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Roots, rocks, trees, water, weather – all can be hazards 
for the outdoor athlete.

Finding a path around and through hazards – choosing 
your line – represents a fundamental outdoor sports 
concept. The next, related idea - following your line 
– lies at the heart of all successful outdoor pursuits. 

The real bottom line? Don’t look at the tress. You go 
where you look. Follow your line. Turns out to be 
great business advice, too.
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This all happened because of a thunderstorm.

On the return trip from working an Outward Bound course 
in western North Carolina, it was late and I was tired. As I 
traveled from the mountains into the Tennessee valley, I saw a 
big thunderstorm on the horizon coming my way. After a big 
sigh, it dawned on me that there had to be an easier, closer to 
home way to make a living.  

I wasn’t sure exactly what that might mean. I only knew that 
the status quo could not continue. It was time to find a new 
way; a new line.

I started asking people I respected how to begin. The best advice 
I got came from a local high school principal who said “Don’t 
wait. Just start.”

And so I did.

A Quick Look Back
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That there will be another 30 years for Mountain 
Challenge stands above all else as our guide for the 
future.  Not only should we believe it in our hearts, 
we must also act that way.

30 years ago we did not start with all our ideas and 
principles fully formed. They evolved. In order to 
flourish for another 30 years, we ought to let these 
evolutionary philosophies take us forward.

A Look Ahead
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Believe In The Core
For us this means the primacy of our mission. This guides all that 
we do. Completely understanding our mission allows us to know 
our strengths and figure out our threats. The story of Fit. Green. 
Happy.™ is such an example. Our mission helps us ask all the right 
questions. When a group of people commit to a common mission 
then a certain set of defining values emerge. We have done well 
at identifying and articulating those values. These common values 
define us as a group.

Our mission says we’re trying to change the world. That means we 
have certain responsibilities and duties as a business. We described 
these in our covenant. Once we deeply and completely understand 
these core concepts then the need for rules and unending policies 
fall away. We can rely on our staff to make correct judgments.

We should bother to commit the core ideas to writing. We should 
also be able to measure all of our core concepts. This currently exists 
as our annual “graph” report that demonstrates progress and trends 
with our key indicators.
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I grew up in a time that an “entrepreneur” was a greasy, slick, used 
car salesman; definitely not aspirational. I cringe every time I hear 
us described as an entrepreneurial company. Still, we have done 
things our way.

We definitely look for cultural fit when we hire staff. Realizing we 
can teach the more technical parts of our work, we don’t necessarily 
hire based on a job description. This is clearly 180o from standard 
hiring practices. And we do more things our way. We set goals, but 
then we forget about them choosing to focus instead on the actions 
we need to take. We are largely a student-run enterprise despite 
warnings about inexperience and lots of turnover. And we have not 
been disappointed.

Realizing that all businesses pitch and yaw, we don’t utilize annual 
budgets. We think beyond a single fiscal year and we look at trends. 
We think carefully about the next 3 years or so of our future. But we 
realize that details are likely to collapse and things unknown likely 
to emerge much beyond that chunk of time. And we believe there 
will be another 30 years.

180o From The Norm – Not Just A Tagline
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It is so easy to allow things to become needlessly 
complex. Staying lean, focused, and simple is much 
harder – but much better.

We have intentionally ignored our size and money 
as growth issues or goals, instead believing that every 
endeavor has its own right size and the money will 
follow. We have mostly relied on organic growth over 
the years. The idea is to be an outdoor company and 
not a sales-driven company.

Keep It Simple
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We are a signature program for Maryville College.

We are a quirky little company full of independent 
people. We are a jeans and t-shirt group that has had an 
impact far beyond our size. We ride bikes, have fun and 
work hard. We laugh at work. When we’re told “you 
can’t do that” we enjoy finding a way to move forward.

Why do people want to work here? They come to us 
for the simplest of reasons: people want to be part of 
something bigger than themselves.

We are one of the best programs of our kind in the 
country.

The Result
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During our last program review, one of the (younger) 
reviewers noted that “older people manage many of 
the current outdoor programs.” He went on to say 
that many of these programs and businesses grew up 
in a time of “the wild west” for outdoor adventure. 

There were no rules. Though we didn’t know it then, 
it was a golden age; it was the good old days. 
If you were part of a golden age, the good old days, 
how would you know? What would you do?

Don’t wait. Just start.

A Final Question
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