ountains

Over Ladders

BY PETER KELLY

This Mississippian
Has Avoided the
Corporate Ladder

to Pursue a Life

Climbing Mountains.

While many Mississippians grow up and find a
job in healthcare, law, agriculture, or manufactur-
ing, Spencer Purvis changed his stars in pursuit of
something more adventurous. Growing up in
Jackson, MS, and attending St. Andrew’s Episco-
pal School, he spent his summers at Camp Alpine,
where he fell in love with the outdoors. Dabbling
in rock climbing on Lookout Mountain as a boy
led to summer climbing trips in North Carolina as
a young collegian attending Furman University in
Greenville, South Carolina. In 2001, he graduated
and continued to live in North Carolina until
2005, when he took a job in Colorado building
houses for 11 years. “A good bit of my construc-
tion background was with Habitat for Humanity.
I built a lot of houses with volunteers. I did that in
Denver, Fort Collins, [and] for a year back in
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man-made public ice climbing park in the world.” Running along
the Uncompahgre Gorge, with over two miles of climbable ice, the
park draws thousands of visitors a year. Working in Ouray as an ice
climbing and alpine guide eventually opened the door to one of the
greatest opportunities of Purvis’ career. Guiding trips to Alaska’s
Denali National Park. “[Climbing] kind of demands that you live
in the moment, right? It keeps you present. But slogging up Denali
keeps you present in a whole different way. It’s slow going, youre
definitely in your head a good bit, but above all, it’s the Alaska
Range, which is just unbelievable.” Purvis says. With all of the
grandeur of the mountains and all of the acclaim that comes with
being a guide, it also has its challenges. On his most recent trip to
Denali, Purvis spent 15 of his last 17 days on Root Canal Glacier,
snowed in his tent, and claimed to go a little stir-crazy.

Today, Purvis works for five separate companies as a guide. His
main partner organizations are Mountain Trip and Base Camp
Ouray. While his winters are spent climbing frozen waterfalls, his
summer guiding is mostly via ferrata, where he takes guests walk-
ing on small metal and wooden steps on the side of a mountain
while clipped into a wire for safety. He also guides multiple four-
teeners (mountains with a 14,000+ peak), the Black Canyon, and

Spencer on Ancient Art, Fisher Towers, Moab, Utah

Jackson,” Purvis says. With the amount of instruction and risk
management involved in building a house with volunteers, he natu-
rally gathered the soft skills needed to be a professional guide.

His climbing never ceased, and he began picking up some part-
time guiding work while building houses on the front range of the
Rocky Mountains outside of Denver. With the decision to pursue
guiding full-time, Purvis made the move to Ouray, Colorado, the
ice-climbing capital of the world. The Ouray Ice Park is “the largest

Spencer at Fisher Towers, Moab, Utah
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Spencer with nephew Jack Purvis and his son Ryder Purvis

the Cascades in Washington. With a client roster of regulars,

Purvis will reach out to permitting organizations and guide trips

based on what his clients want to do or where they want to go.
Becoming a guide takes grit, focus, and awareness. Purvis con-

Spencer on Mount Sneffels in Ouray, Colorado. . e ;
Spencer and Brant Lowe on the 16k ridge, Danali aka Degnarly.
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Spencer at ski hill on Denali, Alaska.

d Steven

Va;z Sickleat the 14k camp on Denali.

Spencer with co-guides Steven Van Sickle and Suzanna
Lourie at the airstrip at the end of the trip on Denali.

stantly has to be aware of what his
clients are doing on his trips, whether
they are under a potentially dangerous
hazard or two feet from a clift’s edge.
Between maintaining your fitness
level and an American Mountain
Guide Association certification (the
gold standard for guides), a world of
opportunity is opened for guiding
clients on trips. Purvis is a successful
guide based in Colorado but recog-
nizes that his roots are in Mississippi:
“That’s home for me. That’s where 1
feel most comfortable, for sure...1
miss the sound of insects in the sum-
mer. And I miss the humidity at
times, really funny, quirky things that
you probably think are kind of pesky
when you live there all the time, but
those are things I miss.” The ice calls
to him year over year, and the trails
and via ferrata push him to push oth-
ers’ boundaries. Purvis, once a St. An-
drew’s kid from Jackson, now leads
high-adventure mountain climbing
expeditions across the United States.
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North

The Summit ridge of Moose’s Tooth, Alaska
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