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Why should I care? 

 As part of my leadership track for being a park ranger in Stehekin this summer, I had to take a 

Foundations of Interpretation course which covered the basic philosophies of interpretation in the 

National Park Service. Interpretation seeks to answer one question that every visitor, employee, and 

citizen should ask about our public lands: why should I care? 

 Interpreters are, ideally, trying to translate the language of landscape and wildlife into a verbal 

human language so that visitors can connect with the rest of the world around them. Having worked as 

an Environmental Educator and participating in interpretive classes, visitors can be divided into two 

categories: first-impressioners and those hungry for knowledge. 

 First-impressioners are the stereotypical tourist to our public lands. They visit public lands as a 

vacation, and may go to a ranger program or two. They don’t seek to gain a deeper understanding of the 

land but are just looking for an adventure. It is the job of the interpreter to have them ask “why should I 

care?” so that they can have a deeper connection with their public land, and are not treating it as an 

amusement park. 

 The second group, however, are already asking that question. For one reason or another they 

already care about the land. They can’t answer the question, however, because of a lack of knowledge. 

It is the interpreter’s job, then, two relay as much information as possible (without overburdening) so 

that the visitor will feel fulfilled. 

 When I moved to New Hampshire, I joked that the reason why I moved there was because it was 

“Pennsylvania on steroids.” The forests were thicker, the mountains taller, and the snow much, much 

deeper. I yearned to get myself and my students outside because I loved every moment of my time 

outside in NH. Even the summers were bearable with a river to swim in! After spring started to arrive 

and the 10 ft of snow started to melt, I was saddened because I wasn’t ready to transition into spring! 

Most of the qualities that made people hate or move away from New England made my heart fill with 

joy! 

 When I was looking for Grad Schools, NCI stood out because someone told me Washington is 

basically “New Hampshire on steroids.” The forests are ticker and taller, the mountains taller and wilder, 

and the snow get so deep it causes avalanches! But for as much time as I have spent connecting with the 

Washington ecosystem, my heart has been in New England. Why though? Last year I was stuck inside for 

the majority of the year and when I get to finally deeply connect with a landscape, why do I want the 



one where I barely visited? I have spent days in the wilderness and glacial lakes, sitting and observing 

wildlife, and breathing in the fresher air but yet my heart is still yanking me back east. Why should I care 

about that landscape, when on paper Washington is wilder and more grand? 

 Like a visitor to a public land yearning for more knowledge, I sought out an interpreter of the 

New England ecosystem: Tom Wessels. Back in 1997 the terrestrial ecologist professor at Antioch 

University New England wrote a book titled Reading the forested Landscape: A Natural History of New 

England. In it he explains common signs that might be seen on a stroll through the New England forest, 

such as burn marks on the upper slope side of the tree, snags in the middle of ponds, and pit and mount 

topographies. Each night that I read a chapter, I felt myself back in that corner of America and the few 

times that I was allowed to explore the forested areas. My recollection of climbing Monadnock, my first 

real mountain, flashed through my mind as he explained the “pillows and cradles” often found in areas 

less used by agriculture historically. 

 Wessels has given me plenty of tools to answer the question of “why should I care?” We need to 

monitor the forests to make sure they are not destroyed by a fungal growth or non-native insects. We 

need to help beavers find habitable places to raise their young so their population will not die off again 

by human hands. We need to make sure the ‘Forest of the Future,’ as Wessels calls it, is not a stand of 

trees on main street but as mighty as the first Europeans had seen. 

 As much of a joy as it was to read this book though, it answered another question in my mind. 

Interpreters’ job is to answer ‘why should I care?’ which can be shown through facts, data points, and 

figures. Wessels also helped answer the question ‘why do I care?’ 

Why does my heart yearn for those forests which have been far more harmed than the forests 

in Washington? Why do I look forward to learning those mountains by name, when they are hills 

compared to the North Cascades? Because it feels like home. 

For so long I had been trying to find a logically reason why I wanted to be out there without 

acknowledging that I am far more than just logic. I have feelings that can’t be explained and passions 

that can’t be expressed through words alone. Wessels would sometimes discuss his home in the book 

saying “around my home…” Each time I would imagine myself there, after decades of being an 

Environmental Educator, I’m strolling through the forests around my house and enjoying learning new 

mysteries about the land. Like Bilbo coming back after his adventure with the dwarves, “where the 

shapes of the land and of the trees were as well known to him as his hands and toes” (The Hobbit, JRR 

Tolkein) I look forward to learning as much as I can from these Misty Mountains before returning to my 

Shire. 


