


  SUNRISE


  The sun is rising. Darkness is fading, star light diminishing. Light blue penetrating the eastern sky, a band along the horizon. Spreading westward. Birds starting to sing out, heralding the coming day. Last stars disappearing. The sky completely absorbed in blue. Stillness. Yesterday’s noise pollution fallen in the night, stillness. The trilling sounds of a bird, backed with deeper bass as water falls, thumps, splatters, in between and around boulders in the stream, sounding out pure, clean, all of creation still, listening intently.


  Silhouettes of the landscape once nearly hidden in night now becoming clearer. Mountains, trees, bushes. A faint glow on the horizon. Reddish orange. Spreading slowly, bigger. Now tingeing distant eastern clouds with red. Brighter. Objects taking on depth and color. My vision seeking farther into the darkness of the land, dim beneath a lighted sky. Horizon brighter. Clouds vibrant. Fire in the sky. More light. Deer grazing on the slope. Sun now touching the mountain peaks. Cold stone and banks of snow glowing reddish, Hollowtop peak standing rosy cheeked to the first rays of the morning sun. The deer moving through the sagebrush, calmly grazing. Clouds fading out. Light dropping off the mountains to the forests, tingeing the green with gold. Closer tree trunks becoming stained in red light, encompassed by golden green. The low light penetrates up the undersides of land and trees, pushing shadows from the normal points below to straight back and upward so they seem to entirely disappear, creating something of a shadowless land where light is everywhere, and nothing is hidden. The sun is rising. Now a bright fiery ball on the horizon. Clouds fading.


  I wait, look, listen. The deer graze up the slope towards the forest. Red now fading completely. Bright, blue, wide open, the Big Sky.


  This morning I am perched on a small hill, wrapped in my dusty wool blanket, sitting and leaning back against the trunk of Douglas fir tree. The breeze is cool and from the east. With the warming day the wind will soon switch and blow gently from the west. It feels good to be here.
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    The Tobacco Root Mountains with Hollowtop Peak on the right.


  People are drawn to primitive living for many different reasons and to fulfill needs on many levels. On a physical level people often want to learn to become more proficient and self-sufficient in the wilderness. On an intellectual level people often come wanting to learn more about the ecosystem, or they want to learn about anthropology and primitive culture. Some come seeking a greater connection with the natural or supernatural world. Others come seeking something they can take home with them into contemporary life. For some that may be personal growth through challenge and accomplishment. For others it may be a philosophy about living to use in today’s technological world. To me, primitive living is a metaphor that teaches us about ourselves and the world we live in.


  The deer disappear into the forest. I remain still, sitting and watching the crisp morning. The sun washed away the cloak of night and unveiled a land of beauty. Except to my north, it unveiled something else, a road slicing across the hillside, winding back and forth, in and out of the trees. I trace along it with my eyes and follow it back in time.


  I remember standing on another road, less than half a mile from here. I felt very attuned and sensitive to the land around me that day. I felt a unique connection with my surroundings, and although I often feel that I am given guidance and messages, the medium is usually through people or books that happen to be in the right place at the right time. This particular October day was the only time that I remember feeling almost spoken to. I could feel how the road cut into the “tissues” of the earth, and I noticed how the patches of grasses and trees on the hills seemed much like the patches of short hair and long wool on the buffalo. I could feel that this layer of trees and grass and life was a very thin, protective coat, like a skin. These thoughts and feelings moved me deeply and I felt compelled to express them in a communicable medium, which became a silk-screen print entitled, “Earthskin”.


  At the time of the experience I had been a year out of high school, and I was spending some time with my grandma here in Pony. It was another year and a half later before “Earthskin” reached its final form, and the print became a turning point in my life at that time. That is because, although I felt compelled to express the experience as artwork, I also felt that it was basically pointless. True, the print encompassed inspirational symbols and metaphors for me, and I hoped for others, about the need to change our ways and live more harmoniously with the environment. At the same time, I felt there were already plenty of other artists, writers, poets, and “spiritual leaders” conveying that message. There were plenty of people saying that we should live with the earth, but few were saying how. Those who did merely suggested organic gardening or suggested an outright retreat to nineteenth century homesteading. Returning to the past might be fine for a few people, but it is alien to most and therefore not realistic.


  Earthskin


  
     The skin of the earth is like that of the buffalo. The golden grasses are her short hair. The conifers are her wooly coat. The soil makes up the skin of the Mother Earth.


  We cut into her flesh and butcher her the way we once butchered the buffalo to near extinction. We fenced across the open range and locked the buffalo away. Still we cut across the land and threaten to lock away the Earth Mother. Her wounds bleed freely. In the west the sun is setting on our ignorance.


  Thomas J. Elpel




[image: chpt_fig_002]


  Now that I was out of high school, the question of how to live was especially relevant. I had to meet my own needs, and I wanted to do that in such a way that was environmentally sane. I felt that metaphors and symbols alone could not heal the earth nor keep me fed and sheltered. Metaphors, I knew, were valuable for the messages they conveyed—but, I came to realize that in order for the messages to have any real meaning they must be acted upon. It does not matter how great the metaphor or the message; the meaning is lost when it is not used.


  How, I wondered, could I preach about the need to live in harmony with the earth, while using toxic paints as the medium for my message? How could I ever draw or paint or write about the need for all people to live sustainably when I had not yet done anything myself to achieve that? It seemed clear that if I wanted to teach people about living in harmony with the earth that I would first have to tangibly demonstrate it. Merely expressing it in art or writing was not good enough; in fact, it seemed hypocritical. “Earthskin” was my last piece of art before I committed myself towards a more practical path towards meeting my needs and helping the earth.


  For the time, I abandoned the world of “messages through metaphors”, and went in pursuit of more tangible results in the world and the environment. I was already well read on sustainable living ideas, and I was beginning to see that there were real solutions to our problems. Humankind could really live in harmony with the earth and prosper that way, not just in metaphors, but in every day physical existence. The solutions were out there, just not widely recognized. It was time to put those solutions to work in my own life.


  Married in 1989 at the age of 21, Renee and I bought a property here in Pony and moved into a tent while we built our Dream home of stone and log. On a combined income of less than $15,000 a year, we paid for the building materials as we could afford them and built an energy- and resource-efficient home that was good for the environment and good for our pocketbooks.
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    The Pony Mill dumped mine tailings and cyanide in this five-acre pond within a few hundred feet of the town.


  I return to the present and to the road on the hill. The road was cut into the hill by the Chicago Mining Company, a small mining operation with little regard for laws or people. Like many mining projects in this area, this road was built without permits or bonding for reclamation. On the hill over-looking town, the company built a vat-leach facility for processing gold ore with cyanide. They built a five-acre pond lined with plastic to contain the toxic mining tailings “forever”, then applied for permits halfway through the construction process.


  We became part of the Concerned Citizens of Pony, a group of about thirty residents and property owners opposed to the project. The Northern Plains Resource Council provided assistance, coach-Environmental Assessments, and how to clearly point out the flaws that needed amending. Our community was split between those who favored the project for jobs, and those of us who saw it as a disaster in the making.


  Any person who objectively looked at the situation could see that the “Pony Mill Site” was a bad idea just a quarter mile upstream from every spring and well in town, but of course the state approved the project over our objections. Our group did everything by the book, while the state agencies seemed to bend over backwards for the mining company, generating bad science in favor of a flawed plan. Furthermore, there was no reclamation bond, due to loopholes in the permitting process. All the laws of Montana were apparently meaningless to protect the people and the environment.
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    Century-old mining tailings have barely begun to heal. With modern machinery a mining company can move as much earth in a day as past miners moved in a year.


  Thinking back, it was four years after I had the Earthskin experience before the impact of the moment hit home. My neighbor and I complained to the Forest Service that the mining company was illegally using a National Forest road. The Forest Service knew of the activity and apparently did not want to enforce the law, but had to because of our complaints. So a cease and desist order was sent to the company—with our names at the top of the page.


  On the day the notice was sent out I came home to find that our house had been broken into and vandalized. I picked up the Earthskin print with damaged frame and shattered glass and hung it back on the wall. I stood there for a moment to look at the print, and for the first time I realized just how sensitive I was on that October day years earlier. When I felt the roads cutting into the flesh of the earth, it was not just a statement of being, it was I believe a foretelling of what would and did happen in Pony.


  The Water Quality Bureau eventually revoked Chicago Mining’s operating permit, because the company failed to monitor the ground water. It was the first time the agency had ever revoked such a permit. The company filed for bankruptcy in 1996, due to its own problems, not because of our efforts. The mill only operated once, just to be grand-fathered in before new legislation took effect —legislation that was written and passed because of the Pony situation.


  The mill never went into full operation, but the impoundment still leaked small amounts of cyanide into the ground water. Lethal concentrations of cyanide spilled in and around the building, and cows died on the site. There was no fencing around the project, and children lived and played only a few hundred yards away. Nine years after this saga started the state finally cleaned up the cyanide spills and capped the impoundment to minimize the public health threat. But the mill site was still tied up in bankruptcy court, and the scarred hill became home to some of the worst invasive weeds ever brought into this country.


  Two juncos land in the fir boughs overhead and flitter about in their business. I can hear the gurgling and rushing of the stream in the distance. I savor the feeling of the cool breeze on my cheeks. Seeing the mining road this morning makes me stop and think... I now realize that we live in a culture that focuses on problems. Therefore we see them.


  It has become almost our human nature to seek out and battle problems—rather than to focus on and find solutions. We want to fight crime, rather than to promote peace. We seek to spray and kill invading weeds, rather than to nurture desired species. We work to combat diseases, but fail to promote health. In words this is a subtle distinction, but in actions, the results are worlds apart. I stopped seeking out all the world’s problems, and instead focused—and acted on—it’s solutions.


  Building our own resource-efficient home helped us eliminate mortgage payments and high energy bills, giving us true freedom to do whatever we wanted with our lives. In the publishing business we discovered that we could print a book like this one with soy inks on 100% post-consumer recycled paper, proving that it is possible to make a good living without raping the world to get it. In the research for my book Direct Pointing to Real Wealth, I discovered that just about any enterprise could be converted to a green business that is good for the planet and more profitable than the same business run without regard for the environment.


  A faraway plume of smoke rises slowly and steadily into the morning sky. It comes from the cement plant at Trident, about half way across the valley. This the Gallatin Valley, and from here I can see clear across it, some sixty miles or so, to the city of Bozeman and the Bridger Mountains. The plume of smoke reminds me about a fundamental law of nature...that activity, that life in any form, requires energy and resources to exist.


  There are many who would suggest that we should practice only “no-impact” camping in the wilderness. I do not agree. You see, the person who carries in a lot of gear, from tents, to propane stoves, with the intent of living “no-impact”, is, metaphorically speaking, living a lie. Such a person may claim to practice no-impact camping, but the truth is that the resources they pack in had to come from somewhere.
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    Ultimately there is only one wilderness, and we are part of it.


  Our contemporary lives have become so removed from hand-to-mouth survival, that we sometimes delude ourselves into thinking our items of survival come from the store, rather than from nature. We think of ourselves as being somehow separate from nature. We think we can draw lines on the map and separate “wilderness” from “non-wilderness”, but really, there is only one wilderness and only one ecosystem, and we are part of it. Like the deer eating grass, or the robin bringing materials back to build a nest, we all must use the resources of the earth to maintain our own survival. This is true whether we live in an apartment building in the city, or in a wickiup in the woods. Our towns and cities are part of the wilderness ecosystem, another sort of successional change, much as there are successional changes in nature, where, for example, a grassland may be replaced by deciduous forest, which is later replaced by a conifer forest. Each succession brings in a whole new plant and animal biota and crowds the old species away. Our cities and towns are part of that successional process. As humankind moves in we bring with us our own flora and fauna, some intentionally and some by accident, which flourish within the niches of our own successional level. Thus, when I speak of “wilderness” I use the term in its broadest definition; to me all places are wilderness, and we are one of many species in the ecosystem.
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    In primitive living you learn about nature by using it.


  Primitive living allows us to practice living on a model scale. By “living” I mean that process of procuring our needs for physical and mental well-being, including such things as shelter, fire or energy, water, and vegetable or animal resources. In primitive living we are faced with these needs as realities we must meet. We are faced with the realization that in order for our lives to go onward, we must take from the world around us; like the coyote stalking a mouse, we must kill and use to survive. It is too easy to forget that in the contemporary world. We think resources come from the store, and we forget that there are impacts and consequences throughout the ecosystem from our every purchase, our every decision. In primitive living we face those consequences directly. We can see the effect of our needing to eat causing the loss of life of a plant or an animal. We can sense that by picking the berries from the bushes we may be taking someone else’s meal. Primitive living is a metaphor that gives us an awareness of the true costs of living, no matter where we are.


  The metaphor of primitive living can also teach us that it may be okay to take from the earth; that perhaps we do not need to feel guilty about our actions, only aware of them. The deer takes from the ecosystem and causes surprising impacts; it’s presence causes successional shifts throughout plant and animal communities, destroying habitat for some and creating it for others. Similarly, the presence of humankind living primitive, today or yesterday, creates all kinds of havoc in the ecosystem. Groups of primitive peoples rewrote the ecosystem daily as they hunted and gathered for their needs, or torched the brush to drive the game out. Even an individual person displaces habitat, competes for food, and forces the animals to take new trails, all influencing successional communities. Perhaps our contemporary cities are not so different. They are still wilderness; only different successional plant and animal communities are favored there. Primitive living, as a metaphor, can teach us that, like a bluebird eating a fly, perhaps it is okay to take from and alter the ecosystem. It is neither good nor bad, it is simply reality.


  Of course, primitive living also reminds us that our link to the ecosystem goes both ways. We are participants in the ecosystem and therefore we have no choice but to take from it, and we will inevitably alter it, but we must also maintain it. Our actions affect successional communities of plants and animals in the ecosystem, and we are included in those communities. Succession will forever be in a state of flux, for as long as life exists. Nature will continue on, ever changing, destroying habitats and creating them. In the face of global climate change and ozone depletion, it is important that we consider what successional changes may mean for our own species.


  Primitive living is a metaphor for living. It reminds us that no matter what technologies we have, we are still in integral component of the ecosystem. Primitive living is a model for living that gives us the basic foundations, the very laws of nature, upon which all of our solutions, in primitive and contemporary living, must be built.


  One of the reasons I teach both primitive and contemporary living skills is to help people become better stewards of this wilderness we live in. People need to be informed about this wilderness, and to become informed they need to use it.


  In primitive living you learn about the wilderness as you create your niche in the ecosystem and gather the resources you need for living. For example, to harvest edible plants you have to learn about plants. You learn the names and the habitats of plants. You learn about individual edible plants by eating them and by noticing the changes in the appearance and taste throughout the year. As you harvest plants you learn to recognize them throughout the year, as dead stalks, or seeds, or even by just the roots. As you seek out edible plants you begin to notice characteristics of the soil; you begin to notice that your desired herb grows better in one type of soil than another.
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    One of the reasons I teach is to help people learn to become better stewards of our world.


  The knowledge that you learn in this way is not always “scientific”, but you do develop an awareness of nature and natural resources. You will, for instance, learn the basics of geology as you look for different types of rock that are useful as tools in primitive living. You might look for quartz, quartzite, or chert rocks to use as “flint” in flint and steel fire starting. Or you might look for sandstone to use for sanding arrow shafts or bows, or to abrade a stone tool. You might look for a clay deposit for making pottery, or for various minerals for mineral paints. You will learn about geology as you spend hours searching along a river for just the right piece of round, symmetrical, fine-grained granite for a hammerstone. As you search for these many different geologic resources you develop a general awareness of them. You begin to notice if the rocks around you are igneous, or metamorphic, or sedimentary. Instead of merely hiking from point A to point B, the process of hunting and gathering for resources makes you investigate the land around you.


  Likewise, the process of fishing or hunting without modern implements makes you stop and learn about the living beings you are after. Leave your fishing tackle and rifle at home then fish and hunt through observation and wit. Observe the fish, the squirrels, the rabbits, and the deer and learn their habits. Pit your wit against theirs as you improvise traps or spears or bow and arrow, or use your bare hands to catch your dinner. Without the aid of modern technology, fishing and hunting is not only an educational experience, but often a very humbling experience.


  The process of primitive living is also a means to feel more attuned and in harmony with nature. Instead of being a tourist in the wilderness with a flashing neon tent and synthetic clothes, you can build shelters that blend into the environment. You can wear clothes made from quiet, soft, and lightweight brain-tanned buckskins, or out of wool from sheep or buffalo. Instead of depending solely on General Mills to provide your meals, you can supplement your diet from the world around you. These direct physical connections to the wilderness help you to become mentally attuned.
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    The process of fishing or hunting without modern implements makes you stop and learn about the living beings you are after.


  This book is especially about the primitive and simple knowledge and technologies that will help you to better connect with the world. Many of these skills were used by aboriginal or native peoples around the globe, while other skills have been newly developed by weekend aborigines or “abos” as we call ourselves.


  Aboriginal skills are, of course, unique and different in every part of the world. The skills of the Inuit peoples of the Arctic Circle are inherently different from those of the Amazonian Indians. Some skills are very site specific, while others are universally applicable or adaptable. The skills in this book are skills that I know and use in my specific region, the northern Rocky Mountains, with a few added skills that I have used in other areas. I will not pretend to teach you skills I do not know or cannot use. In addition, there are many specific skills that have been thoroughly documented and published by others, such as flint-knapping or weaponry. I include only minimal descriptions and notes with these because each of these is worthy of a book on their own, and besides I would just be quoting the excellent work of others. Therefore I have included only brief discussions of those skills, with some notes on what I think is new information.


  The juncos fly out of the tree and dart over my head as they race on their way. In my mind I say, “I agree. I should be on my way as well.” I look around a moment more to the hills, the forests, granite peaks and sagebrush. It is amazing, that some people consider these mountains, the Tobacco Roots to be “sacrificial”, because it is one of two ranges in the state with more mining claims than any others. To me, it is the ideal place for a school, a place to think about the processes and impacts of living; it is a place to search for more sound ways of living.


  The reality is that 84% of all the gold mined from the earth is consumed for jewelry. People who purchase and wear gold are completely unaware of the damage they cause. A single gold necklace or ring may require more than a ton of earth to be ripped from the ground, pulverized, and sprayed with a cyanide solution to extract the yellow metal. Living habitats are destroyed, and native plants and animals are lost forever, often to be replaced by invasive weeds imported from other lands. Ducks, geese, and other wildlife sometimes die in the cyanide ponds. Mine sites are often left unreclaimed, and even those that are recontoured may require perpetual treatment of polluted water...a thousand or more years of damage just to inflate someone’s ego with shiny metal.


  The real jewels in this world are the intact mountains and meadows and trees and rivers of the natural world. Grinding these jewels up to make infinitely smaller, portable ones is hardly a worthwhile endeavor. But consumer choice is a powerful force. Consumer concern about cruelty to animals once put an end to the fur industry. Gold jewelry will fall out of favor too, as soon as people fully realize the impact of purchasing and wearing it.


  Yes, I work on a computer with gold circuitry, and therefore I cannot be totally against mining. We do need gold for electronics, industrial purposes and dental work, but this is a small fraction of what is torn from the ground each year. There are a handful of reputable mining operations in the world that can easily produce the small amount of gold needed to meet essential needs.


  I became chairman of the Concerned Citizens of Pony after the mill site was dead and the immediate threat of the cyanide was gone. All that was left was an ugly mess and weed patch on the hill. Our group steadily dissolved as our members went on about more pressing matters in their lives. But one thing I learned from the experience was that our laws were virtually meaningless, that it took politics to get things done. I wrote lots of letters to the editor like this one, blaming the state for fueling the noxious weed problem:


  
  To the editor:


  In 1998 the State of Montana spent $400,000 to clean up the cyanide hazard at the Pony Mill, including removal of the five-acre, plastic-lined tailings impoundment. This mess started ten years ago when a mining company sought permission to build a cyanide-vat leach facility on the hill above town. Many of us thought it was a bad idea, but the Water Quality Bureau (now the “Department of Environmental Quality”) insisted it was a sound plan. The WQB/DEQ permitted this disaster to happen, and we are grateful that the department has taken the initial steps to clean up after itself. Unfortunately, the state quit its “reclamation” too soon, and the Pony Mill threatens the watershed in a whole new way: spotted knapweed.


  Knapweed establishes in disturbed, barren soils first, then spreads from there. Of the five large infestations in the watershed, three are the result of soil disturbance, and the worst is the Pony Mill Site. Knapweed seeds blow from the mill site to every other part of the watershed. Removing the tailings impoundment eliminated the cyanide hazard, but created five more acres of barren ground to fuel a knapweed explosion. The site has not been contoured, covered with topsoil, or seeded, but the DEQ seems to think it is good enough.


  Spotted knapweed already costs the Montana economy $42 million per year, and that figure is expected to rise to $155 million per year as knapweed continues to spread. The people of our community are working together to control the other knapweed infestations, and to rehabilitate the disturbed soils of those sites. But there is nothing we can do about the Pony Mill Site. The state must immediately finish its work there to rehabilitate the site. The up-front costs are petty compared to the costs of losing the entire watershed to knapweed.


  Thomas J. Elpel, Chairman
The Concerned Citizens of Pony




  The Department of Environmental Quality claimed that the weeds were not their responsibility, and by the letter of the law they were correct. But my letters to the paper made the department look bad and copies sent to the governor added pressure from that end.


  The DEQ claimed that they could do nothing while the Chicago Mining Company was in bankruptcy court, and the bankruptcy trustee never returned their calls. It could have sat in bankruptcy court for the next ten or twenty years, but I called the trustee myself, got through on my first try, and he immediately agreed to “abandon the assets” so the state could move forward with reclamation. With the bankruptcy resolved, the state auctioned off the mining equipment on site, and a conservative legislature with a tight budget gleefully forked over another $290,000 to put the top soil back, contour the site and revegetate it—provided they would never hear about the Pony Mill Site again.


  I still remember what the mill site was like before the Chicago Mining Company came to town. As a teenager staying with Grandma Josie, I used to hike up there at sunrise on summer mornings to sit and watch the deer as they grazed. The Pony Mill Site will never be the same place it was then, but the reclamation of it is certainly one of my proudest achievements.


  Looking back, it is no surprise that after driving two thousand miles around the state looking for the ideal place for our home and school, that our search ended in the place where it began, right here in Pony. Our community is a place where we can make a difference, demonstrating through our personal lives and businesses that it is truly profitable to work towards creating a better world every day.


  The ironic thing is that the most productive use of my time has always been on primitive journeys like this one. It is here in the heart of nature, when I cast off the contemporary world and walk the metaphor, that I find fresh resources and clear perspective to guide me through life. The morning is beautiful and alive, and I am glad to be here.
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  MIND


  The sun is rising slowly higher into the sky, but the morning is still cool. I stand up, drape the wool blanket around me and start walking. I can now clearly see the land, which was only recently cloaked in the darkness of night. It is a unique landscape and one of my favorite places. It is a landscape of miniature hills and valleys created by glacial forces. Granite boulders lay strewn throughout. The two-foot tall sagebrush is almost blue in color. There are patches of aspen trees scattered throughout the miniscape and an occasional older Douglas fir tree. A new generation of fir trees springs to life nearby, hundreds of young trees, most of them not much taller than myself. I feel like a giant among them. I do not have a particular destination this morning, but to savor the moment and to follow wherever my feet take me and my mind goes.


  I strip a few leaves from the sagebrush, crush them in my hand and savor the rich smell. Dew clings to the sage and grass and soaks into my moccasins as I walk. A chickadee hops among the lower branches of a tree. Scattered clouds, thin yet puffy, float in the ocean of blue above. Mats of a spreading ground juniper feel soft and spongy under my feet. The deer graze among the fringes of the forest.


  Nature, I have come to realize, exists as little more than wallpaper in most people’s lives. In the modern world we are surrounded by pretty green foliage with a few flowers for splashes of color, plus birds chirping pleasantly nearby and manicured ponds with ducks looking for breadcrumbs. It is all very quaint, but who really pays much attention to wallpaper?


  [image: chpt_fig_010]

  
    Nature exists as little more than wallpaper in most people’s lives.


  At best, we are sometimes so taken with the scene of a rainbow after a storm or a butterfly visiting a flower that we pause for a moment to admire the walls of our world, but that is about as far as it goes. Some inspired individuals appreciate the scenery enough to seek out narrow wilderness paths where they can get a completely unobstructed view of the walls. But very few people ever make it beyond the paper.


  The real world, as people experience it, is the world of people and culture. It is a world that we have built and it has real substance and action—buildings, cars, movies, parties, song and dance, and an endless stream of newsworthy events. With so much going on, why would anyone ever stop to investigate mere wallpaper?


  Nature remains a two-dimensional pretty picture in our lives, only rarely broken by the magnificent buck that unexpectedly comes crashing through the walls to stand in front of us. For a second the world takes on an undeniable three-dimensional aspect, hinting that there is more beyond the walls. But the moment passes as quickly as it came, and nature returns to its two-dimensional normality. We look at our watches and continue on, eager to keep our appointments in the real world. But what might happen if we stopped to investigate the wallpaper?


  When you learn the names of a few wildflowers and birds and rocks, then you will simply pay more attention to them. You will recognize the flowers and trees when you pass on the street or in the woods. No longer will you be able to ignore them as mere splashes of color on the walls, but as something you are familiar with, like seeing an old friend. The natural world becomes a bit more interesting, if only because you know something about it.


  It is when you stop to say “hello” to this old friend that you begin to notice more of the wallpaper. “Who is this?” you wonder, and “Who is that?” Soon you may find yourself making herbal tea from some of those wildflowers, or adding edible greens to your salad.


  But there is so much more to explore. Try learning to start a fire-by-friction using wood from the local trees, or making pots from clay you have dug up by the side of the road. Go camping without a sleeping bag or tent and make a warm shelter from the available sticks and grasses and bark. Make your own moccasins from animal skins you have tanned, and walk quietly through the woods feeling the earth beneath your feet. Catch a fish with your bare hands, or run down a mountainside just for the fun of it. The more you discover the natural world, the more you become a part of it.
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    The gap that separates people from nature is both immense and imaginary.


  The gap that separates people from nature is both immense and imaginary. It can take decades to bridge the gap, to truly know and feel that you are one with the earth. But in due time you may just wander off the beaten path and right into the wall-paper, meeting friends and neighbors as you go, until you are immersed knee—deep in a swamp—catching bugs, following the birds to their hiding spots, and wondering what in the heck that unusual plant is just a little farther over there. Years later you may find yourself in a meadow of wildflowers and wildlife—even if it is just an vacant lot in the city—surrounded by friends you have seemingly always known, only to look back and realize how far you have come. There in the distance is what you once called the real world, the world of people and culture. But now it seems like a house of smoke and mirrors, a place with bright lights and loud sounds, full of self-importance but empty of substance. The real world, you have discovered, was in the wallpaper all along.


  I stop and pick up a rounded granite stone from the ground. It is six or seven inches long, four wide, and maybe three inches thick. I run my hands over all its surfaces, turning it over and examining it’s platforms. I step over to a granite boulder, practice swinging twice, then whack the smaller stone near its edge. A round disk of rock, thick at one edge and thin and sharp at the other, pops off the stone, flips in the air and lands on top of the larger granite boulder. The granite is coarsely crystalloid, making a crude and very jagged edge. I check the edge with my finger; it is sharp enough. It is a simple blade, called a “discoidal” stone knife.
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    In due time you may just wander off the beaten path and right into the wallpaper, meeting friends and neighbors as you go.


  In that one simple movement I have replicated one of the earliest technologies of our species, a crude stone blade. It is from such simple beginnings that all our technological and cultural constructs have originated. Hundreds of thousands of years ago our ancestors made similar blades of stone and started our species down this path of tools and knowledge that would differentiate us from all other inhabitants of this world. From such simple stone blades we have constructed much.


  The stone is still cold from the night. I put it into my pocket. It brings back memories...


  Discoidal Stone Knives


  Many of the primitive skills I know I learned from my cousin Melvin Beattie. Mel is actually my mom’s cousin, and my second cousin, but to me he is Cousin Mel. We have often worked on our primitive skills together.


  One time we were out hunter-gathering in his pickup truck—we were hunting for anything that might be useful, and we were gathering it. We stopped along the Missouri River north of Helena, a few miles east of Wolf Creek, Montana. There we found and harvested a nice patch of dried dogbane stalks for making cordage as well as a few rocks with diverse potentialities, from hammer stones to bowdrill socket rocks. We also found a patch of mullein stalks, which offered us the irresistible opportunity to make some crude atlatl and dart sets. (The atlatl and dart is essentially a spear with a spear launcher.) We quickly made two sets and then hurled the darts around for a half hour or so.
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    A discoidal blade, made by striking the end of a rounded quartzite stone against another hard rock on the ground.


  Walking along the dirt road we noticed a few rounded quartzite stones that had rolled down from the hill above. Immediately we noticed that they had each been broken in a particular and very unnatural way. Someone at sometime had been making discoidal stone knives. Discoidal knives are disc-shaped tools made by whacking one rock against another in a controlled manner.


  We climbed up the slope to look for more evidence of stone working. There we found not just a few quartzite cobbles, but thousands, and nearly every one had one, two, three or more discoidal knives broken off them and taken away. The site may have been used as a Native American knife factory for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years.


  I was surprised at how large the blades were. Most measured six to eight inches across and must have weighed several pounds apiece. I usually make much smaller ones, only two to five inches across. It is very likely that the big discoidal knives were used for skinning and fleshing buffalo. I had to admire the physical capabilities of a people who could regularly wield such a heavy knife.


  Discoidal knives are very useful for skinning, fleshing, chopping, and a variety of other tasks. Quartzite cobbles are probably one of the most common rocks used to make them, although basalt and many other fine-grained rocks work well too. Quartzite is a dense, hard, semi-glassy rock found occasionally along many of the major rivers in Montana. Coarse-grained rocks, like the granite, do not work nearly as cleanly, but can be serviceable.


  To make a discoidal knife, start by selecting a quartzite or other fine-grained stone, preferably one that is oval-shaped. Next find another hard stone to bash it against. Hold your good stone with both hands and practice swinging it a few times, then whack it, an inch or so from its edge, against the other rock. It is a good idea to wear glasses for this step, even though most of the debris flies away from you.


  It may take a few tries, but with enough force applied to the right spot, you will cleanly shear off a disc-shaped piece of rock, thick at the point of impact, tapering to a fine and sharp edge along the other side.
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    Chopping with a discoidal blade.


  The first knife is always the hardest to shear off of a stone. A round stone is structurally very stable; when you hit it the shock waves are distributed and dispersed all around the rock. The next discoidal is much easier to make, even if it is on the opposite side of the rock, because the shock waves travel differently through the entire structure.


  Discoidal stone knives are simple and fun to make. You can make as many as you want, and when they become dull, simply toss them aside and make some more; they’re disposable.
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 With my new stone knife in my pocket and the leaves of sage in hand, I walk, or wander on and add to my bouquet of smells; I pick some needles from the Douglas fir and the top from a horsemint plant. I savor the smells and rub the plants on my arms, neck, and face. They are stimulating to the body and mind.


  I step onto the rutted trail leading to Hollowtop Lake. It is a recreational trail for hikers, bikers, horseback riders, and off-road vehicles. Some shards of broken glass from an old beer bottle momentarily grab my attention. A sparrow darts out of the sagebrush and flies away, and a jet passes overhead leaving a trail of steam across the sky. We have constructed much since the dawn of the Stone Age.


  As a practitioner and teacher of primitive skills, I often meet people who go into backlash from “technological overdose”. They blame technology for all the world’s social and environmental problems and come asking, “What level of technology should we live by?”


  I once thought similarly and for a short time in junior high I even advocated that we should all drop everything to go live as a hunter-gatherer society as a means to “save the world”. Needless to say, I did not have many followers, and because of that—and because I knew I would not want to live under primitive circumstances full time either—I quickly grew beyond that way of thinking. Thus, it surprised me years later to hear professionals in the primitive skills business advocating hunter-gatherer life as a solution to the world’s problems. I remember one extended conversation around the nighttime campfire that, in short, went something like this:


  “To save the world we need to get away from technology and return to a hunter-gatherer society.”


  “But who would do it?”


  “Ya, even if everyone did return to a hunter-gatherer society their kids would start producing technology and soon society would be just as it is now.”


  “I guess the world is shot to hell.”


  While the futility of convincing everyone to live as hunter-gatherers is obvious, there is similarity between this vision and the many other visions for “the right way to live” that may be unnoticed. One other vision supported by many people is that the right way to live is as organic five-acre farmers living with essentially a 19th century level of technology much like the Amish people. Another common vision is that we should create a society limited by the renewable energy captured from the sun through solar cells, wind energy, waterpower, and biomass. The similarity between each of these visions is that people create the visions first and then try to fit humanity into the picture afterwards.
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    There was a time when I believed that we would have to give up our modern technology and live as hunter-gatherers in order to “save the world”.


  I realized by the time I entered high school that if we are going to create a world around us that is socially and environmentally stable then people will have to want to. So instead of trying to pin any set vision of the world on society I started asking, “What is human nature?” and, “What sound ideas and technologies exist that appeal to human nature?”


  I have found that to appeal to human nature ideas and technologies need to be socially acceptable and economically sound. That is, they must appeal to the quality of life people desire, and they must be practical. People tend to make the best choices they feel they have available to them. People will adopt technologies and techniques, which incidentally bring us towards a better world if those choices are the most favorable for directly enhancing their own quality of life and economic situation. In pursuit of ideas that meet these criteria, I have discovered an incredible and beautiful world of opportunity just waiting to be received. The reason people do not always take advantage of those opportunities is because they do not know all the choices and no one ever bothered to ask what choices exist.


  To me, the means to creating a more sane world is to 1) give people knowledge of more and better choices and 2) get out of their way. They will do the rest. Good ideas do not need to be legislated or mandated, just shared. That is the basis of the contemporary living skills program through our school.


  As for a philosophy about technology and society, remember that all technologies are relative, and that they are neither good nor bad, but it is how we use them that makes them that way. True, we might have the technology to annihilate ourselves, and that alone may seem to be sufficient grounds to say we have too much technology, but consider such a simple technology as fire.
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    Fire is a technology that gives us the ability to do many things, both good and bad.


  People who did not know how to use fire may have been awed by the incredible technology of those first people who discovered fire as a tool. But fire as a technology gave people the ability to do many things both good and bad. Fire was a means to keep warm and cook food and make tools, but it was also a technology that could be used to wage war and ravage ecosystems, both of which happened. With a wide range of simple knowledge and technologies humankind succeeded in ravaging the earth in ways which have left environmental scars for millennia.


  Indeed, 73% of all large mammals in North America fell extinct upon the arrival of humankind at the end of the last ice age 11,500 years ago. The casualties included two species of peccary, the sloth, two types of llamas, the camel, the horse, the native moose, two species of deer, one species of antelope, two of musk oxen, the mastodon and mammoth, saber-toothed tigers, a giant beaver and a giant capybara, a tapir, the spectacled and short-faced bears, a cheetah and an armadillo. These animals survived many ice ages and interglacial cycles, but dropped dead immediately upon the arrival our own species. Similar waves of extinctions have followed humanity in every new land we have colonized.


  Interestingly, the animals we call “native”, such as the bison, elk, deer, moose, grizzly bear, black bear and caribou, were originally Eurasian species that were already adapted to humans. These species came across the Bering Land Bridge along with the first Americans.
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    Most of the big game animals we call “native” were originally Eurasian species that crossed the Bering Land Bridge along with the first Americans.


  Along with the slaughter of native species, primitive peoples also waged war upon each other. In war and in peace the per capita rate of homicide and outright genocide of past cultures with simple technologies dwarfs the per capita homicide and genocide in the world today.

  
  Regardless of what we think about technology, humanity is going to forge ahead anyway. We went from the horse and buggy to the moon in under a hundred years and the growth curve of technological development is going to continue. For us as individuals, to have a successful philosophy about technology today is to have a philosophy that allows us to feel integrated and not alienated as we grow older in a world that will soon be significantly different from the world we know now.


  Primitive living in today’s world is not a way of escaping the contemporary world; we cannot escape it. We are always in the contemporary world; and it is a place where we can no longer hunt the wild buffalo, because they are gone. It is the same wilderness, but a new reality that we have created. Primitive living is not a retreat to get away from today’s world, but an integral part of contemporary life, a source of perspective and understanding.


  I pause a moment to pick a dandelion blossom and to tie the laces on my footwear. The glint of an aluminum can shines out from the underbrush along the trail.


  My footwear is a synthesis of the ancient and modern. The moccasins I sewed myself, from deerskin that I tanned. I wear the moccasins inside a “tire sandal”. It is an exciting combination.


  As a rule, people and cultures tend to use the best resources they have available in their environment to meet their needs. Footwear has long been a challenge to Stone Age cultures.


  Native Americans often brought multiple pairs of moccasins along on journeys, then sat around the campfire every night to fix them. Buckskin does not last very long against the abrasive ground. For this reason especially, primitive peoples around the world walked barefoot most of the time.


  Barefoot walking is a wonderful way to get directly in touch with the earth. However, it isn’t that practical for the tender-footed modern weekend aboriginal. After about one full day of barefoot walking, I have enough cuts and splinters in my feet to force me to wear soles for the next three days while I heal. But barefoot walking is also slow and careful walking. If I need to move quickly over any distance, then it is time for soles.


  I reach into the brush for the aluminum can. I place it on the trail, smash it, and put it in my pocket to haul it away. Animals I realize, do not judge their environment. From ants to mice to deer, the creatures accept their environment without questioning it. They do not look at the litter of humankind and frown at our negligence. They do not have beliefs about what is right or wrong. They only operate in terms of their own immediate security: Is this particular element safe or hostile? Is it useful?


  A pile of refuse left behind by humans might provide food for one creature or shelter for another, or it may become just another part of the scenery to others, like any other rock or tree. Deer for example, have no fear of parked cars, as long as the cars remain parked and otherwise non-threatening.


  Primitive cultures too tend not to judge their environment in terms of right or wrong, but only in terms of usefulness. The new resources and technologies that enter their environments are seldom judged by where they came from or how they were made, but by how economical they are for meeting their specific needs in the here and now.


  [image: chpt_fig_019]

  
    To survive and prosper in primitive living you have to harvest more calories of energy than you expend.


  Anthropologist Richard B. Lee learned that on his second day studying the Dobe !Kung bushmen in Africa. They talked him into driving them in his truck to their foraging grounds. He drove while they all rode in the back singing songs about sitting around getting fat while the truck did all the work. In two hours they harvested enough mongongo nuts to sustain themselves for five to ten days. Reflecting on the incident, Lee said it was an intelligent use of their resources—after all, he wrote, “Why hike in the hot sun for a small meal, when the bearded White man might take you in his truck for ten large ones?”


  In primitive cultures the driving force of belief is and was economics. To survive and prosper, primitive peoples had to harvest more calories of energy than they expended. They had to adapt and make economical decisions to enable them to harvest more calories with less effort, just as we do today. They would not resist a glass bottle as a source of arrowhead material any more than you or I would pass up a twenty-dollar bill lying on the sidewalk.


  Primitive living is not a matter of replicating the past. The past no longer exists. We cannot torch the forest to drive out game because we have to make shared management decisions with other users. Primitive living today has to reflect the realities of today’s world, and maybe that is not so bad. Some old opportunities may be gone, but new opportunities abound.
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    Some things have changed, but many new opportunities abound.


  The wild buffalo may be gone from the plains and forests, and the “White Man’s buffalo” may be off limits, but other new opportunities for primitive living now exist. After all, wildlife management and hunting regulations have helped to build back the populations of deer and elk and other game animals. New game species thrive here today, like the Chinese pheasant. Likewise, many of our choicest wild edible plants are non-native species.


  Certainly, we should do what is possible to preserve our native species and limit invasion and contamination from foreign plants and animals, but we also have to acknowledge that what was done was done, and we need to consider ways to successfully integrate native and nonnative species for long-term stability.


  I walk, enjoying the adaptation of my footwear. I like wearing moccasins. My feet do not rot in them like they do in sweaty tennis shoes. There were many years when I had little choice. I chose to wear tennis shoes because it was better than spending all my time fixing moccasins. There were so many other exciting things to do with my time. I gaze a brief moment up at the dissipating vapor trail of the jet. Strictly speaking, the vapor trail is not natural. Yet, it came from nature, and it is an expression of nature, just as much as my moccasins are.


  I twirl the dandelion blossom between my fingers, then stop and bury my nose in it, buttering up with the pollen. This dandelion is not a native to this land. It is an import from Europe. Nonetheless, it is still my friend.


  The day is yet young, and I walk onward, enjoying the morning and the freshness of thoughts. A mouse sees or hears me moving and scurries away through the grass and sage. I stop to pick a cream-colored buckwheat blossom; I savor the smell and walk on my way. Like many other people, I walk to think about things or to find inspirations for writing. Walking provides a sort of rhythm, which is neurologically linked to that part of our brains which causes us to talk to ourselves. As I walk I engage in this on-going dialogue in the back of my mind while I also seek to tune into the landscape. Thus, when I am in the wilderness my conscious mind cycles back and forth from what is going on in the world inside my mind to what is happening in the world outside, much like the writing style in this book.


  My feet have taken me down by the creek to a stand of willows. The sun has not yet reached in through the trees and brush here. The air is still very cool and damp. I select a long, slender willow twig that is straight, without any forks, or sharp bends in it. I pull the discoidal stone knife from my pocket and slice across it—once, twice—and it cuts through. I return the knife to my pocket and walk onward, with the willow in hand, towards a patch of sunlight in the meadow. The meadow I find is quiet, and the warming sunlight penetrates deep into my thoughts.


  I run my hand along the willow’s length to strip away the leaves. It seems that willows and ideas may have a lot in common. They weave well, integrating into new constructs, twining round and round each other into new wholes. Flexibility is the key to weaving something new and beautiful...
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    Willow and willow/cattail baskets.


  Twined Baskets


  Twined baskets can be made with many different types of materials, but two materials that work well in my area are willows and cattails. Twined baskets can be made with just the willows, or the willows may be used for the framework and interwoven with cattails. The process for either is largely the same. Other flexible twigs like redosier dogwood can be used for basketry too.
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    Step One.


  You can make baskets any time of year, but winter is really the best time. In summer the willows and cattails are green and full of moisture. A basket made with really moist materials will shrink a lot while drying so that even a well-crafted basket becomes very loose. To prevent this you can cut the materials and let them dry partially or wholly before you make them into a basket. Materials that are completely dried need to be soaked in warm water before you use them.


  You can pick through thickets of willows and cut the long, slender branches, or you can find an area that the highway department has trimmed in the last few years. The highway department mows down the bushes and trees along the roads on a regular basis. The willows quickly sprout up from the roots the next year, and all the twigs grow to a similar length and girth. In some places you can
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  Split-Willow Figures
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  AfterwordTHE ART OF NOTHING


 Westerners who first met the Shoshonean bands of Indians in the Great Basin Desert typically described them as being “wretched and lazy”. Many observers remarked that they lived in a total wasteland and yet seemed to do nothing to improve their situation. They built no houses or villages; they had few tools or possessions, almost no art, and they stored little food. It seemed that all they did was sit around and do nothing.


  The Shoshone were true hunter-gatherers. They spent their lives walking from one food source to another. The reason they did not build houses was because houses were useless to them in their nomadic lifestyle. Everything they owned they carried on their backs from place to place. They did not manufacture a lot of tools or possessions or art, because it would have been a burden to carry.


  We often expect that such primitive cultures as the Shoshone must have worked all the time just to stay alive, but in actuality these were usually very leisured peoples. Anthropological studies in different parts of the world indicate that nomadic hunter-gatherer societies typically worked only two or three hours per day for their subsistence. Like the deer and other creatures of the wild, hunter-gatherer peoples have nothing more to do than to wander and eat.


  The Shoshone had a lot of time on their hands only because they produced almost no material culture. They were not being lazy; they were just being economical. Sitting around doing nothing for hours on end helped to conserve precious calories of energy, so they would not have to harvest so many calories each day to feed themselves.
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    A true hunter-gatherer!


  Today many of us westerners find ourselves fascinated with these simple cultures, and a few of us really dive into it to reproduce or recreate the primitive lifestyle. In our typical western zeal we get right into it and produce, produce, produce. We work ambitiously to learn each primitive craft, and we produce all kinds of primitive clothing, tools, containers, art, and just plain stuff. True hunter-gatherer cultures carried all their possessions on their backs, but us modern primitives soon find that we need a pickup truck just to move camp! In our effort to recreate the primitive lifestyle we find that we have ironically missed our mark completely—that we have made many primitive things, but that we have not begun to grasp the true nature of a primitive culture. To truly grasp that essence requires that we let go, and begin to understand the art of doing nothing.



  Understanding the art of nothing is a somewhat challenging concept for us westerners. When we go on a “primitive” camping trip, we take our western preconceptions with us. We find a level spot in a meadow to build our shelter, and if a site is not level then we make it so. Then we gather materials and start from scratch, building the walls and roof of a shelter. We do what we are accustomed to; we build a frame house on a surveyed plot in the meadow. Then we gather materials and shingle our shelter, regardless of whether or not there is a cloud in the sky, or whether or not it has rained at all in a month.


  Part of the reason we act this way stems from our cultural upbringing. Another part of it is simply because it is easier for those of us who are instructors to teach something rather than to teach nothing. It is much easier to teach how to make something than to teach how not to need to make anything. The do-something approach to primitive skills is to make everything you need, while the do-nothing method is to find everything.


  For example, the do-nothing method of shelter is to find shelter, rather than to build it. Two hours spent searching for a partial shelter that can be improved upon can easily save you two hours of hard-working construction time, and you will usually get a better shelter this way. More so, the do-nothing method of shelter is to look first at the incoming weather, and to build only what is needed. If it is not going to rain then you may be able to do-nothing to rainproof your shelter. Then perhaps you will only need to put your efforts into a shelter that will keep you warm, instead of both warm and dry.


  There are many things, both small and large, that a person can do, or not do, to better the art of doing nothing. This can be as simple as cupping one’s hands to drink from the stream instead of making and carrying a cup, to breaking sticks to find a sharpened point, rather than using a knife to methodically carve out a digging stick. Hand carved wooden spoons and forks are do-something utensils that you have to manufacture, carry, and worse—you have to clean them. But chopsticks (twigs) are do-nothing utensils that do not need to be manufactured or carried, and you can toss them in the fire when you are done.


  Henry David Thoreau wrote of having a rock for a paperweight at his cabin by Walden pond. He threw it out when he discovered he had to dust it. This is the very essence of a do-nothing attitude.


  The do-nothing approach to primitive skills is something that you do. Doing nothing is a way of saving time and energy, so that you can finish your daily work more effectively. One thing that I have found through the years of experimental research into primitive skills is that there is rarely enough hours in a day to complete all of a day’s tasks. It is difficult to go out and build a shelter, make a working bowdrill set, set traps, dig roots, make bowls and spoons, and cook dinner. Hunter-gatherer societies succeeded in working only two to three hours per day, yet in our efforts to reproduce their lifestyle we end up working all day.


  Doing nothing is an approach to research; it is a way of thinking and doing. For instance, I do a lot of timed studies of various primitive skills: i.e.: how long does it take to construct a particular shelter? How much of a particular food resource can I harvest per hour? Can I increase the harvest using different gathering techniques? One thing I have noted is that it is only marginally economical to manufacture common primitive deadfall traps. It is time intensive; it adds weight to carry, and the traps often have short life spans. The do-nothing alternative is to use whatever is at hand, to pick up sticks and assemble them into a trap, without even using a knife. Preliminary tests of this “no-method” have produced results equal to conventional, carved and manufactured traps, but with a much smaller investment of time.


  Primitive hunter-gatherer type cultures were very good at doing nothing. Exactly how well they did this is difficult to determine, however, because doing nothing leaves nothing behind for the archaeo-logical record. Every time we find an artifact we have documentation of something they did; yet the most important part of their skills may have been what they did not, and there is no way to discover what that was by studying what they did.
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    At home in the wilderness...


  Nevertheless, what you will discover for yourself, as you learn the art of doing nothing is that you are much more at home in the wilderness. No longer will you be so dependent on a lot of tools and gadgets; no longer will you need to shape the elements of nature to fit our western definitions. You will find you need less and less, until one day you find you need nothing at all. Then you will have the time on your hands so that you can choose to do nothing, or even to go do something.
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