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Our plan was simple. My kids and I would start in Boulder, Utah, and walk to Escalante, a town nearly thirty miles away. Southern Utah is the land of slickrock and canyons. At a little more than six thousand feet in elevation, the route would take us through a mixed bag of alpine meadows, pinyon pine, and Juniper forests. We’d welcome the shade offered by cottonwoods along the Escalante River. We’d crane our necks as sandstone walls rose into the brilliant blue skies the Southwest is so famous for and take breaks to admire the various rock formations: natural bridges and arches.

It was March, and crusty, patchy snowfields still dotted the mountainsides and frosted the edges of creek beds. The route we’d be taking roughly traced the Boulder Mail Trail, where Mormon settlers traversed this rugged land on horseback to (surprise!) deliver mail to the isolated outpost of Boulder. We used cairns—stacked rocks placed by those who first blazed the trail—as a rough guide, supplemented by an inaccurate topographic map my then eleven-year-old son used to assist himself with his terrain association navigation. As my backcountry experience has evolved over the last decade or so, I’ve relied less and less on having all the gear and more and more on having all the knowledge. This trek and others like it—either solo or with my sons, or leading wilderness survival classes—have evolved that ethos further. One fundamental principle underlies it all: there’s no right or wrong in your approach to how much you pack out into the backcountry. What matters the most is you returning with an appreciation for what the natural world has to offer and can teach us about ourselves. For me and my kids, that meant only our sleeping bags, one change of clothes, a few snacks, and two one-liter bottles of water. This allowed plenty of room to carry back epic stories and insights from our experience together.

I’m enormously grateful to spend time like this with my kids. Not only do I get to share formative experiences with them but they also get a glimpse of my passion for ancient ways of living and surviving in the wild. I also get to pass on some of what I’ve learned about self-reliance and survival over the years. While this hike wasn’t a full-on exploration and example of the more hard-core experiences I’ve had in emulating hunter-gatherer cultural practices, it does offer them the opportunity to do what more and more people across this country are craving: to stop immersing themselves in screens and images and exchange their virtual reality experiences for actual ones. We get out there and we do.

A part of our trek took us down into Death Hollow, nearly between our starting and ending points. Despite its name, this section teems with life. This tributary of the Escalante River is a permanent stream that meanders through a deep canyon, sometimes resting in quiet pools or quickening through cascades and small waterfalls. We were grateful to splash, play, and refill our water bottles. Once we were restored and rejuvenated, we reluctantly moved on. We shed that lingering desire to remain, and soon our curiosity drove us on. Eagerness to see what was beyond the next bend replaced any thoughts of what we were leaving behind. If nothing else, that’s one insight I want to pass along to my kids, and what motivated my desire to write this book: curiosity about the natural world to discover beyond the next bend and what else life can offer to restore our mental, physical, and emotional well-being and reestablish our primal connections to nature.

What my kids are experiencing in southern Utah is a far cry from what lit my fire as a fourteen-year-old living in Middletown, New Jersey. With Asbury Park just down Route 35, I could have had rock and roll fantasies of being born to run like “the Boss,” Bruce Springsteen, or harbored some other Jersey Shore dreams. Instead, my life changed one day wandering through the stalls of a flea market in town. I did see racks of records and more than a few surf-casting rigs, but what caught my eye was a copy of the U.S. Army Survival Manual. Its curled cover and dog-eared pages sat among stacks of other paperback copies of thrillers and romance novels. As I flipped through its pages, I saw photos of makeshift animal traps, shelters fabricated from found forest objects, and edible plants. I fell in love. I briefly thought about how it had made its way to a flea market, possibly from Fort Dix, but those thoughts of its origin were soon forgotten.

This book was a practical guide that needed to be put to use. While the name Middletown might conjure up images of a typical strip mall-infested suburb, its name is a bit of giveaway. While there is a commercial township center, the town sits in the middle of a vast network of woodlands and lowlands just miles from the Atlantic Ocean. Like veins, various waterways lead to the ocean. Numerous greenways, parks, and open spaces became my classroom and my proving ground. I guess I’ve always been a bit of a nonconformist, and I was drawn to life there rather than the haunts along the boardwalk. While my friends and classmates were scoping out attractive possible sexual partners or deciding between a white slice or a margherita slice, I was in the woodlands and wetlands, scoping out edible plants and mushrooms. For me, hooking up meant fashioning a means to catch a fish out of a rib bone from a long-dead rabbit. Rather than having my nostrils filled with the smell of frying foods, popped corn, and tanning oil, they were taking in the odor of leafy muck, mud, and sun-heated grasses. In truth, I was the one being hooked and reeled in by a force that I was inexplicably drawn to. Life outdoors fired my curiosity and fed my desire to be creative. Still today those two driving forces dominate my life and are the backbone of most of what I have to share in this book. In time, those forces led me down another path that few of my classmates trod.
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In 1999, I joined the United States Marine Corps and served for twelve years among the small percentage of Americans who raise their hands in response to the call of duty. The Corps is an organization that allows young men like me to find our place in the world and discover a sense of purpose. I was never really interested in getting a traditional education beyond high school, but I learned one hell of a lot serving. The military’s ethos of embracing your strengths and building upon your weaknesses to convert them is very much a central part of my life. I firmly believe that anyone with enough knowledge can develop their fundamental skills to a level of expertise where they are able to not just survive but thrive in the outdoors.

While in the Marines, I attended various survival schools where I could narrow down my initial interest and passion. My training exposed me to the tips, tricks, and techniques needed to survive in multiple environments. In the military, survival school meant just that: keeping yourself alive to evade the enemy, return to friendlies, and resume fighting. Whether I volunteered to attend or was assigned to go, I spent time in the Philippines learning and practicing techniques to live in the jungle. We were operating in stealth mode and always wary of exposing ourselves to the presence of the enemy. I can recall living along a short stretch of beach and tracking down monkeys and snakes for food. I was grateful we could swallow a few handfuls of fresh water and fashion crude weapons to defend ourselves. I had similar experiences in Okinawa, Japan, where I learned to embrace sucking, drinking, and eating some of the nastiest things imaginable—like cobra’s blood and boiled ants and their eggs—just to live to see another day. I also attended mountain survival schools where the goal was the same: to keep on living in a very different environment. I was an infantryman at the time, a machine gunner, and that grunt’s level of education and training provided me with a solid foundation on which I could build.

Later, I advanced my career and attended various Marine Corps regimental schools where I learned about leadership. I also rappelled and fast-roped out of helicopters using a SPIE rig in special patrol insertion/extraction drills. You definitely wanted to survive those airborne experiences. Eventually, I was recruited into the Marines’ counterintelligence/human intelligence field and embedded with various peoples in different environments. In that capacity, I had to provide my assets on the ground with the ability to survive by denying, detecting, and deceiving terrorism, espionage, sabotage, and subversion. If one hundred Marines got on a plane to fly into Iraq, the Philippines, Borneo, Indonesia, Malaysia, South Korea, or anywhere else I was serving downrange, my main goal was to ensure all one hundred of them survived.

I also served as an interrogator and as an intelligence collector. I learned a lot about people and their relationship with the biological imperative—the cellular level needed to exist in the face of multiple threats. Again, that was all survival at its most fundamental and primal. You may be aware of American psychologist Abraham Maslow and his hierarchy of needs. His work is often depicted as a pyramid of our basic survival needs: physiological and safety at the bottom, our psychological needs (belongingness and love) and esteem needs above them, and our higher-order needs, like self-actualization and creative expression, at the top. Much of my early training in survival and my understanding of human psychology, including my own, centered around those two categories at the bottom.

As my understanding, skills, and curiosity evolved, I became much more interested in what I call “thrival.” Thriving in the outdoors means more than just merely getting by to see another cycle of sunrise and sunset. It means really enjoying being out in the bush and having all our needs met through nature. You don’t just embrace the suck, endure the pain, and eke out a basic existence in your mental and physical pain cave. You also seek and find comfort, satisfy curiosity about yourself and the world, and express your creativity. You find your place mentally, physically, and primally aligned with the forces that helped shaped humanity. You transcend what most people in contemporary life experience in an age when technological advances have made us physically comfortable but often complacent, uncomfortable, and unhappy with our lives. In the pages that follow, I’ll go into this transformative means of looking at what it means to thrive in the bush and the benefits we can all derive from doing so.

In the military, I learned a lot about the importance of having a plan and how it impacts the lower-level needs more than the higher-level needs. However, some believe otherwise. If you’ve got every one of your bases covered and you’ve got every bit of gear to make your way in the bush more comfortable, then you’ve got more time to focus on those higher-level growth needs like belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. That’s a valid point. I started out as an infantryman and lugged a .50-caliber machine gun, humping my way many a mile. Having been there and done that, maybe that’s why I’ve opted for a new approach. While I still believe you have to be prepared in nature, I’ve learned a couple of fundamental principles: Know more and carry less and nature provides all.

As you move through this book, you’ll see in much greater detail how my thinking and means of surviving and thriving have evolved. I’ll share stories behind those principles (and others) and how they liberated me from the tyranny of technology. They allowed me to better enjoy the pleasure of the primal and connect with our humanness, which dates back millennia. Reconnecting with how our human ancestors both survived and thrived has allowed me to grow in ways I would not have expected but am deeply grateful to have experienced.

Just as I took that trip to Utah with my kids, when I shared experiences and knowledge with them, I’m hoping this book can do the same. The saying that experience is the best teacher holds truth. Whether it’s talking about my military experience, sharing what I learned from conversations and shared adventures with others in the field, or my fascination and admiration for what prior cultures and indigenous groups learned and taught, I hope that I can help reconnect you to nature.

It’s often said that Mother Nature can be a cruel mistress. She can also bedevil us with her beauty. The past few years have been difficult for many people. We’ve seen the influence of a virus that has claimed lives and reinforced that a healthy, well-balanced lifestyle can sustain us. Our physical, emotional, and psychological selves were threatened and put to an enormous test. Out of all of that, along with the growing recognition that our intervention in the natural order has resulted in serious environmental consequences, I’m not as discouraged as you might think. As a result of being shut out of social interactions at restaurants, bars, schools, and places of work, and because of other aspects of social distancing, many people felt compelled to get outside and back into nature. Like me being drawn to the field survival manual and the resources it provided, Americans and others around the world found an outlet in the natural world. We saw this in many forms: for example, the sale of bicycles skyrocketed, and the parking areas of trailheads that once were barely populated overflowed with vehicles. We faced a challenge and seized an opportunity.

Something deep inside us called out. That voice could be heard when the streets of our cities and towns quieted and we paused to reflect on what really mattered and what we really wanted.



Maybe it was just out of sheer boredom or because our indoor interactions were so limited and so potentially dangerous that we had to get out. Maybe we felt a desire to escape restrictive rules and regulations that governed our social interactions. However, I don’t think these are the only reasons. I believe that in the face of an existential crisis that few of us had ever experienced before, an alarm sounded in a primal part of our brain. Long-dormant cellular responses shrugged off years of disuse and keyed in a code for survival. When threatened, our flight-or-fight responses always kick in. Some retreated into binge watching and ordering takeout, and that’s okay, but a large segment of the population either opted for, or combined that nesting instinct with, another aspect of our human/animal responses. In the face of this pathogen and the threat it created, many chose to fight the fear and get outdoors. Maybe it was simpler than that. Maybe, with no other outlets, we did what many mothers encourage their kids to do: go outside and play.

I know from personal experience that when our physical well-being is threatened, change is catalyzed. We reprioritize and engage in a perspective shift. This doesn’t just happen when our survival literally hangs in the balance. When you serve in the military, you’re on “active duty.” I thrived in an active, kinetic environment where I was both physically and mentally engaged for most of the day. When it came time for me to leave the Marine Corps, I was faced with a tough transition. What kind of work could I find that would meet my needs and desires to be fully immersed in life like I had been while serving? How could I find a kinetic environment like the one I’d just been existing in for nearly all of my life to that point? Simply put: How could I continue to be happy?

When it comes down to it, what drew me then and draws me now to life outdoors and a primal connection with nature is fun. I’m happiest outside. I’m happiest when I’m moving and doing—both physically and mentally. The kind of thinking and problem-solving that is required when being outside is incredibly stimulating. The stakes don’t have to be life-or-death. Even in facing lesser challenges, we experience what it really means to be alive and not just survive. For a lot of us, getting by and staying safe even when not engaged in outdoor pursuits poses a threat to our well-being. We fall into routines. We live mindlessly. We rely on devices to solve our problems and easily answer any questions we have, and in our search for a life of ease we’ve developed a dis-ease. Lurking in the shadows is this frequent thought: If this whole thing falls apart, do I have what it takes to endure?

In the pages that follow, I’ll interrogate these questions. I offer both a look at how we got to this point and a practical how-to handbook for taking the next steps deeper into the backcountry. Part manifesto and part reference that updates what I learned from the U.S. Army Survival Manual, what I have to share works well for those who want to explore both their physical and mental limits. It’s a guide for how to think and how to act to maximize your outdoor experiences while minimizing risk to your well-being. It will help you not just endure but enjoy. You’ll not only survive but thrive in the outdoors.

I’ve been there and done that. I’ve gone deep into my body and soul and into nature and have come back with some hard-earned lessons and insights. My hope is that by letting both this book and curiosity be your guide, you’ll get out there, dig deeper, go farther, have more fun, and learn more about yourself and the world you inhabit than ever before.
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PART I A SURVIVAL MANIFESTO
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I’m thrilled that my adolescent fascination with survival has transformed into the way I make my living. Today, I operate a survival and wilderness self-reliance school in Colorado. I have clients who come from around the world. Thanks to my kids, I’ve managed not just to survive but to thrive in the social media world. They urged me to join the world of social media, and more than ten million people have made the choice to follow me and watch my survival-oriented videos. As a result of that media exposure, I’ve appeared on television and in other media, and in some quarters I’ve earned the reputation for being a “professional caveman.” I appreciate all that recognition, but, more accurately, I’m passionate about remote primitive survival, ancient/historical technologies, and lithic arts. I’ll explain those three things in greater detail down the line. For now, I’ll sum me up by saying that I’m mainly interested in how we can all apply collective knowledge to live wild.


PUTTING A FINER EDGE ON THE STONE AGE

What I find most interesting about being dubbed a “caveman” is that I believe many people who use that term are using it as a compliment but with an unacknowledged edge. When people think of a caveman, they likely envision a gruff, inarticulate, blunt-headed, grunting, fur-clad protohuman whose savagery far outdistances his sagacity—his smarts. I don’t view our ancestors that simplistically. I believe, as do most anthropologists, that the cavemen and cavewomen who preceded us and existed in the Stone Age outdistanced us in a number of ways. It took not just good fortune and the luck of the genetic draw to survive the planetary upheaval they experienced. I don’t think we give enough credit to our earliest ancestors for their brains while concentrating too much on their brawn.

Similarly, I think that, for many of us, Darwin’s theory of evolution has been reduced to an easy catchphrase: “survival of the fittest.” Which species flourished and which ones floundered and died out came down to a kind of test of physical prowess or simply the roll of the genetic dice. In a lot of cases, then, species of all kinds, human and otherwise, were victims of a cosmic game of chance. I don’t quite see it that way. I will admit that Darwinism—survival of the fittest—helps people develop a big-picture understanding of humans’ past. However, that big picture is an incredibly complex one, and what did and didn’t survive comes down to a large number of factors. Among them is the fact that human evolution and species survival relied a great deal on socialization. Our forming an ever-widening social circle has been both a boon and a bust—the latter because tribal conflicts persist to this day.

The same is true when we slap a label like “caveman” on our ancestors. I think most of us would recoil, if at some point in the future after some new evolutionary leap, that newly evolved species looked back at us humans and our fossil record and decided to name us based on where we laid our heads down at night. Those who study human history and evolution try to lend us a hand and give us scientific hooks on which we can hang our understanding of how different hominids (the family classification we belong to along with the great apes) were active and evolved. We’ve all seen charts that depict the ascent of man, and most of them show the progression in a straight line. That’s not accurate; what really should be represented is a web, since there was interbreeding with other primates.




EARLY PROTO-HUMANS

What I think makes sense to consider is the point at which the first known species of the genus Homo came along. Homo habilis was one of our earliest human ancestors, and its Latin name means “Handy Man.” It got that name because, in 1964, scientists at the time thought that this species, which lived 2.4 to 1.5 million years ago, was the first to make tools. (Later studies showed that stone tools predate any of the beings in the genus Homo.) That’s a tough call to make because there were other species of early humans, like Australopithecus africanus, also around at the time, and none of them had developed a patent office to keep track of who invented what and when. (There’s also no record of who borrowed what tools from whom and failed to return them promptly, thus demonstrating one downside of primates becoming social beings.) Regardless of who was the first, the important thing to keep in mind is that some pre-human and human species were making tools a long time ago. And as far as we know, no other species apart from those in the genus Homo has fashioned tools to any great degree. They may use found objects to aid in some tasks, but that’s not the same as truly making tools.

About 1.89 million years ago, another human species was active, Homo erectus, or “Upright Man.” They had body proportions more like modern humans: longer legs and shorter arms than their predecessors. This indicates that they were better adapted to life on the ground. They lost some of their tree-climbing adaptations and were likely able to walk and run long distances. They also had a braincase that was larger in proportion to the size of their face. Skeletal remains that we’ve uncovered reveal that they looked similar to us. They were toolmakers as well, and one of their major innovations was crafting hand axes and cleavers—more sophisticated implements than the earliest stone types.

Their bigger brains—as much as 80 percent larger than their earlier ancestors’ brains—and taller bodies meant they needed more energy to function than other species. This brain growth shows the human evolution from this species as the real starting point for modern humans. Being the toolmakers they were, their innovations helped process protein sources, especially meat but also fish, shellfish, and birds, along with plants and leaves to satisfy that bigger-brain energy requirement. As humans, 20 percent of our calorie consumption goes toward “feeding” our brains. They also seemed to have mastered the art and science of making fires and using them for cooking, warmth, and protection against large predators. Cooking was especially important because cooked food is easier for us to process as energy than raw food. Scientists also believe that those tools aided them in surviving during climate changes.

Their adaptability allowed them to survive in habitats in Southeast Asia and Africa. The species also managed to stick around for two million years, lasting until just over one hundred thousand years ago. By walking upright, they were able to cover long distances. As anyone who hikes or runs knows, muscle exertion produces heat. If your skin is covered with fur, you retain that heat, and you sweat and tire quickly. The species Homo erectus wasn’t covered from head to toe with fur; therefore it literally ran cooler and could pursue its prey, including the big felines, over longer distances on foot. Once the prey was exhausted, Homo erectus, with its long arms, was able to throw rocks and spears a greater distance and with more accuracy than any other primate. Part of that rock throwing was the luck of the genetic draw, but also those early humans figured out how to use tools to aid their hunting. Along with the tools, they devised strategies to take advantage of their long arms. Brains and brawn worked together to help certain species outpace other members of their class.

Earliest proto-humans likely lived in pairs, but by the time Homo erectus arrived at its peak and thereafter, we lived in groups of around one hundred. Why that number? Scientists believe it is easy for us to keep track of and account for. As this species thrived, they likely exceeded that number and tensions and stresses arose, resource competition increased, and one group split off to form another group or moved to another area—including setting out on the water.




NOT THE ONLY GAME IN TOWN

Homo erectus wasn’t the only early human species; there were also Homo neanderthalensis, or Neanderthals. They went extinct approximately forty thousand years ago, and the reason for their disappearance is the subject of great debate. What isn’t up for debate is that Neanderthals were quite advanced as they navigated the waters of the Mediterranean. In addition to making stone tools, creating fire, and having hearths, they used birch bark tar as an adhesive to make clothes and weave. They used medicinal plants to treat injuries and were capable of storing food. They were likely apex predators at the top of the food chain. They also had symbolic thoughts, made art and music, and were possibly capable of speaking. That makes them a pretty creative bunch. Physically, compared to us today, Neanderthals were shorter-limbed and stouter. Why that adaptation occurred isn’t fully known, but some believe that because of the colder climate they inhabited, the closer their extremities were to their core, the better they were able to conserve body heat. Compared to other species, they were relatively few in number, and therefore genetic variation was low. That may explain, in part, why they went extinct.

What’s of even greater debate is when the split between Neanderthals and modern humans occurred. When Neanderthals split from their ancestor, Homo heidelbergensis, is also unclear. But the fact is that they did become distinct species. And the question of why one species, modern humans, or Homo sapiens, came to enjoy such a dominant position is worth thinking more about. It’s also interesting to note that for a long time Neanderthals suffered a bad reputation. One German scientist in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century created a primate family tree and labeled Neanderthals as Homo stupidus. I don’t know for sure if that was the seed of the unthinking caveman stereotype that persists to a large degree today, but the fact that it has endured in popular culture for as long as it has troubles me. Yes, Neanderthals have had their reputation rehabilitated to some degree, but across the board I’d argue that not just them but all early humans deserve a lot more credit for what they accomplished than discredit for how “primitive” they were. That word is relative. Today, modern humans may be considered the pinnacle of evolution, supremely adaptive and intellectually powerful, but I still believe that we have a lot to learn from our ancestors and there’s much to admire about their survivability.

A little more than a decade ago, a genome project revealed the possibility of interbreeding between Neanderthals and modern humans. Starting a few years ago, people took genetic tests for a variety of reasons, including determining how much Neanderthal DNA they carried. If your ancestors came from Europe, Asia, or Australasia, you have at least some. In some quarters, the more Neanderthal DNA you had, the greater your bragging rights. Some liked the associations with the caveman brute stereotype, while others opted for the more “evolved” modern human/Homo sapiens–like view of them.




THE LONE SURVIVOR

All humans today are members of the Homo sapiens species. In other words, we are the only human species that hasn’t gone extinct. Homo sapiens started three hundred thousand years ago, and modern Homo sapiens originated seventy-five thousand years ago. Relatively speaking, that seventy-five thousand years of existence for modern humans is fairly brief. Like the other species, early Homo sapiens made stone tools but eventually created smaller, more sophisticated and specialized ones including things like fishhooks, bows and arrows, and even sewing needles. I don’t need to list all the technological advances we’ve created since, especially since some of you may be reading this on a tablet—and I’m not talking about the stone ones our not-so-distant relatives used. About sixty thousand years ago, Homo sapiens were able to outcompete every other early human species. What ended Homo erectus’s two-million-year run? In other words, what made Homo sapiens superior to all others, including Neanderthals? The most current thinking is that the members of Homo sapiens weren’t necessarily more intelligent than other hominids. They were more social, and banding together to form strong social ties enabled them to move to different environments and increase in number. That may be true, but I also don’t want to dismiss entirely the role that intelligence played in aiding the survival and development of all the various human species.

So why does this examination of evolutionary history matter? For me, it’s not so much about remembering all these different Latin names of our ancestors; instead, it’s about reconnecting not just with what these early humans did but with how they thought. Survival is always about solving a problem. And the problem is this: How do I continue to exist in the face of forces that act against that desire, often referred to as the biological imperative? All creatures feel the urge to persist, and some act programmatically to do so, but with our bigger brains came a bigger tool set we could use to figure out what we could do to continue living. And as I pointed out above, as we thrived and survived in greater numbers, we also produced social and environmental problems that needed to be solved. Heading out to a new location was just one possible solution. We managed to devise others. Traveling farther and wider meant encountering new forces—environmental, meteorological, and social—that resulted in more problems that needed to be solved. As our bigger brains were used to deal with those issues, they continued to grow. Going all the way back to Homo habilis and its becoming bipedal, their ability to manipulate their hands and fingers allowed them to gesture, one of the earliest forms of human-to-human communication. Of course, the evolution toward spoken and then written language also required a large amount of brainpower.

Bottom line, this brief tour through human evolution and what so-called cavemen were like is meant to point out a fundamental fact about survival: it isn’t simply the strongest who survive but the smartest and the most adaptable. Yes, you must have some physical capabilities as a modern human to survive, but it’s even more important to have high-quality gray matter than high-quality muscle mass. I should know. I’ve done some survival “competitions,” and the mental mistakes and poor choices ultimately led me to drop out. The spirit was willing, but the thought processes were weak, which led to wreaking havoc on the body. Our earliest ancestors had to strike a balance among the physical, mental, and emotional aspects of self, as do we as modern humans.





TAKING CONTROL OF OUR PRIMAL HISTORY
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Fortunately, there’s a way to link what our primal ancestors did and thought to help us solve the problems we face in our natural world and in our artificial world. Survival courses like the ones I conduct—and, to a lesser extent, survival-based entertainment and information available on a wide variety of platforms—offer many insights and approaches to connect us to our past. It may sound as if it’s as simple as getting back to basics, returning to a previous time, and living a simpler existence where the stakes were higher to master the same skills as Neanderthals and other early human species, but it’s far more than that. It isn’t so much about emulating what those people did as it’s about solving the problems we face with the same set of thinking tools that they employed. In fashioning a tool like a hand axe or learning to make a fire or set a trap, we’re relying primarily on our brains and then our bodies to survive in the natural world. We’re using our brains to help build up a sense of security, develop a level of perseverance that exceeds any we’ve exhibited before. We’re going to develop a toolbox of critical thinking skills and performative skills that we can take from our experiences out in the bush and bring back home. We can get in touch with our essential human self that isn’t as far removed from us as we think. We need to think about curiosity, creativity, and critical thinking in a new way. All three are essential to success in our daily lives, in our careers or jobs, and in having control over our own personal evolution.




WHY MASTER PRIMAL SKILLS?

For most of us, our basic needs are more than met. We have easy access to food. We have a roof over our heads every night except when we choose to sleep under the stars. All our material needs are met. Yet, job satisfaction is at an all-time low. Satisfaction with or acceptance of our government, our elected officials, and those who differ with our points of view is trending seriously downward. For many, forced containment with those we’re closest to exposed fault lines in those relationships. Being socially distant and sometimes having to mourn the loss of close personal connections possibly increased mental health problems among us. We’ve had to find other sources of personal fulfillment and a sense of satisfaction.

A return to nature and learning forms of survival is an opportunity for us to challenge ourselves and find a new form of satisfaction. In some ways, the pandemic highlighted our lack of connection to nature. As the pandemic shut us off from social gatherings indoors, many people fled to the outdoors. National parks, local parks, trailheads, walking and cycling paths, and nearly every form of outdoor activity saw an increase in participation. I’m not certain how it can be measured, but I do wonder what level of satisfaction that produced. What I don’t have to wonder about is the fact the pandemic did result in a perspective shift. We recalibrated in a variety of ways. Many people questioned their relationship with work, with other people, and with nature.

As human evolution has progressed to this point, we’ve lost a connection to nature. We once lived seasonally. We once moved nomadically. We ate locally. We housed naturally. We “exercised” functionally. We slept “organically”: without electricity, the rise and fall of the sun dictated when we slept and woke. At various times, we’ve seen movements that encouraged a move toward one or more of the above. Some groups returned to a life that encompasses all the things we’ve lost. Likely, the people who engaged and fostered that approach didn’t think that what they were advocating for was a return to what it meant to be a caveman. But in my case I do think that what I offer is exactly that. I’ve reframed for myself, and I hope to for you, what it means to live like a caveman. They survived by solving problems; they used their brains and not just their brute physicality to endure. They thought it more than they toughed it.

I get that a “professional caveman” is a bit of an oxymoron. Our early human ancestors didn’t earn a living by mastering a set of survival skills; they literally earned their existence. That’s a pretty hard-core way to go about in the world. But when faced with that reality, they adopted and adapted, standing up to expand their understanding of taking and releasing control and when to think and act.

In studying them and our present incarnation, I think I offer some insights into tips and tricks that will help us individually and collectively to give those early humans a run for their longevity records. Records are made to be broken, after all.





HOW MY TRAINING SESSIONS WORK

Once we’re deep into the environment, I ask my students to drop their packs and sit, look, listen, and smell. Essentially, I’m telling them to “freeze.” Fainting isn’t an optimal response, but freezing is. If you simply flee or fight before adequately assessing a situation, then you’re basing your choice on either bad data or no data at all. For me, freezing is the essential first step in survival.

I frequently refer to the pattern of life. That pattern exists with variations in every environment. The key is to detect that pattern. Pattern recognition relies on observation. Observation in the wild relies on being attuned to our senses. (Prior to being out in that environment, we can do some reading and research, but the old line about experience being the best teacher really does apply here.) Whether you’re in the jungle, desert, mountains, or tundra, you can discover a pattern of existence in that zone. For me, survival and thrival are intricately entwined in detecting that pattern and understanding the implications of it.

There are many nuances and intricacies that make up that pattern. Often, in baseline physiological and safety survival, detecting that pattern can help you meet your fundamental needs. You don’t really become a part of the pattern; you understand and exploit it. When you’re thriving in the natural world, you do become a part of that larger pattern. You live within it and you adapt and adopt your behaviors, attitudes, and thinking to connect with that particular place and time in the natural world. My goal when I travel to a particular place to be out in nature is to find pleasure in subsuming myself into that pattern. I’ve been on enough trails and moved past enough campsites to know that for some people that’s not their end goal. Maybe you’ve experienced what I have when people are hiking and either carrying on a nearly nonstop conversation, listening to music—either having it broadcast from a device or hearing it privately on their headphones—or consulting their smartphones or snapping photos. It’s hard to imagine that they’ve detected that natural pattern and blended in with it. In fact, it’s quite the opposite from what I intend. They’re altering the landscape and soundscape. They’re not adapting or adopting their behaviors to fit in. Instead, they are layering on a veneer they’ve brought with them from outside that environment onto the natural one that existed before they arrived.

That sounds judgy, and I run the risk of protesting too much by saying that it’s fine for those people, but it’s not what I want out of my time in nature. But that really is how I feel. I wish that they could use the well-intentioned statement of “leave no trace” that governs how we should conduct ourselves in public places where the natural world has been set aside for us. But I don’t demand that they take the same approach that I do. When I say that nature provides us with everything we need, I’m not simply talking about things we can consume and utilize to meet our physical needs—food, water, shelter, and safety; I’m saying that nature provides us with all kinds of information that will help us locate those things, as well as stimuli that enable us to feel a sense of belonging and love. When we can identify the source of a sound—a bird’s call, the branch-snap of a deer approaching—and have our senses confirmed, we can feel a sense of pride. When we use our critical thinking skills out in the bush to solve a problem, our cognitive needs are met in novel ways that truly matter. They may not be life-or-death-level problems, but the satisfaction that comes from finding a water source when lips are chapped and mouths are parched sure beats listening to the sound of our GPS voice leading us to a gas station when the low-fuel light is illuminated on our car’s dashboard.

There isn’t much that I can add to the notion that the natural world offers us an abundance of aesthetic delights. Through my explorations and adventures in nature, I enjoy its beauty and solve the problems inherent in being in a variety of environments. As a result, I have the kinds of peak experiences that lead to self-actualization and transcendence. I don’t just survive; I thrive. I feel whole and at peace to a far greater degree out there in here (I’m patting my heart as I write this) than I do at most any other time in my life. And when I do it in the company of my family, those feelings of satisfaction are heightened even more. When I see a client lighting up with the same fire that burns in me, the intensity grows exponentially.





ANOTHER CAR ON THE “F” TRAIN

Unless we are cursed with a mental illness that compels us otherwise, we are all driven to survive. I believe we all want to thrive in whatever environment we exist in—out in nature and in “civilization.” Some of us don’t like to be challenged or pushed outside the limits of our comfort zone. I get it. Many people think that fear is real. Like I tell my kids: YOU SHOULD FEAR NOTHING.

Fear is a projection of events and circumstances that have not yet happened.

Fear is a projection of the unknown.

People ask me all the time if I carry a gun when I go out in the wild. I tell them no, never. They ask, “Aren’t you afraid of bears or mountain lions?” I tell them I’m not because I’m not. It’s not beneficial to my survival to expend valuable energy on something that hasn’t happened and is very unlikely to happen. I live in Colorado, and the chances of me being attacked and killed by a mountain lion are, statistically, only slightly greater than my chances of being eaten alive by another human being. David Baron, in his excellent book The Beast in the Garden: The True Story of a Predator’s Deadly Return to Suburban America, makes that claim. In 1991, a young man by the name of Scott Lancaster was attacked and killed by a mountain lion while running on a trail near Clear Creek High School in Idaho Springs. Six years later, another man was killed by a mountain lion in Rocky Mountain National Park. During the winter of 1874, a prospector and self-proclaimed wilderness guide by the name of Alferd Packer confessed to resorting to eating the flesh of dead members of his traveling party during an arduous trek through the San Juan Mountains in the depths of a harsh winter. I’ll take my chances and carry less with no fear of encountering either of those two fates. I would never let fear dictate or prevent me from doing what I want to do. That’s not to say I advocate for being reckless and endangering myself unnecessarily. I believe in being prepared and, even more so, developing the skills, abilities, and acquiring the knowledge to survive by risking and responding accordingly.

My military experience shaped a lot of my thinking about fear. When I was downrange while doing counterintelligence work in Iraq, for example, I accepted the fact that at some point I might very well fall victim to a sniper’s bullet. I also understood that if a sniper took me out, I wouldn’t even know it had happened. So, why fear it? I prepared for that eventuality and understood the environment in which I was operating. I figured that if it was a sniper or an improvised explosive device (IED), I couldn’t let fear get in the way of me doing what I was tasked to do: gather human intelligence. My intelligence and my preparedness, I believed, would help tip the scales. So, if I got smart enough and if I got prepared enough, I was willing to accept the consequences of what fate had in store for me. I wasn’t willing to accept the consequences for not being thoughtful enough or prepared enough that I’d get myself shot up or blown up. I wasn’t willing to accept the consequences for being so preoccupied by fear that I allowed my situational awareness in that environment to slip.

Ultimately, it comes down to a kind of cost-benefit analysis, or risk and reward. Being out in the natural world and existing in as primal a state as possible does for me what nothing else in the world I’ve experienced has. And I’ve seen the same thing with many of my clients as they’ve enjoyed professional success. They may have great friendships and family relationships, but even after just a two-day course I’ll see a certain look come over them. They’ll tell me that they have never felt so good. We may not have been successful in catching fish for dinner the night before, but that didn’t matter. That morning we caught one fish and cooked it up and shared it among the four of us. And it was the best damn fish we’d ever eaten. Everything felt right in the world. And that’s because we were out there in Mother Nature, and though she can be harsh, she won’t lie to you. She will not cheat and she will not steal. The natural world is 100 percent honest all the time. It is the purest thing that has ever existed.

And the connection that we feel to it is the same. As humans, we arose from the water, the land, and the air. Unfortunately, though, over the course of hundreds of years, we’ve distanced ourselves from those primal elements. In doing so, we’ve severed some of those connections; however, we can span that gap. When you’re out in the bush and you’re cold, you can bundle yourself up in a $500 high-end-brand jacket and capture the heat your body is losing, or you can build a fire and enjoy the warmth and comfort of knowing that you provided for your needs yourself. That feeling is 100 percent true and authentic. Even if you fail at making a fire, you can drop to the ground, do push-ups, spring back up, and do jumping jacks, and you’ll be heated by your body’s exertions. You can face a challenge and figure out a way to overcome it. You can develop resilience against hardship and apply those lessons about always finding a way through, around, or over any obstacle you might face in your life in the bush or in the burbs. And you’ll develop a better perspective. Maybe your luggage is taking a lot longer to reach the carousel than you’d like or some other calamity like that will befall you. When you’ve faced even harsher consequences for failure or f***ups—your own or others’—your resilience will increase, as will your body of knowledge and your faith to rise above your circumstances. There’s a real beauty in relying on your own brains and brawn.
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The broad scope of human evolution is of great interest to me. This curiosity led me to flint-knapping and other primitive arts. In a very real way, I’ve regressed in my approach to my relationship with the outdoors. The fact that I now call what I strive to do “living wild” is indicative of that retrograde direction. So you might be wondering: How can you “evolve” by going backward? Well, like a lot of things in life, just because something is an apparent contradiction, that doesn’t mean we can’t derive some benefit from exploring those concepts. I believe that we can all benefit greatly by looking back at how our human ancestors lived and emulating some of their approaches to surviving and thriving. We can derive a lot of wisdom and enhance our lives when we decide to go wild.


THE NATURE OF THE MISSION

As I mentioned in the introduction, I developed a fascination with and an appreciation for living in nature early on. That continued when I served in the military, though it didn’t take my preferred form: wandering free in the woods and taking in its sights and sounds and smells for the pure pleasure of it. Instead, my time in the Marine Corps was about learning survival skills to ensure that I lived to fight another day. It was a bare-bones approach with a clearly defined set of expectations/goals attached. Evade capture. Return to the unit. Continue to fight. And, at the time, those seemed to me to be reasonable, tangible, logical goals. They still are. But what’s changed is the nature of the enterprise. In civilian life, I don’t go out in the bush with a specific mission. Instead, capture, evasion—literal life-and-death struggles—figure prominently in my mind. Sure, I could come up against some baddies who want to do me harm—insects, animals, and even humans—and those threats do exist as potentialities, but they aren’t the dominant forces against which I battle. I don’t really think of living wild in terms of warfare or conquest.

I know that culturally, in particular in popular culture, we love the concept of struggling for survival. All you have to do is turn on your television and you’ll see various iterations on that theme. I wasn’t a great student when I was in school, but I do remember sitting in an English class where we talked about literature and the basic conflicts that drive it: man versus man, man versus society, and man versus nature. We’d read a story in our anthology, and one of the first questions the teacher would ask would be, “Which of the three main conflicts was the main one in this story?” Kids would shoot their arms up like arrows and then twist their hands trying to get the teacher’s attention. I don’t remember the name of the story, but we read about two factions of people living in the Carpathian Mountains. I remember that name because they sounded exotic. I wondered how different it might be from where I lived near the Rockies. The name tells you what to expect: rocks. With the Carpathians, I wasn’t so sure but was curious to find out.

In any case, this story was about two guys, one from each of the clans that were in conflict, wandering through the woods on a wintry, stormy late afternoon shortly before sunset. A vague boundary existed in the heavily wooded mountainside. There’d been poachers from each side encroaching on the other’s territory. The two dudes were out there armed and eager—if not to find suitable game to eat with winter bearing down on them, then to capture a poacher. As fate would have it, they came upon each other in the forest. The wind was howling, the snow was blowing, and both were brain cold and struggling to make sense of what they were encountering. They approached each other, post-holing through the deep snow, rifles cocked and ready. They got into it vocally, challenging the other’s rights to be on the land and leveling threats. Before they could make good on those threats, they heard a crack above the roaring wind. It wasn’t fire from weapons; instead, what they heard was the trunk of a spruce tree splintering. They both looked up and saw the tree falling toward them. In the deep snow, they stood little chance of escaping and they didn’t. They lay there stunned while pinned to the ground by enormous branches of the spruce’s canopy. Then reality hit them. Darkness had also fallen. Neither of them could move easily. In the fierce cold and without being able to move their limbs freely, hypothermia and death were real possibilities.

They had to do something.

In the end, they realized that the only way they’d survive was by cooperating. One of the men had a delimbing axe in addition to his rifle. He couldn’t really swing it, but he could pass it on to the other man, whose arms were both free. After hours of effort, he was able to extricate himself. Now he faced a choice. Do I leave my sworn enemy to die and let nature take its course, or do I rescue him?

This was a junior high class, so you can guess that cooperating won out.

For a lot of reasons, I remember that story so well and saw that all three of those main conflicts played out in obvious ways in the plot. Instead of struggling with each other, working together was the way to survive. (There were lots of references to them thrashing around and trying to free themselves in order to reach their weapons and just making the situation worse.) They each had to figure out ways to not fight against the forces they faced but to use physics and things like leverage to get the trunk off the more seriously injured man.




IT’S NOT ABOUT DOMINATION

I could go on, but the main point I want to make in sharing that story is that it took me a relatively long time to get over the notion that living wild wasn’t about dominating nature but cooperating with it. Nature wasn’t the enemy that had to be defeated, but it offered me all the things I needed in order to survive and to thrive. Yes, I would sometimes be involved in a struggle, but those engagements were more about me solving a problem intellectually—and to a lesser degree physically—than it was sheer might against might. I’ve heard this said about aging athletes and their impending retirement and/or reduction in productivity. Father Time is undefeated. We can say much the same about Mother Nature. They are formidable foes, and woe to anyone who thinks that it’s better to fight against them than to learn to work with them. One of my mantras is that Mother Nature offers everything we need to survive—and that’s not just so that all our basic needs are met but so that our higher-order ones are as well.

A buddy of mine is a do-it-yourself fanatic. He had a tree on his property that threatened his home’s roof and some power lines. He wanted some help in taking that bad boy down, and I assisted. (Spoiler alert: the two of us didn’t get trapped by it.) He had a whole set of ratchet straps, ropes, a come-along, and a winch attached to his truck that he was going to use to make sure he felled the tree in the direction he wanted: away from the house and the power lines.

I don’t know if it was the Pythagorean theorem or Avogadro’s number he used to calculate all the angles, but it took nearly an hour to get all the lines intersected properly. By the time he fired up his chain saw, the only thing in doubt was whether the many lines attached to that lodgepole pine would be able to fall and not get hung up like a tent pole in our little three-ring circus. It didn’t. The tree fell, and my buddy’s look of glee was priceless. He was relieved that things had gone as planned. Over the years, he’s taken down many more trees on his lot, and he’s refined his game through experience. Unless there’s a real possibility of property or personal damage, he goes minimal: just the right cut with the saw and no intricate ropes and pulleys. He’s happier and more efficient. He’s also said to me that he doesn’t even like using his chain saw anymore. He lives in a mountain neighborhood that’s pretty quiet, and the whining, raspy scream of a high-strung two-stroke engine, even when wearing ear protection, gets to be too annoying. He also said that he’s found pleasure in swinging a nicely weighted Scandinavian-made felling axe and then bucking that tree with an equally well-made delimbing axe. Sure, those tools require him to keep the blades sharp, but he finds that relaxing and rewarding. He also enjoys the workout he gets by doing that task by hand. Man versus machine is one of those basic dramatic conflicts that we didn’t talk about in my junior high English class, but we’ve all encountered that one. Oftentimes simpler is better. Blistering my hands instead of blistering my tongue cursing a balky machine is frequently my preferred option.
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