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FOREWORD

It was 1989 and I was a punk kid attending a major primitive living skills conference. Toting a smelly deer hide, I walked up to him and asked his opinion about softening the skin based upon advice I’d just been given by another instructor. It was my first brain-tanned deer hide and I wanted it to be perfect. After listening to me ramble on, he looked at me quizzically, cocked his head, and said, “Son, we don’t really care how it ‘looks’—we want it to work.”

This was my first encounter with John McPherson, and his words of simplicity and practicality have rung through my head ever since.

Years later, the world’s interest in relearning indigenous living and survival skills has grown by leaps and bounds. Whether it’s a new magazine article, book, or TV show, more and more people are exploring the art of primitive living skills and self-reliance. Yet, as in any other “craze,” many who have dubious credibility in what they preach are eager to feed upon the body of this growing interest. Legions of media producers and editors who have zero experience in survival skills give their two cents’ worth about what it means to “survive in the bush.” Many of these productions not only are ridiculous in their format, but are filled with errors that, if taken literally by a starry-eyed and naïve public, may very well cause their demise.

Little by little, the simple, commonsense survival skills that kept every race alive upon the planet were being sensationalized in order to sell one more book or gain one more viewer. Commonsense reality had turned 180 degrees into a shameless bureaucracy of company-sponsored deception that honored how a survival skill “looked” rather than whether it “worked.”

In similar fashion, on the educational front line, well-intentioned professors lectured students about how indigenous peoples lived, even though the vast majority of these professors had never even camped in the wilderness—let alone created fire with sticks, a canteen from a gourd, or a sleeping mat made from cattail.

Over time, the repetition of survival assumptions, half-truths, or outright lies became an all-too-trusting public’s “truth” about outdoor survival and primitive living skills. The majority of the public didn’t care (and still don’t). A plethora of survival books, as well, have been written by authors who are not survival instructors; and, judging by their works, they haven’t bothered to try out the supposed lifesaving skills they regurgitate upon the page. Even more common are survival skills practitioners who, while proficient in many physical skills, don’t psychologically live what they teach. This “walk-the-talk” concept goes much deeper than simply doing a hand drill every other morning while living in the city. It is an all-encompassing life attitude that affects every decision one makes in their quest to do more with less. All indigenous living skills revolved around people becoming more self-reliant within their environment. The quest for the all-important calorie ruled the day, and there was no time or consciousness for complicated, flashy skills that didn’t put meat in the pot. In essence, truly living a self-reliant life (whether the lifestyle incorporates literal “stone-age” skills or not) demands a lifestyle commitment on all levels that few can stomach.

I can count on one hand the number of survival instructors I know whose passion for survival skills includes living a self-reliant lifestyle. On this hand are John and Geri McPherson. They practice what they preach—psychologically and physically—and have done so for a very long time. The Ultimate Guide to Wilderness Living is a pioneer in the field of no-bullshit primitive living skills and is loaded with practical, time-tested tips, tricks, and photos that manifest only from many years of “doing it.” True to John’s advice given to me nearly two decades ago, this book is written in a style and spirit that embodies primitive living skills that really work.

Cody Lundin

Cody Lundin is founder and director of the Aboriginal Living Skills School and author of the best-selling books 98.6 Degrees: The Art of Keeping Your Ass Alive! and When All Hell Breaks Loose: Stuff You Need to Survive When Disaster Strikes.






INTRODUCTION

This is not written as a survival book—it’s a compilation of most of the basic skills that original peoples around the world used in their daily pursuit of life, known as “primitive living skills.” Knowledge of such skills will allow you to live in the wilderness with nothing except for whatever nature at hand has to offer. In essence, the skills presented here are the ultimate in self-sufficiency. Being capable of heading into the wilderness with absolutely nothing and making a life there, not simply surviving, is the very definition of survival knowledge. So, I guess this is in some manner a survival book.

Today, everything around us—all goods manufactured by humans, whether it’s the concrete we drive on, the vehicles we’re driving, many foods that we’re eating and the utensils that we eat them with, the computer I’m writing this on, even the paper that you’re reading it on and the ink it’s printed with—everything comes from the Earth! In our case we (“we” being humans today) have modified parts of the Earth to create other things, manmade things. Precious few of the components of everyday “things” around us (Ford pickups, space shuttles, bread wrappers, clothing, and so on) contain elements from the Earth that are unmodified. Everything that we’re familiar with has come from the Earth but has been modified and tinkered with by so many hands that it’s impossible for us to see any lingering semblance of the Earth itself. Ask most anyone to gather materials from the Earth and make the simplest of necessities, then watch ’em squirm. Primitive humans, by contrast, took everything they used in their daily living directly from the materials that nature provided.

Not only will this book show you how primitive peoples accomplished this, but here you’ll learn, step-by-step, how you, too, can accomplish that. The purpose of this book is not to entertain; there’s more than enough media out there to do that. Rather, it was written to teach you, the reader, how to actually do the skills addressed. Several things set this book apart from other in-depth ones on the market:


	We, Geri and I, have done the skills we write about. We’ve done them a lot. So we write only what we’ve personally experienced. And it does work! If you want to know how to do it, read about it here—and you will know.

	Each chapter was first written as a complete book of its own. It was written on one or two particular subjects or skills for the purpose of teaching another person—you—how to do it. Often a publisher will dictate a list of subjects for an author to write on (whether or not the author is familiar with it), and you the reader end up with a lot of theories and wild ideas instead of facts. Here we decided what you need to know.

	These skills don’t follow any one culture or people. The idea is for you to be able to understand what makes a skill work, which will enable you to travel anyplace on the planet where resources are available and for you to use that skill effectively. The rules that we developed for ourselves are to be able to take from nature only, using nothing modified by humankind.

	This book covers primitive wilderness living skills only. You’ll find nothing that is superfluous. Information on edible and medicinal plants, camouflage, tracking, spirituality, and art must be found elsewhere.



There’s no big secret to mastering any of this. It’s all just basic physics. Once it’s learned, you’ll say, “Well, hell yes—why didn’t I think of that?” Some of it (no, much of it) is time-consuming, especially in this day of instant everything. But I’m finding that many, many people are pretty sick and tired of all the hustle. This consumer-oriented industrialized society that we belong to has made most of its inhabitants dependent on others for even the simplest of needs. These skills, once learned, because of their simplicity, will be with you from now on till forever—and that’s a mighty long time, folks. They need not be applied or practiced every day to stay fresh in your mind. And the comfort that comes from just knowing them will give you the freedom to know that you’ll be self-sufficient to the extreme.

You gotta walk before you run, though. Understand where you’re headed, and be aware that that path can—and likely will—change as you proceed. Pick one or two of the skills in this book that interest you the most, then try to gain an understanding of how and why they work. The learning and practice of most primitive skills can be done in your backyard, garage, basement, or even living room (depending on the tolerance of your wife or husband or partner). You can become proficient in them without ever venturing beyond these bounds. And if you should find yourself in a primitive situation, either by choice or by chance, though you’ll find that the application isn’t as easy as when done in your own backyard, you’ll also find that through repeated practice you’ve developed the understanding and “feel” of the basic functions, the muscle memory as well as the confidence that you know how to apply the various methods. You’ll own that special feeling of freedom that comes from knowing that you need depend on no other man, woman, or beast.

Learn the wilderness under controlled conditions. Use a tent, modern sleeping gear, backpacks, and fire making. Hike and camp in familiar surroundings where getting lost or in trouble isn’t a part of the equation. Get out there in all the elements—not just when the sun shines. Learn what it’s like to protect yourself in the rain and snow, especially when you’re wet and cold. Add primitive things a bit at a time. Remember, though, that it would be rare to impossible for you to be placed in the outdoors with absolutely nothing, unless you do it voluntarily. Certain of the skills we detail in this book are necessary for survival: fire, cordage, traps, tools, shelter, and containers. These six skills are the basis for any living or survival situation. Everything else will grow from these.

We’ve read, within the past couple of years, of a group that spent some time in the wilds of northwest Montana. They had “primitive” down to a T. All their clothing, bedclothes, and gear were primitive, whether brain tan or otherwise. Primitive bows. Primitive pots. Plenty of primitive containers. Primitive fire-making sets. They had primitive under control. But, when they placed themselves “out there” in the wilderness, it appears to me that they found they lacked much of a grasp of the wilderness part. Although they commented that mice or other rodents were around and in their campsite, they never did catch any for food. In 18 days, the only food harvested by the group was reported to be one fingerling fish. When it rained, they moved from their shelter to the protection of boughs of trees in their attempt to stay dry and comfortable. Oops? Maybe, but the experience will have enlightened them to this fact—a part of the learning curve. I’d bet that, next time, they encounter fewer problems.

As you read this book, you’ll notice some references in the form of a thank-you scattered here and there, but no list of references. This is because, for the most part, we have learned the skills we present through a lot of fieldwork and trial and error. We, meaning all of us human beings, are the result of everything that we’ve encountered before. For sure, Geri and I have read or heard somewhere that to make fire by friction we need, for example, two pieces of wood to rub together. Yet it was through our own personal efforts and labor that we’ve learned the little steps involved to make that effort result in a fire on a somewhat regular basis. No one to credit here except us.

We learned early on that, in our day (the 1950s through the 1970s), there was no easy way for us to master skills like this. Most books on the subject only glossed over the information that we were looking for—there was absolutely nothing available that we could find to teach us “How To.” True, there were a couple of books that tried to cover many of the skills described here, but we soon discovered that their authors had a lot of talk but little walk behind them. Some depended on the knowledge of others (the perpetuation of myths), and since they, the authors and editors, knew nothing about this, they had no idea that what they were passing along was for the most part garbage. These might make for good reading but failed miserably as field manuals. The reason that, early on, I depended on the use of a great many photographs to illustrate techniques was to reinforce to you, my readers, that we’ve actually done these skills, in the manner that we’re presenting them to you. They do work! (Other authors can draw anything.)

The primitive lifestyle isn’t for everyone—in fact, it’s for very few. But the knowledge of the skills needed to live this lifestyle is within reach of anyone.

Enjoy your experience, wherever your path may lead.

John and Geri McPherson

Randolph, Kansas, January 2008






CHAPTER 1 PRIMITIVE FIRE AND CORDAGE


The learning of the necessary skills to live directly with nature, eliminating the need of intermediaries, isn’t really all that difficult. You learn a little about this aspect…a bit about that one…and then another. Pretty soon you find that most of them overlap and, the further you get along in your natural education, the easier it is to learn.

Many years ago when I first got serious about putting all this together (my first step was to get rid of the TV, and then electricity), I felt that if I were to learn a few of the basic primitive survival skills, I’d really become quite the woodsman. I soon found that the more that I learned, the more I still had to learn. I read (and I urge anyone interested in learning to also read) everything that I could lay my hands on that deals with living with nature. There’s a lot written on all aspects of it—some poor, some superb, but most lying somewhere in the middle.

Before you can decide what’s workable, you’ll have to get out and work with it. Reading only goes so far. When you actually begin to put into practice what you’re reading, then it becomes obvious just who knows what he or she is writing about.

No special talent is needed here—only the ability to follow a bunch of natural rules (physics). Any of the primitive skills, today as well as yesterday, can be carried to the extreme and become an art. I’m far from being expert in woodsmanship. I have, though, taught myself what I need to know to go “naked into the wilderness” and not only survive but, before long, be living fairly comfortably (unless, of course, I freeze to death first). I refer to my teachings as primitive living skills, not survival skills, though they can be used in that concept. I have taught myself to be proficient in these skills—not to be an artist.

Since 1987 I’ve made thousands of fires with the bow and drill and with the hand-drill methods. So I’m proficient enough in this to teach it to others. The same holds true with the making of cordage. The more you learn, the more you realize what there is to learn—but the easier it becomes to learn it.


BOW DRILL AND HAND DRILL

The basic principle of making fire with either a bow or a hand drill is really very simple. The amount of practice needed to develop that special touch that enables you to regularly succeed in this is another thing entirely.

To say “make fire” with the bow or hand drill is really a misnomer. Actually, what’s accomplished is that the wooden drill spinning on another piece of wood creates friction, which creates dust, and eventually things get hot enough that a spark is created. The compressed pile of dust that has been formed becomes like the hot tip of a cigarette that’s placed into a pile of tinder and coaxed into a flame.

Simple? Yeah, really it is. I’ve had students “make fire” within minutes of being exposed to this procedure and understand just what they were doing.

I’ll first show you how to make fire (bow drill first, and hand drill a little later). I’ll quickly describe the necessary components and the steps to follow. Then we’ll get down to brass tacks and go through it again, dwelling a bit more on how to assemble the parts and to put it all together. When you finish with this, you’ll be able to make fire.

We have five components: (1) the bow, a limber stick about 30" long; (2) the drill and (3) the fireboard, both of which are softwoods; (4) a cup, called a “bearing block,” in which the upper end of the drill is placed to keep it from drilling through the palm of your hand; and finally (5) the bowstring, which will be covered in greater detail later in this book.



SIMPLIFIED DIRECTIONS FOR MAKING A BOW DRILL

We take a knife and cut a notch and a slight depression into the fireboard, twist the drill into the string of the bow, place one end of the drill into the depression of the fireboard, place the bearing block on top of the drill, and spin the drill by pushing the bow back and forth till a spark is formed. We finish by dropping the spark into a prepared “bird’s nest” of tinder and gently blowing it into flame. Easy?… sure. And you might be able to make it work with no more information than this. Some 13 years ago, three of us spent the better part of a day wearing ourselves out with no more information than what you’ve just read—and eventually made fire.
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The day most of these photos were shot, the Fahrenheit temperature was in the 40s and it was misting. I threw up the crude shelter using only what one would normally have: two light jackets and a shirt, using also rocks and grass. The purpose of the shelter was just to block the wind and rain from preventing my making of fire.




PARTS OF A BOW DRILL

Now I’ll go into more detail about all the parts—the whats and the whys, how to gather the parts, and how to fashion them under primitive conditions. The special touch you’ll have to develop yourself through practice (it does come pretty easily).

BOW—This is the easiest part to obtain. A reasonably limber stick (limb or piece of brush), ½" to ¾" thick, approximately 30" long. It needs to be limber enough to create just the right amount of tension on the string when the drill’s inserted. Too limber and you’ll have trouble with the string slipping on the drill. Too stiff and too much stress will be placed on the string and the drill, resulting in the drill’s continually flying out on you, and most often the string’s breaking. (Believe me, the stress created on the string and the drill is nothing compared to the stress that’ll be building in you at this point!) The length of about 30" is also important, though a bow of only a few inches, or even one of several feet, would work, just not as well. At that length the bow isn’t too cumbersome and will allow for a good, full sweep of the entire length. This is critically important, as every time the bow stops to change directions, everything cools off a tiny bit, thus impeding your efforts.


[image: Image]
Raw squirrel skin cord “made fire” the first time. The hair rubbed off while in use; spark was found beneath pile of hair. Note thinness where skin’s about to break. Fortunately, I got the spark first (note coal) and also had plenty of extra length to reuse the skin after drying.



DRILL—We now need to be a bit more particular. A softwood is necessary. Also, dead and dry (I’ll mention damp wood later). Literally dozens of woods will work for a drill. Cottonwood, aspen, and yucca are my favorites, not only because they work well but also because they’re abundant in the parts of the country where I live and travel. Willow is a favorite among many fire makers. I’ve heard that sage works well, too, as do box elder and hackberry. The smaller limbs and sapwood of cedar, locust, and ash would be fine (though the heartwoods of these are too hard). The list goes on. I’ve been told and have read to avoid resinous woods, such as pine. Cedar works, at least in some parts of the country. Experiment with what’s available to you. Members of the cottonwood family (including birch, aspen, and poplar) can be found in most parts of the country; all of them work superbly. Search out dead limbs, preferably off the ground (to eliminate absorption of ground moisture) and with bark weathered away. Check the condition of the wood by pressing it with your thumbnail. If it makes a slight indentation easily without crumbling, it should be about right. Also, if it breaks easily and cleanly with a snap, it has no greenness or moisture left in it. The drill needs to be about as small around as your little finger up to as big as your thumb. No real exactness here, though I wouldn’t go for much larger or smaller (since a smaller drill spins more with each pass of the bow, thereby creating friction faster but also drilling through the fireboard faster, sometimes before the spark has formed).

The ideal length of the drill is 6" to 8". Too long and it’s hard to manage, too short and your bow hand gets in the way of the drill and you can’t see what is happening. And it must be straight, since if there’s a warp in the drill, it’ll wobble as it spins and create problems. Most times a slightly curved drill can be straightened with your knife.
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One end of the bow I tie permanently, usually with a slip knot.
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The other end I tie with a single slip that can be untied easily and retightened as the string stretches. This is the end that I hold. This way, I can also hold any long loose end to prevent it from flying around and possibly knocking my dust pile all to hell.




[image: Image]
A fresh drill (here, yucca; my favorite combination is a yucca drill on a cottonwood fireboard). The right side is more pointed for the bearing block. The slight point on the left helps it to stay where it belongs in the fireboard till the hole’s enlarged.



FIREBOARD—The fireboard can, but need not, be the same material as the drill. Usually, it will be. Again, it must be a softwood. Check its condition, which should be the same as for the drill. The size of the board is variable. It need only be larger in width than the diameter of the drill. I like to make mine from 1 ½" to 2" wide (remember that nothing here is exact). Take the limb of your choosing and split it in half, using your knife. Shave the split side till the board will lie flat, shave down the round side till the board is about ½" thick, and then square up the sides.

BEARING BLOCK—This is a very simple piece, and an important one, but one not all that easy to come up with in a survival situation. For at-home work, I suggest a 1 oz. shot glass, which fits the hand comfortably, has a hole of the right size for the drill, and has a surface as smooth as you’ll find (with the goal of eliminating friction). You can also find a semisoft rock and drill a ½" to ¾" hole in it about ½" deep, then lubricate it up with Crisco (“bear grease in a can”). You need to eliminate the friction at this end. (I have in the past used various knots of hardwoods. Some of them, though, had soft spots in them, and I was coming up with smoke from my palm before the fireboard!) I carry with and use at home, in demonstrations, and in base camps a rock about 3" x 2 ½" x 1 ½" thick with a dandy hole in it, though it’s pretty hefty to carry around in the timber. For now, this is all you need to know. We’ll go into obtaining this under primitive conditions a bit later.

Since there’s a definite satisfaction in taking your first-ever spark created with the bow drill and blowing it into flame, let’s have you gather up and prepare some tinder at this time. Let’s make up a batch. I really like the dry inner bark of cedar (cottonwood is good, also), plus some dry, fine grasses. Roll this around in your hands till it’s fine as a cotton ball. You won’t need much; a small handful will be plenty. Form a hole in it like a bird’s nest. Place this on a piece of bark or cardboard (so that when it bursts into flame, you won’t barbecue your hand).




USING YOUR BOW DRILL

With the information contained thus far, you’re ready to “make fire.” We’ll run you through it once now. The information presented below is certainly useful (or I wouldn’t have gone to the trouble to write it), but it deals mostly with gathering the materials under primitive conditions.

BOW—Archers, string your bow! Almost any cordage will work, but it should be strong and not too thin, as it will tend to break easily with the first-timer. Also, the heavier cordage (not rope) seems to get more of a grip on the drill. Here I’d suggest using a “rawhide” (not genuine rawhide) boot lace, which is about ideal. I twist mine tight, which seems to grab the drill that much better. In short order, you’ll begin to feel precisely the right amount of tension. The string will stretch considerably with use, especially at first, and adjustments will have to be made as you go along. The bow is not strung tight; considerable slack is left. When the drill is placed in the bow, the slack is taken up (note top photo on page 9). Remember, the tension must be just so; too tight is worse than only a little slack, but there isn’t much room for variation here.

DRILL—Now let’s take our selected piece for the drill. I like to point the upper end a bit (the end that goes into the bearing block). When breaking in a new hole in the fireboard (as in this case), I find it easier to operate if I carve the working end into a slight point (study photo on page 6). Doing this gives it a tendency to take a bit longer to mate the drill to the hole, but also assists in keeping the drill from kicking out of the fireboard while the depression enlarges to fit the drill. By the time the two mate, the hole and the drill fit better.


[image: Image]
Splitting the fireboard.
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Flattening and squaring the edges.
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Cedar bark stripped from dead tree.
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Shredded between fingers (or rolled between palms) to loosen and separate fibers.
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Bird’s nest of cedar.
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Same of grasses.
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Bow (in this case a piece of dogwood) strung with deer rawhide. I always string the drill the same way, resulting in the top of the drill being up and the drill ending up on the outside of the string, thereby staying out of the way of the bow hand.



[image: Image]


[image: Image]
Stick selected for drill. I chose the straight middle portion.
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Top: Scoring around the stick first makes it easier to break (middle) where you want it to.

Bottom: “Straightening” the drill by shaving it.



FIREBOARD—Now take hold of the piece prepared for this. There are two approaches to take here. I’ll talk you through one and mention the other. Both work.

With your knife, cut a “V” notch approximately ¼" to 5⁄16" wide extending into the board almost half the diameter of the drill (see photo below). At the point of the “V” of this notch, dig out a slight depression for the end of the drill to fit into. (The other method is to dig your depression first and then, after the hole has been started with the drill, to cut the notch.) The depression must be in far enough so that when the hole is started, the notch retains enough material at the wide part of the “V” (at the edge of the board) to prevent the drill from kicking out. If the drill does kick out, breaking off this retainer (which helps to hold the drill), you may as well begin a new hole, as if you don’t, you’ll encounter only frustration.


[image: Image]
Cutting the notch.
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Cutting the depression for the drill.
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Notches almost halfway to center of drill hole.
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Hole on the left is too close to the edge, so the drill will only fly out. When this happens, it’s best to start another. The hole on the right is great. “V” could even be a bit deeper, but this worked well.



Now, let’s get serious. Place a piece of bark (you nonprimitives can use cardboard) under the notch cut in the fireboard. This serves two purposes: (1) to catch the dust and spark, enabling you to drop it into the tinder, and (2) to act as insulation between the fireboard or dust and the ground, which may be damp, cool, or both, slowing down or preventing spark creation.

The following instructions are for a right-hander; you southpaws, just reverse the procedure. Get down on your right knee (see photo on page 12). Place the ball of your left foot on the fireboard, making certain that it’s secure and doesn’t rock. An unsteady board can result in the knocking of your dust pile all to hell. I like the notch to be about 2 ½" to 3" out from the inside of my foot, which is where my hand automatically falls into place directly over the notch when my wrist is locked against my left calf. Wrap the drill in the string (as noted in photo) and place the proper end into the depression of the fireboard. Take the bearing block in your left hand, place it on top of the drill, and lock your left wrist securely against your left calf (this is important, as you want the hand holding the bearing block to be completely steady; if it sways to and fro while drilling, you’ll be inviting trouble). All that’s necessary now is to run the bow back and forth. At this point, you’ll start developing the “feel” of what you’re doing.

The amount of downward pressure applied to the drill combined with the speed of the bow is what determines how much friction is created, thus how quickly a spark is formed. When you first begin, don’t even think “fire”—instead, concentrate only on becoming comfortable with the operation (kind of like chewing tobacco and walking at the same time). Make smooth, full strokes with the bow, running it the entire length of the string. Remember that every time you change directions, that split-second stop cools things off just a little. Keep the drill perpendicular.

The string has a tendency to wander either up or down the drill while spinning. Control this by pointing the end of the bow either slightly up or down, whichever seems to work. The pressure that you’re able to apply with your thumb and fingers of the bow hand on the string will also help.


[image: Image]
Before you begin to “make fire,” have all ingredients at hand. From left: fireboard, drill, bearing block, strung bow, tinder, four piles of kindling in various sizes, and, at far right, larger wood—all laid out on my vest to keep them from absorbing ground moisture (the ground was wet).
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Drill straight up and down, with left wrist locked securely against left calf.



Vary the amount of pressure on the drill. Begin with only a slight amount and increase it as you become more comfortable. Too much pressure, and things will want to bind up and the string to begin slipping on the drill. Whenever this happens, you must let up on your pressure because no matter how fast the bow’s moving, if the drill isn’t spinning, there’s no friction. If not enough pressure is applied, nothing will happen.

When beginning to mate a new drill to a new hole (what we’re doing here), there’ll be a certain amount of drilling where nothing seems to be happening. This can last from only several seconds to several minutes, depending on the type and the condition of the wood. At first the drill will spin smoothly, as if sliding on a freshly waxed floor. Then suddenly, as the drill and fireboard begin to “mate,” it will act as if you’ve gone from the waxed floor to sandpaper. This difference you feel and hear.

Now, control and feel become all-important. The drill, which to this point was easy to control, suddenly becomes more difficult. You may find that you need to slightly tilt the wrist holding the bearing block ever so slightly one way and then the other as you run the bow back and forth, so as to keep the drill from kicking out of the hole.

Right after the two mate, and the first smoke and dust appear, I usually take a quick break before I go after the spark. This allows me to catch my breath and relax my muscles so that when I start up again, I’m fresh. This often makes things a bit easier.

At this point, bear in mind that the hole isn’t yet deep enough to hold the drill on its own. It still will take some care on your part to keep it from kicking out. Now that the friction has begun, the drill is slightly more difficult to control. You’ll feel this in short order. Vary the amount of downward pressure on the drill to coincide with the speed of the bow. You will develop the feel.


[image: Image]
Note how I use my thumb and fingers to control string tension. Use whatever’s most comfortable for you.



Here’s another very important tip. I had made fire this way for 11 years before stumbling onto this technique, and now I can’t imagine ever having made fire successfully, regularly, without having applied it. As mentioned before, the string will stretch while in use. A good, flexible bow will compensate for a lot of this, but eventually the string will become so loose that it slips on the drill when you apply the proper amount of pressure. Once, just as the spark was about ready, my string began slipping badly. Without thinking, I took the string between the first two fingers and the thumb of the bow hand and took up enough slack so that I was able to successfully finish. Now, anytime I take up the bow, the fingers and thumb just naturally wrap on the string (see photo above).

If you concentrate on keeping the drill perpendicular—the left wrist locked tightly against the left calf, the bow taking long, smooth strokes, the fireboard steady and not wobbling—the spark will form of itself. First the smoke will begin, then dust will rise, then heavier smoke, and the dust will get blacker. Keep yourself relaxed and merely concentrate on the smoothness of the operation. There will be a spark.

Once the drill and hole mate, the spark will normally be created in less than 30 seconds. Once, timing myself, I had a spark in 10 seconds. If everything is working, it doesn’t take long.

When you have your spark (most of the time it’ll be hidden—the dust pile’s smoking is your sign), carefully lift away the drill and place it aside. There’s no big rush. I’ve left the smoldering dust for up to four minutes while I went in search of tinder, and still had a fine coal. Pick up the bark or cardboard holding the spark, fan it some with your hand, blow gently on it, let any slight breeze help (not a wind strong enough to blow it away, though). When it glows, drop it into your bird’s nest of tinder. Fold the tinder over the top and begin blowing the spark more and more as it gets hotter. Suddenly…fire!

When I first began making fire this way, I had the tendency to wear myself out by the time that the spark was formed. Someone else had to blow it into flame because I would just blow the whole damn thing away. No need for this. If you concentrate only on the control of the drill and the smooth operation of the bow, taking extra care to remind yourself to remain calm and relaxed, the spark will form on its own and you’ll be left fresh enough to easily blow the spark to flame. If you’re getting winded, you’re doing something wrong.


[image: Image]
Note black dust and smoke—a spark is there.




[image: Image]
Dropping it into the “bird’s nest” of tinder.




[image: Image]
Blowing tinder to flame.




[image: Image]
Adding the first of the finest shavings of kindling.




[image: Image]
Left: Adding larger kindling and (right) adding larger pieces of wood. On wet days, the inside of most woods will be dry. From spark to good solid fire in this series of photos took less than a minute, but to get the spark took longer than usual because of wet weather and gusty winds.



Many times it seems that no matter what you do, a spark simply won’t come into being. The chances of this happening seem to rise proportionately with the size of the crowd that you’re demonstrating this to. But when—not if—you do get that spark, whether it’s the first or the hundredth, cherish and glow with it. It’s something that I never take for granted. Like calling coyotes, there are so many things that can go wrong, yet each time it works, I feel a real sense of accomplishment.





SOME OBSERVATIONS ON USING THE BOW DRILL

For the last few passes of the bow, some folks advise that you apply slightly less pressure on the drill, to kick out the spark that may be under it. I usually don’t find this necessary, but if unsure of the spark, I sometimes do it.

If I seem to have difficulty getting a sure spark, I often make several furious passes with the bow at the last. I don’t like to do this, though, because it has the tendency to wind me. Then I lose control of the operation at this point and the drill kicks out, knocking away the dust pile.

Usually you can tell that the spark has formed because you’ll see a wisp of smoke rising from the dust, separate from the smoke created by the drill.

On occasion, the entire pile of dust will suddenly glow—a good sign!

A single hole in the fireboard is capable of many sparks. Before using it again, it helps to slightly roughen the tip of the drill and the hole.

After several uses, especially with too tight a string, the drill will become too “round,” causing the string to slip. This is usually easily corrected by carefully shaving it till it’s once again unround.

Ear wax, or oil from your hair or the side of your nose, will help to eliminate friction in the bearing block. Always remember that you’re eliminating friction at the bearing block, and creating it at the fireboard.

Avoid placing the wrong end of the drill into the fireboard, as that little bit of oil can really foul things up.

Under damp conditions, find and use the driest woods available, and get into the driest location that you can to work. If the wood’s only damp, it can still work, but it will take a lot longer. The spinning drill eventually will dry things enough to work, though you’ll have a lot of strikes against you.

Under primitive conditions, the hardest components to gather will be the string (covered later) and the bearing block. Sometimes you’ll find a ready-made block in a stone with precisely the right depression, but don’t count on it. You might find a piece of bone that will work (say, from the skulls of small critters). Also look for a piece of hardwood, possibly containing a knot with a slight hole that you can easily enlarge. If you find something that might work, you can form or enlarge the hole by using the bow or drill. Use a hard piece of wood for the drill (or maybe you’ll be lucky enough to come up with a natural rock drill), definitely something harder than the block material. Ingenuity and common sense help a lot.






HAND DRILL


[image: Image]
Note how the cordage has “rounded” the drill.




[image: Image]
The drill has been shaved “unround” and a tip formed for starting a new hole.



To now explain to you how to make fire with the hand drill will be simple—at least in theory. In practice, though, you’ll be faced with a much greater challenge than with the bow drill. The basic principle remains the same: to create friction with a wooden drill on a fireboard. The spinning of the drill, the fireboard, the notch, the dust, and the spark—all seem somewhat the same. But…

[image: Image]


PARTS OF A HAND DRILL

DRILL—The material for use here differs little from what we covered for the bow drill, except that because of the extra difficulty in creating friction, here you need to be more choosy. The ideal length of a hand drill, for my length arms, is about 18" to 24". I usually begin with a few inches longer, as this shortens quickly. Too long a drill and the top has a tendency to whip around, causing you to lose control (so much more important here). Too short, and you don’t get the full benefit of a long downward run of the hands before having to return to the top once again. I prefer a diameter of about ¼" to gain more revolutions of the drill for each sweep of the hands (a drill that’s too thin and limber will bend from the hands’ downward pressure).

FIREBOARD—Again, the basic type is the same as for the bow drill’s. I’d been having trouble catching a spark, when someone suggested a fireboard thinner than the one I’d been using. When I cut down the cottonwood board that I had been using to about ¼" to ⅜", things improved. With the softer yucca, I still keep the board about ½" thick. With the hand drill, I begin the depression and hole before I cut the notch. I also cut the notch slightly differently than for the bow drill. I keep it closed at the top, flaring it open toward the bottom of the fireboard (note photos on page 20). I find that the drill has cut the hole below this point before things get hot enough to matter, and that the closed top then forces more of the hot dust into the notch, rather than letting it spill over the top.


[image: Image]
Note that the last 1 ½” of this cattail hand drill was slightly shaved to remove some but not all of the outer shell.






USING YOUR HAND DRILL

To put this in action, get into a comfortable position. My left foot again holds the fireboard, but your position may not be the same. For me, it’s slightly different. I need to place the foot out a bit further and drop my knee out of the way somewhat, so that I can get a good full run of my hands down the length of the drill. I use the side of my heel to hold the board. Your hands must come down straight. You must keep the drill perpendicular. By placing my foot and knee slightly differently than for the bow drill, I’m able to start rubbing my hands at the highest comfortable point (in my case, 24") and to keep them going to a point about 6" above the fireboard. Once you reach the lowest point, raise your hands again to the top one at a time, so that you can keep constant downward pressure on the drill. If any air is allowed to reach under the drill, it cools everything off. Once both hands are up, repeat the procedure. Eventually the smoke, dust, and spark will appear—though not all that easily.

This procedure will wear you out, I assure you. A completely new set of muscles is at work here. After you’ve done this for 45 seconds or so, you’ll feel as if you’ve run the Boston Marathon, yet using your arms instead of your legs. It’s strenuous and it takes a lot of practice to get this operation down smoothly, which it must be to be successful. I suggest that you do a lot of practicing before you even think “fire.” This is a bit more complicated than chewing tobacco while walking. Here you must also juggle. It does take practice, not only to get everything running smoothly, but also to get yourself into some semblance of physical well-being. This does sap your energies. (Anyhow, it does mine.) It also creates blisters on the palms of your hands, which eventually will turn to calluses if worked at long enough. It took me well over a month of daily workouts to develop a good set of calluses, which a four-week vacation of “city living” took away.




SOME OBSERVATIONS ON USING THE HAND DRILL

When you first attempt making fire with a hand drill, I suggest going slowly. Get the movements down to where everything runs smoothly and automatically. Your hands clasp the drill at the top, you rub the drill between your palms (keeping constant downward pressure), you keep the drill perpendicular at all times, when your hands reach the bottom, you grasp the drill with the left hand’s thumb and forefinger, you raise the right hand to the top and hold the drill firmly while the left hand comes back up (thanks, Bob!), then repeat…repeat…and repeat. Over and over, slowly at first, and then speed up as it becomes more natural to you. Speed and downward pressure are all-important.


[image: Image]
Fresh cattail hand drill tip and depression in fireboard.




[image: Image]
The hole is begun. Note carefully how notch is cut. A cattail drill and a yucca fireboard are easy for the hand drill.



Spitting on your hands helps retain a little extra “grip” on the drill (thanks, Bryan!), allowing a few more spins before your hands reach bottom. Always put the thickest end of the drill down, as this also slows the hands’ trip downward.

My most commonly used drills are stems of cattail or mullein (thanks, Dick!). Most of these stalks are just slightly bent, though. They must be straight, so be selective. I know of one woodsman who uses only willow. Since an ideal drill is sometimes difficult to find, a good idea is to make your drill beforehand out of whatever wood you like (I prefer the dogwood that I use for arrow shafts), then splice a tip of your choice for the working end (see photos opposite).

I find that the outer shell at the base of the cattail is just enough tougher than the inner portion that it tends to wear faster at the outer edges, leaving a hole that looks like an anthill. It won’t work this way. To compensate for this, most times I’ll find it necessary to slightly shave the outside. This takes practice to remove precisely the right amount. Further up the stem, I don’t find this problem.

This is difficult for me to explain, and probably more difficult for many of you to understand, but before my first sparks arrived with the hand drill (they still don’t come with regularity) my mind and body became “one” with the drill and fireboard! You may or may not experience the same, but this has happened in all cases when I’ve successfully gotten a spark with the hand drill.


[image: Image]
Hand drill spliced to receive a softer tip (here yucca).




[image: Image]
Splice wrapped with sinew, showing how to hide the loose ends. Just pull the right-hand string and the noose will pull tight.




[image: Image]
Spliced tip ready for service.
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By using a longer drill and superb teamwork, two people can make this easier by keeping the drill spinning constantly. It takes two working in harmony—one set of hands picking up the drilling at the top precisely when the other set leaves off at the bottom.




[image: Image]
Another two-person variation that I’ve come up with (I haven’t heard or seen this anywhere else), this is by far the easiest of the hand drill methods that I’ve worked. Use a bearing block and have one person apply the downward pressure. The other spins the drill vigorously, instructing the “bearer” how much pressure to apply. The spinner, not having to apply the downward pressure, isn’t exhausted so easily, enabling the spark to be quickly made.









CORDAGE

To me, any description of the use of the bow drill that doesn’t include the making of cordage is incomplete. Such a common thing as a piece of string just isn’t always in your pockets when you may be in need of fire, especially in a survival situation. And when you most need this fire (in winter cold and damp), you don’t really want to tear your clothing up to make a string. Even if you did, you may not know enough about how to prepare it to keep it from breaking under the stress you’d place on it when using the bow and drill.


[image: Image]
Hemp cordage still attached to the unprepared strip.




[image: Image]
Stinging nettle cordage. This piece “made fire” with the bow and drill.



This section will teach you how to make usable cordage of the kind that’s able to withstand the use of the bow and drill. I’ve personally used the cordage types that I state are suitable for this. I’ll also mention by name others that I’ve heard or read about but not tested myself. Some readers of this book are likely to have with them certain valuable items (handkerchief, dog fur, human hair) in the most primitive situation, and may find others commonly afield. For additional sources, once you’ve soaked up the information contained herein, you can experiment, letting your imagination be your limit.


[image: Image]
Upper left: Black and white strands hanging from fingers. Upper right: Twisting the blacks tight clockwise for about ½” and then (lower left) twisting that counterclockwise over the whites and twisting the whites clockwise. By continuing this simple process you end up with cordage (lower right).





MAKING CORDAGE

I’ll attempt to describe this simple craft by words—something not so simply done. I’ll also use photos of my own, since I’m more adept at taking them than at arranging words.
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