
Sam Hinkle 

 Hey everybody. This is Sam Hinkle, the Marketing and Development Director with the Rocky 
Mountain Field Institute, coming at you with another episode of Shovel Stories: the podcast 
where we talk to RMFI’s great partners and volunteers about the work they do with us and 
why they do it. Today I'm joined by Dean Waits, a longtime volunteer with the Rocky 
Mountain Field Institute and the Membership Chair at the Colorado Mountain Club. We're 
glad to have you here, Dean. Thanks so much for being here.  

 
Dean Waits 

Oh. I'm glad to be here. Thanks for the invitation.  

 

Sam  

It's our pleasure. And so I, I think just wanted to start off with kind of the broadest…going all 
the way back, like…The reason we do this kind of work here in Colorado Springs and take 
care of these trails is that all of us love being outside. And I think that that means that all of 
us who do this have an early memory of being outside. I'm curious if you could talk to me 
about maybe your earliest memory of being outside and, and how that maybe set you on 
the path to, to working with the Rocky Mountain Field Institute.  

 

Dean  

Wow. My early memory, you really take me a long way back. I grew up on a farm in Texas. 
And I'm sure you never picked cotton.  

 

Sam 

I  have not.  

 

Dean 

Okay. Yeah. I picked cotton when I was maybe about five or six years old. Okay. And I 
started driving a tractor about the same time mowing hay. And so I was out in the outside 
very early in my life. And I, I guess I got to doing a lot of hunting as a young boy. And I don't 
know. I've just always been out. And somewhere along the line I picked up backpacking and 



that kind of got me out on the trails. I did some backpacking back in Oklahoma when we 
lived there…Bartlesville, Oklahoma. I was helping with the Boy Scouts. And so I got into 
doing all of that and we made a trip to the Grand Canyon—backpacked down there with the 
group. And so I don't know…it's been fun. Yeah. And I really like to give back. I actually 
retired from Conoco Phillips. I worked with them for 35 years. Okay. And at the time I 
retired, I was living in Calgary, Alberta. And there, I learned how to dress for cold weather. 
But so, we came here, lived in 2011 and I was working with a fellow there. We both retired 
the same year in 2011. And he had ambitions of hiking on the Appalachian Trail. He'd never 
backpacked in his life. And I, I said, well, Darryl, why don't we just try the Colorado Trail? 
And so we geared up and got all of our stuff and we made it out to Twin Lakes. So we were 
out I think on the trail for about 15 days. And, so that was my introduction to introducing 
someone else to the backpacking world. And that same year in 2011, I started working with 
the Colorado Trail Foundation. And I've been doing that pretty well ever since. And I think in 
2012 was probably the first time I started doing any work with RMFI and so it's, it's been a 
long time. But I, I really enjoy working with the crew that I meet every time. And you've really 
got an excellent bunch of people that you hire each year. That's fun.  

 

Sam 

Yeah. The crews, man, they are…as we're talking here, our crews have just finished up, for 
this year, their training. So they're all getting ready to get out there and start the work. And 
they're just, I'm always impressed. Like, every year seems even more solid than the last. 
And these folks are tough. And I've told a few folks I have the distinct pleasure as the 
resident keyboard jockey at RMFI of occasionally getting out in the field with our crews and 
trying to keep up. And it is a …they're, they're always so impressive, not only with how just 
efficient and smart and safety minded they are, but just frankly how strong they are. It's 
just…they're just tanks. And so you said you started working with us after doing some of the 
work with the Colorado trail Foundation. How did you find us?  

 

Dean 

Oh, well, I don't know. I have no idea. I don't know if someone told me here in town, I've 
worked with several other groups here in in Colorado Springs also. So maybe somebody 
said, Hey, you ought to go try those RMFI folks or something. But I've enjoyed it. It's been 
interesting. Working with the different leadership groups. Okay. Jennifer Peterson. Yeah, 
she was here for a while…that's kind of the one thing I enjoy is seeing the people. I mean, a 
lot of these people that you have, they've got a doctor or maybe not a doctorate degree, but 



a master degree in environmental science or something. So it's really interesting. To see 
them starting out and later they might move on. I worked with a lady named Lindsey, I don't 
know Lindsey's last name, but up on the Sandstone Ranch Open Space. I worked with her 
last year—we were doing a little looking around for trail possibilities up there. And so that 
was very interesting to see someone later on, you know, that they've kind of moved on and, 
and advanced.  

And I know you heard about the donut trip that I made up last year up to on the Craigs Trail. 
You know, you can't miss when you carry a box of donuts up to somebody that's been 
eating, you know, just whatever they, they brought up. Backpacking food. And yeah, so I 
was a hero there for a few minutes.  

 

Sam 

Yeah. Listeners for context: I got a great email from Dean last year asking when our crews 
were gonna be up on Devil's Playground (or was it Barr that you went up? It was Devil's). 
And he, he asked me when they were gonna be there because he wanted to hike up to the 
camp with a box of donuts. And I got a photo later that week that just made everyone in the 
office here laugh and warm their hearts of Dean up there with, sure enough, a box of 
donuts. Now how did you carry…did you just carry 'em, like you were like, like delivering 
'em? Or were they in your backpack?  

 

Dean 

They were in my pack.  

 

Sam 

I was like trying to figure out the logistics of how you got that many donuts up there. 
Because, you know, it's like quite a few folks that are working up there at any given time.  

 

Dean 

I think they were a little squished too, but I didn't hear anyone complain at all. I just took 
'em right outta the box. That's a beautiful trail though. I really am looking forward to the 
completion of that trail. It's really nice.  



 

Sam 

We're cranking away on it. We should be getting above tree line this year. Which I'm very 
excited about. 

When I talk with our crews, everyone talks about how awesome Dean is. Like you've 
developed an incredible relationship with these crews. And some come back, you know, 
and sometimes they're here for just a year…what do you enjoy about working with our crews 
specifically? Because it seems like you've really developed great relationship with our field 
crews every year.  

 

Dean 

I don't know. It's I think it's just myself. I lead a lot of hikes with the Mountain Club. And I like 
to, not really instruct, but maybe tell somebody how to do something maybe a little 
different and hike and share my experiences in the outdoors. And I don't know. I've kind of 
started you talking about how strong these young people are. When they start picking up 
the 300 pound rock, that's when I reach in for my camera so I can get some pictures 
because I back off of that.  

 

Sam 

Well, we appreciate it.  

 

Dean 

But you know, it's…I don't know. I just like to share what I can with the group and hopefully I 
do come across in a likable manner, you know?  

 

Sam 

One hundred percent. The crews love you. And so also another incredible thing about Dean 
is that he's been a rockstar volunteer with us for years. He's here multiple times a year, 
every year, helping us build trail, maintain trail, protect wildlife habitat…What do you like so 
much about doing this stuff that makes you…why do you keep showing up here, Dean?  



 

Dean 

It's just fun getting outside, you know? And y'all are really, the work that you do is really 
sustainable and you know…I don't know. It, something about doing a new trail to go 
somewhere…it just worked out really well.  

 

Sam 

And is there like a particular time that you volunteered with us that just stands out as like a, 
“boy, that that right there is why I want to keep doing this”? Like was there any particular 
trip that you worked with us on that sticks in your mind?  

 

Dean 

There's several I think. I forget the year, but when we did the reroute from the top of the 
Incline over to Barr Trail, I still have that picture. There might have been 25 or 30 people that 
were working on that particular crew.  

But here, coming up soon, I think: June 10th of this year…it's not very often that you get to 
ride the COG for free. And all you have to do is promise that when you get up to the top of 
Mountain View that you're gonna carry a few tools. And then you get to go over to Barr 
Camp and meet the caretakers there. And then you get the wonderful hike down. From 
there back down to the trailhead. So, I'm looking forward to that again this year. I think I've 
done it at least once last year, maybe even the year before that. But it's…I don't know all 
your different trails that you work on over in Cheyenne Canyon or all around. It's really an 
enjoyable experience. It really is nice.  

 

Sam 

I'm glad. We're glad to hear that. I'm glad to, you know, continue to work with folks like you 
on projects like this. And obviously trails are a huge part of our work. But it really all comes 
back to the broader umbrella of public lands and the value of public lands here in southern 
Colorado and the Pikes Peak Region. What have public lands meant to you? In your life and 
your time with RMFI? 

 



Dean 

That's one thing: that we're so lucky here in Colorado to have all the public lands, all the 
federal lands, the national parks that we have. And you know, I live in Monument and I can 
drive up the road just a little ways…go to Mount Herman, go to Palmer Lake. And there's not 
a lot of places that you can live…growing up in Texas, it's just a different thing. There's a lot 
of private property there. And so here in in Colorado, you know, we can hike here, we can go 
to Utah, we can go to New Mexico. It's just a great place to be. And public lands really are a 
big asset to the area.  

 

Sam 

And… you volunteered with us. You've been a rock star for years with us. What would you 
tell...So, I mean, there are folks who are out in the city that, you know, they recreate all the 
time and they don't realize that there's this opportunity to give back. Maybe they're not sure 
when they can do it, or maybe they're not sure if this is for them. What would you tell 
someone who's on the fence of getting out and volunteering with a group like RMFI to help 
take care of these public lands?  

 

Dean 

Oh, just go ahead and give it a try. You know? One thing I've found in working with all the 
different groups is if you're tired, sit down. You know? And get a snack. Or get a drink or just 
wait until you feel like you're ready to go again. Don't hurt yourself. And you know, it's fun. 
It's a great experience. You meet good people and, actually, you make a lot of different 
friends. There's that possibility. So, I'd just tell 'em, you know, go. Go for it, you know? Give 
it a shot.  

 

Sam 

Well, there you have it. Get out there. We're happy to do that with you. If you want to do 
that, you can look up our upcoming volunteer dates on our website. That's www.rmfi.org. 
Before we go, Dean, what haven't I asked you? What else would you like to share about 
public lands, why they matter, and why we should give back to them?  

 

Dean 



Oh, you haven't asked me my favorite snack.  

 

Sam 

Oh man. We gotta know that.  

 

Dean 

Oh, it's chocolate. Dark chocolate.  

 

Sam 

Now, is that when you're backpacking or is that just like bar-none, dark chocolate all the 
time, please.  

 

Dean 

It's gotta be backpacking. If I did that all the time, well, I wouldn't even be able to put on my 
pack.  

 

Sam 

Dark chocolate. If you guys run into Dean on the trail, be prepared with dark chocolate. 
Dean, thank you so much for taking some time with us and for all of your contributions to 
our organization. You have done probably more trail work than any one of our volunteers 
has ever done, so I just wanna say thank you so much for all you've done.  

 

Dean 

Well, thank you. And keep doing a great job here at RMFI.  

 

Sam 



We'll keep working on it with the help of volunteers like you. So, thank you so much! And 
folks that is Shovel Stories for this month. We'll catch up with you in a couple of months. 
Thanks so much! 

 


