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  FOREWORD


  A RECENT STUDY OUT OF THE UNITED NATIONS REPORTS THAT one million species today are on the verge of extinction, and this has alarming implications for human survival. We currently live in challenging times. There needs to be a rapid awakening of humanity into deeper understanding of our interdependence with all life. How will this happen? I’ve started to see a microcosm of transformation occurring in the world through the sharing of ancestral arts and ways of being. Everything from how we source our food to how we run and exercise and even how we adopt mindfulness practices are part of this change. All come from ancient roots. All are from an ancient set of instructions deeply embedded in our nervous system. And all are explored in this book.


  Primal is a story about all of us, about the human soul looking for a way to get back home to the ancient and original. Through the experiences and insights of inspiring people on the front lines of an emerging trend, we, as a species, find a way home again. Nate Summers has lived a life that resonates wonderfully with the themes of Primal —a gathering of stories revealing a larger story. This is an important book—a snapshot of collective longing among the human family occupying earth right now.


  This longing is evident everywhere I go around this world teaching and consulting about the connection to nature, to ourselves, and to other people with a quality that satisfies our deepest needs as humans. Indeed, my vision and life’s work focuses on achieving just this—making everyone healthy and happy when rooted in their ancient nervous system. They are not rehabilitated, but habilitated, like in the work of Kathleen Lockyer, an occupational therapist (rxoutside.com) who uses deep nature connection work to treat Nature Deficit Disorder, an epidemic burdening the mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual health of modern people.


  Recently I visited my indigenous Naro Bushmen friends in Botswana and spoke to them about our global efforts to connect people to nature, to one another, and to themselves.


  “How do you work with your children to connect them so deeply to nature? How did you learn to do that?” we asked the Bushmen. “How do you support each other in living?”


  “Well, this is just what we’ve always done. This is, this is what it means to be a Bushman,” the elders replied. I would argue this is what it means to be human, too.


  But modern people often don’t do these things anymore. As documented in his book, Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv, who coined the term Nature Deficit Disorder, links the loss of a nature connection to rising childhood obesity and other ailments. There’s a great need and longing for connection, as many modern people will confirm. And it’s not just connection with each other as human beings, but also with one’s self and the natural world. As people remember what it means to be a connected human being, profound, global cultural change is possible. Primal is part of a wave of many books reflecting this emerging trend.


  But Primal isn’t simply for a core group of primitive life-seeking enthusiasts. Even those who don’t actively seek out the “primal” path have deep internal longings too. My cousin, Jeff, and his wife, Kim, for example, do not identify as people focused on primitive skills or nature connection. As recent empty nesters, their lives and perspectives shifted profoundly after a sailing journey and from their experiences gained while disconnecting from their modern lives and going on a deep nature connection. Kim Brown Seely writes about this journey, and of disconnecting to reconnect, in her book, Uncharted. Beautiful and healing, these many stories give me hope.


  Primal is a thrilling adventure of many experiences and practices that will inspire and create deep curiosity about our collective future on this planet. Perhaps by uncovering these deep longings and understanding them we will find a way forward. This book is really for anyone seeking to discover what it means to be human.


  Jon Young
Founder 8 Shields Institute
Author of What the Robin Knows and
Coyote’s Guide to Connecting with Nature



  INTRODUCTION


  THE STUDENTS LOOKED LIKE HELL. I’D SEEN GROUP AFTER GROUP of students return from a week of full-on survival immersion before, and while they rarely looked good, I’d never seen them look quite this bad.


  “Oh my . . . they look like they’ve been in a war,” Pam quipped quietly to me. Pam was an elder at Wilderness Awareness School (WAS), the Washington State–based school I’d taught at for more than a decade, and she, too, had seen her fair share of students returning from survival trips. The students had been gone for 51/2 days, leaving with only the clothes on their backs. After 9 months of training in a variety of wilderness skills, including tracking, survival, leadership, edible and medicinal plants, bird language, natural movement, and community building, the students were in the middle of “The Gauntlet”—the 3-week culmination of testing their skills, themselves, and the bonds that had been forged over the course of the year.


  And, honestly, it looked like they had gotten their butts kicked.


  Two blonde women, one in her late 20s and the other in her early 30s, emerged first from the bushes. Moss wove through their hair, dirt smudged on their faces, black gunk crusted their hands and nails—all not exactly unusual for a survival immersion—but what struck me most was their eyes. There were dark circles under them and they looked haunted . . . stricken. And these two were two of the leaders of their group. Naturally charismatic, intelligent, poised, and confident, they had been some of the best examples of solid female leadership I had seen at the school in some time, and they looked beaten . . . but not completely broken.


  A student’s return from a survival trip is often a mixed experience. Of course, there is a lot of hardship, but there is usually triumph and wonder and adventure. I didn’t see that in the eyes of the twenty-plus students as they slowly trudged up and gathered around the community fire. As the fire crackled and the smell of seasoned Douglas fir and alder settled around us, what I did see was relief, and even the beginning of tears as warm soup and broth was passed around. There were moans and sighs as elders came and brought warm wool blankets. We sat under the protection of a plastic blue tarp hung above in the trees to keep out the cold rain and mist seeking to seep into our clothes and bodies from all directions. Slowly, through the coaxing of myself and other instructors and facilitators, the wild stories of survival emerged.
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  Why would students opt to spend days on end battling the natural elements without a single modern comfort between them? Why did hordes of students come from all over the world to pursue this undertaking annually? Why would people take a year out of their lives to learn skills that their ancestors needed 10,000 years ago, skills that are mostly irrelevant in a world of Facebook, iPhones, and Amazon?


  For me, the answers to these questions lay in the past, in my own teenage years where I, too, was immersed in a Stone Age world for weeks at a time. The answers were in a place and space where I found what it was like to live like ancient people did—even for a short period of time. Those summers in the hard-wood forest of southern Illinois, running free and wild through the trees, shaped so much of who I was and who I came to be. I remember the first time I made a fire with a bow-drill friction fire kit, sweat pouring down my face, my arm ready to fall off from fatigue, and the sweet smell of thick smoke as a tiny ember was birthed. And that was just fire.


  Wandering riverbeds to collect rocks and shape them into stone tools with bones and basic copper tools; throwing wooden darts from an ancient spear-thrower (atl-atl) at a deer-shaped target again and again and finally hitting it and knocking it over with a look of disbelief; scraping thick fat off a buffalo hide with bone tools while swatting at flies under a glaring sun. These were just some of the unusual experiences that lit me up inside as a teenager. Little did I know what was really happening and what was really awakening.
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  Decades later, under a blue plastic tarp, I sat far away from the fire, watching the students gradually thaw and come alive. Surrounded by alumni, elders, instructors, and other community, the pain and weariness of their survival experience waned with the taste of fresh food; being welcomed by song; and—most importantly—being witnessed, heard, and understood as they shared their stories.


  Their week hadn’t been easy—but survival training never is, and anyone who tells you or sells you otherwise is full of it. Survival training is hard, and even when you gain a mastery over a particular skill, often what arises is humbleness, not arrogance. But the struggle and the hardship are matched with triumph and success, and all of the students had made it back alive. Sure, they had been cold, wet, damp, and miserable at times. They were the only group that I remembered that had to resort to their emergency kit to get their fire going because it rained so hard and fast the first 24 hours they were out. But they survived. And in surviving they triumphed. They had faced a reality that very few people ever face, and they had lived. And now something that had begun to stir throughout their year of training was fully awake and alive.


  Teaching survival, wilderness living, and the related skills for over 2 decades has shown me time and time again what happens when people are exposed to ancient ways of living. It has been quite strange and also quite wonderful to watch what was once a relatively obscure field now explode into an international phenomenon. When I was a teenager spending time at the Ancient Lifeways Institute (ALI) in southern Illinois in the early 80s, there were very few schools doing similar things. Now there are schools in almost every state in the United States, and a large number of schools in Europe and Canada, as well. Similar schools are starting in Australia and India. In watching this explosion of schools form, I began to ask myself what was really going on. Why would people shell out hard-earned cash on expensive survival skills classes, when the basic skills you need could be learned in a simple weekend?


  After instructing immersion programs for teens and adults on and off for many years, I discovered the answer. I realized that what was happening to people when they dove into these programs was the same thing that happened to me when I was a teenager. That experience kept me going back to the Ancient Lifeways Institute—the world’s first Stone Age immersion camp—summer after summer, learning Stone Age living skills from the school’s founder and an amazing teacher, mentor, and crazy character named John Five Bears White.


  John was a wonderful and strange person pulled from another time. While he didn’t fit most people’s stereotypical image of a Native American (he didn’t have long dark hair, prominent cheekbones and nose, and brownish skin), John did look like he could be from the Stone Age. John and his family were descended from Cherokee, Shawnee, and Scots heritage, and John had an academic background in anthropology serving as adjunct faculty to universities. He was big-boned with ruddy-brown skin, a balding head with wispy gray hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a booming voice. He would wax eloquently about different topics, and then other times grunt gutturally and use his favorite non-word, “Wahhhh!” In a description of John written by his son, Jonah, John is described as having the thickest bones and one of the densest bodies ever seen. One time, John fell off the roof twice over the course of an hour, and each time he picked himself up, dusted off, and climbed back on the ladder to get to work.


  I spent my summers at ALI as a teen under John’s crazy Stone Age tutelage, with plenty of help from his wife, Ela, and his very strong, vital, and wild sons, Watie (pronounced “wa-di” and meaning war paint), Jonah (a transliteration of a Cherokee word meaning bear), and Mark. John and his family were my first “survival skills” instructors and mentors. Going to ALI really was like stepping back in time, and it was there that I first learned to track wild animals, move quietly through the woods, listen to what the birds were telling me, catch fish bare-handed, make pottery with clay I dug from the earth, make stone tools, make fire, and feel the deep connection to others doing the same.


  ALI fulfilled a deep longing I didn’t even realize I had. ALI was situated far off the beaten path outside of a town called Hardin in southern Illinois. You had to take a ferry across the Illinois River to get to the school, and it was nestled in an interesting intersection of heavily forested hills that had narrowly avoided being flattened by glaciers in the last ice age. Illinois is an extremely flat state, mostly made up of monocrop farmland. So the hardwood forested hills, bubbling creek, and open meadows were an inviting landscape much more diverse than what I was used to. Looking back, it is interesting to see the parallels between the landscape surviving the last ice age and the Stone Age skills we learned there.


  To refer to the place as a “camp” or “institute” is being very generous with the description. John ran the camp on his own property with his house being a small, rammed earth cabin. Our “accommodations” were in an open-air longhouse called Kaskaskia Lodge with a central fire pit, where we slept on wooden platforms about a foot off of dirt floors, underneath a ceiling made of cattail mats. I loved it. And what I’ve found is that, over time, everybody loves living like that if they give it a chance, even if  for a short while.


  At night, my fellow students and I would gather with John around a fire in one of the lodges and sit on the dirt floor or wooden platforms and hear stories that had been passed down to John. This was what John called our oral tradition time, and little did I realize how lucky and rare it was for me to get to experience this age-old tradition. John shared stories he had heard from many different Native elders, for some of which he was the only orator. The stories opened a portal into a mysterious world of talking animals, powerful elders, gifted young men and women struggling to help their tribes, and—ultimately—stories of what it means to be human in a hunter-gatherer context.
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  Many years later at Wilderness Awareness School, I would sit in another dirt-floored hut and get to teach and witness hundreds of people coming to life through their own experience of survival, deep nature awareness, connection, and ancestral skills. The central fire pit and African-Akamba-style hut, called Malalo ya Chui, the Lair of the Leopard (or, Malalo, as it was often nicknamed), was the core teaching and key ceremonial area at WAS. The lore around the fire pit was that a fire had never been started there by modern means, only with primitive technologies, and that Ingwe (the grandfather of WAS) had laid down the fire pit when there was no building there. He had decreed it the central fire where children and adults alike would gather to share their stories of time in the wilderness.


  Wilderness Awareness School started as a relatively small deep nature connection and survival skills school in New Jersey in 1983. It was co-founded by Jon Young, the first student of Tom Brown Jr., one of the most famous figures in the survival skills world, and Norman Powell, aka Ingwe, a man who had grown up deeply immersed in tribal traditions in Africa. The school moved to Washington State in 1995, and exploded in growth after only a few years. It was soon running summer camps for kids all over the Puget Sound area, and it was at one of these camps that I first joined the school as a volunteer instructor in 1997.


  I worked for the school on and off as a youth instructor for a couple of years, and then, in 1999, my colleague, Jason Knight, started the first-ever 9-month survival skills and deep nature connection immersion program in the world. This college-level program for adults was called the Wilderness Awareness Residential Program and was designed to dive deep into the world of survival for multiple days every week from September to May. The first year of the program Jason and I were the two core instructors, with other major teachers, such as Jon Young and Heidi Bohan, joining for specific teaching days. This program had ten students its first year, and only six finished.


  I pursued other things after that first year, but a decade later when the program was renamed the Anake Outdoor School, in honor of Ingwe, I returned, first as a core instructor and then as a specialty instructor. I also started a follow-up program, called the Anake Leadership Program, that became an instructor training program for adults who had completed the first year of Anake. This became the main pool for future staff and instructors, as WAS exploded in growth both in youth and adult programs, and similar programs took off throughout the country and world.


  It was at WAS and at the Anake Outdoor School program next to the sacred fire pit that Ingwe had laid down, in the open-aired, eight-sided structure of Malalo that I saw the same students who had suffered quite heavily on their survival week return alive, vital, and connected. The students had had a couple of days off. They had rested, eaten, showered, and generally reconnected with modern conveniences for at least a short time. They also had probably gone through the completely surreal experience of walking through a grocery store, with its hordes of food, after eating very little for almost a week.




  They had just survived two of the three weeks of The Gauntlet.




  The Gauntlet was created as a culminating multiweek experience for students who had spent the previous 9 months studying the core curriculum of the school. While a normal week of the Anake program consisted of 3 days of classes interspersed with immersive and intense survival overnights and, sometimes, week-long exploratory expeditions to other sites, The Gauntlet was designed to go beyond all of these other very powerful experiences and help students test and integrate everything they had learned in a 3-week back-to-back-to-back “test” of sorts.


  Week 1—the Scout Camp experience—tests awareness skills, and students work in small groups to travel through an unfamiliar landscape with the goal of learning and discovering where all the other small groups are without being seen and discovered. For many, it is the closest we get to being a wild animal for a few days at a time. Week 2—the survival challenge—places students in the wild for days on end with little else but the clothes on their backs.


  The third week of The Gauntlet is pretty mellow compared to weeks 1 and 2, though there are plenty of fun surprises left, as well. Week 3 is meant to prepare students for re-entering society while honoring their accomplishments. The students got used to the regular rhythm of sleeping on the land in their tents, being fed three meals a day, being around a fire at Malalo at night, and starting their goodbyes.


  One of the things we did as instructors for this final week was to wrap everyone in a fuller, larger sense of community and connection. Elders were brought in to witness their stories and hear where they were heading to next. During one of numerous closing circles, alumni of the program and staff gathered at Malalo and heard what the students were taking with them after a year going deep into this world. Sharing their stories and looking ahead was one of the main steps toward integrating what they had learned and trying to figure out how they would carry it forward. These storytelling sessions were important; however, the crown jewel of the week was one last unexpected challenge . . . a powerful rite of passage for everyone in the program and a way of feeling the power of a multigenerational village happening all at once.
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  When our primal wild selves are awakened, we feel more alive, wild, free, human. And we want to help others feel the same. But why, in the 21st century, are survival skills so popular? Why are there so many survival shows on television? Why do we want to see people “Naked and Afraid” or “Alone”? Why have survival skills schools exploded in number? And why is all of this happening at a time when we spend more and more time glued to our smartphones, digitally liking things on social media, hashtagging our latest venture, and everybody’s screen-time keeps increasing?


  On some level, we don’t really need these survival and ancient living skills to be successful in our modern world. But people are obsessed with survival, and once they get a taste they usually come back for more. And this can irrevocably change their lives and who they are.


  In my years teaching these skills, I realized we were leading people into an understanding, an awareness, a level of connection that was primordially human. I’m not the only person to have had this same insight. It’s common for teachers of survival and ancestral skills to understand that we are basically helping people remember something very fundamental:


  On a basic biological (and neurological level) we are still hunter- gatherers who desire a degree of nomadic wandering and lots of time in nature. We spent at least 200,000 years wandering the earth as hunter-gatherer nomads. During that time, we practiced survival and Stone Age living full-time. Our time living in our fully civilized, highly technological society is the blink of an eye in terms of biology, evolution, and how our brains work.


  This book is a deep dive into this premise and will explore several facets of human life to directly answer the why of it all. Why do we watch survival shows? Why do people do survival immersion programs? Why is there now a whole field of exercise based on shedding our shoes and moving through natural landscapes unencumbered, wild and free? What does it mean for us as modern humans and what does it bode for our future?


  We will look at several core topics and hear stories and insights from leading experts in the field. Men, women, young, old, indigenous . . . I’ve combed the landscape for experts in many different areas to share their knowledge of why we do these things and why they are important in our increasingly technologically dependent world. Why are we so disconnected from the enchanting nourishment of bird songs at dawn? Why are we turning our eyes blindly to massive climatic change? Why do we ignore trees and forests dying in massive numbers? And, more importantly, what can we do about it?


  So, join me on a journey through the wild, crazy, potent world of modern survival. Hear stories, anecdotes, and insights from a diverse group of experts, and let yourself explore deep parts of yourself. And don’t be surprised if you, too, feel a deep longing from within. Your own ancestral self may begin to stir. Perhaps you, too, will discover a new understanding of what it means to be human, what it means to be primal, and know deeply your own longing to be wild and free.


  CHAPTER 1

  
     Sur-thrival: The Boom of Survival Skills in the 21st Century

  

  Let me tell you about fire. Fire is food, warmth, and protection from bears. Fire is life. Always speak to fire. All things you can know if you speak with fire.


  —MARIAN, NATIVE KORYAK WOMAN QUOTED IN THE RAVEN’S GIFT



  MY ARM ACHED AND THROBBED BEYOND BELIEF. THE STRENGTH in my biceps and triceps faded while my elbow began to feel numb. Sweat covered my brow and stung my eyes as it dripped down my face. I was so tired, as if I had been running for miles. I wanted to give up so badly. But through the smoke pouring up from my bow-drill kit I kept pumping my arm back and forth, pushing down with my left arm as the spindle twirled side to side. After ten more strokes with my kit, I began to weaken. My arm hurt too much, and my spindle started to wobble, threatening to pop out.


  Then something changed.


  The smell of the smoke became more pungent—sharper and sweeter—and through the billowing smoke I caught a glimpse of an orange-red simmering glow at the base of my fireboard. The dark dust that had been piling up where the spindle met the board had transformed. It was now smoking, simmering, and pulsing with life. Fire had been born, and I had made my first friction fire.


  It was so satisfying to carefully place that coal into a bundle of tinder and gently blow it to life. The smoke comes slowly at first, and then it wafts and wafts and often will choke you. The smoke gets so thick that it can be hard to see the tinder bundle as it gets closer to combusting. But, suddenly, the tinder bundle bursts into flame, and light and warmth spread rapidly.


  And, of course, in true John Five Bears White style, as I gently blew and gave life to the tinder bundle nest, a story he told us earlier in the week came to mind: a story of a spider slowly rocking a coal in a nest of her webs, gently blowing and giving it life.


  Making fire is pure magic that has captivated people for all of time. Whether it’s making their first-ever solo fire, making a “5-minute” fire with matches or lighter, or seeing a friction fire with ancient skills, people can’t help but be engrossed by fire. I have seen people completely blown away by witnessing a fire made with a bow-drill or hand-drill. Friction fire—or fire made by rubbing two pieces of wood together—is the ultimate attention-grabber, showstopper, and crowd-pleaser.


  Part of the experience is the sensory immersion that happens for everyone. There’s the squeaking of the bow-drill spindle moving back and forth rapidly in its socket, and there’s the obvious effort of the person making the fire—sweat, grunts, the red face, the first wisps of smoke slowly emerging at the intersection of the pieces of wood. A distinctive smell arises as the smoke becomes more vigorous, and the pungent, sweet aroma announces the arrival of a coal. Finally, there’s the illumination of a coal blown to flame reflected in the eyes of the firemaker and the audience . . . total crowd-pleaser.


  Fire is as primal, primordial, and ancient as humans get. It is the light that drives away the dark. It is what warmed us for millennia. It protected us from wild beasts and cooked our food to help make us smarter. Fundamentally, it made us human. It distinguishes us from animals, and, without it, we wouldn’t be who we are. Even before we were humans, we were using fire. Human ancestors and our primate precursors have been working with fire for as many as 1.7 million years.


  I’ve made hundreds of fires under all sorts of ridiculous conditions: solo, team, wet, cold, snow, dry, hot, in front of crowds, on the dirt floor of Malalo, on sand bars, in the mountains. There’s nothing that screams survival more than the ability to make fire. Tom Hanks illustrates this so fully and realistically in the film Cast Away, when his character finally makes a Polynesian-style fire plough friction fire after days of effort. After finally achieving success he screams, “I have made fire!!!” I’ve seen this same look of triumph wash across the faces of hundreds of survival students, both young and old, after hours and hours of struggle. Making fire is often very hard. It can take some students weeks or even months to get their first friction fire. The depiction in Cast Away is quite realistic, not just in Hanks’s emotions around the triumph but in the real monotony of the hour after hour of challenge to make it work.


  It used to be quite common for people to know how to make a quality fire with a lighter or matches. Now, as our human connection to fire becomes more distant due to modern amenities afforded us, this skill is fading. Indoor central heating has taken away our relationship with wood and fire, and many people don’t even know how to construct a proper fire structure or even know what components you need to have a successful fire.


  But learning to make fire without matches or a lighter is much harder and an incredible skill to possess. It’s a very empowering feeling for people to learn how to create friction fire. Many of the people who die in real-life survival scenarios die from exposure—a combination of cold and dehydration. Fire-making is one of the first skills people want to learn at survival schools, and is one of the skills that could truly keep you alive.


 
  When I was 17 and attending the Ancient Lifeways Institute, I created my first coal with a bow-drill set, and it took me over 2 hours to start a fire with a pre-made set (a fire kit I didn’t make myself). Using a bow-drill involves rapidly moving a bow back and forth with one arm. The bow from the bow-drill is a curved piece of wood with a piece of rope or cordage tied on the two ends, thus forming a bow-like shape. Intertwined in the cordage is a wooden spindle. One end of this spindle rests on a flat board, called a fireboard or hearth, and the other end rests in a wooden handhold. By rapidly moving the bow back and forth with one arm, and the other on the hand-hold, the spindle creates a tremendous amount of friction on the fireboard. It takes 800 degrees of heat generated from the friction to produce ignition in the form of a glowing orange coal.


  In retrospect, I wish I had struggled more with that first coal . . . I didn’t practice or try to make fire again with a friction fire kit until years later. I thought I had figured it out, that I knew how to make fire. I’ve found if people succeed early with friction fire, they assume they’ve mastered the skill, and they don’t put in a lot of dirt-time to continue to practice that skill. They will assume that they can replicate those results when they need it. Fire has kicked my ass more than once. It’s made me feel hugely successful and self-confident, and it’s also made me feel really embarrassed. I’ve succeeded spectacularly and have failed spectacularly.


  There’s something extremely fickle about fire, and many students joke about having to
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