking, I’m just going to walk up, 
trust these feet, trust this body, trust these legs, 
and keep going.”

And so he did, making quick work of the 
steepest portion of the hike until he summited 
Monadnock in late afternoon sun, the golden 
hours sweetened by the earthy aroma of alpine 
moss whisked by an undulating breeze.

“From the top, I could see three states. It was 

warm and sunny, and for the first time since 
recently getting top surgery, I took off my shirt,” 
Cohen said, “For the first time I felt the wind on 
my chest and back and it was this amazing sense 
of freedom. That was a moment where I had this 
realization that my body, that for much of my life 
didn’t represent who I was was, all of a sudden 
beginning to work for me.” 

The first time I felt the same deliverance 
Cohen described on the summit of Monadnock,  
I was a boy at summer camp. It happened on a 
four-day canoe trip in a remote pocket of 
Algonquin Provincial Park, in Ontario, Canada. 
Six other boys and I were earning our Willy 
Woodsman Award, an informal badge earned  
on wilderness trips where campers spent a 
portion of their canoe trip in the buff; we jumped 
out of our canoe in the middle of Big Trout Lake, 
naked as we came. 

The remoteness and seclusion of not only 
being in the middle of nowhere, but being in the 
heart of a gargantuan lake while skinny dipping 
with the camaraderie of the other boys was 
enthralling. Sometime just before puberty, nudity 
had become taboo – it was something we 
buttoned and cinched back home during the 
school year. But there in the wilderness, removed 
from society, we were permitted naturalness.

The camp’s old boy culture that encouraged 
the homosociality of the Willy Woodsman Award 
also established a strange homophobic discourse 
which a few of the boys voiced earlier in the day 
when we first shucked our clothes and tossed our 
eyes about, everyone “not looking.” (“Don’t look 
at me, you faggot!”) But hours later, in the 
process of earning our award and much more 
comfortable with the situation, we were hopping 
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The legacies of controversial leaders like 
Roosevelt and Petzoldt persist both within and 
outside of the outdoors industry. Their unattain-
able fables of masculinity present difficulties for 
anyone who stands outside their narrow concep-
tions of manliness. But today, a younger genera-
tion of queer outdoor role models are working to 
change that. 

Curtis Tronolone, is a 35-year-old NOLS 
instructor based out of the school’s headquarters 
in Lander, Wyoming. He’s been leading NOLS 
courses for the past four years and began his 
outdoor career as a kid, boating, hiking with 
family, and spending his summers riding horses at 
New York summer camps before undertaking his 
first NOLS mountaineering trip as a student. Now, 
he specializes in leading horsepacking, backpack-
ing, and wilderness rock climbing courses.

“There are not that many openly gay male 
NOLS instructors that I know of,” he says, “I 
actually only know of one other that is currently 
teaching, besides me. But there are tons of active 
field instructors who are lesbians.” 

I later get a more exact count from another 
NOLS employee, Asher Hauk, a self-identified 
queer woman who works in the field staffing 
office in Lander. She speculates that there may be 
as many as 50–60 out queer female instructors at 
NOLS out of the nearly 600 instructors. 

During my four years at Colorado College, a 
small university of 2,000 with a booming 
outdoors club (full of NOLS alumni), I noticed a 
similar disparity in the proportions of out queer 
men and women. All throughout college I asked 
myself, are there just fewer queer men interested 
in the outdoors, or fewer out men interested in  
the outdoors?

“I have noticed the trend of fewer visibly queer 
men in the outdoors, as well as on our trips for the 
Venture Out Project,” Perry Cohen tells me, “We 
get far more queer women, non-binary folks, and 
trans men than we do cis-gay men,” he says.

 “It’s still way more acceptable and safe in our 
society to be a gay woman than a gay man. 
Especially in the wilderness where there is a Paul 
Bunyan-esque idea of what mountain men are 
supposed to look like and act like. For women, 
the permitted ideas of gender expression are 

calf-high boots, and belt buckle; or perhaps you 
can imagine his voice pummeling his famous  
“Strenuous Life” speech.

Roosevelt has been set up, put on a pedestal, 
and championed as the ideal embodiment of 
American masculinity, and while he is to be 
credited for his conservation of nearly 230 
million acres and some of our most famous 
national parks, he also tirelessly feared what he 
saw as the feminization of America. According to 
Rob Hardy in Theodore Roosevelt and the 

Masculine Feminine Complex, the President once 
told a correspondent in 1899, “I am as intolerant 
of brutality and cruelty to the weak as I am 
intolerant of weakness and effeminacy.” 

The second character who embodied and 
preserved the same hegemonic masculinity of 
Roosevelt proportions was the prolific mountain-
eer Paul Petzoldt, known best for founding NOLS 
in 1965.

Petzoldt’s outdoor résumé contains over 300 
summits of Wyoming’s Grand Teton, the first 
double summit of Switzerland’s Matterhorn in the 
same day, membership on the first American team 
to attempt K-2 in 1938, and service in the U.S. 
Army’s 10th Mountain Division during WWII. 
While at the early years at NOLS, he was said to 
shoot cows in front of students before instructing 
them to butcher them. As a New York Times 
obituary in 1999 described him: “He did not apolo-
gize for profiting from his climbing ventures, 
encouraging attention from the news media, 
flirting with women or twisting arms.” 15 years 
later in 2015, Adventure Journal dubbed him a 
“historical badass” in an online feature.

But it was in a 1969 feature for Life that Jane 
Howard mythologized Petzoldt and helped put 
NOLS on the map, “If someone told me Petzoldt 
had a blue ox named Babe or could literally leap 
tall buildings with a single bound, I wouldn’t be 
too surprised.” Although Petzoldt parted ways 
with NOLS in 1977 to start Wilderness Education 
Association (WEA), NOLS has become one of the 
best-known outdoor institutions in the world.

Now in its 53rd year, the school offers over 
143 expedition courses in 10 different countries 
and is said to have trained over 280,000 students 
since its founding, with new courses, skill sets, 
and destinations added every few years.
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second class of girls at Deerfield,” he says, “It was 
wild.” He remembers once asking a classmate to 
study together but the boy replied, “I don’t want 
to date you.” Cohen said, “That’s fine, I don’t want 
to date you either, I just want to do some math 
together.” Nearly twenty years later, Cohen still 
remembers the boy’s reply, “That’s not how it 
works here.”

This “old boy” culture was and is merely one 
branch on the tree of hegemonic masculinities as 
described by renowned Australian gender 
studies scholar Raewyn Connell. In Hegemonic 

Masculinities: Rethinking the Concept she states, 
“[Hegemonic masculinity] embodied the 
currently most-honored way of being a man, it 
required all other men to position themselves in 
relation to it.” Connell specifies the term further 
in Which Way is Up “[it] is naturalised in the form 
of the hero and presented through forms that 
revolve around heroes: sagas, ballads, westerns, 
thrillers.” The hegemonic masculine ideal is, in 
layman’s terms, impossible to achieve: It is the 
stoicism, ruthlessness, narcissism, and hardihood 
that is John Wayne riding his horse beneath the 
buttes of Monument Valley, it is merely an 
unrealistic fantasy that gallops only across the 
silver screen.

But to understand the persistence of these 
toxic, misogynistic, and at times racist mascu-
linities that permeate the outdoors industry, we 
have to look closely at two exemplary construc-
tions of hegemonic masculinity that influenced 
our American conceptions of outdoor recre-
ation: first, the grand-daddy of American 
conservation, Theodore Roosevelt, and second, 
National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) 
founder, Paul Petzoldt.

Our 26th President was not only a Rough 
Rider, but also a North Dakota dude rancher, a 
saddleback enthusiast, a Potomac river skin-
ny-dipper, colonel, and big game hunter. He has 
been celebrated by politicians like Bush and 
Reagan, and our current Secretary of the Interior, 
Ryan Zinke, even rode into his own confirmation 
on a horse, hoping to draw comparisons to the 
late President. The image of Roosevelt is such an 
indelible part of American masculinity and 
politics that I’m sure you can picture him in your 
mind in his sloped cowboy hat, his monocle, 

from the three canoes and feeling the welcoming 
touch of the lake on our bodies as we whooped 
and cheered our liberation like little wildmen.

Since that trip, I’ve continually chased the 
sense of freedom that great wildernesses have 
supplied me. I ended up leading canoe trips at 
that same camp as a teenager, led backpacking 
trips at a remote outdoor education school in the 
Victorian Alps of Australia after high school, 
worked as a hiking guide in Vail over summers in 
college, and ventured into the backcountry of the 
Colorado Rockies in my free time, climbing many 
of our 14,000-foot peaks and walking a 15-day 
segment of the Colorado Trail solo. 

All of these experiences and my sustained 
enthusiasm for backpacking, skiing, and hiking 
took wing during my boyhood at summer camp 
– the privileged launching pad to my outdoor- 
oriented life. 

It wasn’t until college, though, as I discovered 
my own queer orientation and took a couple of 
courses in gender and race studies that I began to 
take a more critical look at the exclusive cultures 
woven deeply into the greater outdoors communi-
ty. The heart of it was not unlike the boys’ club 
that I couldn’t put to words as a twelve-year-old at 
summer camp, a fraternity culture that included 
hazing rituals to bond the like-minded and 
wrestling circles to punish the gentle. 

I also couldn’t put a name to that culture that 
I witnessed years later in boarding school at 
Deerfield Academy, an independent school in 
Massachusetts where the greatest distillation of 
this “boys will be boys” culture was embodied in 
the form of a secretive male social club called 
the Deerfield Sevens. Much like Yale’s Skull and 
Bones, the Deerfield Sevens were composed 
almost exclusively of heterosexual, cisgender, 
Protestant, and “elite” white men. Through their 
exclusion and clandestine presence, they (and 
those they inspired) implemented constant 
microaggressions (in the formation of cliques 
and invalidating commentary) and targeted 
harassment like the time every perceived queer 
student found a paper towel in their mailbox with 
the words “fuck off fag” scribbled in Sharpie.

During my second interview with Cohen, I 
find out through wild coincidence that he also 
attended Deerfield Academy. “I was in the 
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groups comes from the Boy Scouts of America, 
who ended a ban on gay youth in 2013, ended 
another ban on gay leaders in 2015, opened 
acceptance to transgender scouts in 2017, and in 
2019, will officially accept female scouts. 

Our bodies and land have always been 
political. Every National Park, Monument, Forest, 
and acre of BLM land we recreate on was once 
stolen from Native Americans through genocide 
long ago, only to be redrawn by the federal 
government. Many times, these borders were 
drawn without any consultation with local Native 
Americans. And sometimes, the land has been 
taken twice. Just this past December, the Trump 
administration downsized two southern Utah 
monuments, Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-Es-
calante National Monuments, in an unprecedented 
move that shrunk the monuments by 85% and 45%, 
respectively, nearly two million acres in total.

 Author Terry Tempest Williams wrote about 
the possibility of the monuments’ downsizing just 
a few weeks before the shrinking occurred in 
Exposure, “Perhaps, our greatest trauma living in 
the state of Utah is the religiosity of the Mormon 
Patriarchy that says you have no authority to 
speak – Women, Indians, Black People, Brown 
People, Gay People, Trans,” she wrote, adding, “I 
refused to perpetuate this lie, this myth, this 
abuse called silence. If birds had a voice, so did 
I.” Williams wasn’t the only one. Of some 2.8 
million public comments on the Bears Ears 
debate, 98% of commenters wished to keep the 
monuments as is. 

Since the downsizing (that leaked emails 
confirmed was engineered in the greed of 
resource extraction) the administration has also 
approved offshore drilling in the fragile Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge, approved the paving of 
a road through the Izembek National Wildlife 
Refuge, approved drilling surrounding New 
Mexico’s Chaco Canyon National Historical Park, 
and has even considered raising national park 
fees, making the parks even more difficult for 
people from socioeconomically disadvantaged 
communities to visit, at a time when the National 
Park Service already has a troubled relationship 
with diversity. 

Recent statistics have shown that 78% of 

from marginalized backgrounds.”
Currently at NOLS, every instructor candidate 

has to apply to take a 25-day instructor training 
course. “The course includes three days of 
leadership training, one of which is inclusion 
training,” Hauk says. “The other thing NOLS is 
currently looking at is our tent group policy and 
how it pertains to gender. How do you organize 
that for people who are gender non-conforming, 
gender non-binary, or people who identify 
different than their sex assigned at birth?”

This year, for the first time ever, competitor 
Outward Bound is teaming up with Out There 
Adventures, a Pacific Northwest-based non-profit 
company, similar to Cohen’s Venture Out Project 
that offers trips specifically to queer and trans 
youth. The non-profit is run by Elyse Rylander, a 
queer 25-year-old woman who said in April 2017 
in Outside magazine, “What I feel like we’re 
experiencing right now is the industry as a whole 
kind of dipping its toe into this conversation 
around queer equity, and I do think we will 
galvanize folks.” 

The trip for summer 2018 will explore two 
wildernesses. The first week is a classic back-
packing trek for queer youth in the high Sierra 
Nevada of Yosemite National Park. The second 
week, one of service in a city rich with queer 
culture: San Francisco. With more queer-specific, 
and queer-friendly outdoors groups, there will be 
more opportunity for kids (and adults and 
families on some trips) to be given their own 
launching pads into the outdoors. For after 
learning the skills the need to survive alone in 
the wilderness after a few summers of multi-day 
trips, they can become trip leaders themselves, 
and guide their own groups into the wilderness. 

Aside from pioneering this innovative youth 
trip for a major outdoor retailer, Rylander also 
co-founded the first LGBTQ Outdoor Summit in 
October 2017 in Seattle, which drew 120 mem-
bers from the States and Canada and will set up 
camp in San Francisco this autumn for its second 
summit. And big-name brands and non-profits 
are listening. To name just a few sponsors of the 
past year’s summit: The Wilderness Society, REI, 
The Nature Conservancy, The North Face, as well 
as support from Patagonia. 

But perhaps the biggest news in outdoors 
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Curtis asks, “It’s a big internal conflict for me. 
Because I remember them judging me, but here I 
was, judging them.” 

Tronolone ended up moving back to Lander 
to prioritize his passions as an instructor over the 
possibilities of city life. During the rest of his 
interview, he happily illustrates his favorite trips 
in the Wind River Range, his adoration of horses, 
and his most memorable experiences with his 
students. He is affable, gregarious, and enthusias-
tic. It’s no wonder that at the end of our conversa-
tion he tells me that on nearly every single trip he 
has led for NOLS, he has had at least one student 
come out to him. For many of them, he is the first 
out role model they’ve ever met.

Asher Hauk is another one of those out role 
models at NOLS. She currently works in the Field 
Staffing Office as a Recruitment and Develop-
ment Coordinator, but has a long résumé as a 
field instructor for NOLS and other outfitters.

“When I first started leading trips in 2001 or 
2002 at a wilderness school in Connecticut,” she 
says, “I definitely saw a lot of homophobia and 
peer social pressure within group dynamics.” She 
says this before giving the examples of slurs 
slingshotted around by her first groups of students. 
Slurs not unlike the ones I heard when I earned 
my Willy Woodsman Award at summer camp, 
around the same time period of the early 2000s, 
only a few years after Matthew Shepard was 
beaten and tortured outside of Laramie, Wyoming. 

But more than fifteen years later since leading 
her first trips, it seems the tides of homophobia 
are receding with younger generations. Hauk 
speaks about her most recent experiences in the 
field, “Right now, there is so much more 
exposure and understanding around sexual 
identity, gender expression, and fluidity,” she 
says, “Since people are coming out so much 
earlier, you have 16-year-old students who may 
have had gay friends for years and years, so it’s 
not even an issue for them.”

This change in students’ open-mindedness is 
now being mirrored by the school itself. “In the 
last two to three years we’ve had a big push 
around inclusion and equality,” Hauk says. “There 
are a lot more conversations around interrupting 
microaggressions and how to support students 

much more expansive than they are for men. 
Queer folks are out in the woods, we always have 
been, always will be, but we don’t always show 
our most authentic selves out there because 
many of us feel the need to mute our queerness 
to ensure our safety.” 

While they may be coming out more frequent-
ly in recent years, the number of queer men 
showing their interest in the outdoors seems 
miniscule compared to queer women, which 
makes forming connections and partnerships 
particularly difficult.

Tronolone tells me he spent a few months 
away from Lander to live and work in Portland.  
“I had this feeling that I was never going to find  
a partner in Lander,” he says with a laugh. At that 
point, he had been in the small Wyoming town 
for six years. “I thought it was time to put some 
effort into this part of my life or it was never 
going to happen.” 

Like Tronolone, I too have been pulled in two 
directions. I’ve asked myself, do I stay in a rural, 
gorgeous place, like a ski town like Telluride  
that will fuel my outdoor passions but leave me 
with little queer life? Or, do I move to a city,  
full of queer culture and partnership potential  
and hope to find someone whose interests align 
with mine?

 “In Portland, I would go on a date for a hike, 
and the date might show up in white shoes and 
jeans,” Curtis says. 

Ah, yes, the inexperienced, first- or sec-
ond-time hiker date. Again, like Tronolone, I too 
have experienced dates like this and been 
disappointed because I didn’t see the potential to 
trek the great wildernesses of our country together 
with our backpacks and super cool, zip-off pants 
and Tevas. At the same time, I’ve received some 
ridicule for my outdoor passions, being called a 
“gross lesbian” in a gay bar in West Hollywood, or 
like in this message I once received after inviting a 
boy I found handsome on Grindr on a casual first 
date hike: “Listen, if you want to come over and 
fuck my amazing ass doggy style, that’s great. If 
you want me to talk to you and you want me to 
pretend that I like hiking and granola, then we 
aren’t a match. This is Grindr.”

 “It’s really difficult because it’s like, is this 
coming from a place of internal homophobia?” 
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landscape of mountains, alluvial fans, and 
arroyos punctuated by greasewood. Death 
Valley: the largest wilderness in the Lower 48. As 
the bats clapped and dove above me, a quote 
from the good-hearted Josiah in Leslie Marmon 
Silko’s novel Ceremony also swooped by: “This 
sand, this stone, these trees, the vines, all the 
wildflowers. This earth keeps us going.” 

National Park visitors are white. But beginning to 
combat these low representations of diversity on 
our public lands are emerging groups like Outdoor 
Afro, Latino Outdoors, Unlikely Hikers, and the 
advocacy journal initiative, The Trail Posse, whose 
main goal is to “diversify and demystify the 
outdoors” by giving a voice to all racial groups 
while “present(ing) the outdoors as a necessity for 
physical and mental well-being in an increasingly 
urbanized world... so that by 2044 (or before) the 
projected non-white majority in the U.S. will have 
a sturdy relationship with, and stake in, our planet 
and its environmental challenges.”

As the old boy cultures – determined by 
hegemonic, racist, homophobic, and misogynis-
tic masculinities and mythologized by figures 
like Roosevelt and Petzoldt – begin to erode 
through the formation of more inclusive outdoors 
groups, the outdoor community will finally 
include, welcome, and support future guardians, 
enthusiasts, and lovers of our last wild spaces.

”I think it’s really important for queer folks to 
get outside and work for conservation,“ Cohen 
tells me while on his way to give a presentation 
at the REI’s Boston location on queer and trans 
stories in the outdoors. “Nature made me and 
nature is never going to reject me. And so, I think 
it is really important to nurture that place that 
just lets us be who we are.”

For me, the outdoors has not only helped me 
recognize and feel at peace with my own 
queerness by developing a close relationship 
with the natural world through a threading of 
experiences through spruce stands, glaciers, 
desert dunes, red-rock canyons, and whimsical 
coastlines, but also, it has acted as a refuge in 
the post-coming out world. It is a deluge of 
respite from the stress, constriction, and 
expectations of modern gay culture.

A month ago, I went on a solo trip to Death 
Valley National Park to flee and look for spring 
flowers: desert five-spot, sand verbena, lilac 
sunbonnet. I found myself on remote dunes in 
the south end of the park just before sunset after 
setting up camp. There was a small freckling of 
flowers on account of the dry winter and I 
climbed to the top of the highest sand mountain 
as the sun dipped flamingo pink when the 
canyon bats began to feed. I grinned at the 

Miles W. Griffis is a Los Angeles based 
travel and adventure writer in an open 
relationship with the American West. He 
has been featured in Backpacker, INTO, 
W, Flaunt Magazine, and many others. 
Follow him @_mileshigh. 




