On most Sundays during the spring term at Trinity-Pawling, residential faculty look forward to the melting snow, possible sunny skies, washing cars, or playing with their children and dogs on the emerging quad.  At the very least, the potential of some free time out of their homes and classrooms motivates them to arise.  On the other hand, Josh Collins and I, along with several faculty volunteers, have an entirely different view of Sundays in the spring term.  For us it means awaking at 7:00 AM and loading camping gear into school vans. For us it means a cold continental breakfast with 12 to 15 very tired and suspect members of the junior class. For us it means a 45 minute drive to the “wilds” of Lakeville, Connecticut. For us it means the potential of wet snow pelting pale faces as we shiver in our boots or scorching heat accompanied by sunburned necks and a medley of insects emerging from their winter slumber. For us it means two days of “hog call,” “blind trust walk,”  “whale watch,” “spider’s web,” “pamper pole,” and “giant’s ladder.”  For us it means sleeping out under the stars, or huddled in a frozen bundle in a tool shed with mice.  For us it means The Junior Class Ropes Course and we love every minute of it.
Inevitably the question arises, “What is the ropes course?” It is as though it has become an entity unique to Trinity-Pawling.  While thousands participate in ropes course programs around the nation each year, the juniors at Trinity-Pawling have come to cherish an experience that is distinctly their own. A half generation of graduates fondly remembers it on yearbook pages and during visits for Homecoming Weekend and Alumni Day. Therefore, I would argue that the question is two-fold.  What is a ropes course and what is Trinity-Pawling’s ropes course? The answer to the first question is easy.  The answer to the second question reveals the rich history of a leadership program that yields genuine results and distinguishes leaders at the school, but most of all it creates memories that many since 1990 count among their most vivid and rewarding.  
Ropes course programs were born of an outdoor education and programming movement in the 1970’s.  Under the guidance of organizations such as Project Adventure, ropes courses gained great popularity on college campuses, at YMCA’s, and among corporate leaders looking to promote leadership and team building skills. Ropes course programs are generally divided into two components.  While they can be set up in a variety of environments, more often than not they involve a woodlands or outdoors setting.  Program leaders, or facilitators, often employ a leadership model designed in cooperation with the participants based on goals established by the participants themselves. The first component of any ropes course program usually involves a “low ropes course.”  Low ropes activities are generally based on land and include games, group initiatives, trust building activities, problem solving situations, safety instruction, climbing equipment instruction and specific low ropes course elements. Activities such as “hog call,” “blind trust walk,” and “Mohawk walk” are commonplace in most programs.  Despite the peculiar names, suffice it to say many involve being blindfolded and walking precariously through the woods or along low strung steel cables in an effort to offer a series of clearly but often uniquely designed problems. One such activity is "the blind square."  During this activity fifteen blindfolded boys must locate a 100 foot section of climbing rope that has been placed somewhere in a large field.  After locating the rope, they must create a perfect square of rope and place it down on the field.  A variation on this activity calls for them to find the rope while blindfolded; however, they may be sighted but silent when creating a plan to create the square. Decision-making, effective communication and leadership skills are fostered in this problem-solving approach to building morale and camaraderie.  Participants engage in each challenge as part of a group, taking advantage of each member’s personal strengths.  Each activity serves to break down stereotypes among peer groups, promoting an individual sense of competence and self-confidence.  Some problems are more mentally challenging than physical and vice versa.
High ropes elements follow a day or half-day of low ropes activities.  These elements can only be approached once a foundation of trust is established by navigating the low ropes elements.  Preconceived notions about strengths and weaknesses and leadership must be abandoned.  What works at school or at the office often does not apply on a ropes course.  Extraordinary efforts are made to familiarize participants with the basics of climbing safety equipment, e.g., belay systems, caribiners, helmets, harnesses, and specific tasks associated with climbing.  Participants then attempt high elements such as “giant’s ladder,” “beam crossing,” and “the trapeze.”  All of these elements are constructed 25 to 30 feet in the air with a series of cables, logs, tires, and swings attached to utility poles or trees.  After securing a climbing harness and strapping on a helmet, each participant is offered an opportunity to test his mental and physical limits against perceived risks in a safe atmosphere of support guided by caring facilitators and peers.  Everyone is encouraged to participate, but those not willing can assist other members of the group through certain on-ground support roles.  After each low and high ropes activity or element, the group gathers to process what has occurred.  Guided questions are employed to relate that activity back to tasks at school or workplace.  

With that said, the answer to “What is a ropes course?” is complete.  “What is the ropes course?” is a more complex question and the answer reflects Trinity-Pawling’s commitment to fostering leadership. In the late 1980’s an administrator and several faculty members began to examine the notion of leadership within the senior class.  Boys were simply nominated for and bestowed with leadership positions such as Prefect and Proctor.  The concern was that boys were being given a title, but with little training to enhance their title. Boys demonstrating leadership skills were perceived as leaders by peers and adults.  Boys were made leaders, but did not know how to lead.  There had to be a solution.  How could the school be sure they had selected the right boys to lead?  How could the boys be taught to lead best?  As one former faculty member suggested, “How could the school train the boys for the prestige and privileges associated with leading the senior class?” The answers to these questions were located on the slopes of Indian Mountain at the Indian Mountain School in Lakeville, Connecticut.  A mutual friend of the administrator introduced him to the founder of Indian Mountain Adventure. After visiting with Indian Mountain Adventure’s staff and completing the ropes course in his street shoes and a suit, the administrator was sold on the idea of a ropes course as a vehicle by which to teach leadership and foster camaraderie among juniors and to prepare them for their senior year.

The ropes course program’s initial reception was quite cool to say the least.  Back in 1989, the faculty supported the concept of a program to develop leadership. At the same time the project met with resistance. One of the founders of the program told me it “ruffled a lot of feathers at its inception.”  The general thinking was, “great idea . . . but not from my class. . .not on my time.”  Two young faculty members became the program’s first coordinators by default.  In 1991 the program was turned over to the highly energetic History teacher, Mark Thompson.  Mark shared his vision and passion for outdoor education with new Assistant Headmaster, Bill Taylor, and the program began to assume its present form.  Bill’s goal was to tailor the ropes course program to meet the leadership needs of Trinity-Pawling’s boys.  Working with Mark and Indian Mountain Adventure, Bill accomplished just that. I was fortunate enough to inherit that program in 1993 and to continue to fine tune it with Bill Taylor, prior to his departure, to create what is the most successful leadership program on campus.
A typical Trinity-Pawling ropes course program begins at 7:30 AM Sunday morning with a group of 12-15 bleary-eyed students and two to three intrepid faculty members gathering for breakfast in the dining hall.    Groups are created with every effort to bring boys together with people they don’t know.  Every effort is made to push the boys outside their comfort zone.  Often boys will meet other boys for the very first time on the morning of a ropes course. By 9 AM these potential strangers and faculty members are standing in a lacrosse field at Indian Mountain School. After a morning of introductions, discussions of personal strengths and weaknesses, instructions on safety and rules, and various team building initiatives, the morning concludes with the “blind trust walk.”  During this activity the group is divided into half.  After brief instructions and a discussion of safety precautions, half of the group is blind-folded and is assigned a guide who can “see.”  From this point forward the entire activity is conducted in complete silence.  There is no talking, laughing, coughing, or noise making of any kind.  Surprisingly, boys always heartily embrace this concept. And silence happens.  Each blind member of the group is then led by his guide to a half-way point along the half-mile woodland path to the ropes course.  Streams, rock formations, fallen logs, and steep slopes all serve as obstacles along the way.  Non-verbal communication, trust, and total commitment to safety are the keys to a successful blind trust walk.  At the half way point, the guides are then blind-folded and the once blind members of the group assume leadership positions. Once the group reaches its destination, there is an extensive debriefing that yields answers and reveals emotions that relate the blind trust walk metaphor directly to the Trinity-Pawling experience.  Participants are asked, “Who are the blind folded members of the Trinity-Pawling community?” “Was it harder to lead or follow and why?”  “Is there such a thing as a good follower?”  “Did the successes and mistakes of your leader affect you when it was your turn to lead?”  The answers to these questions are remarkable.  The boys often conclude that good leaders need to ask questions and admit when they are unsure what to do.  Freshmen, international students, new faculty members, mid-year admits are all identified as blind-folded members of the Trinity-Pawling community. Most importantly, the boys begin to recognize that good leadership creates a legacy.  Boys, who were leaders in the second round, often comment on how they imitated or modeled the good characteristics demonstrated by their guides and tried to avoid their mistakes.
After the blind trust walk, the group eats a brown bag lunch and continues with the day’s initiatives and problem solving activities which conclude around 5:00 PM.  As evening sets in, a number of longstanding traditions unfold regardless of the prevailing weather conditions.  First there is a two mile hike to the top of Indian Mountain to the foundation and chimney of the old Indian Mountain School headmaster’s cabin.  Upon return, a number of boys play Wiffle Ball, while others set up the lean-to they will call home for one night.  Firewood is gathered and the barbeque begins.  Mark Barone and Larry Forde of Trinity-Pawling’s dining services have perfected the two day ropes course menu, and the evening feast of Italian sausages, burgers, and two five pound blocks of yellow American cheese have become legendary.  When night finally arrives, the group gathers around a campfire for marshmallows, stories, and highjinks.  There is endless speculation regarding the selection of prefects for the upcoming school year.  A campfire favorite of mine is the “fantasy faculty fistfight game.”  Boys pose questions such as “Who would win in a fight, Mr. Weidner or Mr. Kellogg?” A fascinating debate ensues with meritorious arguments made on behalf of both combatants.  Scary stories, bad jokes, and tales of dormitory antics that faculty members ought not to hear also dominate the banter.  Ultimately, we all conclude that “what happens around the campfire, stays around the campfire.”  Eventually we all retire to the lean-to, tents, equipment shed, or under the stars for a short rest. Monday morning begins at 7:30 AM.
After breakfast the group begins a day of high ropes course elements.  We review the themes of support, leadership, and cooperation addressed the day before.  In groups of three or four, the boys work with a belay team anchored by an adult to guide their teammates through the high elements.  I always consider the high elements the “great equalizer.” New leaders emerge and preordained leaders fade to the background as they face new challenges in an unfamiliar setting.  The graceful and powerful hockey captain is afraid of heights and can’t complete the high elements.  The fourths soccer veteran climbs like a squirrel and awes the group with his aerial acrobatics. However, success on the high elements is always measured in terms of the participants’ willingness to undertake risks and the support of each team member as they venture outside their aforementioned comfort zones.  The day concludes around 2:00 PM with one final debriefing in which the boys discuss how they would describe the merits of the ropes course to a member of the board of trustees.  They must also select the highlight of the weekend in terms of a success or accomplishment they witnessed by one of their peers.  

Over 1,000 boys have completed the ropes course program over the past 14 years.  I have personally guided over 600 boys over streams, rocks, and trees and through the maze of cables and ropes that hang from the high elements.  None of the success associated with the program could be accomplished without the devoted members of the Trinity-Pawling community who participate.  The attitude of “not from my class and not on my time” has long since been abandoned and a devoted cadre of ropes course stalwarts has emerged.  Each faculty member who attends brings a distinguished set of strengths and a unique perspective to each program.  French teacher and outdoors club advisor Marc Juneau conveys his passion for climbing and the outdoors during the two or three weekends he attends each year.  Marc secured his spot in the pantheon of Trinity-Pawling ropes course folklore the evening it dropped below freezing, and he donated his sleeping bag to the wayward student who forgot his own at school.  Marc hunkered down with an extra sweater and slept with his feet in his back pack.  College Counselor Joe Tweed is a skilled belayer and facilitator who never fails to relate the metaphor the college process.  Co-Coordinator Josh Collins ’95 is a legendary outdoorsman.  He brings the perspective of an alumnus who completed the ropes course a decade ago and remains passionately committed to its goals and mission.  Math teacher and former United States Marine Doug Boomer has never missed a ropes course in his three years.  He imparts his wisdom about leadership with a martial approach in a distinctly civilian world.  I will never forget his suggestion during the most challenging of activities, “You know what would make this great?  A few live rounds going off over your heads.”  Additionally, faculty members Barb and Steve Jamison, Mandy Eastman, Andrew Buckwalter ’95, J. P. Burlington ’95, Laura and John Christiansen, and Gaspar Epstein all contribute to the program’s success.  Of course, none of the program’s goals could be achieved without the unfailing financial and emotional support of Headmaster Arch Smith.  If a school’s leader is suspect or doubtful of the merits of a ropes course, the program and its benefits will never come to fruition.
Countless corporations head off to the woods every year to achieve the goals associated with a ropes course.  Too often the goals are achieved with a certain degree of immediacy in the context of the ropes course, but the metaphor gets brushed aside in the work place.  Trinity-Pawling’s ropes course experience is different.  Ultimately, the challenges faced in the wilds of Lakeville transfer to the realities of Trinity-Pawling.  I contend this happens because the school has worked to establish the ropes course as a tradition. Tekoa Mountain Outdoors and Tim Vogel now operate the ropes course. Like Indian Mountain Adventure in the past, Tim knows our boys.  The program has adapted to different types of boys and different styles over the years, but the tenure of those faculty members involved demands that it remains true to the values and standards of Trinity-Pawling. The juniors, while initially often suspect, await the date of their actual outing with great anticipation.  Seniors continue to discuss their experiences as juniors long into the following year. And faculty members remain committed to discovering the very best leaders the school has to offer.
Portions of the ropes course description taken from “Welcome to ADVENTURE BOUND.” n.d. http://www.adv-bound.com/Ropes.html. [October, 300 2003]. 
