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= And other divinations from Tom Brown's Tracking, Nature, and
" Wilderness Survival School. As told by David RakolT-Acolyte of the
Standard Class, Master Bowdriller, Sweat Lodge Scaredy-Cat, and friend
to the Vole Photographs by Charles Callung

IT 15 DIFFICULT in the extreme to constrnt either a Figure-
Four or Patute deadfall trap. to say nothing of having them
waork., in the dark, and in the rain. at L e, after 17 hours of
lectures and demonstrations, during which one has already been
taught {among other things) the Sacred Order of Survival-
shelter, water, fire, food; how to make rope and cordage from
prlantt and animal fibers: how to start a Are vsing a howdrill; find-
ing sutable materials for tinder (making sure to avoid the very
fluffy and fammable mouse nest as it may contain hanta virus);
how to recognize the signs of progressive dehydration; how to
make a crude filter out of a matted clump of grass: how w dis-
timguish between the common, water. rich grapevine and the
very similar yet very poisonous Canadian moonseed: how to
make a solar still out of a hole covered with a sheet of plastic
(and how 1o continue the condensation process by urinating
around the hole ) and the Apache tradition of honoring those
things ane hunts, be they animal, vegetable, or mineral. All of
this wathin the first day and a half of a Stndard Class sesgion at
lTom Brown's Tracking, Nature, and Wilderness Survival School
i the wilds of northwestern New Jersey,

The Standard is the first and most basic of 28 classes offered
by the schonol, a Wilderness 101 of sorts—a weeklong, lecture-
heavy, intensive introdoction to primitive outdoor skills and
nature awareness. The same skills and awareness found at the

very heari of the bildungsroman that is the
oft-told life story of Tom Brown Ir. Briefly,
the story is as follows: Growing up in the
Jersey Pine Darrens in the late 1950s, o
young Tom spends almost every waking
moment from the ages of seven 1o 18 in the
woods under the tutelage of his best friend
Rick's grandfather, Stalking Woll. a
Southern Lipan Apache from Texas.
Brown’s apprenticeship ends in 1967 upon
his graduation from Toms River High
School. He is designated 4-F by the drafi
board due to 2 chip of obsidian that had
lodged in his right eve in his eens: vears
carlier, Stalking Waolf is said to have pre-
dicted that a “black rock”™ would keep the
boy out of Yietnam. Over the next decade
Brown takes odd jobs 1o make the money
necessary (0 spend his summers testing his
skills in unfamiliar environments across the
country {the Tetons, the Dakota Badlands,
Death Valley, and the Grand Canyon), living
in debris huts and scout pits of his own
devising, and subsisting on food he forages
or kills himself, Eventually the young man
re-cmerges into society with a single-mind-
ed mission: o teach others and fead them
hack to the woods and a love of nature.

There have been digressions along the
wity. Brown has trained Navy SEALS in
high-speed invisible survival and helped the
FBI and state law enforcement agencies in
tracking persons both missing and eriminal.
He solved his 600th case on his 27th birth-
day, a full year before the publication of his
first book in 1978, The Tracker is a tale of
an adventurcus boyhood of limitless self-
reliance in an unfathomably Arcadian wildemess. [t makes for
compelling, if not always easy 1o swallow, reading: part Richard
Halliburton, part Carlos Castaneda, part Kung Fue. Grandfather,
already an octogenarian in 1957 when Tom first meets him,
appears 45 a man of almost Buddhalike wisdom with a penchant
for posing oblique, seemingly insoluble riddles and laughing
discreetly behind his hand as Rick and Tom, mired in narrow
Western thought, fumble for answers,

It might not be Thoreaw, but it is the key to the legend that
Tom Brown may very well one day become, and certainly
already is here at the Tracker School. Brown, 50, is a cult figure
of international stature, The best-selling author of 16 books,
whatever tracking Brown does now, be it for the crooked or the
merely lost, is more of the armchair variety, Having trained tens
of thousands of people at his school, he can call upon a global
network of former and current acolytes when bis tracking wis-
dom is requested.

Many of us bere for the Standard-some 90 people from the
United States and Canada, four from Austrin, and a young
wornan all the way from Japan—are aspirants, yearning to join
those ranks of expert trackers. Evervone is acquainted with
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Stalking Wolf. All have read at least part of Brown's ocuvre, be
it one of the ficld guides 1w wilderness survival or 1o wikl edible
and medicinal plants, or perhaps the more spmmually onented
tities, such as The Vision, The Quest, The Journey, or
Grandfather. Aceording 1o the school's statistics, roughly 90
percent of us will return o lake a more advanced course, starling
with the Advanced Standard and branchimg off thereafter, per-
haps o learn Search and Rescue. the Way of the Coyote,
Intensive Tracking. or How 1o Be a Shadow Scow,

We are diverse in age and gender. and we run the gamul from
the pragmatic (o the ethereal: from the unbelicvably sweet 13-
year-old vegan boy from Portland, Orggon, to the gun enthusiast
who brought his own supply of hermeucally sealed decommis-
sioned military MREs (“Bought’em on eBay for ten cents on the
dollar afier the whole Y2K thing didn't pan out. Best au gratin
potatoes 1 ever ate™): from the congenial soi-disant “hillbally
from West Virginia™ in his fifties to the iwentysomething physics
miajor looking to drop owt for a while. Most are friendly, imelli-
genl. and environmentally and socially committed. More than a
few are imvolved in educanon, in particular working withtroi-
bled 1eens in the wilderness. And, 1 am relieved 10 see, most are
refreshingly immune 1o the pomography of gear. They radiate
good health as they unpack bags of gorp, apples, whole-wheat
pitas, and huge water bottles. 1, too, have come prepared—with a
deli-size Poland Spring mineral water, assorted candy bars, and
four packs of Marlboro Lights.

| ARRIVED ON APRIL 30, a beautiful, sunny, bul very
windy Sunday afternoon. We all spend the first few hours bat-
tling the strong breeze to pitch our tents, the placement of which
is cverseen by Indigo, one of the eight or so voluntesrs, alumni
of previous Standard Classes, who help out for the week and in
40 doing refresh their skills and relive what was clearly or them
a wonderful experience. Indigo. a rural New Jersey local, hovers
sumewhere between 30 and 70 vears old. With her sun-bur-
nished face, cragey feaures, and rather exireme take-charge
demeanor, she is straight our of My Anrenta, Sull, she's not
unfriendly, even as she tells one of the Austrians, s ent staked
down and ready, “Uh-uh, mister. You gotta move it about four
inches that way. We're making a lune right here” Indigo gesticu-
lates like an urban planner dreaming of a freeway; she is the
Roberl Moses of Tent City,

It should be noted that we are not actually in the Pine
Barrens, sacrosanct locus of Brown's childhood in and around
the wwn of Toms River, The Sumdard Class is held on the
Tracker farm in Asbury, Mew Jersey, near the Pennsylvania bor-
der {nut 1 be confused with Asbury Park, sacrosanct locus of
the early career of that other South Jersey lepend, Bruce
Springsteen). Brown splits his time between here and the
Barrens. but the farm at Ashury is better for teaching novices
because of its rich biodiversity; the surrounding fields, mead-
ows, and light forest, and the Musconeteong River, which flows
a few hundred yards away, offer ample flora and fauna for this
week of instruction. Aside from the harmn, the central structure
where the (hours upon hours of) lectures ke place, the farm
consists of Tom Brown's house, a dozen or so portable oilets,
and a toolshed with an awming under which sits @ row of chuck-
wigron gas rings—our cafeteria. All activity is centered around
the main vard, a scani acre of patchy lawn that lies between our
nylon sleeping quarters and the barn, In the center of this is the

all-important fire,
which burns day
and might, heating
a large square iron
tank with a tap,
where we get hot
water for our buck-
el showers,

Brown used 1o
teach the Standard
from beginning 1o
end himself. These
days, aside from
evening and mom-
ing talks, he leaves
the waching
responsibalities ©
his paid mstruc-
tars. the mosi organi- TOP, tanning a deer hide; the in_dornita!_:le
instructor Ruth Ann Colby Martin practices
self-sufficiancy in a debris hut.

cally charming group
of people 've ever
encountered,
They're all affabie,
pedagogically gift-
ed-there isn't a

dud public speaker
inn the bunch-and
chasteningly com-
petent ai the end-
less variety of
primirive skills
we're here (o learn,
They're a lovable
crew of comman-
dos straight ou of central castng: Kevin Reeve, 44, director of
the school, o John Goodman paterfamilias type who opted for
carly retirement from Apple Computer nine years ago after tak-
ing his Standard Class; Joe Lau, 31, resident flmt-knapper<his
stone tools are things of beawy—currently ranked second in nin-
jutsu in the state of New Jersey, Mark Tollefson, 32, plant
expert, wild-edible savant, also in charge of food; Tom McElroy
as the Kid-at 23, youth personified—a thatch-haired Tom Sawyer
with an aw-shucks charm that belies his sniper’s aim with the
throwing stick; and Ruth Ann Colby Martin, 26, resident Earth
Muother, who, 1t seems, can do literally everything, and 1s poly-
mathically. beatifically dexterous, capable. strong, beautiful, and
funmy-Joni Mitchell as Valkyne. Even though Ruth Ann has
already tun the Sandy Hook marathon on the day we meet her.
she fairly glows. Let me be clear: As an svowed homosexual, |
make 11 a practice to seek out the amorous embraces of men
over those of women, and yet 1 fall heavily for Ruih Ann,

That first eveming, the entire class gathers in the barn for an
ofientation session in which we are advised of the schoeol’s gen-
cral guidelines and given our first taste of the ethos of the place,
summed up by Kevin pointing to a sign above the stage. 11 reads,
"Mo Sniveling”

“This is a survival school, not a pampering school,” Kevin
adds. As if on cue to renerate the rustic authenticny of the place,
a hat that lives in the barn swoops down over our heads. We, are
reminded to hydrate regularly and properly, and 10 beware the
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poison vy that grows rampant on the Garm,
“And if you are taking any sort of medica-
tion 1o regulate your moods,” Joe tells us,
“we request that you stay on that medica-
tion while you're here”

All ol the mstructors chime in. in uni-
sam, Lherr vinges weary with hard-won
expencnce: "We worldn't sav i if it weasn'T
temportant.”

Frnally, we are warned about ticks and
their dreaded Lyme discase. We are (o
check for the small black dots twice a day
all over vur bodies, purticularly n those
dark. warm, hairy places teks apparently
love, & proper sell-scrutiny s demonstrated
by one of the [clothed) volumeers, who
takes to the stage holding a small band mir-
ror from the shower stalls. He moves it
over and around his torso and limbs like a
fan dancer, looking into the glass the whole
time, As the coup de grice, he shows us
how 1o check our least accessible, most
unwelcome potential Tick Hideout Turning
his back 1o us, he bends over, bringing the
mirror up herween his legs. “Ta-da'™ he
says, holding a triumphantly abject position,
Everyone applauds.

WE MEET THE MAN HIMSELF the following morning in
a welcome lecture of sorts. Tom Brown is handsome and in
greal shape. With his silvening hair neatly paned on the side,
rrem mustache, and penetrating blue eves, he resembles nothing
so much as the scary. casually hostile, and emasculating gym
teachers of my youth. .

'monly hall right. Brown, while blessed with deadpan
comic timing and a Chawtawqua preacher's instinct for the per-
formative Tlourish, also exhibots a disquisting and ever-present
bass note of dwindling patience. This weird duality is an
ackmow ledped facr. Kevin has warned us that Brown is “pari
mother hen, part drill sergeant” For the uninitiated, 1 can make
for a fairly hizarre nide, somenmes in the same sentence. He
hegins with a libe flanery, praising our very presents.

“The terms ‘family' and *brother- and ststerhood® do not fall
Mippantly from our lips.”

Thiat's mice. we think, premaiurely warmed to our cores,

He continues. “Even my parents—when they call, the calls are
sereencd. 1 talk w them when T want 1o, But you,” he mdicates
us, snapping back 1w sweetness, “you speak my language. When
Isay 10 one of you. "Hey, T heard a tree call vour name,’ you’ll
know what [ mean. Youre more than eight-to-five. I'm an alien
out there” he suys, meaning society. “But not with you. You're
the warriors.”

Happily. the Standard Class is not boot camp. We are not
hiked miles and miles, made 1o gather firewood for hours on
end, or required to est our physical meutle in any appreciable
way. It's mare intellectually rigorous. The days are long, from
s1% in the morning to past 11 at night, largely speat in lecture,
with hands-on experience making up only about 20 percent of
our tume. Dunng breaks-primarily the tme set aside for
meals—we practice our skills. The yard outside the barn buzzes

i

Tom Brown's school days: Class in session in the bam.

with pre-industrial activity: people making cordage, lobhing
their throwing sticks at a shooting gallery of plush-toy prey, fox-
walking and stalking slowly across the grass, and tryving o star
fires with bowdnlls.

This last one is our primary milestone, The squeak of mwming
spindles and the sweet smell of smoldering cedar, occasionally
followed by the applause of whatever simall group might be
standing nearby. is a constant, 1 make three attempts before sue-
cess—bul when it comes! The thnll of sawing the drill back and
lorth, watching the accumulation of heated sawdust, now brown
turning to black, the thin plume that rises. the gentle coaxing of
the tiny coal into fragile. orange life, the parental swaddling of
that ¢mber into a downy tinder bundle, the ardent, almost
amorous gentle blowing of air into same, the curling smoke, and
the final, brilliant burst into Mames in one’s fingers—its atavistic
high simply cannot be overstaed

Recapturing and maiptaining a sense of wonder 15 af the very
heart of the Tracker School philosophy, which s in part “to see
the world through Grandfather's eves” In other words., in a state
of complele awareness, living in perfect harmony with nature,
antumed 1o what s known in the Apache tradition as The Spirit
That Moves Through All Things. This awareness will provide
the key o tracking anmmals, both human and otherwise.
“Crandfather didn"t have two separate words for *awareness’ and
‘trcking.”” Brown tells us one moming.

Mo doubl. But Brown's subsequent description of a briel, hun-
dred-yard morning walk from his house to the bamn is so strange
and ommiscient, he calls to mind Lother and Johnny Hioo, the
chuinsmoking 12-year-old identical twin leaders of the Karen
people’s insurgency movement in Burma, with their claims of
imvisitality and imperviousness to bullets: “There had been a fox
The hunting had not gone well. She emerged at 2:22 a.m, Her
lefi car twitches. Another step, now fear. and suddenly the feral
cat appears. She's gone!™ We won’t be able 1o reach this fevel by






