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Finding 
Their Way

Through four decades and three name changes, 
Experience Learning has been helping kids discover 

their potential through the outdoor adventures.

WRITTEN BY ZACK HAROLD

In addition to caving, hiking, rock climbing, and 
other adventures, students at Experience Learning 
also participate in environmental science activities 
like monitoring stream conditions.
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E
ach spring for the past 15 years, Michael 
Wallace has loaded nearly 100 eighth 
grade boys from Gilman School, a 
private boys’ academy in Baltimore, onto 
two coach buses for a five-hour drive to 
Pendleton County. 

The buses drop them off on Sawmill 
Run Road, where the pack is split into seven 

groups of 13 or 14 boys with a school chaperone and two 
mountain guides for each. Then they climb into vans, which 
follow the winding dirt road, dropping the groups off at 
trailheads along the way. From there, the boys hike to what 
will become their base camps.

The groups spend the next four days in the Monongahela 
National Forest sleeping in tents, cooking over campfires, 
hiking, caving, and rock climbing. “It provides them an 
opportunity to face adversity. Maybe they’re cold. Maybe 
they’re not used to sleeping outside or the wilderness 
becoming their bathroom. Some of them have never been 
away from home,” Wallace says.

The boys learn orienteering on their last evening. 
Sometimes, one of the guides will hand each group a compass 
and topographic map and tell them to navigate to the top of 
Spruce Knob. Other years, the groups have lunch at Spruce 
Knob. “Then we say, ‘X marks the spot. Take us home,’” 
Wallace says. 

Either way, arguments always arise about the best 
way forward. Chaperones let them work it out among 
themselves. Eventually a leader arises to lead the squadron 
to its destination. When they finally reach the X on their 

maps—often two or three hours later—the boys are tired, 
dirty, and a little scratched up, but each of them has gained 
a newfound sense of accomplishment that’s difficult to 
manufacture in a classroom setting. 

The next morning, the boys hike to Experience 
Learning’s campus—iconic in those parts for the 
wooden yurts that dot the property—for a hot shower 
and a big breakfast. “We sell it to them like they’re away 
from society, out in the wilderness. Factually speaking, 
society is right there all along,” Wallace says. Then it’s back 
to the vans, back to the coaches, and back to Baltimore 
and their warm homes and indoor plumbing. The trip to 
West Virginia is not soon forgotten, though. “For the rest 
of their lives, they have something they can hang their hat 
on. When future adversity strikes, they can draw from what 
they’ve already experienced.”

This idea—fostering personal discovery through outdoor 
adventure—has been Experience Learning’s core mission 
since it was founded more than 40 years ago. The only 
thing that has changed is the organization’s name. 

The Woodlands Institute
On the day Daniel Taylor received his doctorate from 
Harvard University, one of his professors took him to 
lunch. He asked what Taylor planned to do with his 
newly minted Ivy League degree. Taylor said he was 
going to Bangladesh to work on family planning issues. 
The professor scoffed. “He said, ‘That doesn’t go with 
what you were protesting about in the 1960s,’” Taylor 
remembers.

A group of boys 
from Gilman 
School in 
Baltimore have 
class at the top 
of Spruce Knob. M
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The professor asked Taylor what problem he would like 
to fix in the United States. Taylor said he was worried about 
the breakdown of family relationships, about how parents 
weren’t passing their values on to their children. 

By the time they left the restaurant, Taylor’s life was on 
a different path. He rallied his wife, Jennifer Taylor-Ide, 
and his high school friend King Seegar, and together they 
began organizing what would become the Woodlands and 
Whitewater Institute. 

Using nature as a medium for personal discovery wasn’t 
a new idea. Organizations like the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, 
and Outward Bound had been around for decades. But 
Taylor wanted to expand the model to include families, so 
parents and their children could develop closer relationships 
through experiences in the outdoors.

But the institute needed a home for its program. West 
Virginia seemed perfect. As high school students, Taylor and 
Seegar had spent lots of time exploring caves in Pendleton 
County. They knew the state could accommodate just about 
any kind of outdoor activity imaginable and was within a 
reasonable drive from the East Coast’s major cities. The land 
was also cheap—which was good, because the trio didn’t have 
much money. “We had $200. That was all we had.” 

They originally considered a property in Hardy County 
near Lost River State Park. Then Taylor talked with a 
real estate agent in Petersburg, who mentioned a 400-acre 
property just below Spruce Knob. The only problem was, it 
wasn’t for sale. The Marriott corporation had an option on 
the land, where the hotel chain planned to build a golf course 
and a ski area. 

Taylor went to look at it anyway. He pulled his old 
Peugeot up to the edge of the property, got out of the car, 
jumped the fence, and started walking. Then, taken by 
the beauty of the landscape, he broke into a run. He ran 
until he came to an old farmhouse. Nearby, a plum tree 
was loaded down with ripe fruit. “I said, This is it, man. 
This is it. It’s magic.”

More than 40 years later, Taylor still won’t discuss 
the exact details of the deal. But he somehow convinced 
the property’s owner to give him a five-year lease, after 
which he’d have the option to purchase the property “for 
substantially less than Marriott had on the table.”

The Woodlands and Whitewater Institute opened its 
doors in 1972, but it was quickly evident some things needed 
to be tweaked. “We very quickly dropped the Whitewater,” 
Taylor-Ide says. The group didn’t actually offer much 
whitewater rafting, and the name was unwieldy.

Taylor’s original idea for father–son and mother–daughter 
outings also didn’t work out. Sign-ups lagged, and it was 
too expensive and time-consuming to market the institute’s 
services to individual families. But then the principal of a 
girls’ school in Baltimore called. Her husband and son had 
come to the Woodlands Institute. They enjoyed it so much, 
the woman wanted to know if she could send a group of 
her eighth grade girls. “Within a year we had 10 different 
schools coming down,” Taylor says. Many of those schools 
started returning year after year and, as word spread about 
the institute, bookings increased.

It was immediately clear—the outdoor adventures 
were producing profound experiences for the kids. He 

Experience 
Learning 
provides 
students 
with many 
memorable 
outdoor 
adventures. 
But perhaps 
the most 
memorable 
experience 
is spending 
time on its 
picturesque 
Spruce Knob 
campus, which 
is dotted with 
wooden yurts.
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remembers one week when a group of foster children from 
Belington, West Virginia, came to campus. One boy had 
been so traumatized by his life before foster care that he 
hardly spoke, other than one-word requests for “food” or 
“bathroom.” “I don’t think he said more than 10 words 
every 24 hours. And we’re talking about a seventh grader.” 

The institute took the children on a rock-climbing 
expedition to Seneca Rocks, allowing them to make their 
way up the crag assisted only by ropes tied around their 
waists. By the time the kids topped Humphrey’s Head, 
a pinnacle at Seneca’s south peak, Taylor noticed that 
words were pouring from the silent boy’s mouth. “He was 
talking like you or me. It truly changed his life.” 

That boy grew up to run a successful plumbing 
business in the area. Years later, he would often stop by 
the Institute to visit. He didn’t want anything, Taylor 
says—just to talk.

The Mountain Institute
The Woodlands Institute eventually purchased its Spruce 
Knob campus with help from the Benedum Foundation 
and The Nature Conservancy. And over time, the 
organization began expanding its mission beyond 
Appalachia—taking on conservation and community 
development operations in the Andes, Himalayas, and the 
western United States. The group changed its name to The 
Mountain Institute in 1995 to reflect that change.

These changes eventually led to an identity crisis. Funders 
were often surprised to learn that, in addition to its presence 
in Nepal and Peru, the group also had a camp in West 
Virginia. As conservation and development projects sprang 
up all over the world, it became increasingly difficult to see 
how the education-focused work in Appalachia fit into the 
organization’s mission. Leaders talked about spinning off the 
Spruce Knob operation into its own, standalone nonprofit. 
The idea percolated for years, but in 2016 the group sat down 
to figure out how it would work. 

Even amicable divorces can get complicated. Experience 
Learning executive director Vicki Fenwick-Judy says in 

creating the new nonprofit, the institute needed to figure out 
how to handle property transfers and manage funding sources. 
They knew just who to call.

Daniel Taylor, Jennifer Taylor-Ide, and King Seegar 
had left the organization in the early 1990s, just before the 
name changed to The Mountain Institute. Taylor went 
on to start numerous other nonprofits. Seegar went to 
medical school and now works for Pendleton Community 
Care, a clinic the Woodlands Institute founded in the early 
1980s. Taylor-Ide went back to college, too, and became 
a school-based behavioral health counselor for Pendleton 
Community Care.

Experience Learning invited the original co-founders to 
serve on Experience Learning’s board of trustees—Seegar 
as its chairman, Taylor-Ide as secretary, and Taylor as 
treasurer. They were more than happy to do so. “The three 
of us knew where this came from. We know why it’s here. 
We know its value,” Taylor-Ide says.

Although the name has changed again, the organization’s 
programming remains the same. Experience Learning 
instructors visit schools to help kids engage with nature in 
their own backyards. The group also provides professional 
development for teachers, offers first aid and wilderness rescue 
courses, holds weekend astronomy getaways, and hosts eight 
summer camp programs.

But the group’s mission still focuses on wilderness 
experiences for school groups. And while students receive 
a healthy dose of instruction on ecology and conservation, 
leadership and collaboration are the real focuses. 

Fenwick-Judy says caving is a foolproof way to bring a 
group together. Nearly every group has kids who are paralyzed 
by their fear of enclosed spaces or pitch-blackness—but the 
braver students encourage their team members, and they all 
move through the course as a unit. “You have an opportunity 
for kids to rally around and support a friend that’s having 
trouble,” Fenwick-Judy says.

Wallace, of Gilman School, always hosts a campfire 
debriefing on his students’ last night in West Virginia, after 
the boys have returned from their navigation challenge. He 
goes around the fire, asking boys for their thoughts. Most 
express gratitude—some for their warm beds back home, 
but many for their classmates who helped them through 
difficult challenges over the previous few days. Even after 
15 years of these campfire talks, Wallace is still taken 
aback. “It’s like, wow. I can’t believe a 14-year-old boy said 
something so meaningful.”

Taylor-Ide says the organization’s original mission—
creating human connection through outdoor experiences—is 
as needed today as it was in the 1970s. Now that she works 
as a mental health therapist, she finds herself thinking about 
orienteering exercises she used to run at The Woodlands 
Institute. To get from one point to another on a map, you 
must first set your goal, and then figure out the steps it will 
take to get there.

“You’re almost never going in a straight line,” she says. 
“You pick all these intermediate steps. They may have you 
zigzagging all over the place, but that’s how you get there. A 
metaphor for life, right? And a metaphor for what we want 
for kids.” w

In addition 
to its original 
400 acres, 
Experience 
Learning 
recently received 
another 1,000 
acres of land 
in Pendleton 
County, which 
the group 
plans to use 
for agricultural 
programs.
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