Paula Sucharski

Denali National Park


On August 7, 2010, I boarded the third flight of my life. My first experience away from home came in May of 2009 when I went with students and faculty from the C. W. Post Honors program on a study tour to Hawaii.  This was the first time I ever boarded an airplane—my second flight being the one to return home. The experience was so liberating that it gave me the courage to apply for Partners in the Parks. 

 I am not the most adventurous individual in the world. I plan things out, list the pros and cons, and weigh the probability that if everything can go wrong, it will. However, my experience in Denali National Park during the week of August 7, 2010, forever changed the way I view my life. 


I cannot remember the exact moment that I decided to sign up for a Partners in the Park experience. If I remember correctly, I believe that it was something that I decided on the spur of the moment and followed through until the day we arrived in Fairbanks, Alaska. I did not know what to expect, what to think, or what I would endure. All I knew was that it was going to be a week that would leave a lasting impression. Therefore, I am pleased to report that a week in Denali National Park did just that. The park left an amazingly graceful and peaceful impression on my life. I am very grateful to the Northeast Regional Honors Council for making this possible.


Textbooks, professors, and papers have consumed my world for the last four years. I was once called a professional student, and to this day I cannot determine if the comment was positive or negative. I have come to realize that my life connections depend on the Internet, the telephone, and the computer. For four years I have watched my world shrink to a web of safety. At any moment I had the ability to reach out and touch someone that would be there to support me, lift me up when I fell, or dry my eyes when things did not work out as I planned. This is not to say that any of these things are bad, it is to say that I have been fortunate enough to have a circle of people who are willing to help me regardless of the task I present before them. However, at some point the web of safety that I have built over the last four years will become a cobweb when I leave Long Island University. I will no longer be one of four hundred within the Honors Program. I will inevitably become one of four million within the world around me. I had think, “When is it time to take the first step and prepare for the many challenges that await you outside of college”?


I arrived in Fairbanks, Alaska with no expectations, limitations, or restrictions. I did not want to experience Denali National Park with a negative mentality. Instead, I wanted to push myself, surprise myself, and eventually find peace within myself. I had not experienced camping prior to the trip. However, when it came time to assemble tents, I wanted to have a hand in helping. It was similar with cooking, washing dishes, and cleaning our campsites. I admit that it was a challenge to continue to remind myself that I was not only thinking about myself during these moments. Rather, I had to think about myself and fifteen other individuals, regardless of whether or not they had already experienced a similar situation to the one that we were enduring. Instead of one individual, I became a member of one team, a team that opened my eyes to the realization that I can achieve any dream I create in my mind. It is comical to think that I learned in seven days, what it takes many people a lifetime to learn. I guess I am just ahead of the game now.


Partners in the Parks allowed me to find myself. I admit that I have felt lost over the years. I honestly believed that there were things in life that were always going to be too far out of my reach. I am not so sure of that anymore. I want the most out of life and I want to travel, explore, and experience everything that life has to offer. I no longer want to sit on the sidelines and wait for life to call me into the game. Instead, I want to create the lineup and put myself as first to bat. That way, I alone can only determine if I strike out. My life is my life, and now I have the courage to do what I think is best for me. At this moment in time, what is best for me is stepping up to home plate, choking up on the bat, and preparing myself to swing. I understand that what follows next is unknown, but I also understand that I can confidently say that I am ready to take on life and all that it has to offer. Whether it is good or bad, I will continue to prepare myself to swing. For it is only when I stop swinging that I leave the game, and at the age of twenty-two, I am far from ready to leave. 

