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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

Above piclure, a siuden! “de-scanting” and muddying up® s body fo
fook fike a shadow for palure obsarvation,
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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
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week's end, bul apparemtly, we are told frequently by both
Brown and the mstructors, we will be able 10 "track a mouse
across a gravel driveway.”

"FULL SURVTVAL.” in Tom Brown™s world, has nothing to
do with the amassing ol alarming guantities of canned food, a
belief that the government 15 controlled by Hollywood's Jewish
power elite, home schooling, CBS reality-based programming,
of Charlten Heston, Full survival means naked in the wilderness:
no clothes, no wols, no matches, It is both worst-case scenario
and ulumate fantasy. Worst case being that the End Days have
come upon ws, the skies bleed red, the Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse have torn up the fower beds, and we must fend for
cursclves and our loved ones, The fantasy being that we've got-
ten soosick and tred of our consumer society that we just park
vur ¢ars by the side of the highway, siep inw the woods, and
disappear. An ofi-repeated joke throughout the week is, "Next
Monday, when you go in w0 work and guit your jobs,,.”

Being in the woods, we are wold, will become an experience
akin e being locked in the Safeway overnight, "The mair dan-
ger i full survival is gaining weight,” Kevin avers. Nature is a
bounteous paradise for those who play by the rules. That would
be nature’s rules, nol the zovermment's. Since much of the
nation’s remaiming wilderness falls under the protective jurisdic-
tion of the Mational Park Service-whose rangers don't look
kindly on the wanton building of debris huts, and killing and
eating the animals—much of whal we learn s out to be illegal
in what remains of wild nature.

Case m point: animal skinning. Even picking up roadkill
requires & permit. On Tuesday evening, for the lecture on skin-
ning and braintanning, Ruth Ann comes in wearing a fringed
buckskin dress that she made hersell, She wells us the story of
coming upon a readkill buck while taking 2 much-needed break
from writing college papers. My immediste reaction the entire
week to anything Ruth Ann tells me is eagerness and a wish 1o
try whatever it 15 she 15 proposing. When she tells us how to shit
the animal down the middle, and then tw cut around the anus and
genitals, and then o pull them through from mside the body
cavity, [ think, rezretfully. T wish f had 2 dead animal’s anus and
genitals to cul around and pull through its body cavity.”

I almiost ger my wish, She dons a pair of rubber gloves,
leaves the bam, and comes back bearing a very dead road-killed
groundhog. It has already been gutted and the fur pulled down
from the hind legs 1o just below the rib cage, She hangs it on o
nail by 1ts Achilles tendons. Grabbing hold of the pelt, instructor
Tom McElroy-the Kid-pulls, using his entire body weight,
Croundhogs, as il turns out, have a grean deal of connective tis-
suc, There 15 a ripping. Velere-like sound as the fur comes down,
McElroy briefly loses his grip and the wet animal jerks on its
nail, spraying students in the [tont row with droplets of ground-
hogeay fluid. The bat flotters around the barn throughout.

Mext comes the tanning. Almost nothing 1s better at turning
rawhide into supple leather than the lipids in an animal’s own
brain, worked into the skin like finger paint. A further, utterly,
beautiful economy of nature is the fact that every single ani-
mal has just enough brains 1o tan its own hide. Ruth Ann made
her own wedding dress from unsmoked buckskin, as well as
ler hushand” s wedding shirt. She has brought them to the lec-
ture to show us. I expect her to look rough-hewn. disinhibited.
and slightly tacky=like Cher=hut when she takes the dress oul

of the box and holds it up aganst herself, it is lovely: sofi.
ivory, and impeccably constructed, My crush is total,

But there will be tme for infatuation tomorrow. [1 is getting
late, and as happens every night, my rage slarls o s¢lin
around 10:45 when peo-
ple refuse o stop asking
questions, I'm desperale
1 get o bed, having
concluded my approxi-
marely two and a half
hours” wonh of obses-
sively running to the can
during breaks—prophy-
luxis againsl a grogey
stumble through Tent
City 1o the Porta-Johns
in the middle of the
freezing-cold night. A
small cadre of exhausted
Tugitives has already dis-
appeared, heading back to their tents slowly and silently, with-
out flashlights. [ jom them.

“If you can't survive out
there naked and alone,
then you're an alien,”
Tom Brown says. “You
think the earth is gonna
talk to someone who is
not one her children?”

AWARENESS STARTS small. Only when we understand the
many mysteries that lie within the earth’s tniest, seemingly
mundane details will we be able w0 rack animals or peaple.
“Awareness is the doorway 1o the spirit, bul survival is the door-
way to the earth. If vou can't survive out there naked and alone,
then vou're an alien." Brown says one moming, ganing volume
as he goes. “You think the earth 15 going o alk 10 someone who
is mot one of her children™ he vells.

My guess is no, To that end, we are taken out 10 a meadow
overgrown with heavy grasses, garlic mustard, and wild bur-
dock. a place known as Vole City for it large population of
small rodents. We each lie down and examine an area no larger
than a square foot, digging down, explenng.

My classmates look very idylhic and French Impressionist,
scattered about here and there, supine i the sunlight. losi in
contemplative, investigation. Myself, I sit up. terrified at the
prospect of finding anyithing, especially a vole. The instructor
shows me how 1o root aronnd just underneath the grass 1o find
their ruts. T use 3 stick to gingerly push aside the stalks and wn
over the debris, picking oul the dull sheen of a slug here, the
progress of a uny worm there, Thankfully, no voles. Warming to
my task, 1 suddenly spy-dark, wet, and gray against the fresh
ereen of o blade of grass—the unmistakable articulation of
amphibian digits, a hand span no bigger than this semicolon; 1t
15 connected toa tiny amphibian arm, connected to a tapered
amphibian head the size of a peppercorn. The gleaming, dead
eve calches the sunlight. My heart in my mouth. 1 call the
mstructor back over and show him. He picks up the tiny sprig
with the half-caten salamander sull perched on it and holds i
four inches from s mouth, enumerating the vanous classifica-
tions of the creature: the coloring, the reticulations, the patterns,
the species. The mstructor tries, God bless him, o draw me into
a Sovratic dialogue, asking me gquestions about what I've
observed, He point’s to the chewed-oul underside of the demi-
lizard. "What kind of teeth marks made those cuts? Are the
edges scalloped? Look at the gnaw marks. That's a great find.”
he concludes, patting me on the back.
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| show my salamander 1o those working near me in the held,
and they show me what they ve uncovered. 1 feign interest in
ome worman’s small mound of unidentitiable animal scal. But we
Both know the truth: My corpse makes ber find look Tike, well, a
pile of shit. For a brief moment, 1 am Big Man i Vole City.

The instructor’s matter-of-fact reatment of the dead salaman-
der, the complete lack of any “poor litle guy”™ mora| component
10 its demise, speaks o what makes the Tracker philosophy
unique. There is none of that falsely benign conception of nature
as friendly, inherently good, tame, and prettified. Aldous Huxley,
in his essay “Wordsworth in the Tropies,” assails what he calls

the Anglicanization of nature. the cozy revisionism of a force
that is intrinsically alien and inhospitable: “It 15 fear of the
labyrinthine Mux and complexity of phenomena ... fear of the
complex reality driving [us] 1o invent a simpler, more manage-
able, and, thersfore, consoling fiction”

At Tom Brown's Tracker Schonl, there is a clear-cyed
acknowledgment that things eat and get eaten. Ruth Ann, in
telling us of the vear she lived in the Pine Barrens in a house che
made entirely by hand with cedar walls and a debris roof, gets
straight 1o the poinl. “Whatever came into my house, Tate,” she
says, “Mice? We just threw'em in the fire, burned the hair oll,
and ate therm whole. They just taste like meat, and there's somae-
thing w0 be said for that added crunch.”

She's ot being heanless; in fact, she's the very opposite. For
every skill we are taoght, whether 10's harvesting plants, using
vur bowdrills, skinning an amal, or gathenng forest debns, the
fiest step in our instruetion is alwavs o moment of thanksgiving
for the trees, the spiric of fire, the groundhog, the water. I's &
strange adjustment o have w make, at first. [ am not proud 1o
admit that there was 2 moment at 5:30 a M. on the fourth day of
class when, serving on cook crew, [ stood bleary-eyved with
exhaustion-having only goetten to bed some five hours earlier
hecause of a late-night lecture on wild edibles—and seriously con-
sidered killing the guy who led us in 2 [5-minute thanksgiving
that included complimenting the rising sun for bemg “just the
perfect distance away from us” There are worse things than
acknowledging a contmuum and connection between all things
and staving mindful and grateful of our place therein, but it can
be a hard concept to swallow before the coffee hits the sysiem,

Even wide awake there are moments of fuzzy logic in this
theory of interconnectivity. Kevin, our elder statesman, explains

(1]

that the Apache tradinon of being thankful to the prey will also
result in a willing acquiescence on the part of the hunted.
“Something that gives i life for your benefit does so with glad-
ness, if vou are humble,” he intones. [sn’t it preity to think so.
Ascribing complicit suicidal motives (o the rabbit who licks the
peanut hutter from a deadfall bait stick—no matter how self-
effacingly daubed on-seems a tad Wordsworthian o me.

But such doubts become ever fewer as the week progresses,
From about Thursday on, the home stretch ol the course. spirits
are high. Most of us have gotten fire, and in o brilliant bit of
Paviovian pedagogy, the food improved markedly afier the out-

door cooking demon-
stration. Despite the
staffs urging us not to
take what we are told
at face value. (o go
home and prove them
right or prove them
wrong, we're all pret-
ty jazeed and itching
to head out 1nto
nature. That sad,
among the people |
talk to there is also a
growing skepticism
about Brown himself,
1t has nothing to do
with hus credibility,
the veracity of his life
story, or even the puri-
ty of purpose of the Tracker School. Unfortunately, iU's personal:
Brown's drill sergeant persona thoroughly throttles his mother
hen, As pleasant as he may be just after breakfast—and he fre-
quently is sunny, sprightly, and very funny=if he addresses us
after sunset, there is a darkness in him and a potential for ire
that is frankly wrmfymg.

In one evening lecture, he talks about the necessity [or us to
“take bigger prctures,” to see more of the world through our
wide-angle vision, io sense things before aciually seeing them.
Instead of going click, click, click.” he minces, "go CLICK!
CLICK! CLICK!" he suddenly roars. A few people actually
tlinch. Later on, in 4 moment meant to chide us for the persist-

The thrill of sawing the drill
back and forth,

watching the thin plume rise,
and the final,

brilliant burst into flames—its
atavistic high simply cannot
be overstated.

Got a light?: Above, trom leit,
creating heat with a bow drill,
caddling the ember, and finally, fire.
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ence of our cilified wnnel vision, he tells us that he lus been
ohserving us unseen from a perch on wp of the ool shed. As we
make our way (o bed, we watch our backs, scanning our sur-
roundings for heretofore unnoticed surveillance, Cne young man
asks the group softly, “You guys ever see Apocalvpse Now?

IT'S TOO BAD THAT Brown the Personage has this effect
on some people, becawse when | interview Brown the Person on
Friday afternoon, the next-te-last day of ¢lass, he turns out to be
a mice, mtelligent guy with an undeniably noble and admirable
mission in life. "It would be my dream o go back into the bush
and live and never have (o face another aspect of soviery,” he
tetls me us we sit at the kilchen luble in front of a stone fire-
place. "Bul that's not my vision, that's my dream. My vision is
to reach as many people as [ possibly can” Sull, he remans
adamant about nol franchismg the Tracker School despite huge
enrollment. (Before Standard Classes swelled 1o close 1w 104
people, the wailing 115l wis six years.)

By the tme [ meet him, though, my disenchantment has
become fairly entrenched. Tt doesn™t help that Kevin escarts me
inte the modest howse that Brown shares with his second wife,
Debbie. 33, and their two young children-and doesn’t leave,
Joining Tom McElroy, who is sitting in a chair, weaving a jute
bag on a Small circular loom. They crack jokes, weigh in with
OpinIonE, engage in quiel conversations with one another; the
prhone rings; they pour themselves coffee. Pretty soon I realize
["ve come 1o the teacher’™s lounge,

Or is it o convocation of disciples? 1 ask Brown about the
cult of personality that seems to be part of the Standard Class.

“Oh. ey to get rid of that real quick.” he says. | tell people
right off, "Don't thank me. thank Grandfather” ['m a poor
example | am nobody's gur” Browwn talks about how he,
Kevin, Ruth Ann, and the crew have o make sure 10 keep
“Tracker groupies”'—those over-enthusiastic few whao ity 10 vol-
unteer just a littde too often—at a healthy dhistance, “Boy, this
wiould be vary easy o turn ino a cult big-tme,” he admins,
“and 1 just will not allow it w happen. That's the last thing |
want 10 happen”

MNoted, And vew. in almost every lecture. there 15 the requi-
sie prefatory story from Brown’s life: “When Tom was (2
vears old, Grandfather told him. "This 1s the year vou will pro

vide me with meat." The acerual of personal detail forms o
gospel of sorts, and ancedotes are delivered in a hertatory,
l1turgieal style. Granted, the stories are wld w show the wis-
dom ol Sizlking Wolf, not Tom Brown, but the reflected glory
of plaving Boswell wo Grandfather's Johnson (a term straight
cul of o traveling sulesman joke) clearly has its altractions,

Atractions not callously explosted, it seems. There is no
line of Tom Brown sportswear. no exhortation from Brown
that 1 buy anything while [ am there, that 1 "Think Different.”
Aba very manageable 600 bucks for a week of food and
instruction. the Tracker School is not the enterprise of the
career opporiunist. In person. Brown is not only not power-
miad, but he comes across as almaost as nice as one of his
InNSIructoTs.

I leave the house fairly won over. [ return to Temt City and
walk out into the feld to gaze al the sun, now lowering in the
late aflerncon sky. 1 ind one of my classmates standing in i
grass in the honeyed light, enjoving a water bottle full of
herbal tea, We stand there amiably and peacefully, mutually

imbued with the soy milk of human kindness. Te holds out the
bottle of amber liquid, offering i1 10 me, and says. “Rum?”

OUR LAST SUFPPER is one of our own harvesting. I'm on
burdock detail, digging the rough, brown, footlong roots out of
the red clay of a nearby field with a fellow student. Back al
the couking shed in the main vard, all %0 of us spend an hour
or so cleaning. scraping, and slicing. I have never had a meal
so Edenic in its profusion and beauty: a salad of chickweed;
violet Nowers, pennyeress, and wild onions: a sur-fry of bur-
dock, dandelion, nettles, and wintercress buds: dandelion
Nower (ritters: garlic mustard pesto over whole-wheat pasta
istore-houghi—cut us some slacky; neitle soup: and spicebush
tea. We are cach given a wout 1o gut, wrap in burdock leaves,
and place in the fire. After six days here, | approach this task
with a strange relish. It is the best fish | have ever eaten.

The grand finale of the Swandard 15 a mghtiime sweal lodge.
I penerally ry to avoid pitch-dark, mfernally hot enclosures,
bt now that Brown 1s my new best friend [ find his preamble
so avupcular and sweet that | almost consider it. He tells us
we are 10 enter in a clockwise direction, leaving the arca
behind him free for those among us who suffer claustrophobia.
“The minute you want 1o get oul. Jusl say so and we'll open
the deors,” he proclaims. “I won't love you any less™

I resolve 1o do it untl he cedes the floor to Joe Lau, the
ninjutsu experd, who reads us the guidelines. When 1 hear
“crawl in on your hands and knees” I realize that there is not
Xannx enough in the world 1w make me enter the low, round,
straw-covered structure, The other rules include taking ol all
metal jewelry that doesn’t sit directly against your skin as it
can heat up, swing back. and burn vou pretty badly. And then
there's the final admonition: “You are absalutely forbidden to
pass wind in the sweat lodge,” says Joe. "We wouldn'r say it if
i wasn 't mpartan.”

The studens assemble in their bathing suis, and there |s
something strange and primal about this nearly naked crowd in
the moonlight. Their progress into the lodge is slow, and it
takes a while for everyone to crawl in. I can hear Brown
beginning his incantatory singing,

I rise early on the last morning. I'm aulmost the only student
awake. [ ask if there's anything I can do, and one of the volun-
teers asks me to build up the fire. “Well, how the hell am 1
supposed to do that? | think to mysell, Almost as quickly, |
renlize 1 know precisely how to do that, and much more. |
have never taken in more information in one week in my life.
Can I track a mouse across a gravel driveway? Teouldn’t track
a mouse across a cookie sheet spread with peanut butter, but
that's no matter. Despite Kevin's recantation in his linal wrap-
up. when he begs us, “Don’t guit your jobs, don't make any
radical decisions Tor the nexl three months, don't trash your
relationships, " ("How many of us did that?” Ruth Ann stage-
whispers), I can’t help feeling like T could if [ needed to, and
survive. Lavishly,

Another student gives me a it to the bus station. 1 count
the roadkills on the shoulder of the highway along the way. |
could do something with that,” [ think. “And that. And that” I
resist the templation to ask my dnver to pull over and let me
out, o that I may part the trees and step throogh, letting the
branches close behind me as [ keep walking, until 1 can no
longer be seen from the road. [



