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FOR A SPIRITED MASSACHUSETTS WOMAN, AN OUTDOOR ADVENTURE 
        WITH ROAD SCHOLAR TAKES LEARNING TO NEW HEIGHTS 
 
BOSTON (June 1, 2011) — Jean Williamson’s method of what she calls “relaxing” has 
raised an eyebrow or two in her Massachusetts neighborhood. On a recent morning, she 
filled a backpack with two quarts of water, trail mix, a peanut butter sandwich, cheese 
and crackers, and a tangerine. Then she and two friends set off to a New Hampshire 
mountain — for a seven-mile hike. 
 
Jean will turn 80 years old in July. 
 
The Burlington, Mass., woman embraces aging as much as she does tackling a new 
mountain trail. To her, healthy aging and physical activity go hand in hand, and she 
insists that “absolutely anybody can hike.” 
 
In mid-June, Jean will back off those words, only slightly, when she takes on a new 
challenge. Having worked up to this feat since she began hiking at age 69, she and a 
couple of East Coast friends are headed to Colorado for a weeklong Road Scholar 
adventure that includes 4-9 miles of hiking daily at 10,000-foot elevation, a raft trip down 
a mountain river, and a week-ending hike up 14,036-foot Mount Sherman. 
 
Jean’s educational adventure, “Hiking the Central Colorado Rockies,” is one of 139 
hiking and walking experiences offered by Road Scholar, the program name of 
Elderhostel, the not-for-profit world leader in lifelong learning. 
 
Most participants on Road Scholar hiking and walking programs are characteristic of 
Jean Williamson — lifelong learners ranging in age from mid-50s to their 80s — and 
they flock to outdoor educational environs ranging from New Hampshire’s White 
Mountains to the untamed wilds of Argentina’s Patagonia, from Wyoming’s magnificent 
Grand Tetons to the gentle paths of the Swiss countryside in the Alps. 
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These hiking and walking explorations are among Road Scholar’s hundreds of Outdoor 
Adventure programs created for adults — horizon-expanding experiences for the mind 
and body that include biking, canoeing, sailing, birding, kayaking, snorkeling, tennis, fly 
fishing, golf and more. 
 
Each of these Outdoor Adventures pairs the educational depth of Road Scholar’s 
traditional programs with the active challenge of, say, rafting down the Class II rapids of 
a Grand Canyon river while an expert instructor explains petroglyphs carved on  rock 
walls, dating to Native Americans centuries earlier. 
 
Or a birding enthusiast may grab the binoculars and go in search of the vibrant plumage 
of a Resplendent Quetzal while learning about the cloud-forest canopy in Costa Rica. 
Still other pursuits — multi-activity programs — give adventurers in Florida’s Keys or 
the Hawaiian paradise of Oahu, Maui and Kauai the opportunity to hike, kayak, snorkel, 
sail and surf, all on one educational program.  
 
Jean Williamson never hiked until 2000. “If, when I was quite a bit younger, you had told 
me to go hike, I wouldn’t know what you were talking about,” she says. She was fit in a 
different way. “Raising seven kids will keep you active,” she notes. 
 
Jean’s inquisitive mind drew her in during a New Hampshire vacation. She recalled 
peering skyward at an awe-inspiring mountain, and saying, “I wonder what it looks like 
from up there. Even from down below, it’s beautiful, so I can only imagine.” 
 
That year, she took a first hike with the Appalachian Mountain Club. And just five years 
later on Aug. 27, 2005, in New Hampshire’s Pemigewasset Wilderness Area, Jean 
became a member of the AMC’s 4,000-footer club, having climbed the last of 48 peaks in 
New Hampshire that are 4,000 feet or higher — this, despite hip replacement surgery in 
2003. She was inducted in a ceremony and got a patch for her vest. She was 74 years old. 
 
Now, still another five years later — having hiked Switzerland, Alaska and England —
she is about to lace up her hiking boots in the Colorado Rockies. 
 
Jean is biting at the bit. In mid-April and a few months shy of 80, she retired after 17 
years working as a nurse in cardiac rehabilitation at Massachusetts General Hospital in 
Boston. She will miss her co-workers and patients — all are awed by Jean’s ambitious 
pastime — because of what her job has meant to her own healthy aging. 
 
“I think to be involved is to be healthy, no matter what it is,” she says. “I will find 
something mentally stimulating so that I stay involved.” 
 
Jean and her husband, David, have enrolled in Road Scholar programs over the years. But 
hiking is her passion, and he is supportive of her frequent adventures and thirst for 
knowledge. 
 



The New Hampshire chapter of the AMC holds workshops teaching hikers about safety, 
what to carry in a pack, nutrition, using snowshoes, maps, compasses and bear 
encounters. “I’ve seen a bear three times,” Jean says, noting that on her first encounter 
she banged a pole on a rock hoping to shoo it away, to no avail. “Then I started singing, 
and that certainly scared him away.” 
 
Jean says her fellow hikers are always invigorating. 
 
“A hiking community is unusual,” she says. “It crosses all boundries of professions and 
social and economic groups. Your hiking group might include a social worker, a truck 
driver, a physician, a secretary. It’s amazing what you can learn. You have great 
conversation and that’s what makes it so interesting. It gets to be a close, caring group.” 
 
Especially so as the hike progresses, Jean said. “Sometimes we’ll be plodding up this 
mountain and I’ll say, ‘What do we do this for, because this is work.’ But by the end of 
the hike, we say, ‘Wasn’t that a great hike!’ We haven’t exactly figured it out, any of us. 
 
“Maybe,” she adds, “it’s because when you get to the top, and you’re sitting there, it sort 
of feels like the beginning of time up on that mountain. You can’t see cars, you can’t see 
houses. I heard someone say they had read in a book that sitting up there at the top, the 
feeling of the air, the breeze, is like feeling the breath of God. I said, ‘I think that might 
just hit it right on the head.’ ” 
 
For more information on Road Scholar Outdoor Adventures programs, call toll free at 
(877) 426-8056, Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. ET, or go to 
www.roadscholar.org/outdooradventures   
 
 
About Elderhostel and Road Scholar 
Road Scholar is the name for the programs developed and offered by Elderhostel, Inc., 
the not-for-profit world leader in lifelong learning since 1975. Our mission is to empower 
adults to explore the world’s places, peoples, cultures and ideas, and in so doing to 
discover more about themselves. A fellowship of learning and the joy of discovery are 
the hallmarks of the Road Scholar experience. 
  
Road Scholar programs bring together instructors and participants from diverse 
backgrounds to foster dynamic interaction, engaging discourse and warm camaraderie. In 
a world that seems to shrink smaller by the day because of technology, we believe that 
true insight and understanding are still sparked by hands-on experience and open 
discussions that stimulate the senses, energize the body and challenge the mind. We are 
committed to continually developing new program destinations, topics and formats to 
reflect the shifting realities and emerging trends of our ever-changing world.  
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