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Dedication

To my mother, who gave me life to reason,

to my daughter, who gives me reason to live,

and to the wild within us all—

don’t leave us, we need you
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Preface

Circle Up

The oak logs glow orange in the fire, casting shadows against the faces circling it. The clan members sit on rough-hewn benches and skins. They are silent after their meal. A sheep carcass hangs from a pole leaned against the rock wall just outside the circle. No predator will dare come close since the people sleep side by side under the limestone overhang that shields them from all but the fiercest storms. The trees beyond the edge of the sheltering rock are silhouetted against the night sky. Between the leaves of hazel, beech, and oak one can glimpse emerging stars. An owl calls and something scuttles in the dry leaves beyond the circle of firelight.

Someone quietly starts to hum a tone that throbs and pulses as the volume rises and falls and ebbs away only to rise again. Another takes up a stick beside the fire and taps out an even rhythm enhancing the singer’s note. Several more add their voices to become a choir, layering upon one another, a harmony developing, a melody, no words but it feels like a conversation. Still more take up sticks or rocks and bring a new cadence to the song. The percussionist rises and punctuates with staccato intermittent raps against the wall behind them, and the figure’s shadow starts to leap and dance as someone else adds wood to the fire that bursts into a golden blaze. A few remain silent, eyes fixed on the flames, a head leans against another’s knee, but as the spontaneous music gains momentum, all are seized by the energy; they rise and move in a circle, dipping, spinning, wood clacking, stone tapping, voices clambering and descending with reckless nonconformity. They become transfixed in a kind of trance and time seems to take on a new dimension. The song eventually finds its natural end without any signals; there is no conductor, just a group of beings tied together by forest, fire, and camaraderie. They melt back down into the circle and still no one speaks.

I look at my clan; we have only known each other for a week and it seems incongruous that we could feel so connected in such a short time. They came to me to participate in a class, to learn Stone Age skills and get away from the modern world in which we all live to varying degrees. There is a boy from the village; his grandfather owns the land and this kid is having his first experience away from his family. There is a doctor, a writer, a girl just out of high school, some young travelers not fixed to place who are roaming and experiencing whatever calls them, a plumber, a couple of computer programmers, and a military man. We are in France but we speak five or six languages between us; some struggle to express themselves in English but our common language is as old as humanity itself.

* * *

There is a story and a journey I would like to share. It’s not a straight path, it’s more of a circle or a spiral so vast that at times its arc may appear to have a beginning and an end but do not be fooled by this illusion.

This journey is my return, a return to the ways of our ancestors, a return to a simpler life, perhaps to what came before our world was so heavily dictated by our modern conveniences, a return to listening deeply to Earth, and what she has to say. For me, this journey is pivotal because we humans face an immediate peril, the degradation of the environment, which is foundational to our existence, and without which we have no mother to return to.

The story is about us . . . and Earth.

The earth gives us the opportunity to physically exist—without her we cannot live. We are of Earth, we shape her, she shapes us. We, all too often, seem to have forgotten this.

I want us to remember where we come from. It has never been more important.

Even though I was born in London, one of the largest cities in the world, I have spent most of my adult life living outside, striving for a connection to nature that few of us modern humans achieve. While I am subject to the whims of modernity and will sometimes pass some days or nights in the confines of four walls, hurtle through the sky in an airplane, or trundle across continents in trains, cars, and buses, I have built a life based on entirely different principles. Sometimes described as a primitivist, the last modern hunter-gatherer, or a woman outside of time, I have spent the last twenty years teaching groups of students how to live with the land in a respectful and conscientious manner, and I have also spent this time reducing my own impact and material needs. Even though I have yet to spend more than a month or two each year directly sustained by nature, this curiosity has driven me and given me a life purpose that is all part of my own return.

Return is an invitation to this remembering, an exploration of what a closer relationship with the natural world can offer us and a timely reminder—and even a warning—of what we stand to lose through our forgetting. I’d like to invite you on my journey, from my childhood in London and rural Sweden, to my teenage years in Amsterdam, from my Stone Age experiences with my students in the mountainous western United States, to my personal pilgrimages in the Himalaya, the Middle East, and Namibia.

More than thirty years ago, I crawled out of a sweat lodge escaping the moist oppressive heat and sank fully onto the damp ground. I’d grown up in London, spent my teens in punk bands and on its city streets, far from this untouched natural world. Covered in mud, my face streaked with sweat and tears, I whispered to Earth my promise. “I will love you and cherish you, I will learn how to live and share what you teach me.” This was the moment I discovered my life purpose, setting me on the path to who I am today.

I was twenty-four years old, more than half my lifetime ago, and I’m still learning and still teaching. After that morning outside the sweat lodge, I dedicated myself to soaking up as much knowledge as possible about ancestral living skills. Soon I was teaching at various gatherings around the US and landed myself a summer guiding job at an outdoor survival school in the canyonlands of Utah. I realized that the hard-core survival approach was not what I wanted to do. Instead I was interested in helping people discover how to thrive in the wilderness, not just “survive” it and then head back to civilization for a hot shower and a cheeseburger. At the time, I didn’t know if this was possible. I wondered if we modern people would even be able to stay alive on an all-wild food diet. I wasn’t sure if we had lost the ability to live as hunter-gatherers but I knew one thing: I was willing to die if I found out that my body and mind were no longer functional under such circumstances.

A decade ago, I founded Living Wild, a small school in north-central Washington State. I was intrigued by the idea of learning to live as a hunter-gatherer, bringing people into a closer connection with nature in a way that couldn’t be done in just a day or two. As a modern human, born into a culture of resource exploitation, I wanted to see if it was still possible to live sustained by nature in its purest form. My goal was to offer high-quality instruction in Stone Age living skills to give people the tools and confidence to live in the wilderness simply yet comfortably.

We have found over the years that the Stone Age skills that we teach are just a little piece of the puzzle that represents what I believe is our true humanity. A renewed focus on community building, gratitude and grief tending, and connecting with our ancestors all play a part in addition to the hands-on skills required to live in closer harmony with the land. I believe that on some fundamental level, we recognize that we’ve lost an essential intimacy with the natural world and with Earth and she is calling us back. There is a hunger to reconnect with—to return to—this profound part of ourselves.

* * *

Around the fire, we, who were mostly strangers to one another just a week ago, arrange ourselves in order of age. Usually I find myself completing the circle as the oldest member of the group but tonight the wise and serene herbalist is my senior by more than ten years.

I ask them to quietly consider what is most important to them at this phase of their lives. Some murmured translations occur and we sit again in silence as we contemplate who it is we are just now.

I look to the young boy and pass him the talking stick that everyone now knows is the method for designating the speaker. He speaks softly in French and says his family is important to him. The seventeen-year-old girl takes the stick in her hands and shares her need to distance herself from her parents’ expectations, unsure whether her desire to strike out into the world and not continue her studies is just rebellion or if it is indeed her deepest desire. The next couple of young adults express similar life concerns about the state of the world and how to navigate within a society that attempts to press people into a mold as functional citizens. Some hold college degrees but they have no life experience and want to keep absorbing knowledge before having to make seemingly irrevocable life decisions. A young mother who has come alone, leaving her toddler with his father after a recent separation, is in an agony of blended guilt and relief. The freckled fellow who takes the stick next has just been discharged from his term in the army. As we continue through the group—the osteopathic doctor who came with the herbalist, the woman who left her husband to be with a woman much younger than herself, the witty water engineer—I start to realize an exchange is occurring. The younger people in the circle remind the older members of our own dreams, joys, and challenges. Do we still hold the ideals of our youth or have we dulled and become cynical? We elders in turn now offer them the advice of our life experiences, encouraging them to follow their hearts, have patience, and be honest with themselves. The woman to my right is close to my age. I don’t remember what her life’s journey had been but she has grown children and she says so very poignantly that in spite of all our successes, mistakes, fears, and concerns, slowly peace comes. Whatever it was that I said myself afterward I do not recall.

Slowly, peace comes.

* * *

In Return, I want to take readers inside the peace, stillness, and silence we’ve left behind. We will reenter a world where we live with the seasons and from the land. The light we see is from the stars overhead, the rise and fall of the sun and moon or the flickering of the fire, we are heated by that sun and that fire, we drink the water that pours from the earth, or the sky. I will share my own experiences of connection with Earth through the skills I have acquired and taught, using the alchemy of earth, water, air, and fire to create tools and make fire. Our stone tools cut and shape the wood that becomes the bow with which we hunt for nourishment. Earth sustains us, circling the sun as we cycle through life, death, and rebirth. Without her we are lost. It’s a truth we all fundamentally know but one that recedes in the rush and madness of modern life, the prioritization of convenience and money over time, community, and connection. I hope this book will help us remember.

When I am an old woman I shall live in a cave

A thousand wrinkles will cover my face

And the children will call me Shuwa Awah

And the children will sing Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman I shall play the violin,

Gather Juniper berries and make my own gin

And my people will call me Shuwa Awah

And my people will sing Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman I shall ride a gray mare

With wings on her hooves we shall fly everywhere

And the wind it will whisper Shuwa Awah

And the wind it will sing Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman I’ll be friends with the trees

Climb high in their branches of needles and leaves

And together so softly Shuwa Awah

They will tell me their tales of their power

When I am an old woman I shall rise with the dawn

In the heat of the summer I’ll grow colored corn

In the heart of the winter Shuwa Awah

On the long shadowed snow Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman I shall heal with my hands

And stories will travel to faraway lands

And the stars they will sparkle Shuwa Awah

And the stars they will sing Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman I shall run with the deer

I’ll talk with the eagle, the fish and the bear

And the animals call me Shuwa Awah

And the grasshoppers sing Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman I shall speak many tongues

I’ll sing from the hills at the top of my lungs

And the mountains will call me Shuwa Awah

And the valleys will croon Shuwa Awah

When I am an old woman my hair shall turn white

At a hundred and thirteen my steps remain light

And the next world will beckon me, Shuwa Awah

And I’ll dance from this Earth in my power.
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Smoky Mountain Preparation

It’s the beginning of April, springtime in the Cascade Mountains. Fourteen students now all gather on my land on the Twisp River for the official introduction to the Stone Age Project, this year’s five-month Stone Age immersion program. The excited, expectant faces beam from under woolly hats and scarves in the cool morning air, steaming mugs of hot herbal teas clasped gratefully in chilly fingers. The snow is still visible on the shady north-facing slopes and here by the river there are still a few receding patches. The students will be living here off the grid on my land learning ancestral skills and, it is my sincere desire, new ways to connect with nature. Gradually reducing our dependency on modern tools, plastic tents will be replaced by natural structures; trips to town, twelve miles away, become less frequent. Even the steel knives we use will be replaced by those of bone and stone as time goes by. Each person comes to the Stone Age immersion program for different reasons and with different aims. Some are here to challenge themselves in this hybrid environment that still maintains connection to contemporary living, while others are here for something more: in late August, those of us who are ready and able will embark on a four-week Stone Age excursion into the wilderness, entirely independent from modern society.

I have been running these extended programs for many years and have taught in various locations around the world: the Arctic tundra in northern Sweden, the forested mountains in eastern Italy, the limestone caves of southern France, the painted deserts of the American Southwest and the Namibian Kalahari Desert to name but a few. But it is here in the Pacific Northwest at the edge of a vast and largely untrammeled wilderness I have chosen to call my home. As the years go by, the land has taken me and shown me many of its hidden secrets and its familiarity makes it perfect for the courses that have been adapted to this stunning and wild terrain.

* * *

The central fire is crackling and we first pass the talking stick and express our gratitude briefly in whatever way we feel moved: safe passage to arrive in this place after a long trip, thankfulness for the warmth of the fire, the breakfast eggs, the sunshine on a dewy spider’s web, or the chasing, chattering squirrels.

There are logistics to address for a group this size coming to camp together for months on a small piece of land where the running water is the river and irrigation ditch. There is no cell service and the power system at my cabin is off-grid, a modest solar setup by anyone’s standards. The light is returning rapidly, though, as the sun races north again toward summer so I have little need for electricity.

The new clan members come from near and far, a mixture of Americans, Canadians, and Europeans. One Canadian family has come with a seven-year-old boy, but the rest of the group range in age from twenty to early thirties.

Some of them I have met before when they attended a shorter class in prior years. Gareth and Polly are an American couple in their late twenties who have been living here all winter in their Mongolian yurt. I met them at a gathering last summer and we have formed a deep friendship. Gareth is a bearded, muscular man, raised in New Jersey. He received a recent inheritance enabling him and Polly to explore options for leaving the city and treading a path that feels more natural and connected. Polly, a feisty, brilliant being with a clever tongue, is albino. With her white hair and unpigmented skin she must be extremely careful to avoid sun exposure. She is a word shaper and she and Gareth write songs that we all sing together. Rapturous, sensual, evocative music.

Marcus and Ben have also been here through the winter. Marcus put up a canvas wall tent on the land. He’s one of the oldest of this group at thirty-three. A Berkeley graduate in engineering, intelligent, strong, good-looking, this man was living the American dream, with a high-paid job in California and everything going for him, but he felt that something huge, something important was missing. He was where he had always heard he should be and had become exactly what he had been groomed to be: a success. Now he was supposed to marry a beautiful woman, buy a big house, sire a couple of well-mannered kids, and play golf on the weekends while working all week for the next thirty years. Of course, they could take their expensive vacations every year then go home and continue the program while prepping their own children for exactly the same fate. Why didn’t he feel this was enough? What was missing? He had done an online nature awareness course and had a premonition that in the stillness of nature he would find something precious, so he put his shiny future on hold and left for the forests and the mountains and the bright night sky to contemplate the other options that existed. After the winter in our little community, he decided to continue this path and participate in the whole summer immersion and the monthlong Stone Age excursion that follows. It’s interesting to note that the students who come to learn these skills are largely from the same socioeconomic group: urban middle-class young adults who have the time and resources to take four to six months off from their work or studies. I have often speculated whether this could be different, if these programs could appeal to a wider audience? It does happen that older people, countryside dwellers, ethnic minorities, and disillusioned corporate executives occasionally join us but they are the exceptions. It requires privilege to participate in these lengthy immersion courses. It’s ironic that those wealthy enough to achieve a life full of comforts realize, with its attainment, that their lives still feel hollow and empty. Thus they continue their search for fulfillment outside of the conventional norms that value money and materialism as the gauge of success.

Ben, a California pot farmer, is one of the sweetest, gentlest souls I have ever met and his calmness makes him such an attribute when social disharmony erupts. He always seems to say exactly the right thing to help people recognize that there is a way through and none of us need to continue our suffering if we don’t choose to. I call him this year’s bodhisattva. I feel lucky to be blessed with such beings in nearly every group. They are the calm, equanimous ones that exude loving-kindness like a balm upon all within their presence.

Rick and James have taken this immersion course before and are here as my assistants. Rick, from Alabama, was raised on a farm. After leaving high school he sought an alternative existence by joining a death metal band. With his long dreadlocks, impish smile, and tattoos that cover much of his body, it’s hard to imagine his conservative Baptist upbringing. He started practicing traditional skills several years ago and has the most experience of anyone in the group. He has already tanned several buffalo hides and made his own buckskin clothes and the others look to him in admiration. I’m happy to have him come and participate as an assistant in exchange for the class tuition.

This is James’s third year here as an assistant. Twenty-six, with long black hair in two neat braids that drape his dark tanned shoulders, he looks like he just stepped off the movie set from Last of the Mohicans. He doesn’t actually know his heritage because his mother was adopted but wherever he goes, Native Americans ask him his tribe and he has to admit that he only knows the Irish side.

That leaves eight newcomers. I’m confident that we will form a cohesive group, but it is never without effort. As an orientation, I talk through the general group chores that consist largely of gathering camp firewood, of which there is plenty in this forest dominated by ponderosa pine and Douglas fir, hauling water by bucket, and caring for our shared spaces.

I divide the group according to their preferences and skills.

Horse Clan, which includes myself, Gareth, and Polly, are responsible for the care and well-being of my three horses, Christy, Chaco, and Karma, who will become an integral part of our journey. We scoop up the manure in the paddocks in the morning and add it to the compost pile, ride them down to the pasture each day, and ride them back again in the evening when we give them their ration of hay.

Wolf Clan, led by James, maintains the fire, starting it in the mornings if necessary and banking it at night. They keep the woodpile stocked, chopped, and orderly.

Rick is the leader of the Otter Clan. In charge of providing the camp with a steady supply of water, they bring drinking water from the well and utility water from the irrigation flow. They keep the outhouse, hand washing, and dishwashing stations clean and organized.

Raven Clan are the timekeepers, led by Marie, a competent woman who runs her own wilderness programs in Germany. Ravens will clang the metal gong to alert the others when it is time to rise, eat, or start class. They keep the kitchen—a simple affair, a pole structure with a roof and open sides—clean and functional.

Every evening a cooking team of two are responsible for making a meal for the rest of the group. It’s an efficient system and with fifteen adults means that no one needs to cook dinner more than once a week. There are plenty of roadkill deer in this valley and the neighbors will often call us to let us know where one is. The nightly chefs plan the menu around a meat dish, purchase and/or harvest the ingredients, cook the meal, serve it, and then wash the dish pans afterward. Everyone is responsible for washing their own bowl and utensils.

The meals are generally delicious, gourmet even, nourishing and healthy. Jenny, a British cook, has also been delegated to the Raven Clan. She lends her expertise and artistic expression to all her culinary pursuits. Our menu works well for nearly every diet preference except for vegans. Most of the initial vegetarians, including Jenny, are happily chewing down the good, clean meat after a few weeks and we can stop separating the meat from the vegetables. At the onset of camp, we sort through what everyone can and cannot eat. By the time we have excluded all the common allergens, we are left with animal protein, nuts and seeds, fruits, fats, and most plants and vegetables except the nightshade family. Together we relinquish the habit-forming substances of caffeine, sugar, and refined carbohydrates at the beginning of every immersion. It’s wonderful to sit down together around the fire in the evenings and share these tasty meals that are not so very different from what we will be eating as we transition into the hunter-gatherers we will become on our Stone Age excursion.

I have found over the years that this diet adaptation is far easier to do as a group than attempting it alone. It can be daunting to give up a food such as chocolate, but we didn’t have chocolate in the Stone Age. We remove our addictions and comfort foods during our immersion training sessions so as to already be free of our cravings in the wild.

* * *

We also need to set personal boundaries. I love to be in community but, like most people, I need some alone time for balance. Although I have a small cabin, I generally sleep outside at night, preferring the connectedness I feel under the sky. When I sleep enclosed by insulating roof and walls, I lose awareness of the night. I want to know if the wind picks up or a sprinkle of rain has brought out the scent of wet pine needles. I want to hear the footsteps of the animals, to discern if it is mouse, or deer, or bear. I want to see the changing colors as night shifts to dawn and cracks to day. To lie naked on a deerskin on a warm summer night is one of the most animalistic feelings one can experience. It sharpens the senses even passively while sleeping, making me a participant of the wild night. Mornings are when I feel most active and creative, and I have learned over the years how important it is to instill an understanding among my students of my personal time and space. I couldn’t teach like this otherwise, and I couldn’t be available for all the hours in the day that I am with them. So I tell them to not ask me questions while I am eating, don’t disturb me when I am in my personal space unless they are invited or there is an emergency, keep class-related questions to designated class times and consider whether questions are relevant and necessary.

Learning to live together as a clan works best when boundaries are clear and consistent. When peace is disrupted, sometimes a good long talking session is necessary to clear the air but I have found that it doesn’t work for everyone, that making music and singing together is often the analgesic we need to come together again. This is a particularly musical group.

We work with a week-on, week-off schedule. The “off” weeks are for finishing up projects and practicing new skills, reflecting on the teachings and generally giving time for absorption and integration. When setting up these monthslong immersive programs I like to build on the skills gradually, adding context so they make sense in a broader picture.

Although I’ve been teaching for many years, I am still and have always been a curious student. I share the skills I’ve learned from various native groups around the world, the Sami reindeer herders of Arctic Sweden, to whom I owe my greatest respect, being some of the first Indigenous peoples that I became acquainted with and, additionally, the peoples who inhabit the region of the earth in which I feel most at home. There have been many humans who have taught me throughout my life, mentors within the wilderness skills movement to which I still belong plus an array of Indigenous peoples across the earth: San hunter-gatherers of Namibia, Africa, Native American tribal members all over North America, even Buddhist monks on my wandering pilgrimage across the Himalaya, but Earth herself has been my greatest teacher.

During my classes, immersions, and Stone Age excursions I provide space for my students’ experiences in nature that gradually build, gaining depth, breadth, and context so that when the clan walks out into the wilderness at the end of summer the change has been constant but gentle, and the shift into an entirely different mindset appears almost seamless.

The first class starts with our origins, our natural beginnings as a species as we evolved into upright beings. We explore the qualities of stone, wood, plant fiber, skin, and bone, and then in a magnificent alchemical mixing and rearranging of these elemental substances we modify and create the tools of our prehistoric ancestors’ material culture.
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Listening

We learn to listen to the stones.

Everything on this living planet has something to tell us if we find a way to listen. The stones are no exception and we head down to the rivers’ rock-strewn banks where we sit in a circle again, always a circle that includes everyone and has no hierarchy. I ask the clan members to pick up a couple of stones beside them and we start to tap them together. Our musical group is instantly jamming. I often improvise a spontaneous session like this with whatever is at hand and call it “rock, stick, and bone band.” We develop a complicated rhythm and the rocks speak to us in their tones; their shapes, sizes, colors, and textures; and the ways that they might break or endure. So many possibilities are expressed by this simple interaction with them. Just like us they have their own unique qualities and that is why it interests me less to name the things on the planet. Knowing the name of something can sometimes mislead one into thinking one knows the named. “Knowing” something comes with understanding its qualities, interacting or communicating with it in obvious or subtle ways. When I was a child, I had a special interest in rocks and semiprecious stones. Dazzled not only by the shining, polished amethyst and tiger’s eye, I was intrigued by the facets of quartz that sparkled and shone within the common granite of Scandinavia. Because minerals feel less personal, except to geologists or child rock collectors, than, say, animals or plants, people are often amazed when they start to see the various qualities of stone. What does the stone sound like that will make a sharp knifelike edge? Which stones contain the hidden mystery of a spark that can be coaxed to a flame? Which stone can be shaped into a container or pounded into powder for paint? Who can grind hard seeds or be shaped into a tree-chopping axe? As knowledge grows, the relationships grow, and “things” become “beings.”

Stone is the beginning of all possibilities, and this is no different today than it was a hundred thousand years ago, although our modern methods for extraction have become so sophisticated and aggressive that the connection seems to have become lost along the way.

Prehistoric lithic culture leaves us clues in the artifacts we find and analyze, but not a full picture because wood and bone rots away and disintegrates, as do the skin and fiber technologies that made up the rest of our material culture. Our remarkable opposing thumbs, nimble hands, and upright posture enable all sorts of dexterous maneuvers not available to other animals, but the capabilities of our teeth and claws are marginal. And that’s where tools come in. There is a sense of liberation in realizing that the tools one needs are everywhere, often within a hand’s reach. One can simply grasp a stick or a stone to address a task with these rudimentary tools, be it digging up roots, pounding a bone to access the precious inner marrow, or striking a flake to cut a piece of meat or skin.

We bind our world together.

Today this is done with an assortment of nuts and bolts, nails, screws, and chemical adhesives but when we return to our elemental resources we make cord.

The dry, bronze-colored dogbane stalks were harvested early last winter after their leaves had fallen. Today, scraping away the thin flaky outer layer with a bone knife exposes the fluffy, precious fibers. Marcus sits with meticulous concentration as he removes the long strands of fibers from the woody core, twisting then reverse wrapping them to produce a fine continuous cord. At first his fingers seem thick and clumsy as they grapple with this new skill but they soon find their dexterity. During the focused silence we produce strong cords for fishing line, nets, and countless other applications.

We tie and twist and wrap and spin and weave and knit all manner of fibers together, sourced from both plants and animals. The fibers standing alone are weak, but together, like ourselves, become strong.

Then there is fire.

It is fire that makes us human. We are the only animals that consciously and deliberately have this capacity to make fire. There are other toolmakers and users in the animal world for sure, but we are the only fire makers and that sets us apart.

Very often, when I share my knowledge of fire making, I am transported back to the first friction fire I achieved myself as a cocky youth of twenty-four at my first wilderness skills course and how I was duly humbled as I struggled for weeks afterward to create the second one on my own. After spending a week at the course in New Jersey, I returned to Sweden during a cold and damp December only to realize that the forest did not even contain the same type of wood I had been given in class for my bow drill kit. So I made kits from all the trees available to me: birch, beech, aspen, alder, rowan, oak. Failure at the end of each smoky drill. Exhaustion my companion, I traipsed back to my warm room and slung the latest fire kit into a box by the woodstove. I gave up. Then one night I dreamed of fire making and stirred myself to give it another try. Armed with my now dried birch drill and hearth I headed back to the woods. After the numerous failures, I didn’t really expect anything else but went through the motions and wonder of wonders, there glowed my second bow drill coal, nestled in the carved notch. This was the fire I earned, this was the fire that taught me.

A thousand fires later, with my own novices around me, we blend the elements of stone and wood, cut and shape dry dead sticks with stone blades and coarse flat abrasive rock surfaces to create a wooden drill and hearth, an arm-length bow, and a palm-size socket with which to keep the drill from burning the hand that holds it. A strip of deer hide is cut with the sharpest of blades and tied to the bow enabling the fire conjurer to spin the drill upon the hearth. With this mechanical advantage—the speed and friction exerted on the drill, coupled with determination, dexterity, and intent—the fire maker spins and twirls the drill with such force and precision that gradually a whorl of smoke emerges from these conjoined surfaces. It is erotic, there is no doubt. Maintaining speed and pressure, the phallic drill erupts in its fertilizing climax, the ember. Smoking and glowing within the char dust nestled within the notched womb of the feminine hearth, the baby fire is then birthed and delivered into its grassy nest where the fibers feed and the long, slow breath of the fire parent nurtures the smoky baby into lively flame.

Polly leaps to her feet with a jubilant howl as her very first unaided bow drill fire bursts to life. She drops the blazing nest to the ground and does a little dance around it as the rest of us clap and cheer.

Welcome, fire, and thank you.

With this new tool of fire we feel suddenly akin to the gods. Fire as an ally is a marvelous shaper of wood. Bowls appear in dry sections of log that are burned and charred and scraped and burned again. With careful heating, rocks can boil the water in our wooden vessels and cook the roots dug with our digging sticks. The interaction of earth, air, fire, and water is made manifest as our minds envision and our hands enable.

The process of creating fire by ancient humans undoubtedly differed from region to region. I imagine the early hominids in Africa making fire by friction in a similar way that the contemporary San peoples have done until very recently, an unbroken methodology for hundreds of thousands of years, unnecessary to change by virtue of its simplicity and effectiveness. Theirs is the hand drill method whereby a stick is literally spun upon another stick to create the ember.

As people migrated northward into new cooler, wetter climatic zones, the plants also changed, and the mechanical advantage of the bow drill method was probably devised. The technology producing percussion fire, by which a flake of flint strikes a cobble of pyrite to create a spark, would have evolved with the availability of these resources. As we move, we adapt to our new environments, dropping and picking up new techniques along the way.

I have sat beneath the great baobab tree with a group of European students who came to the Kalahari to learn the vanishing ways of a displaced hunter-gatherer people who call themselves Ju/’hoansi. There we took turns, big pale Europeans and small dark Africans, stick upon stick, palms rapidly moving together twirling the soft wood shoots, which we’d been shown how to harvest and dry and straighten, carefully over a flame. This is always a community endeavor in this land. I have never seen a Ju/’hoansi make fire alone. They encourage each other with a repeated, “Ko, ko, ko, ko.” A thin curl of smoke emits from the charred dust that our efforts have invoked. Then the coal is gently laid upon a nest of fine pale grass. Our breath mingles with the breath of the wind, coaxing the red glow until it bursts into yellow flame and a new fire is born. How many times might this ancient tree have witnessed such an event in its thousand or more years of patient being? How many times have black and white hands twirled the fire sticks together? Maybe not so many.

* * *

The great baobab tree is spread in a multitude of chaotic limbs, many thicker than the broad backs of elephants, rising up, curving horizontally then sweeping back down and into the earth as if searching for the reason that it lifted its succulent sweet shoots originally out into this arid and thorny desert. Other great arms lift and branch and reach beyond the height of the ivory tusks that have shredded and torn the knobby bark, carving pachydermal messages that healed over time into scarred stories of long ago. I nibble on the tender new leaves that sprout in little groups of fives, and high above, the swollen flower buds, green, the size of golf balls, pendulously swing in the light afternoon breeze.

Years into my Stone Age programs, I find myself on a huge and distant continent. I am in Africa. Namibia. I was invited to this desert land to participate in a cultural exchange as both teacher and student. Although this is my third time here in the village, it is an environment that is still new to me in almost every way. My desire to explore and learn from this place and these people has overcome my reticence to fly across the globe. Each visit reminds me of how little I will ever know of this land, the people, and their language, and yet how much I stand to learn.

Our group of twelve visitors are mostly from Europe, with a couple of white South Africans. The program’s leaders have been working dedicatedly with the Ju/’hoansi, members of the San people, named Bushmen by their European colonizers. The San are an Indigenous tribe who have been displaced from their traditional hunting grounds and their hunter-gatherer way of life. The organizers are helping the San to find a business model in the form of a “Living Museum” to enable them to make some income showing Westerners like us their traditional skills while allowing them to continue practicing their lifestyle at least in theory. They are now sedentary, tied to the boreholes that the government drilled after the northern Namibia Khaudum National Park was founded in the late 1980s, forcing them to move to the conservancy where they now live. Merely demonstrating their old ways is far from perfect but better than the drifting that has been the fate of so many of these beautiful, gentle people in their search for new ways to sustain themselves.

* * *

The old village healer’s legs are so thin. They are black but also shaded with the colors of the land, shaded with the years and choices that he has made. The Kalahari sands and winds and sun are etched in him deeper than his skin. Perhaps even his bones are brittle and sun bleached beneath the taut, dusky skin? His thirst has been quenched by the water root and the blood of the kudu who accepts at last the coming spear with a steady, knowing gaze. This man is the rugged land incarnate set loose to express its being in human form. He is as far from my own expression of being, of snow-covered northern forests, as it is possible to be.

He wears a baseball cap that is worn through everywhere except the seams, and his short gray hair, patterned on his scalp, fills in the missing segments of cloth. Tattered trousers are covered at his waist by the shell-adorned traditional loincloth made from steenbok skin. He sits quietly on the periphery smoking, rarely speaking. What are his thoughts behind those seeing eyes? It is such a mystery to me in my own sphere of comprehension.

On the smooth gray bark of the baobab, stories have also been etched by human hands with names and dates carved more than a hundred years ago. White Boer hands marking the progress of the “Dorsland Trek.” Other stories of grief mark the trunks, peppered by machine-gun shots and the memory of human destruction wrought here. The colonial history and exploitation of this land, as well as the war of independence between Namibia and South Africa in 1990, has scarred the earth and the people, but the baobab has outlived all of this and calmly keeps giving her shade, her fruits, her leaves and bark to both those who respect and those who pillage.

As dusk deepens and the heat subsides, we gather. Casting ourselves upon the ground at the great tree’s feet like so many strewn leaves, we sit around a fire, the firelight playing on our faces. We watch the old man and his wife, brown and wrinkled, settle themselves slowly and deliberately before us. They have been invited from a nearby village to come and speak with us Westerners; they will tell us stories at the base of the baobab, tell us about the healing dances that have served their people since the beginning of time. He is the last giraffe dancer of this region—his dance will die with him. Earth will bury his secrets and scatter his bones. Beside him our translator stands ready. The old dancer begins, his voice rich and melodious, punctuated by his clicking tongue. How many stories have enthralled their listeners here beneath this canopy? How many times have these ancient people gathered in the protection of flickering firelight and shared soft staccato language under a spring moon? We look to our translator, who says nothing. The story goes on and on; the Bushmen hunters lain out beside us laugh and whisper as the animated voice and gesticulating hands of the old man rise and fall, but still our translator stays silent. I fall under this spoken spell and am lulled by its cadence and rhythm even though I cannot begin to comprehend the words.

We share a fire watch through the night; the African bush is still a place where predators roam and roar. I wake early to take my turn, and with the first rays of sunlight glittering into a fresh morning I see the baobab blossoms have burst exquisitely into flower.

* * *

The western US is now in the midst of the consequences of over a hundred years of fire-suppression policy. As the climate warms, accumulated forest litter ignites and blazes, ferociously destroying all that stands in its path. In the intensity of fire unleashed, even the rocks change color and fracture. The ancients and the world’s Indigenous tribes today still know and understand the duty of fire in the environment to renew growth through the practice of controlled burns, cleansing the forest of sickness and imbalance. May the very element that makes us human not be our own undoing. Let us listen to the wisdom of those who still know and understand.

What is it that compels me to embrace this Indigenous wisdom? I was always intrigued by the tools and crafts of native cultures, poring over the artifacts in museums as a child and youth. The beauty of form with the simplicity, yet ingenuity of function made me yearn for a tribe that still recognized and valued such things. My respect for traditional material culture became entwined with my need for spiritual guidance that was not met by my urban British upbringing, which was the antithesis to the sense of connectedness that I sought. The way we behaved and treated Earth and one another was incongruent with how I felt on a deeper level. As a child growing up beside the river Thames in London, my parents warned me and my siblings not to touch the water with our bare skin, slathered us in sun cream to protect us from the sun’s harmful rays, scared us into silence so we would not converse with humans we didn’t know. We were not taught to develop our intuition to keep us safe. The cultural stories we were offered for human conduct were steeped in fear, mistrust, and Victorian morality. I wanted to run a thousand miles away. When I came of age to travel independently, I did just that. It was no strike of chance that led me to the periphery: the wild places and people who still held the secrets, myths, and ancient knowledge.
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