The Grandest
Job in the World
Three National Park Service rangers
explain why they wouldn’t dream
of working anywhere else.
STORY AND PHOTOS BY SCOTT SCHILLER

46

COUNTRY

RADOSLAW LECYK/SHUTTERSTOCK

Hikers trek on Bright
Angel, the busiest
trail in Grand Canyon
National Park.
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Nothing could have prepared
me for the Grand Canyon.
I’ve visited many national parks
and hiked mile-high mountains,
so I thought I knew what “big” was.
It turns out I didn’t really know
until I stood on the South Rim,
gazing down into the vast canyon.
The emotional impact of this
place is so powerful I can only stare
in stunned silence. Other visitors
around me chatter in excitement,
taking photos. I’m not the only one
moved by the view. Nearby I see
someone crying.
Park rangers see this every day;
the Grand Canyon is their office
and their backyard. To me, being
a ranger seems like a dream job. In
honor of the National Park Service’s
100th birthday, I’m here to find out
firsthand if being a park ranger is
as grand as I imagine. I’m going to
shadow three rangers over 48 hours
in the second-most-visited park
in the system—5.52 million people

saw this awe-inspiring wonder last
year. It’s a busy place, and no one
knows that better than the men and
women of NPS.

Friday 8:30 a.m.
Christian “C. J.” Malcolm
Preventive Search and
Rescue Ranger
I meet C.J. in his office at the Grand
Canyon Fire Department. He’s busy
preparing for the morning briefing,
which is when he, his staff and NPS
law enforcement rangers receive
their assignments and review all
updates and incidents from the
previous shift.
C.J. is a paramedic, medevac
flight medic and firefighter. At 36,
he runs the Preventative Search and
Rescue program. C.J. and his staff of
six rangers (and 60 or so volunteers)
patrol the park, talking to hikers
and making sure they’re OK. Hiking

in the canyon can be dangerous,
even for experienced hikers in top
physical condition. And rescuing
a hiker in trouble can be costly and
time-consuming. C.J. leads me on
a tour of the Emergency Operations
Center, proudly showing off the
vehicles and equipment his workers
use to rescue those in need.
It’s getting close to noon now,
and I have to be on my way to meet
another ranger before dusk. C.J.
joins me for part of the hike down
the Bright Angel Trail to the Indian
Garden campground. It’s nice to
have his company for the start of
this four-hour hike, and as a bonus
I get to watch him in action. I
admire the way he engages with
just about everyone we encounter
on one of the busiest trails in the
canyon, and how quick he is to
assesses how each person is coping
with the harsh conditions.
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The view from
Mather Point leaves
you speechless.
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“Most visitors to Grand Canyon
are more familiar with hiking up,
not down. So they tend to misjudge
their abilities,” C.J. says.
C.J. can tell, for example, if
hikers are tired by how easily they
can talk (or how out of breath
they are). Just looking at a hiker’s
clothes and shoes will tell him if
that person is prepared for the trip
and carrying water.
“Heat is the park’s number one
factor in canyon e
 mergencies,” C.J.
explains. “When it gets above 95
degrees, incidents spike. E
 mpathy
is key. You must be c
 ompassionate,
patient and u
 nderstanding for this
kind of work.” He wants everyone
to enjoy the park safely, regardless
of age or experience.
We stop for water and a snack
break at the Three-Mile Resthouse,
which is 2,100 feet below the South
Rim. My right knee is beginning to
really bother me, and C.J. cautions
me to take it slow continuing down
the trail. The canyon is i nfamous
for breaking a person down in any
number of ways, and I’m feeling
that in my bones.

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT:

Park ranger Christian
“C.J.” Malcolm lives and
works on the Canyon’s
South Rim; signs like this
alert visitors and hikers
to the canyon’s No. 1
danger; a park ranger’s
iconic “flat hat.”

3:45 p.m.
Jeff Schwartz
Inner Canyon Ranger
The inner canyon is gloriously warm
as I limp into Indian Garden, the
approximate halfway point between
the South Rim and the Colorado
River at the bottom of the Grand
Canyon. The campground is a small,
beautiful oasis offering the cooling
shade of cottonwood trees and the
refreshing waters of a small creek.
I quickly set up my tent and cook
a rehydrated meal of spaghetti.
After dinner, I hobble up to the
front steps of the ranger cabin and
introduce myself to Jeff. He greets
me with a cheerful smile and then
invites me inside to wait while he
tends to another hiker who is in
worse shape than I am.
He brings out a bag of ice for
me. He’s diagnosed me with
country-magazine.com

Scott’s campsite
at Indian Garden
campground
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Scott, on his way
to Indian Garden

Jeff is based at the
ranger residence in
Indian Garden.

Jill (above and right)
educates visitors
about the park.

“Canyon knee.” We sit on the porch
and chat as the heat from the day
subsides and the low sun sets the
surrounding limestone cliffs ablaze
in red and orange. Jeff has been a
ranger in the backcountry since
2012. He loves his job. Every day
offers new challenges to tackle and
new people to meet. Originally
from Chicago, Jeff has traveled far
working for the park service. His
first job was as an interpretive
ranger at Chaco Culture National
Historical Park in New Mexico.
After that he was a seasonal ranger
at Carlsbad Caverns National Park
in New Mexico, Kalaupapa National
Historical Park in Hawaii and
Katmai National Park and Preserve
in Alaska. After completing the NPS
law enforcement program, he came
to the Grand Canyon.
“I was sold on the park’s mission,
its close-knit community and, most
of all, its variety,” he says.
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“I was sold on the park’s
mission, its close-knit
community and, most of all,
its variety,” Jeff says.
Jeff’s daily duties are considerable:
staffing the campground,monitoring
campfires, checking the permits
required for every overnight hiker,
patrolling trails and performing
search-and-rescue missions.
In winter, the crowds thin and
the pace slows at the Grand Canyon.
That’s when Jeff focuses on training,
projects and maintenance chores.
A bat flitters around our heads as
Jeff and I stare up at the night sky.
The clean air over the canyon reveals
more stars than I’ve ever seen. We
see satellites, shooting stars, even
the Andromeda Galaxy (at more

than two million light years away,
it’s the most distant object you can
see with the naked eye).
By 9 p.m. I say good night to Jeff.
I sleep well but am up at 4 a.m. to
hike back to the rim. The air is cool
and silent except for the sound of
my own boots crunching in the dirt.
The moon is so bright that I don’t
need my headlamp to light the trail.
Despite the early hour, I encounter
rim-to-rim runners every five to 10
minutes. I lean heavily on my hiking
poles to alleviate the pain in my
knee. The going is slow but steady
as I ascend the 4,000 feet to the top.
june/july 2016

Saturday 12 p.m.
Jill Staurowsky
Interpretive Ranger
My hike out of Indian Garden takes
me four hours, and I’m famished! I
make a beeline to the Bright Angel
Restaurant and polish off the biggest
breakfast I’ve ever eaten. I have time
to clean up and change before I meet
Jill at Verkamp’s Visitor Center.
Jill’s demeanor is calm and easygoing, which makes her instantly
likable. This is the perfect quality
for someone whose job is talking
to visitors all day. As a seasonal
interpretive ranger, Jill leads hikes,
conducts ranger talks, teaches
school field trips, answers questions
at visitor centers and just generally
helps folks find their way.
She has memorized 10 different
ranger talks, which include a history
program, fossil walk, condor talk,
critter chat and an evening program
about night skies, but the one about
country-magazine.com

condors is her favorite. “Condors are
the ultimate survivors,” Jill explains.
“They’re just so inspiring to me.”
It’s 1:30, and the day is sunny and
warm. I take a seat in the McKee
Amphitheater while Jill chats with
the gathering visitors.
One couple in their 70s came
from St. Louis to visit the canyon for
the first time. Being here is a lifelong
dream fulfilled. Jill tells me about
other dreamers she’s met.
“I love it here, interacting with
people from all over the globe,”
Jill says. What’s the most common
question she’s asked? “May I take
my picture with you?” In her crisp
green and khaki uniform and iconic
wide-brimmed Stetson hat, Jill is a
model park ranger. Other questions
range from the serious, “How old
is the Grand Canyon?” to the silly,
“Will you marry me?”
One visitor stands out—an older
man visiting the Grand Canyon

after recently losing his wife to
cancer. They had planned to see this
wonder together, so he asked Jill if
she would keep him company for a
while as he sat at the rim. Despite
the crowds milling around and a list
of things to do, Jill sat with him.
Grand Canyon is an emotional
experience. Its awe-inspiring
beauty and majestic vistas entice
us to venture down the trails, and
sometimes our emotions get the
better of us. Rangers are there to
guide us and to protect us. They’re
also charged with preserving all our
national parks for future generations.
Jill wouldn’t trade her job for the
world. She loves it here in Grand
Canyon and knows she’s serving
a greater purpose. “People come up
to me all the time and say, ‘Thanks
for watching this place for me.’ ”
After meeting C.J., Jeff and Jill,
I know our national parks are in
good hands.
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