PCTA Volunteer Pete Fish Wins BLM and Forest Service Awards

Bureau of Land Management and Forest Service recognizes “Pickaxe” Pete and his PCT Gorillas for making a difference in Southern California

By Angela Ballard

It’s 5:30 a.m. and “Pickaxe” Pete Fish is up and brewing “cowboy coffee” in a blue enamel pot. Temperatures may reach triple digits later, but in the early morning the Mojave is cold enough to warrant fleece hats and warm drinks. 

By 6 o’clock the whole camp is awake. The aroma of bacon and eggs mixes with that of pack horses and trail dust. Ten “trail gorillas” or “TG’s” as they call themselves, including a professional card player from Las Vegas, an artist, and a former air traffic controller, pack their lunches. Around 7:15 a.m. everyone is off lugging brush saws, loppers and sundry other tools down the trail. 

For the next eight hours, Pete will lead his work crew along a portion of the 700 PCT miles in Southern California that he shepherds. They’ll cut back scrub oak that’s threatening to close off the trail or split boulders to use as building materials. It’s all backbreaking work, but the volunteers keep coming back. “Because they’re following Pete,” says Bob Ballou, former director of the PCTA. “The man’s over 70 and still the hardest working of them all.” 


The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has named Pete Fish one of 12 national “Making a Difference” Award winners for 2001. The awards recognize exemplary volunteer contributions made on behalf of the public lands. A national panel selected the “Making a Difference” winners from nominations submitted by BLM State Offices and National Centers. Recipients received their awards at a ceremony in Washington, D.C. on May 30th. 

Additionally, Pete recently accepted (on behalf of all of the PCTA trail maintenance crews Southern California) a prestigious award from the Forest Service. “These Chief’s Awards,” says Fran Colwell, Forest Assistant Recreation Officer for the San Bernardino National Forest, “are a way for the Forest Service Chief to annually recognize, support and compliment extraordinary volunteers.” Extraordinary indeed -- since 1992 Pete and his volunteers have provided the San Bernardino National Forest with more than 30,000 volunteer hours of labor. Additional hours have been dedicated to the Cleveland and Angeles National Forests as well as to the development of work plans, coordination of volunteers and maintenance of equipment.

"Pete Fish is a national treasure,” says Liz Bergeron, Executive Director of the PCTA. “We've known that for a long time and we're glad to see him get the recognition he deserves.” 

Gorillas Keep the PCT Open

If you’ve ever hiked or ridden a horse on any portion of the PCT in Southern California, Pete and the trail gorillas made your trip more enjoyable. “Without Pete,” says Jerry Stone, a regional trail coordinator for the PCTA and a regular on Pete’s crew, “great portions of the trail would be impassable. In fact, before we started working, we’d hear stories of people having to push their way through brush and getting all scratched up. The conditions were miserable.” 

Dave Wash, Lead Recreation Planner for the BLM’s Ridgecrest Field Office, agrees.  Wash has 80 PCT miles running through his 1.8 million acre BLM territory, most of which, he says, would be impassable without Pete’s crews. “We don’t have a trail budget or a crew,” says Wash, “and before Pete came along, we were at the point where the trail was almost completely closed by scrub oak. But we had no resources to deal with the problem. It would have been pretty sad and embarrassing,” remarks Wash, “for a BLM territory to have broken the PCT’s  2,655 miles from Mexico to Canada. Fortunately, Pete and his PCTA volunteers came to our rescue – we couldn’t manage the trail without them.”

Government Agencies Need Additional Resources

As the second longest trail in the nation, the PCT is considered by many to be the most majestic of the three National Scenic Trails.  But the BLM, Forest Service and State Park offices don’t have adequate resources to maintain it. 

“Without the PCTA,” Fran Colwell wrote in his nomination of Pete and the trail gorillas for the Forest Service Chief’s Award, “we would receive numerous complaints about trail conditions, not only on the PCT but on other trail systems as well.” In fact, without volunteers, public land across the nation would fall into disuse. According to the most recent BLM annual report, 17,000 volunteers serve the government agency each year. Collectively these workers donate about 1 million hours of labor that’s worth approximately $15 million, and still there’s more to be done.

On the local level, Pete and his crew have already put in more than 8,000 hours on the stretch of the PCT that runs through the BLM’s Ridgecrest territory. “And,” says Wash, “that’s just for the 80 miles of trail in my section. I know Pete does stuff from the Mexican border to Kennedy Meadows at the southern tip of the Sierra too.” This “stuff” includes rebuilding switchbacks, removing landslides, and, of course, and clearing scrub oak and other brush.

In 1991, Pete retired after 33 years as an exploration and development geologist for Chevron and set out to section-hike the PCT over four summers.  Along the way he met another hiker named Alice Krueper who organized PCTA trail crews in Southern California. Over the next five years, Pete gave thousands of hours to Alice’s projects while also serving as the PCTA’s Vice President for Membership. With his help, membership grew from 800 members to more than 4,200 today. When Alice succumbed to pancreatic cancer in 1996, Pete took over as PCTA Trail Coordinator for Region 1. “The projects were so much fun,” says Pete, “somebody needed to carry on, so I kind of threw myself into the breeze.” 

Calling All Gorillas

It takes muscle as well as passion to be a trail gorilla. The title is reserved for volunteers who bring brute strength to the trail and complete eight days of work. It’s bestowed in the form of an official “gorilla suit” or t-shirt. “We’ve given out something on the order of 200 shirts over the past five years,” says Pete, “with the admonition that the new gorillas wear them to the ‘smart supper clubs,’ airports and bus terminals. And when someone asks where he or she can get a t-shirt – they tell them.” 

Pete and the gorillas now complete approximately 30 trail projects a year. Newcomers are always welcome, but Pete also has a core group of 20 to 30 “regulars” he can rely on, a number of whom never miss a project.

Pete himself spends 100 days each year out on the trail with a whip saw, shovel or axe from dawn to dusk.  He spends another 100 days identifying necessary projects, sharpening tools, recruiting volunteers, shopping for supplies, and carting everything back and forth to the trail. “It’s a fulltime job with him,” says Stone, “and he’s totally devoted to it.” 

If you were to stumble upon Pete and the trail gorillas out on the PCT, expect a warm reception. A number of hikers have taken breaks from their treks to give Pete and the gorillas a few days of work.

When asked why he was chosen to accept the prestigious BLM “Making a Difference” and Forest Service’s Chief’s Awards this year Pete says “It’s because of all the work our volunteers have done on the PCT. I’m the weak link. If I could put on more projects, I’m sure we could do them. But I’m at about the limit of what I can do – the volunteers are there, it’s kind of like ‘if you ask them to build it, they will come.’” 

Pete doesn’t show any signs of quitting. In his coveralls covered with PCTA patches, the stocky 70-year-old is still comfortable wielding a chain saw, building water bars, and grubbing out scrub oak root balls. “He 20 years older than me,” says Stone, “and only in the last year or so have I been able to keep up with him.” 
At the end of May, Pete traveled to Washington, DC to receive the BLM “Making a Difference” award.  Back home in California, he also attended a special Forest Service ceremony where he was awarded the Chief’s Award on behalf of the San Bernardino, Cleveland and Angeles National Forests. Aside from these awards, Pete’s legacy to the PCTA is the system he’s set up. He’s developed a way to plan, administer and follow-up trail maintenance projects that the rest of the organization and others can emulate. 

“Pete gets people to do a lot of work without even asking them to,” says Stone. Perhaps that’s because working with him is fun. There’s that cup of cowboy coffee in the morning, the companionship of people who love the outdoors, the satisfaction of completing physical labor, and maybe even a trial gorilla t-shirt to boot. And of course, there’s always Pete quietly leading the pack. 

To volunteer, call the PCTA in Sacramento, Ca. at (916) 349-2109 or email  programs@pcta.org. 

