That Wilderness Works still exists and is successfully serving at-risk children is no surprise to me.  In 1979, when I was 8 years old, living in Macon, Georgia, I was fortunate enough to be part of a program sponsored by Mercer University.  Mercer’s Human Services program sent undergraduate student Bill Mickler into the neighborhood where I was raised.  Bill and other Mercer students were providing an outdoor adventure program for kids that came from tough neighborhoods.  

Here we kids were without a strong male role model and into our communities walks this white guy trying to talk to us about sports and camping and physical fitness.  This was also during a time when a serial child killer was loose in Atlanta.  Bill had a real challenge to gain the approval of parents when most of us were black kids and he was taking us on trips to Atlanta or sometimes hundreds of miles away.

For many of us, Bill was the closest thing to a Dad we really had ever known.  Most of us struggled with real poverty.  Along with the other Mercer students that assisted Bill took us on numerous trips in the southeast including National Forests in Western North Carolina and Florida.  We went on canoe trips, rappelling down Devil’s Courthouse, climbing on Shining Rock, sliding on Sliding Rock.  We event went to the Biltmore House.

Bill and the staff were constantly begging resources from various individuals and organizations.  We were on the ball fields at Mercer more than the students!  Because of this effort many of us were able to think about our futures in new ways.  Not all of us managed to change our circumstances, but many of us did.  Because of those life-altering experiences I feel indebted to Bill and his team.

Today Bill Mickler and Wilderness Works, along with a fantastic group of Hands On Atlanta volunteers and great people coming from the National Mentoring Partnership, are helping to generate wonderful programming experiences for kids that would otherwise have little for a positive alternative.  Like my childhood experiences, these activities are very popular and mean so much to the benefiting families.  Wilderness Works changes lives! 

