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Base camp kit

Sooner or later you will need a few less portable items of kit to make the campsite more comfortable, especially if working from a car. First on your list should be a camp lantern. You only have to arrive at a campsite once after dark for this beacon to become a firm fixture. The easiest to use are lead-free-fuel lanterns, as they require no priming.

Coleman makes an excellent range of camp equipment, especially lead-free-fuel stoves and lanterns which all have instructions for use firmly attached to them. Bear in mind that you may well be camping with people unfamiliar with their operation. Make sure you get a carrying case and some spare mantles to go with it. Second should be a double-burner unleaded-petrol stove; these fold up to the size of a briefcase and are perfect for group cooking. Add to these a small cool-box, a water jerrycan, some garden gloves and a pair of pliers, and you have all the basics.

What you will need

Double-burner stove

Cool-box

Water carrier

Lantern

Gloves

Pliers
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Animal kingdoms

Native peoples in many parts of the world consider plants and animals to be brothers and sisters with whom they share the world. This attitude instils a respect that enriches our experience of the outdoors. Today, with ever decreasing wild areas and increasing numbers of people visiting them, the pressures upon many habitats and wild creatures are reaching crisis point. Even just letting a dog loose at the wrong time of year can cause damage and harm.

As we move through the outdoors, an understanding of what is happening in the lives of the wild creatures enables us to give them the space and respect they deserve. Take for instance the curlew, nesting in the low moorland heather during spring. If you approach too near to its nest it will circle you and feign injury in an attempt to draw you away. Naturally you should move off.

Learning to read these signs requires exactly the same ability that the native hunter possessed. Hunting for food and family, not sport, demands a detailed naturalist’s knowledge. Only with this knowledge can the hunter reliably bring home food without jeopardising the success of future hunts.

There is no substitute for observation. Be inquisitive. Don’t just accept the shadow of a bird passing overhead; look to see what bird it is so that you can recognise it next time by the shadow of its flight pattern. Some birds have become confident that we do not look upwards – the jay especially has the cheek to dash past us straight overhead. Similarly with animals on the ground; mice will scuttle across straight under your nose.

With the sun now bathing the spring soil for lengthening periods, our brothers and sisters emerge from hibernation for the mating season. So long as you tread softly, now is one of the most exciting times of year to be watching wildlife. First comes the emergence of the frogs, as their spawn floating at the pond-side testifies. Now these nimble amphibians must be fleet to avoid the attentions of the pike, wolf of the freshwaters, hungry after the exertions of spawning. Toads emerge in March to prepare for their migration to the mating ground.
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Emerging frogs, early sign of spring
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Fox cubs quickly become hunters, capable of the high-springing pounce that many a small mammal fears
On more solid ground the vixen has disappeared to give birth in a snug earth. The respite from her nightly screeches will soon give way to the sound of mischievous cubs play-hunting. As if taking advantage of their neighbours’ silence, the badgers mate. After conception, gestation for badgers takes up to ten months to begin. The young from last year’s mating can be recognised by their incongruously large heads on still juvenile bodies.

Related to the badger, the weasel is one of the most interesting creatures. Weasel young are born early in the summer months. Once on the scent of their prey, these small but fearsome predators are invariably successful. Tradition holds that they can kill prey more than their equal in size. Often confused with stoats, weasels are distinguished by their short tail, which lacks a black tip.

Deep in the thickets the roe deer doe, heavy with young, begins her cautious retreat to give birth. To the less observant her discretion seems to be an amazing vanishing act. If you encounter her you must freeze and let her pass undisturbed. Born without an obvious scent to attract predators, her offspring will sleep for hours in the warm May sun, curled nose to tail, squeaking to call their mother if disturbed.

As the sounds of springtime activity grow, the robin brutalises all intruders to his territory, whether competitors or not, breaking only to court his mate with a juicy worm. In the tree-tops, squirrels are mobbed as they try to steal magpie eggs. Cuckoos stalk through the branches seeking an unattended nest for their egg.

Much animal activity takes place at night. With the ground softened by the spring showers, we have the opportunity to learn the tell-tale footprints of the animals around us.

Tracks – large mammals



Dog

Broad oval track shape, four toes with claws present. Wide variety of shapes and sizes. Difficult to distinguish between the front and rear toes.
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Fox

Narrow tear-shaped track, four toes with sharp claws present, front claws usually close together. Hairs between toes frequently show.
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Cat

Very round track, four toes, claws very seldom present, strongly defined rear pad.
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Otter

Webbed feet with five toes and claws present.
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Deer

Cloven hoofed. Size and other signs, i.e. droppings, differentiate between species.
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Badger

Very broad track with five toes present although fifth does not always easily show. Claws are long and present for each toe, longer on front paws.
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Tracks – common small mammals and birds



Rabbit and hare

Usually only the overall outline or only claw marks show. Four toes are present front and rear but are not well defined.
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Squirrels

Four toes show for the front feet, five for the rear. Claws are present for all. In the larger rear feet the middle three toes are almost in line.
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Rats and mice

As for squirrels, five rear toes and four front toes, all with claws, but the rear feet are much more widely spread star-fashion.
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Weasels

Weasels are related to badgers and like them have five toes present front and rear, all with claws. Small creatures – you will only find their traces in exceptional circumstances.
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Pheasants

Ground-dwelling birds whose tracks are bold and strong, generally showing three pads on the two major toes and two on the minor toe.
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Tawny owl

A characteristic H-shaped track which speaks of the way the talons function to grasp prey, two above two below.
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Shelter

A well-constructed shelter soon becomes a sanctuary and a home. With well-insulated walls that trap your warmth and deaden the sound of the wind, natural shelters can often offer a better night’s sleep than the most sophisticated hike tent.

The native peoples of the world inhabited what we today describe as wilderness. In and around their shelters they played out their lives from infancy to old age. Social organisation determined how this precious space was allocated, influencing the interactions of all who lived within. Compared to our buildings these simple constructions seem hopelessly inadequate, but they were not. All of the necessary space and protection from the elements were provided; the shelters were easy to build from locally available materials and could be adapted to the needs of the inhabitants almost daily.

A few years ago I was involved with the building of a large domed shelter, thatched with reed matting, following the designs of the Kickapoo native Americans. Large enough to accommodate a small car with plenty of headroom, the shelter was built by eighteen novices in one weekend. Had we been more experienced, I dare say we would have finished it more quickly and to a tidier finish. Only when completed did the magic of this shelter strike home. With light filtering through the reed matting, the structure emanated a womb-like sense of security. The shelter is still standing, having withstood rain, sun, snow and tempest. A little repair work is needed, as is only to be expected for any shelter not in full-time occupation. The one thing missing from this shelter is people and the sound of human voices – children playing, women poking fun at the hunters. Shelters and people go together; they take care of each other.

[image: ]
Knowing how to construct far simpler trail shelters is a fundamental skill of outdoors living. If you can put a roof over your head you are another step towards being at home in the wilderness and towards the confidence that comes with it. Such shelters are also highly rewarding; few things beat the experience of waking up under a fragrant roof of leaves and sticks. The spring weather can present almost any combination of conditions: from the wind and sleet of March to the warmer winds and rain of late spring. Such permutations pose challenging conditions for any shelter.

Versatility, always an essential quality, is especially necessary for locating a shelter. It may be that you can find some natural protection from the elements – perhaps a cliff overhang or a large sheltering tree. You will need to employ some common sense to determine the suitability of such a place. Is the ground wet? Will the wind blow through all night?

More often than not you will be better off building a shelter from scratch. This allows you to tailor the construction precisely to your needs. Start by searching for a good location, a place that will provide all the materials you need as close to hand as possible. For the shelter site itself, the ground should be as flat as you can find – building on gradients is a complication best avoided. The ground you choose should be well drained and not subject to soaking with rain runoff. People without experience often build a roof over an existing natural depression; in most cases such hollows fill with rain. Avoid building your shelter on a major animal run and keep away from any obvious sources of insects, such as stagnant pools. Especially in woodland, beware the overhanging dead branch. This is often overlooked by those camping in tents. A strong breeze may be all that is needed to bring a large limb down on top of you. Finally, if you are likely to be staying in your location for several days, it would be wise to be reasonably close to a reliable source of water.

Before you begin construction make certain that you are building a shelter that will shield you from the prevailing conditions. Most important of all, make a mental note to build the shelter right the first time.

Making a simple shelter

There are many different types of shelter, but for speed and efficiency few can equal these simple bivouacs. In a good location they can be built without a knife or any cordage from dead materials lying around. They are small and well insulated to help retain your body-heat, and they will keep out even the worst weather. If well built they are a stronger and cosier refuge than the most modern hike tent. They block out the sound of the noisiest gale, letting you sleep.

Remember to keep the bivouac’s size as small as comfort will allow. Check your measure inside the shelter as you build it.

Given a good location, an average person working steadily in bad light can build the solo ‘kennel’ in about two hours. Two people can build the two-person kennel in half that time – as apart from an extra ridge-pole, the shelter contains the same amount of roofing material.
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What you will need

One or two long, straight and strong ridgepoles, plus one or two short major supports

Many slim pieces of dead wood for the walls

Dead leaves, humus or turfs for thatching, plus light brushwood
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One-person kennel


	1 Construct a strong tripod framework. Forked supports for the two short legs will save a need for cordage.
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	2 Measure up the height and width of the shelter with your body. It should provide just enough room to turn over with all of your bedding.
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	3 Using the dead branches, wall the sides of the shelter. These rafters should be as close together as possible, and the ends must not protrude more than 4 cm (1½ in) above the ridge-pole.
[image: ]

	4 Thatch with an arm’s depth of leaves or humus. Anchor down with a covering of light brushwood. Don’t leave rafters protruding from the top of the shelter or rain will run inside.
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Two-person kennel


	1 Construct a tripod from two long pole sand one short pole. Again try to avoid the need for cordage.
[image: ]

	2 Wall as for the one-person kennel. Close off some of the gap between ridge-poles with cross-battens. Thatch and finish as before.
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Fire

Woodsmoke! The very scent of it transports me down a trail of memories, to campsites alive with the fire’s flickering shadows, and to friends sharing its warmth. When spirits are high, a fire’s flames provide joyful light; and when spirits are low, the consoling warmth of the embers will thaw the frozen heart. For me, life is inconceivable without a camp-fire.

At the practical level, a fire is essential. It dries our clothes, warms us when we are cold, cooks our food, purifies our water, provides light at night, drives away biting insects and much more. Being able to start and look after a fire is a skill which must be mastered. It is not easy – I regularly see people fail to light a fire even when equipped with waterproof matches that won’t blow out. Morale and fire-lighting are so closely linked that I advise people not to try to light a fire in bad weather unless they are certain they will succeed. It is one of those skills which you just have to practise and practise until, night or day, sun or snow, you can without any hesitation produce fire. In your outdoors equipment you should always carry some reliable means of lighting a fire. We shall learn the ways of our ancestors who managed without matches, because once you can light a fire by primitive means, using modern gadgets is a piece of cake.
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Good in emergencies, lifeboat matches cannot be blown out in strong winds or damp weather

Starting and managing your fire

When starting a fire remember to search out the driest kindling and fuel available. This should preferably be dead wood snagged in the branches above ground. Dead wood found on the ground will burn but contains more moisture, making it more difficult to start the fire. In wet or windy weather make sure you have plenty of small fine kindling; this burns more readily and will give your fire a good hot centre.

Remember also that fire prefers to burn upwards. Flat fires smoulder; tall fires blaze. When lighting your fire, build upwards for a blaze.

But just lighting the fire is only the start. Your fire is a versatile tool which you can adapt and change to suit a wide variety of situations. Correctly managed, it will always be perfectly matched to the task you put it to, and in between it will burn slowly and efficiently, requiring the minimum of looking after. With a deft flick of the embers an experienced fire-tender makes fire management look easy; but in fact it usually takes people several years to learn to make the best use of this resource. Bear in mind that there is an inherent skill involved in tending a fire, and you will probably learn more quickly. Whether for light, warmth, cooking or company, there is a specifically related fire lay.

If you visit any national park or wilderness area, you will often come across an old fire site scorched into the turf beside a stream and usually filled with rusting tin cans. While the land will recover from
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Strike-a-light: 200 years ago this was the principal way people lit their fires, by striking sparks from a steel with a gun flint


How a fire burns


What you need to build a fire
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Building a fire


	1 Choose a suitable fire site and gather all the necessary fuel. Use small fuel to build a platform about 30 cm (1 ft) square. This will protect your tinder from the damp ground and burn quickly at the fire’s heart.
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	2 Place a grapefruit-sized bundle of teased fibrous tinder on the platform (see pp. 46–7).
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	3 Take two full handfuls of extra-fine kindling and position them against the tinder with their tops overlapping directly above the tinder.
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	4 Light the tinder. As the flames rise, position the kindling in the flames from the tinder bundle. When flames burn through above the kindling, add the next size up, and continue this until you are burning main fuel.
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Birch bark spill
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Tinders
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Dead bracken
Excellent tinder, widely available. Readily dries out, especially in a dry breeze. Collect by stripping leaves from stems. Good for friction fire-lighting.
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Birch and cherry bark
Burns long and hot. Bark peels naturally in small strips – gather and light with a match for a long-lasting hot centre for fire-lighting.
[image: ]
Clematis
The fire-lighter’s friend. Provides a fluffy seed down giving a short burst of flame from sparks. The bark of its stems peels away and is easily buffed into a superior tinder.
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Honeysuckle
Common in hazel copses. Naturally shedding silky bark can be collected and buffed into tinder for friction fire-lighting.
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Cramp-balls
Hard black fungus, often on ash trees, excellent for fire-lighting by friction or with sparks. When dry, will take a spark and smoulder.
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Bracket fungi
Various bracket fungi can be used to produce a tinder known as amadou. Good for use with a flint and steel.
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Punk
The dried rotted remains of wood, reduced to almost a powder, can be used with sparks, especially if slightly charred.
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Cedar bark
Fibrous and stringy, an excellent tinder to use with a magnifying glass. Buffed-up fibres make good friction tinder.
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Rosebay willow herb
Seed-heads, collected into a tight cotton-wool-like mass, make good tinder for flint and steel. Improved by a slight charring.
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Char cloth
A 100% cotton or silk cloth, set alight and then stamped out when charred very dark brown, was once commonly used and takes a spark readily.
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Cotton grass
Found in boggy ground during late spring and early summer. Collected together, this is another good spark tinder.
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Dry grass
Humblest of all the tinders, dry grass can be easily buffed into a good tinder bundle for friction fire-lighting.
Preparing tinders
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Fire from sparks
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	Don’t discard an old lighter whose fuel is used up; it may still provide sparks

	C-shaped strike-a-light

	Flint piece must have a thin sharp edge

	Synthetic flint strike-a-light

	Iron pyrites
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Steel strike-a-light
The most practically shaped steel was C-shaped. The tinder was held on top of the flint, which was held steady while the steel was struck against it. This caused the sparks, tiny curls of red-hot steel, to be thrown upwards on to the tinder. Held in this way, the tinder was protected from the elements.
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Knife strike-a-light
To strike sparks from a knife, hold the knife still above the tinder and strike it with the flint in a shaving action. The sparks will fall downwards on to the tinder. Strike only the back of your knife, not the blade edge.

Fire by friction
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	String must be strong to resist abrasion. Use nylon cord at first, then natural cordage. Cord tension is adjusted by twisting.

	Drill and hearth, made from same wood. Drill: 25 mm (1 in) diameter, 20 cm (8 in) length. Ends are pointed differently – top to reduce friction, bottom to maximise it.

	Hearth: 30 cm (1 ft) long, 40 mm (1 ½ in) wide, 20 mm (⅘ in) thick, flat on three sides

	Top piece or bearing block: held in the hand to impart downward pressure. Carve from hard or green wood to minimise friction.

	The bow imparts the rotary spin to the drill: should be light, strong, rigid, not too bent.

	The candescent ‘coal’ of friction dust forms in notch in the hearth. Collect dust in strong leaf or slab of bark beneath notch.






	1 With stone or knife, carve shallow depression.
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	2 Drill into depression until it is black and round.
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	3 Carve wedge-shaped notch to centre of depression.
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Operation
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	Knee positioned so as not to impede the free swing of your drilling arm

	Bearing hand held firmly braced against the left shin, to prevent wobble

	Drill twisted on outside of string held vertically; foot clamping the hearth to the ground





	1 Drill smoothly, maintaining even pressure until smoke rises from hearth. If string slips, tighten it. Avoid squeaking due to insufficient pressure or dampness. As smoke rises, increase speed and pressure. Smoke should increase in volume, and notch will begin to fill with fine dark brown powder.
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	2 With notch full of powder and smoke sustaining itself, stop drilling and roll hearth away while gently holding powder with tiny stick or pine needle. Fan smoking heap of dust with your hand until it darkens and glows red.
[image: ]

	3 Transfer the ‘coal’ now formed to a waiting tinder bundle of the finely teased fibres. With your breath, blow the bundle to life, watching carefully to judge how hard to blow. People are more often too gentle than too harsh.



Suitable woods
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Lime (basswood)

[image: ]
Sycamore
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Willow
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Birch
[image: ]
Alder
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Hazel
Organising your fire
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Criss-cross fire – for cooking
Not quite as fast burning as the tepee fire, it does still burn quickly, providing a deep and even bed of embers. It can be constructed before ignition or more usually is simply the method by which fuel is arranged prior to cooking. It also makes a stable ‘council’ fire – a social camp-fire where ideas are passed around and celebrations take place.
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Indian’s fire – for the trail
In between meals we need to keep our fire burning efficiently, with a minimum of fuel gathering. On the trail this is best achieved with the Indian’s fire. Fuelwood is gradually fed into the centre, long pieces simply burned in half. If you are camping in the same place for a number of days, you can improve the fire by scraping out a shallow bowl-shaped ember pit underneath it. This helps the embers to retain their heat for long periods.
[image: ]
Tepee fire – quick to get going and to burn
This is a fire lay for bad weather or poor fuel, and one of the most popular ways to start a campfire. Arranged in this way the fuel burns quickly along its whole length, giving light and, after an initial burst, very little smoke, which rises straight upwards. The shape acts like a chimney, drawing in good quantities of air from its base and so enabling a fast burn to produce a deep bed of embers. The tepee does, however, lack stability; hence its most common application as the starter for one of the other lays.
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Star fire – permanent camp
The natural extension of the Indian’s fire is the star fire. The difference between the two is the size of fuel. This fire is built with logs at least as thick as your thigh and often up to 7 m (20 ft) or more in length. The classic star fire is the ceremonial fire of the Cherokee; central to village life and tradition, it comprises four logs pointing north, south, east and west. This lay is an excellent way of maintaining a fire in a permanent camp.
Putting out your fire and leaving no trace






Useful addresses

Courses

Ray Mears

Bushcraft / Survival Courses

Woodlore Ltd

P O Box 3

Etchingham

East Sussex TN19 7ZE

Tel/Fax 0044 (0) 1580 819668

www.raymears.com

Email info@raymears.com

Fungi

British Mycological Society

International Mycological Institute

Ferry Lane

Kew

Surrey TW9 3AF

Mountain Walking Leader Training Board

Crawford House

Precinct Centre

Booth Street East

Manchester M13 9RZ

The Royal Institute of Navigation

1 Kensington Gore

London SW7 2AT

Tel 0044 (0) 20 7591 3130

Fax 0044 (0) 207591 3131

www.rin.org.uk

Email info@rin.org.uk

The Young Explorers Trust

Royal Geographical Society

1 Kensington Gore

London SW7 2AR

Tel 0044 (0) 207591 3000

Fax 0044 (0) 2075913001

www.rgs.org

Email info@rgs.org

Equipment

Woodlore Ltd

P O Box 3

Etchingham

East Sussex TN19 7ZE

Tel/Fax 0044 (0) 1580 819668

www.raymears.com

Email info@raymears.com

Cutting Tools

Woodlore Knife (designed by Ray Mears)

Training Knife

Forrest Axe

Wild Life Hatchet Axe

Folding Saw

Bow Saw

Fire Lighting

Fire Stick

Pocket Micro Torch Lighter

Wax Paper

Tee Pee Tents

Light Weight

Heavy Weight

Water Purifier

Pre Mac MWP

Water Bottles

Stainless Steel Mugs

Woolen Clothing

Swanndri Shirts

Swanndri Jackets

Binoculars

Carl Zeiss Ltd

P O Box 78

Woodfield Road

Welwyn Garden City

Herts AL7 1LU

www.zeiss.co.uk

Email binos@zeiss.co.uk

Navigation Equipment

Garmin (Europe) Ltd

Unit 5 The Quadrangle

Abbey Park

Romsey

Hampshire SO1 9AQ

www.garmin.com

Email info@garmin.com

Silva Sweden AB

Box 998

191 29 Sollentuna

Sweden

www.silva.se

Email info@silva.se

Suunto Europe

19 rue des Frefes Lumiere

F-67087 STRASBOURG

Cedex 2

France

www.suuntoeurope.com

Email suunto-europe@media-net.fr

Tents

Hilleberg The Tentmaker

Onevagen 34

SE – 832 51 FROSON

Sweden

www.hilleberg.se

Email tentmaker@hilleberg.se

Water Purification

PRE-MAC INTERNATIONAL Ltd

Unit 5, Morewood close

Sevenoaks

Kent TN13 2HU

www.pre-mac.com

Email office@pre-mac.com




Sharpening a knife

A blunt knife is dangerous. It requires more pressure behind it to cut, and tends to slip on the surface it is cutting rather than biting in like a sharp knife. There is no point in buying any knife if you don’t have the means to keep it sharp. You will need two sharpening sets: one for use at home or in camp and the other carried in your pocket on the trail.

At home the best set-up is a two-sided India oilstone, a two-sided novaculite sharpening stone (Arkansas) and a leather strop. The stone should be coarse on one side and fine the other. You start with the coarser India stone and then move on to the finer and harder novaculite and finally the strop. In the field, just take a small novaculite.

The following method is intended for the type of knife featured on p. 21, which has a flat bevel edge. This edge is ideal for cutting wood – the main activity you are likely to use your knife for. With a sharp and suitable knife you will have no difficulty butchering or carrying out other tasks as well.

At home

[image: ]

	1 Lubricate stone with light oil or WD40 lubricant.

	2 Lay blade with bevel flat on coarse side of large stone.

	3 With even pressure on full width of bevel, make six sharpening strokes away from your body.

	4 Make six strokes towards your body on opposite side of blade.

	5 Make six more strokes alternately away from you and towards you.

	6 Repeat steps 1 to 5 on fine side of stone.

	7 Strop blade to make edge more robust. If this is not done, edge will tend to blunt more quickly. Stropping can be carried out on back of a 5 cm (2 in) wide leather belt. Drag blade away from edge, alternating direction each stroke. Fifty strokes will see job done.



[image: ]
In the field


	1 Steady blade on tree-stump. With small stone lubricated with spittle, stroke edge in sawing action. Always keep flat of stone in full contact with bevel.

	2 Strop as for step 7 above.
[image: ]
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Stropping
Care of sharpening tools

Never use stones without a lubricant, which prevents the pores clogging with metal particles. Clean your stones periodically with a strong soda solution. Keep your stone flat: you can flatten a stone that becomes hollowed by rubbing it on a sheet of glass with piston carborundum grinding paste and detergent sandwiched between.

Using the sharpening stone

[image: ]
Lay bevel flat on stone surface
Forward stroke

[image: ]
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Rearward stroke

[image: ]
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Coppicing

For centuries, areas of woodland have been managed by coppicing. This involves cutting a sapling close to the ground. In the next year new shoots will rise from the stump. These are allowed to grow until of a useful size before they too are trimmed. As time goes on, the stump – called the coppice stool by foresters – grows in width, providing ever more shoots to harvest.

If you have to gather green wood for any reason, you should try to do so by coppicing. If you have to trim a branch, trim it close to the trunk, so that the tree will be able to grow bark over the scar and seal out the decay from bacteria. Recent research suggests that the bark at this point has special fungicidal properties.

Coppicing


	1 Original sapling is cut.
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	2 New shoots emerge from stump.
[image: ]

	3 After several years of growth, shoots are trimmed again.
[image: ]
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Always coppice close to the ground
[image: ]
Coppicing leaves the new shoots at risk from browsing animals. So in areas grazed by domesticated livestock the copping was carried out 1.5 m (5 ft) above the ground, a variation known as pollarding. This is the method used to grow willow wands for basketry.
Trimming a branch

[image: ]
Trimmed like this, fungus can enter the scar and attack the tree.
[image: ]
Trimmed in this way, the tree can begin to effect a heal by growing bark over the scar.
[image: ]
After several years the scar is sealed over by new bark.
Trimming branches

Whenever trimming branches with an axe or knife, use the grain in your favour to avoid splitting the wood.


	1 Cuts into a crotch will cause splitting.
[image: ]

	2 Cuts from below a crotch will prevent serious splitting.
[image: ]



Any trimming or coppicing from living trees is best achieved with a saw or very sharp blade, to leave a smooth scar.
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