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j e n n y c o m pe r da

As a collective of interpreters, we all 
have something in common. We all 
have had our very first interpretation 
experience, 
when 
undoubtedly 
there were 
feelings of 
excitement 
coupled with 
things like 
insecurity, 
uncertainty, 
and doubt, all 
masking as a form of fear. Perhaps 
fear was something you overcame 
as your own path in interpretation 
began. I’m here to share my personal 
beginning and serve as a reminder 
that thankfully fearful firsts are 
something that we live through just 
once. 

I’m beginning my second career 
with the interpretation field, after 
a decade spent behind a desk as a 
graphic designer. I was aching to 
make a bigger impact, get out of 
the office, and do something more 
environmental while inspiring 
others through the natural world. 
An interpretation internship served 
as my catalyst for a profound life 
change. It meant that stability, 
money, nice apartment, amazing 
friends, adorable pets, familiarity, 
and comfort all had to be sacrificed; 
accepting this fact was half the battle, 
especially for someone with an 
extreme fear of public speaking.

I felt excited and conflicted when I 
got the offer from Big Hole National 
Battlefield in Wisdom, Montana. It 
took over a week for me to accept 
it, as I had other offers pending and 
going from Los Angeles to a town 
of 100 was a little disconcerting. I’m 

also not a historian by any means 
and pictured myself working for a 
place with more natural resource 
opportunities like plants and animals 
or in an exotic locale like Denali. 
A cultural resource, much less a 
depressing battlefield, seemed out of 
my element. Yet after much internal 
conflict and indecision, I accepted 
the 16-week internship and didn’t 
think twice, sort of.

When I left sunny California 
and got to Wisdom in early May, 
there was still snow melting in my 
yard. I felt prepared, though, due to 
the fantastic information welcome 
packet my supervisor sent me. There 
weren’t a lot of surprises 
since I researched the 
area, saw pictures of the 
housing, and met the 
other incoming seasonal 
employees by email. 
We were warmly welcomed on 
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our first day by the staff and this 
small park felt like a family, mostly 
because a third of them are related. 
The people of Wisdom know when 
someone new is in town and 
everyone I came across had been very 
friendly and helpful. Some will even 
tell you where the secret hot springs 
are, if you ask.

The first month and a half was 
a lot of interpretation training, 
including visiting other sites, CPR 
certification, cultural sensitivity 
training, and learning the incredible 
depth of the resource. Big Hole 
National Battlefield is part of the 
Nez Perce National Historic Park, 
which stretches across 38 sites, 
mostly waysides, in four states. Hard 
to imagine that a group of Native 
Americans made their home in parts 
of Idaho, Washington, and Oregon 
and left on a four-month, 1,200-mile 
journey, while in constant pursuit by 
the US Army. The Nez Perce Flight of 
1877 is the most documented of the 
Indian Wars and there is a massive 
personal responsibility to interpret 
their legacy. There were chronological 
events and dates to memorize, 
numbers of participants and 
casualties to remember, and figuring 

out how to relay an incredibly 
layered and sad event in history to 
our visitors. The context around the 
battle was just as important to convey 
as the battle itself. We were allowed 
to develop our own programs, of 
which there were three: a 30-minute 
tipi demonstration, a 30-minute 
thematic deck talk, and a 90-minute 
guided tour of the battlefield. This 
was after the week-long “Coyote 
Camp,” where hundreds of kids from 
the area visited with their schools. 
We each had to develop and present 
a 10-minute program several times 
a day for groups of 10 to 40 kids of 
various grade levels. There was a lot 
to be expected of the seasonal staff, 
but I welcomed the challenge and 
instantly felt a deep connection to the 
park and the Nez Perce history.

Late June began our summer 
programming schedule and I will 
never forget the first deck talk I had 
to do. There were only a few people 
there, yet I was overcome with 
uncontrollable, unmanageable fear. 
I never liked speaking in public and 
spent many years avoiding it while 
hiding behind a desk and making 
my design presentations for small 
groups or by email. Having a bunch 
of people staring at me and judging 
makes me shake, stammer, and 
forget who I am, not to mention my 
material. My mouth got so dry that 
I could barely talk and I completely 
forgot the presentation that I 
memorized, and had to read straight 
from my notes. 

I am so hard on myself that 
I went home that night feeling 
defeated by my fear. I even doubted 
that interpretation was for me, that 
maybe I had made the wrong choice 
and needed to go back to a desk life. 
My experienced colleagues said it 
would get better with time and I’m 
thankful they were right. Visitors 
applauded my presentations and 
I received so many compliments 
and shear gratitude that eventually 
my doubts subsided. One kind 
lady even said that I am a born 
teacher. As time went on, speaking 
in front of others did get easier and 
as I continually learned about the 

resource, my confidence grew. I 
discovered true joy while having 
positive interactions with visitors and 
the feeling of making that genuine 
connection is indescribable. I always 
knew I had other talents outside of 
graphic design, I just had to let them 
manifest. Ripe for a change, I’m 
eternally grateful that the amazing 
people at Big Hole Battlefield 
recognized my potential and let my 
interpretation career begin there. 

I’m now at another interpretation 
internship in Arizona for the Fish 
and Wildlife Service and I will 
never forget my humble beginning 
in Wisdom, Montana. This 
career transition continues to be 
challenging, yet I am surprising 
myself all the time with my ability to 
keep going in the face of fear. With 
interpretation, I took a chance on 
myself and it was definitely and 
continues to be worth it.

Jenny serves as a visitor services and 
interpretation intern at Bill Williams 
River National Wildlife Refuge 
in Arizona. More details from her 
Montana adventures can be found at 
dirtdiaries.wordpress.com.

Tipi frames are powerful reminders of 
battle at Big Hole National Battlefield. 

The first tipi of the season, with the 
author inside.


