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			INTRODUCTION
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			ONCE UPON A TIME, people learned the most awesome and useful things. They learned how to find wild food in the fields and forests, how to shelter themselves with nothing more than sticks and leaves, how to maintain a knife and hatchet, even how to build a fire without matches or a lighter. They learned these skills from those who came before them, and they passed them along to those who came after. It was just the way the world worked.

			People learned how to do these things because if they didn’t, they died. That’s not quite how it is today: these days, we’re more likely to fear losing our Wi-Fi signal than getting lost in the woods. Of course, technology and the evolution of human knowledge have brought amazing things into our lives. Despite the so-called primitive nature of many of the skills in this book, we don’t believe that humans should return to living in caves, and we don’t believe that new technologies are inherently bad. Rather, we believe that technologies old and new can be used in ways that are both productive and destructive. For instance, a stone can be used to grind acorns into flour, or it can be used to thump someone over the head. Likewise, a smartphone can be used to share things of beauty and importance, or it can be used to spread messages of hate and intolerance. It’s the same stone, the same phone; only the intention is different.

			We also believe that keeping the skills in this book alive is critical to maintaining our connection to nature, and that right now, in an era of rapid climate change and the ongoing loss of wild places and creatures, this connection is more important than ever. Because if we don’t feel connected, it’s hard for us to truly care. Learning and practicing these skills isn’t merely about what the skills can do for you—the food you’ll learn to forage and process, or the medicine you’ll learn to make, or even the games you’ll learn to play. Don’t get us wrong: that’s all well and good and fun—and fun is a big part of what this book is about. But there is more to it than that.

			Many of the skills depicted in this book originated with Native Americans, the first inhabitants of North America. Indeed, many are still practiced by these people. While it’s common to think of Native Americans as being part of the past, in fact there are currently well over five hundred tribes in the United States, comprising more than five million members. And this number doesn’t even begin to account for everyone in the United States who has some percentage of indigenous blood running through them.

			As direct descendants of the people who wrongfully took control of the land we now call “ours,” it is difficult to know how to properly acknowledge and honor the contributions and cultures of native peoples. We feel deep respect and love for the people, cultures, and ways of living that are directly connected to the Earth. Often, the true masters of these ways have been indigenous peoples; we are grateful for the opportunity to learn their ways, and we draw tremendous inspiration from their practices.

			
				“TRUTH IS, IF THE ONLY REASON YOU PICKED UP THIS BOOK IS BECAUSE YOU WANT TO FREAK OUT YOUR PARENTS BY COOKING UP A BATCH OF FRIED GRASSHOPPERS, THAT’S OK, TOO.”

			

			There is a fine line between learning from native people (and keeping these skills alive) and what is known as “cultural appropriation,” which is adopting certain elements of a particular culture without express permission. That line can sometimes be uncertain; the important thing is to be aware that these issues exist and to work at deepening our understanding of them. And don’t be afraid to ask questions. As long as you approach people with respect and humility, there is no such thing as a wrong question; there are only wrong assumptions.

			The late American philosopher Alan Bloom once wrote, “We need history, not to tell us what happened, or to explain the past, but to make the past alive so that it can explain us and make a future possible.” That connection to the past and future is part of why we believe these skills are important.

			That’s a lot to think about, and if it doesn’t resonate with you, that’s OK. Truth is, if the only reason you picked up this book is because you think it’d be cool to spend a night in a shelter made from sticks, or because you want to freak out your parents by cooking up a batch of fried grasshoppers, that’s OK, too. There’s no right or wrong way to use this book.

			The skills on the following pages cover a wide range of difficulty. Some of them you can tackle alone, and some might require the help of a parent or friend with a bit more experience than yourself. Don’t be shy about asking for help; a big part of the fun is working on these projects with others, sharing in the mistakes and the triumphs, finding solutions together, and creating a sense of community around working with wild materials. And chances are, if it’s one or both of your parents you’re working with, you might be able to teach them a thing or two.

			Finally, we would like to extend our immense gratitude to the friends and teachers who have given freely of their time to share these skills with us.

			Now, turn the pages and start exploring!

			
				THE SAFE AND HONORABLE HARVEST

				[image: dingbat]

				When it comes to determining the ethics of harvesting wild foods and other resources, we can do no better than to share Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Honorable Harvest guidelines from her excellent book Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants. They look like this:

				
					Ask permission of the ones whose lives you seek.

					Abide by the answer.

					Never take the first. Never take the last.

					Harvest in a way that minimizes harm.

					Take only what you need and leave some for others.

					Use everything that you take.

					Take only that which is given to you.

					Share it, as the Earth has shared with you.

					Be grateful.

					Reciprocate the gift.

					Sustain the ones who sustain you, and the Earth will last forever.

				

				Of course, there are other considerations not directly related to ethics. Chief among them is ensuring that you’ve properly identified the plants you’re about to harvest. A good rule of thumb is to confirm your identification with three sources. We’re particularly fond of Samuel Thayer’s books The Forager’s Harvest and Nature’s Garden, although, if possible, it’s always best if at least one source is a real-live human being!

				One other thing: Always be certain that the edible plants you’re about to harvest have not been subject to herbicides or pesticides that can be dangerous to your health. This is of particular concern in maintained public areas such as city parks, where spraying is common. If you don’t know, don’t eat!
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			IT WASN’T SO LONG AGO that most kids were given a knife at some point before their tenth birthday, taught how to use and care for it, and, perhaps most importantly, were trusted with it. In many instances, this was the same knife a child’s parent or grandparent had used, and handing it down across the generations was part of the family’s legacy.

			Of course, these days most kids don’t live on farms or even in the country, and the need for children—or adults, for that matter—to carry a sharp cutting implement isn’t what it was. Until you opened this book, that is, because as you flip through these pages, you’ll find more uses for a knife than you can shake a stick at.
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			FIXED BLADES

			
				Most people think of a pocketknife as the best knife for a kid, but truth is, the safest, most useful knife is one with a fixed blade in a belt sheath. Thanks to its lack of moving parts, a fixed-blade knife does not fold or slide and is typically stronger due to the tang, which is the extension of the blade into the handle. With a fixed-blade knife, there is no chance of it folding on your fingers when you least expect it. As a bonus, these knives are usually more comfortable to hold and work with.

			We get most of our knives from Ragweed Forge, through the website www.ragweedforge.com, and especially recommend the Mora knives made in Sweden. They are made with Swedish steel and skilled craftsmanship and are the best bang for your buck around. They are simple and easy to sharpen (although they come from the factory very sharp). For fourteen bucks, you can get one of the “Classic Mora” knives, which comes with a plastic sheath that goes on your belt and will last you a lifetime (if you don’t lose it!). The site also offers more expensive leather sheath options, or you can, of course, make your own sheath (see this page). If you are new to using knives, the Classic Mora can be purchased in a version with a blade guard so your hand cannot slip down the handle onto the blade.

			If you think you will be mostly carving with your knife, look in the wood-carving section of the Mora catalog and you will find #106, a knife that is narrower and pointed and our favorite for that purpose.

			Lastly, Ragnar at Ragweed Forge is super accommodating and happy to answer questions, so don’t be shy.

			FOLDING POCKETKNIVES

			
				We know that no matter what we say here, some of you will disregard the sage advice of your elders and get yourselves a pocketknife. That’s OK, you’re young; every so often, you’re supposed to disregard the sage advice of your elders. Here’s what we recommend when it comes to pocketknives:

			
				LOCKING BLADE. Don’t get a knife without it. These knives have a mechanism that locks the blade in its fully opened position. The lock must be released before the knife can be folded, eliminating accidental closures.

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				QUALITY. Don’t get a cheap junker. It seems like you’ve gotta throw down at least thirty bucks for anything decent, and the $35 to $65 range has a heck of a lot more options.
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				SIMPLICITY. Get a single midsized blade. Big and small blades are harder to control and less versatile. Those pocketknives with all kinds of gadgets that try to prepare you for the zombie apocalypse always compromise on something—if you don’t lose comfort in the hand, you might end up with enough weight to drag your pants down around your ankles.

			

			Not to beat a dead horse, but a fixed blade solves all those issues, no muss, no fuss. Don’t say we didn’t warn ya!

			HOOK KNIVES

			
				A hook knife is a specialty carving tool used for hollowing out bowls or creating spoons. Unfortunately, the ones on the Ragweed Forge website made by Mora (who we love, love, love for carving and general-purpose knives) are not that great. Go to the websites of Pinewood Forge (www.pinewoodforge.com), Deepwoods Ventures (www.deepwoodsventures.com), or Wood Tools (www.wood-tools.co.uk) to find a quality hook knife, or show a local blacksmith those sites and get one made just for you.
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			These safety tips may seem like common sense, but sometimes common sense isn’t as common as it should be!

			
				[image: dingbat] A knife is a tool; use it accordingly.
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				[image: dingbat] When using a knife, do not stand or sit within one and a half arm lengths of anyone in any direction. This is considered your “circle of blood.” Anyone coming within this circle is at risk of getting cut. It is the knife user’s responsibility to maintain this circle.
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				[image: dingbat] When passing an open knife to someone, offer the butt end of the handle. Make sure the spine of the knife blade is toward your palm with the blade facing away from your skin.
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				[image: dingbat] Do not carve anything that does not belong to you or for which you do not have permission to carve. This includes trees, bathroom doors, and picnic tables!
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				[image: dingbat] With some techniques, you can safely carve toward yourself—but when you are starting out, whittle away from your body.
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				[image: dingbat] Do not carve toward your leg, knee, a table, or any other object. Spread your knees and carve directly between your spread legs or toward the outside of your leg.
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				[image: dingbat] Keep your knife clean and sharp.
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			A sharp tool is a safe tool. This goes for knives, axes, gouges, or anything with a cutting edge. Compensating for a dull blade by applying force can cause serious injuries. If the knife blade is suddenly freed from the cut, the momentum can cause a loss of control.

			There are as many takes on blade sharpening as there are people who sharpen blades, and most of them work. People seem to stick to the technique and the sharpening stone they were taught on. Most hand skills are easiest to learn from someone who is accomplished at the skill, but with knife sharpening, multiply that truth by ten. Seek out an old-timer, a woodworker, a butcher, or anyone else who uses knives regularly or just seems like one of those folks who knows useful stuff.

			Short of finding a teacher, buy a sharpening stone and read the directions. Beginners should start with diamond stones. Not only are diamond stones low maintenance and durable, but they are also considered the fastest to use. Roughly 8 inches by 2½ inches is a good size. You will need a coarse and a fine-grit stone. Some stones are available with one grit on either side. With or without a teacher, using a sharpening stone is a skill that takes practice and perseverance, but one well worth your time and effort.

			The late Al Buck of Buck knives fame had good advice for people struggling to learn to sharpen knives. He would start by telling people there were only three things to remember: “Always cut into the stone, never drag your knife edge back over the stone, and always maintain your angle.” And he had this great tip: Take a marker and shade in the bevel of the knife. Take two strokes on the stone and then examine the edge of the blade. If you have maintained the proper angle, all the black will be gone. If you see marker on the top edge, it means you
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