Land, Water and People

By Kate Vasha

Eighty-nine and Still in Uniform

Early every Friday morning from Memorial Day until the middle of November, Bob Kuidera rises early, dons his crisp uniform and leaves his home in Saguache.  By 6:30 a.m., he is on the road and heading into the high country.

Just another man doing just another job?  Hardly.  

Distinguishing characteristic #1:  Bob is a volunteer, and his uniform comes from the U.S. Forest Service.  Distinguishing characteristic #2:  Bob is 89 years old.

Over the past decade, Bob has spent hundreds of hours traveling to trailheads, campgrounds and picnic sites around the Saguache Ranger District of the Rio Grande National Forest.  Once there, he sets up his literature table and meets and greets visitors to the forest, answering their questions and giving them information about the forest.  He also collects the visitor logbooks at trailheads—most of them 9,000+ feet above sea level—and does a little sprucing up at the sites he visits.

Some days he spends at one spot, and some days he moves from location to location, depending on the number of people he runs across.  But wherever he is and whatever he’s doing, he says “I hope I serve as a salesman for the forest, and an advertisement for the advantages of volunteering.  

“I want people, whatever age they are, to know that volunteering for the Forest Service can give them a chance to improve their education and their lifestyle.”
Bob and his wife moved to the town of Saguache in 1998, after discovering the little town when they were on their way from Arizona to meet one of their sons at the Royal Gorge.  The next year, Bob noticed an article that ran in the Saguache newspaper for three weeks, asking for volunteers to do a survey of forest users.  Figuring that if they needed to run the notice for three weeks they must need help, Bob called about the job—the first time he had ever inquired about a volunteer position.

“I don’t think I was quite what they were expecting.  My bet is they were looking for someone younger,” Bob says.  But the Forest Service took a chance on him, and that chance has been paying off for the agency ever since:  Ten years later, Bob is still going strong.

“Bob has been a valuable addition to our district and an inspiration to me personally,” says Kristi Murphy, who manages recreation on the Saguache District of the forest.  “On the professional side, he helps to get information out to our visitors about the ‘Leave No Trace’ philosophy of recreating on public lands, and he also gathers data for the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management on trail usage that is very valuable when it comes to planning.  He’s a great guy, and we can always count on him to do his job.”

Bob Kuidera is a man of his generation, a modest man, and sometimes it can be a little hard to get him to talk about himself.  But he does reveal that he was raised in northwest Indiana, that he and his wife raised five sons, and that he worked as a warehouse manager for the Wyatt Chemical Corporation from the end of World War II until his retirement.

During World War II, Bob served with the 4th Armored Division, which landed in Normandy and fought its way through France, Luxembourg, Germany and Czechoslovakia.  The division distinguished itself during the Battle of the Bulge and in April 1945, the 4th Armored liberated the Ohrdurf concentration camp near Gotha, Germany.
Nearly 65 years after that war ended, Bob still talks on the phone to one of his buddies from the 4th Armored every week.  

And then Friday he’s back in uniform once again heading up into the high country.
Kate Vasha works at the front desk of the Saguache Public Lands Office.  In her spare time, she gardens, cans what she grows and serves on the Saguache Historic Preservation Commission.

