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CCORDING TO A CAREER 
placement exam Paula took 
as a high school senior, she 

was meant to be a cowboy, forest 
ranger, or artist. Her counselor said 
girls didn t do the rst two and she 
wouldn’t make money at the third, 
but by the time she turned 30, Paula 
had added all three to her resume, 
a resume that reads like the lives of 
several people following divergent 
career paths. As I prepared for our 
chat, I wondered - how does a single 
person manage to accomplish so 
much in such a variety of elds  As I 
discovered, her experiences fed back 
into each other and allowed her to 
bring a multidisciplinary approach 
to her work.

Despite that counselor’s admoni-
tion, Paula’s love of photography led 
to her attending the San Francisco Art 
Institute until she abruptly became 
severely allergic to photo chemicals. 
She headed home to rethink career 
options, attend junior college and 
work on a local horse ranch until 
deciding to attend the University of 
Nevada with a focus in forestry. At 
the end of the rst school year she 

was offered a seasonal position as 
a timber cruiser, and subsequently 
as a backcountry ranger in what is 
today’s Carson-Iceberg Wilderness, 
one of few women hired for field 
work at a time when most women 
in the Forest Service held only of ce 
positions. Gender discrimination was 
prevalent, but she found a mentor 
in Bill Hayhurst, a master craftsman 
who cared little whether you were 
male or female, only that you were 
eager to learn and could get the job 
done. Paula learned construction, 
plumbing and electrical work from 
Bill over the years, working for 
him in Forest Service campgrounds 
and facilities during fall and winter 
months when the Sierra backcountry 
was snowbound. As a result of Bill’s 

mentoring, Paula was recently able to 
remodel her home on her own.

Paula’s rst permanent position 
with the Forest Service was as the 
recreation technician on the Las 
Vegas Ranger District. Her duties 
included managing and maintaining 
10 campgrounds, law enforcement, 
firefighting, and teaching timber 
falling and chainsaw use courses. 
Vegas was rough duty, particularly 
in law enforcement, and after three 
years Paula resigned her position to 
take a job managing a ranch in the 
Cuyama Valley of California—back to 
life like in backcountry—no phones, 
no electricity, just wide open spaces. 
Along with usual ranch duties, she 
planted 10,000 trees on the acreage. 
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What matters is what you really 
want to do, not what others want 
you to do or think you should do 
with your life. 

After  years, she was ready to return 
to civilization. In Sacramento, she 
obtained her teaching credential and 
taught high school English Second 
Language until the 1992 education 
budget crisis eliminated her and 110 
other new teachers’ positions. She was 
back to job hunting at age 40.

That’s when Dr. Phil Barker with 
Forest Service Research spotted her 
application and called to interview 
her. She told him she had no experi-
ence in research, but he said, “You 
can operate and repair tractors and 
backhoes, plant and care for trees, 
are chainsaw certi ed and can write 
well. You’re just who I need to man-
age my eld research site  Having 
lived without electricity for years, she 
had no clue how to use a computer, 

so Phil told her that her rst job was 
to learn by writing a story for Women 
in Natural Resources magazine on 
how her dog went for help and saved 
her life in the backcountry when she 
was crushed by her horse. Becoming 
computer literate was liberally mixed 
with running Phil’s urban tree root 
research site.

When Phil retired, Dr. Greg 
McPherson inherited Paula and 
tasked her with determining a way 
of quantifying leaf area using Phil’s 
research plot - her introduction to 
his brand of mentorship through 
challenges.  Here she found her in-
terplay of art and science, in that her 
photography background allowed her 
to develop a method using pictures of 
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trees to estimate leaf area. Over her 
20 years with Greg, Paula advanced, 
becoming the urban ecologist charged 
with collecting the tree growth data 
and developing the growth equations 
that form the basis for estimating tree 
bene ts in i-Tree Streets.

Through this work she began to 
find interest in learning about the 
history of people and their interaction 
with their trees and the environment. 
This led to her starting a consulting 
business on historical environmental 
land use on which she focuses since 
her Forest Service retirement two 
years ago. Retirement from the For-
est Service has not slowed her down. 
Along with consulting work, she was 
legislatively appointed to the Histori-

cal State Capitol Commission as its ur-
ban forestry consultant, is in training 
with her service dog, and takes some 
well-deserved vacations.  

I found a lot of inspiration in her 
experiences, particularly as a female 
starting out in our male-dominated 
industry, and have experienced par-
allels in sexual discrimination. When 
asked about advice for newcomers 
(and females), Paula had the follow-
ing to say:

“If you can’t succeed because of 
someone’s prejudices, seek out those 
who aren’t prejudiced. Work to get 
out of a bad position. There are people 
out there who will look at you as a 
person, for your skills and capabili-
ties. And college alone isn’t enough 

– hands-on experience is essential to
know if a career is suitable for you - so 
get work experience, offer your time
and services to test the waters. Those
who didn’t complete high school or
attend college also have much to teach 
us. I learned a lot about tree diseases
from so-called un-educated loggers.
Your education and work experiences 
are an integral part of your life. What 
matters is what you really want to do, 
not what others want you to do or
think you should do with your life.
If it makes you happy and gives you
something to strive for, then do it!”

Jennifer Tso
Consulting arborist


