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Bushcraft Big Dreams  

You know when you are having a dream and everything feels warm and fuzzy and seems to be going your way. Well, 

waking up and joining the team of Bushcraft and Survival Skills Magazine is one of those dreams coming true.

I am humbled, inspired and proud to be joining the editorial team of Britain’s No.1 bushcraft magazine. More than 

that, I am joining at an exciting time with new features, content and circulation to more countries around our planet 

earth. Olivia and the team are passionate about helping to lead and shape the interest in bushcraft skills…

For me, bushcraft, campcraft and a love of the outdoors began a long time ago with the help of our Scout Leader 

Peter ‘Tira’ Dawson, who had been trained in bushcraft and survival whilst in the RAF in New Zealand. I also learnt to 

kayak and canoe with our local club, Viking Kayak Club. 

You can read about Scouts using the Bushcraft Magazine for ideas and projects in our readers letters on pages 6 

and 7 and some of the watersports coaching, games, ‘free range’ paddling and a host of activities on offer at this 

year’s Bushcraft Show, pages 80-85. We would love to hear more from you about your experiences, shared hints and 

tips, journeys and images capturing those magic moments. 

This edition includes some beautiful work and techniques from some of our ‘crafty’ writers, Will Lord p34, Nick Allen 

p30 and Ben and Lois Orford p8 on ‘Treevolution’. There is also Tim Gent’s guide on paddling your coracle page 58, a 

follow up to his making a coracle article. There are inspiring articles from Kev Palmer, Senior Instructor at Woodland 

Ways on Improving Your Bushcraft Health and Paul Kirtley, founder of Frontier Bushcraft, on Springtime Skills for 

Woodland Camping. For this issue, I got to interview best-selling author Dave Canterbury on his journey in the world 

of bushcraft, camping, history and much more. 

By the time we arrive on the shelves, through your letterbox or at your woodland hideway, we will be only 100 days 

from the Bushcraft Show 2017. Don’t delay, make sure it is in your diary and you have booked tickets. Better still, 

invite some friends and make it a real gathering.

See you outdoors!

Rich

Richard Harpham  
Editor
richard@bushcraftmagazine.com

Richard
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A CREATIVE YEAR AHEAD
Hello Richard, 

My name is Liam Berge, I've been reading your 
magazine for a couple years and I continually enjoy the 
content, the articles and especially the ‘how-to guides.’

I'm currently twenty-two and came across your 
magazine while stocking shelves in my family store 
when I was eighteen, I've since made sure it is always in 
our orders.  

I am slowly trying to get myself out into nature more 
and using the dog for this. It has become a great 
getaway. With the New Year past us, I've decided to 
make a New Year’s resolution for myself about being 
more crafty and to make more things, even better if I 
can use materials that I've foraged. 

Today I made a wooden coffee scoop from a fallen 
branch, which I am very pleased with. It may look a little 
rough but a few more tries and I'm sure it will be ready 
to gift to friends.

I have attached an image of my attempt.  Do you have 
any tips on making them? 

The wooden board, which the spoon lies on, is a 
chopping board I made for my partner’s Christmas 
present.

I was reading the current issue and next on my to do list 
is the 'Antler Stash Pot' as I just found some antler
off- cuts in my parents’ house over the holidays, so it 
was great timing to see that in the issue. 

I would like to end my message by saying thank you for 
all the past and future good reads and I like the new 
printing format.

I hope this next year is as good for you and all at 
Bushcraft & Survival Skills Magazine. 

Liam Berge

Hi Liam,

Great to hear from you and to also see some of your work. 
Personally, I think goals and plans are a really useful way to 
prioritise your time on the things that really matter, so well 
done with that. I continually spend time looking at maps 
and planning journeys, practicing skills and setting myself 
little challenges too.  

Great job on the coffee scoop! Even on remote trips to 
Alaska and the Yukon I always try and enjoy a few home 
luxuries, of which good black coffee is one of them, with a 
£3 small filter that sits in the top of my cup. It’s worth 
millions to me! A few obvious thoughts to help with your 
carving are to try different woods. I particularly like the 
colour of cherry. Another thing I enjoy doing is using 
embers to burn away surplus wood to add colouration. 
Carving symbols or meaningful patterns and words can 
also be a great addition to your work.

Glad you like the new look and keep going with trying new 
skills, we will have lots of ideas in the coming issues.

Thanks

Rich

A Mora Wood Carving
120 Knife on the

way to you! 
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Hi Olivia and team,

I just wanted the send you all a quick note about the 
fantastic new look of Bushcraft and Survival Skills 
magazine. You have all done an amazing job, from the 
satin feel of the cover and pages to the increased page 
count, without compromising on the quality of the 
articles. 

Every page contains something interesting or
informative and I now have a number of new projects for 
my Scouts and it's only the first issue of the new look. 

In a world where everything is getting smaller and 
increasing in price it is refreshing to find someone 
bucking the trend. You all should feel thoroughly proud 
of issue 66.

I can't wait to see what else you have in store for us 
readers.

All the best for the coming year!

Gareth Lloyd-Tolman

I can't wait to see what else you have in store for us 

BUCKING THE TREND

Hi Gareth,

Thank you very much for your letter. We are truly blessed 
with a great team of expert writers who help make the 
magazine so ground-breaking and engaging. If you were to 
add up their years of experience in the field it would be a 
scary number I am sure.  

Olivia, David and the new production team have been 
working hard to add new features, content and a fresh look 
whilst retaining the same friendly welcoming approach. It 
is great to hear that it offers a useful and inspiring resource 
for your Scouts. For me personally I spent years ‘learning 
the ropes’ and a love of the outdoors through Scouts, so it 
is lovely to hear that this is continuing.

Hopefully we will see some of you at this year’s Bushcraft 
Show in May and we can have time to share some stories 
face to face.

Kind regards

Rich
A Box of

Bushcraft &
Survival Skills
Magazines on

the way for your
Scout Group

Bushcraft
Surprise Gift

on the
way to you!!

Hi,

Inspired by the article by Ben & Lois Orford in your 
December issue, I decided to have a go at making a 
folding bucksaw.

As this was my first attempt, I decided to go with the 
cheapest materials I could buy from my local DIY store - 
just some 32x32mm softwood, a 21” blade and two 5mm 
bolts. I already had plenty of cord for the tensioner.

So here it is, completed, all for the cost of £3.22.

I have added one addition to the Orfords’ design - a small 
notch in the crosspiece to hold the toggle in place. 
Having made this first one, I have a couple of ideas on 
improvements for my next one, but that’s another story!

Great magazine, by the way!

Richard Knisely-Marpole

Hi Richard,

Great work. It is lovely to receive letters like this, where 
readers take the articles in our magazine and try them out. 
There is a real satisfaction from crafting something and 
then better still putting it into action. Thanks by the way for 
your suggestion of additional mods to the design, the best 
ideas come from sharing knowledge.

Let us know how future designs evolve.

Many thanks

Rich

Send in your ‘Letter to the Editor’ to
letters@bushcraftmagazine.com

Every letter published will receive a gift
and the ‘Star Letter’ wins a special prize.
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Treevolution
From Tree

to Treen
“Make its sacrifice worthwhile”

Several years ago, in Issue 62 we showed you how to 
plant your own trees for your very own supply of timber 
for various craft projects, well in this issue we want to 
show you what to do when it comes to the day to 
harvest your first tree and what to do with it.

Like all natural resources it is important that you try to 
utilise the most from the materials and also give it the 
respect that it deserves. Certainly when it comes to 
harvesting a living creature such as a deer, rabbit or fish 
it is of the utmost importance to respect its offerings 
and use every part of the creature to make its sacrifice 
worthwhile. Some may think this is over the top to 
follow the same mindset for a tree, or plant, but they are 
still living and when you have planted them and 
watched them grow and flourish you too will find that 
you have a new level of respect for them.

We also feel that if this mindset was taken into this 
modern world that it would be a better, less wasteful 
planet that we would all be living in.

We planted some of our trees seven years ago and they 
have grown very well, giving us and the wildlife a great 
resource. Now some have grown so well that they are 
getting a little too close together and starting to need 
thinning out. This is not a problem though as we will be 
able to take them down to ground level and start a 
coppice which will give us a regular supply of timber.

With broad leaf trees you have a few options when it 
comes to managing their growth. You can pollard them, 
which means cutting the branches back to the main 
stem at about 5 to 8 feet, normally out of the reach of 
browsing animals. They will then throw out new shoots 
that can be cut again when they have become the size 
you want to use. It is very common to see this with 
Willows along the river banks, but also other hardwoods 
would have been pollarded on farms to give a useful 
crop of firewood or building material that would not be 
damaged by livestock while it was re-growing.

Treevolution
Tree

“Make its sacrifice worthwhile”

Several years ago, in Issue 62 we showed you how to 
plant your own trees for your very own supply of timber 
for various craft projects, well in this issue we want to 

Like all natural resources it is important that you try to 
utilise the most from the materials and also give it the 
respect that it deserves. Certainly when it comes to 
harvesting a living creature such as a deer, rabbit or fish 
it is of the utmost importance to respect its offerings 
and use every part of the creature to make its sacrifice 

follow the same mindset for a tree, or plant, but they are 

watched them grow and flourish you too will find that 

We also feel that if this mindset was taken into this 
modern world that it would be a better, less wasteful 

We planted some of our trees seven years ago and they 
have grown very well, giving us and the wildlife a great 
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Ben and Lois Orford live and work from their home in Herefordshire.

With their backgrounds in green woodwork and traditional

woodland crafts they make a range of handmade woodcraft tools,

bushcraft knives and leatherwork for the discerning outdoors

enthusiast. Their combined experience and passion for their craft

makes them keen to pass on their knowledge and skills.

Ben & Lois Orford

One of the groups of trees to be thinned

Fe
at
ur
es

8 | bushcraft & SURVIVAL SKILLS MAGAZINE



Another option is to fell it, taking it back to ground level. 
It will then regrow from the base producing a coppice 
stool, the first time you cut it, it will throw up several 
shoots for the one cut stem, but as you cut it again in 
subsequent years it will produce more and more shoots 
and increase its productivity. Some coppice stools are 
now hundreds if not thousands of years old leaving 
what looks like a ring of trees where the original tree has 
disappeared from the centre.

We have a selection of trees to choose from as we 
planted some Ash, Birch, Cherry and Sweet Chestnut. In 
this one little patch we need to coppice we have Birch 
and Ash so we will show you some of the things that 
can be made from these timbers.

Firstly it is best to fell the trees in the dormant season, 
this is from November until March. This season seems 
to be getting shorter due to milder winters but basically 
you need to fell them when they have lost or are losing 
their leaves and before any sign of fresh growth. This is 
best for both you and the tree as for one thing the tree 
will have a bank of energy stored ready for the spring 
and will put out new fresh shoots easily. It will also give 
you timber that will last longer and be less prone to 
insect attack as it will have less sugars in the timber as 
the sap will have stopped flowing.

Ideally, to coppice the tree you need to fell it close to the 
ground with a sharp saw, slope the cut to help shed 
water and prevent rot setting in. Be careful to make sure 
you fell the tree in a safe manner and watch out for any 
overhead wires or things that may get crushed, 
including people and pets. Small trees may look like 
they won’t do any damage but you will be surprised how 
much energy a 25ft tree has when it hits the ground. 
With the tree down you need to think about cutting it up 
into useful parts, as we say we are going to try and 
make use of all of it.

The size of a Cherry tree after about 7 years growth 

The growth rings on a young Ash that’s been coppiced

Coppicing a Birch close
to the ground

Coppicing a Birch closCoppicing a Birch clos A clean stump ready to
regrow in spring
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The larger sections will stay green and easy to work for 
longer so often it is best to make use of the smaller 
parts first. Also tidying up the large crown (the branches 
and twigs) will be the larger part of the tree. As we have 
woodburners here on the farm even the smallest of 
twigs make the best kindling, so as we process the trees 
we will stack the brash into piles or windrows to dry for 
kindling and if not used it will make great habitat piles.

With the Birch branches we can collect them up and use 
them for a traditional broom called a Besom, this is the 
classic witches broom and is very effective for clearing 
leaves and woodchips off the ground. You will need a 
good arm full of branches that are about 2 to 3ft long. 
Make them into a tight bundle, you want all the 
branches to be laying in one plane like a fan, so any 
sticking out from that plane need to be removed. Once 
you have a good arm full we need to compress the 
bundle, and tie off the thicker ends of the branches. 
Traditionally, this was done in a special clamp and by 
winding a withy or split piece of ash to hold it in place, 
but it can be achieved by wrapping a piece of paracord 
or wire around the bundle and pulling it tight. 

It is easiest to do this by tying one end around the 
bundle and holding the other end in the vice, or clamp it 
under your foot and pull the whole bundle as tight as 
possible as you roll it up. Keep wrapping the cord or wire 
around the thick ends of the twigs until you have about 
4” bound together.

Tie off the ends and finally with a sharp axe or saw trim 
the thick ends square. Then you need a handle about 4ft 
long and 1.5” diameter, clean off any side branches and 
sharpen one end to a point and place into the centre of 
the tied end of the bundle, now by striking the end of the 
handle on the ground knock the handle on. You can then 
trim the ends of the broom head slightly and it’s ready to 
use.

Insert the handle into the middle
of the bundle

Testing out
the Besom

Use your feet to hold the cord tight as you bind the bundle

Trim the ends square

A bundle of Birch twigs ready to make a Besom

Tie off the bundle with some Paracord

1

2

3

4

5 6
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Another great use of some of the side branches is to 
make hooks for the workshop, house or log cabin. These 
are best if you find branches that are coming off at 45 
degrees to the main trunk, these can be simply cut to 
length and the ends chamfered. We like to leave the bark 
on but you can remove it if you want and even carve 
detail into them. You will need to flatten off the back 
side to fit flush to the wall, you may want to let these dry 
for a few days before fitting them as they may move and 
need adjustment. You can drill a small hole in the top 
and screw directly to the wall or fit a few to a board to 
make a coat rack.

You can also make some rustic whistles from some of 
the branches that are about a finger thickness. You 
need to cut a section without too many knots, cut it 
about 80mm long at one end and drill a 6mm hole in the 
centre about 25mm deep. Then with a saw, cut a slot at 
90 degrees to the branch about 10mm from the end you 
have drilled, this needs to be a third of the way into the 
wood. You then need to use your knife to cut a 45 
degree angled slope cutting back towards the saw slot. 
This should expose some of the hole you have drilled.

Carefully whittle a plug from some dry wood, (when 
making this, make sure it is long enough to hold onto). 
Try to fit it in the hole you drilled making sure it’s a tight 
fit. Once you’re happy it’s a good fit, and it doesn’t 
protrude further than the saw slot you put in the whistle 
you can slice a flat on one side of the plug.

Orientate this flat side in line with the angled slot and 
push it home. Give it a try and if it doesn’t work remove 
the plug and cut more of a flat onto it and retry. This will 
allow more air to enter the whistle. Once you’re happy 
you can cut the plug off flush with the top and spend a 
little time chamfering the ends. 

You can drill a hole through the end and add a tie to 
hang around your neck

A selection of hooks

Select your whistle wood

Drill the hole in the middle

The saw cut and slot cut in

The bung inserted to test

If it all works trim the plug & chamfer the ends

Selecting a branch for a hook Whittle the ends and
flatten the back

1 2

3

1

2

3

4

5
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One final project for some of the nicer side branches is 
to make some rustic twig spoons these are very sweet 
and easy enough to make. These are great for wood 
with nice bark like the silver birch or cherry but can be 
made from any hardwoods.

Find a twig that is at least finger thickness and cut it 
about 8” long, you also want to cut a section of the trunk 
about 1” above where the branch meets and 1” below. 
This is going to be where the bowl of the spoon is going 
to be. We then need to split the main trunk through the 
pith 90 degrees to the branch. This will help prevent the 
bowl of the twig spoon splitting as it dries.

You can then start to carve the outside of the trunk into 
the outside shape of the spoon bowl. Take your time, 
you may find you can remove the larger bits with a axe 
and then refine with a knife. 

The perfect crook for a Twig spoon

Split off the back

1

2

When you are happy with the outside you can use a 
crook knife to hollow the bowl.

Keep feeling the thickness to make sure you don’t go 
too deep and make the bowl too thin. It is up to you how 
you finish the handle, leaving the bark on will help 
prevent splitting as you have the pith still in the handle, 
which makes it more prone to cracking as it dries. You 
can chamfer the end and carve the bark back a little to 
help it blend into the bowl, it is best to let it dry slowly 
and then oil it after a few days to seal it.

The spoon carved to shape

The bowl hollowed out

The finished Twig spoon

Carve the back to shape

3

4

5
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If you have any of the smaller twigs and branches left 
and don’t know what to do with them you can always 
cut them to about 12” and tie them up in bundles, this 
makes great insect hotels in your garden or if you store 
them in the woodshed make fantastic kindling, these 
bundles are traditionally called Faggots and are ideal for 
fast heat in bread ovens.

Just needs to dry and then it can be oiled
Remember this is only just a few ideas of what you can 
make. If you come up with some other simple projects 
utilising the waste from the branches and twigs, write in 
and share them with us.

We hope you have enjoyed the first few projects; next 
time we will be using some of the larger sections of the 
trunk to make more elaborate projects.

Any off cuts make great Faggots

A selection of products all from the waste twigs & branches

A selection of products all from the waste twigs & branches

7
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Fifteen years ago, if someone had told me that as a 

reward I could go and sit still in nature for ten minutes I 

would most likely have laughed and politely declined the 

offer in favour something more ‘exciting’. This is not to 

say that nature didn’t already have a very deep appeal 

for me 15 years ago; it’s just that my younger self 

preferred interacting with nature in a more active way -  

making, doing, moving! Now, however, the idea of 

spending 10 minutes in a wood, in a field or at the 

bottom of my garden, quietly sitting and soaking up the 

atmosphere is close to my idea of heaven. Not only as it 

is an escape from a busy, cluttered and often noisy life, 

but as an opportunity to have a special experience of 

nature.

 

The outdoor community has very aptly given the name 

“sit spot” to this practice of sitting still outside and it’s 

clear that it can have a powerful effect on those who 

undertake it. I’ve witnessed wonderful responses from 

all ages when given this task and it never fails to 

impress me. From toddlers to teens, large class groups 

to business men/women on a team building day, from 

families to young people doing community service 

orders, there’s not one group who have failed to gain 

something from a sit spot.

Fifteen years ago, I had no awareness of the term sit 

spot, but I was right at the beginning of my journey 

within the Bushcraft world. I was on a quest to absorb as 

much knowledge as possible to feed my new interest. 

 

and Sit Mats
Fifteen years ago, if someone had told me that as a 

reward I could go and sit still in nature for ten minutes I 

would most likely have laughed and politely declined the 

offer in favour something more ‘exciting’. This is not to 

say that nature didn’t already have a very deep appeal 

preferred interacting with nature in a more active way -  

bottom of my garden, quietly sitting and soaking up the 

atmosphere is close to my idea of heaven. Not only as it 

is an escape from a busy, cluttered and often noisy life, 

but as an opportunity to have a special experience of 

The outdoor community has very aptly given the name 

“sit spot” to this practice of sitting still outside and it’s 

clear that it can have a powerful effect on those who 

undertake it. I’ve witnessed wonderful responses from 

impress me. From toddlers to teens, large class groups 

to business men/women on a team building day, from 

orders, there’s not one group who have failed to gain 

much knowledge as possible to feed my new interest. 
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Naomi has been teaching Bushcraft and outdoor skills for the past

10 years. While she always had a passion for adventures outside,

Naomi was inspired to create Outback2basics after a 5 month

primitive living course in 2010 that culminated in a full Stone Age

wilderness immersion in the US. She is an NCFE level 4 qualified

Bushcraft instructor, with Forest School leader qualifications and

a constant passion to learn more!

Naomi Walmsley

After doing some research I booked myself on a tracking course somewhere deep in Sussex. As an introductory 

exercise our instructor put to us this idea of a sit spot. It was his belief, he told us, that to sit still in nature was 

something of a privilege. He explained that by soaking up the surrounding environment we were in fact connecting to 

nature. He said that by being still we were becoming part of the sur roundings and that in turn by doing so, nature 

would come to us. Bees would land on our shoulders, birds would feed by our feet and spiders would continue to 

weave their webs using our finger tips as anchors. All we had to do was to choose a quiet spot in the woods, put our 

peripheral vision skills into practice and try to be still for half an hour.

 

14 | bushcraft & SURVIVAL SKILLS MAGAZINE



Fe
at

ur
esI was excited by the prospect and scampered off 

expecting a field mouse to scuttle up my leg in the 
first 5 minutes, a squirrel to feast on my hand and of 
course a deer to make direct eye contact with me in 
a profound moment of connection. I’m sad to say by 
the end of my sit spot, none of the above had 
transpired. There was a moment with a fly but I’m 
afraid I recognised that moment in which it buzzed 
around my head as annoying rather than profound. I 
did however feel that I had achieved a measure of 
success in not falling asleep!

It wasn’t until we came to together as a group to 
reflect and share our experiences that I overcame my 
envy of those that had had ‘a moment’ with a deer 
and interactions with rodents, and instead I realised 
the importance of my sit spot. I hadn’t wasted my 
time: I had sat and watched. I’d been a silent witness 
to the comings and goings of butterflies. I’d heard 
the change in bird language when we came and took 
our spots and when we left again. I’d observed the 
interactions between the squirrels communicating 
and squabbling over nut stores. I’ve come to realise 
that these experiences are just as valuable as any 
more obvious or exciting ones.

Many years and hundreds of sit spots later I still 
have not experienced that one-on-one shared 
moment with a badger, deer or buzzard but I’ve 
stopped looking for it and instead enjoy my time of 
peace and reflection. I appreciate the calm 
acceptance of birds as they cease their alarm 
sounds, realising that I’m no threat. I feel blessed 
when treated to the sight of a far off spotted coat of 
a deer gliding through the woodland fauna. I relish 
just soaking in the sounds around me as I watch a 
spider weave his intricate web.

These days sit spots are a vital part of most of the 
sessions we teach; we nearly always begin or end 
with one. One of my favourite aspects of sending 
young children out for a sit spot is the stories they 
come back with afterwards. By the end of their time 
sitting, most of them report sighting a badger or fox 
or dinosaur, having birds landing on their 
arms/hands/head (actually one really did!)  But it’s 
not necessarily all about what they saw. Rather it’s 
about allowing them the time and space to let their 
minds creatively run free and enjoy a moment of 
stillness (a rare thing in a young person’s world) and 
so I always respond to their stories with the 
appropriate gasps of surprise.

Some time ago we had a particularly memorable sit 
spot session. We were teaching a group of 60 rather 
lively 11-12 year olds on a residential session in the 
woods. From the beginning they showed poor 
listening skills and it was difficult to gain and hold 
their attention. Many of them had never been in the 
woods before, let alone camped out, so it was no 
wonder they were a little excitable! By the end of the 
afternoon it was clear that something had to be done 
to ground them all and bring them back together as a 
group. It was sit spot time.

“I overcame my
envy of those that
had had ‘a moment’

with a deer”
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We explained the plan to the class teachers. They were dubious; one teacher actually told us that his group 
would never sit still for 2 minutes let alone the 20 minutes we were aiming for! 

It did take a while to settle them. Each one seemed to find the need to call to their friend letting them know 
where they were. Each one had a resistance to sitting on the ‘dirty’ ground. Each found the thought of sitting 
still and doing nothing a little ridiculous. But, as the minutes ticked by and we did our rounds of necessary 
‘shushing’ they started to settle. Fifteen minutes passed and the teachers were looking a little shocked while 
we were feeling rather pleased with ourselves! After 25 minutes we brought the session to a close. Some 
were eager to share their stories, others not so keen, but the results were amazing. They had calmed
dramatically, they were communicating with us in a different way and best of all they actually asked if they 
could do another one in the morning! So we did, after breakfast the next day, and were rewarded with a 
Muntjac deer bounding through the woods in front of us. Their faces were a picture!

Sit spots don’t have to be long dedicated meditative sessions, they don’t even have to be out in the woods. 
The principle is to take time out of every day to sit still somewhere outside. How long you choose to sit is 
not important - just 5 minutes would do, so long as it’s done with intention. Try to choose the same spot 
each time.
 
The idea is that you get to know your spot, you recognise any changes, spot new tracks, observe the 
changes in light at different times of day and know the creatures that share your area with you and their 
rhythms and routines. Your special spot could even be at the bottom of your garden. 

My partner Dan used to take our eldest daughter Maggie out with him every morning at sun rise when she 
was a tiny baby. He said it was to give me some peace; I think he was dying to get to his spot to have exactly 
that for himself. He would always come back with incredible stories and tell of how Maggie never gave them 
away by crying. Now with two daughters, a demanding business and slightly less time, we both have to 
settle for the bottom of the garden, but it’s still just as good a spot for some sunset spotting.

Making Your Sit Mat
I have to admit though that sometimes, just sometimes, on a cold day when a sit spot calls, or after a rain 
fall, I wish I had something to sit on, something that I didn’t have to worry about getting dirty or wet, 
something light to carry if I was to venture out. I came up with my perfect solution: a woven grass mat - easy 
to make, easy to transport, easy to replace when necessary.   

You can use any number of fibres. You can use grasses and reeds - even hay or straw if you don’t have 
access to long grass. You need to first make your loom. 

“Sit spots don’t have to be long dedicated
meditative sessions”
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1. Making your loom - You can use any 
straight sticks you can forage pushed into 
the ground to make them stand alone. 
(Note: As I found myself weaving often, as 
well as teaching others on a regular basis, 
it made sense for me to make a more 
permanent, transferable loom made from 
dowel rods and ply wood). I would
recommend using at least 6 sticks of at 
least 2 foot in length, but it does depend 
on the size of your planned project.

2. Each stick will need to have its equal 
pair on the opposite side. The distance 
these are apart from one another is 
determined by the size you want your 
project to be. So for our sit mat I would 
recommend 2.5ft apart (76cm). 

3. Tie a length of string or cord between 
each pair to connect them. This is your 
weft. 

4. Then tie an additional length of string to 
each stick on one side, but do not connect 
to the opposite pair this time. Instead 
connect the loose ends to another stick. 
This is your ‘weaving bar’ and should be a 
few inches longer than the width of the 
row of stakes.

“a sit spot can be the
perfect way to allow a
spark of curiosity

into some of nature’s
countless mysteries”

Making your loom
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This same principle of weaving on a loom can be used to make a multitude of items. You could make a survival 
blanket or mattress, or add insulation to your body in the way of a cloak. Once you get the idea of weaving on a loom 
the options are countless. This is not a new technology by any means. In times gone by our ancestors would have 
been keen weavers, making baskets, thatch for roofs and walls for their homes, insulated clothing, bedding and 
more. They used the fibres of plants and the hides and sinews of animals to weave the necessities of life. I imagine 
they were also keen ‘sit spotters’ taking time out to observe nature, enjoy a moment of stillness, connect with their 
land, oh and find dinner! 

It’s rare in today’s busy world that many of us would allow ourselves the reward to sit still and do nothing but re-set, 
relax and reflect even if only for 5 minutes. It seems the younger generation are constantly searching for the next 
thing - to create, to discover, to be entertained by - and this is great to a certain degree, especially in keeping active. 
But there’s a whole other world out there that many of us know little about and a sit spot can be the perfect way to 
allow a spark of curiosity into some of nature’s countless mysteries.

5. Now for the weaving - Lift your weaving 
bar up above the weft to reveal a gap.  
Using long bundles of your chosen fibre 
(this becomes your ‘warp’) place on top of 
the weft and lower the weaving bar. 

6. Repeat by alternately lifting and
lowering the weaving bar, adding more 
warp fibres each time. The closer together 
the warp, the stronger and thicker your 
mat. 
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Call for Volunteers 
for the Transcaucasian Trail from Film Maker Tom Allen

Time Team’s 
Mary-Ann Ochota 
Hidden Histories
Book & Speaking Tour

Tom Allen is no stranger to exploring and travelling 
the world. He has cycled around the world and 
followed ancient trail routes on horseback in South 
America, making engaging films along the way. Tom 
was the winner of the RGS Land Rover Bursary in 
2016 for his ambitious Transcaucasian Mountain 
Trail.

Spanning remote locations in Armenia, Georgia and 
Azerbaijan their year long project was to explore and 
document the ancient trails, points of interest and 
existing locations. Their Land Rover named Georgina 
was the base camp from which to map over 5,000 
kms of trail, taking over 50,000 images.

The next phase of the project will involve building 
and improving sections of the trail and helping to 
establish a tourism presence.  Wild species include 
wolves, lynx and bears in the mountain regions and 
the project offers volunteers a great opportunity for 
plenty of time in doing something meaningful. 
Follow their exploits and get involved by visiting:

transcaucasiantrail.org/en
facebook.com/transcaucasiantrail

TV historian, anthropologist and 
presenter Mary Ann Ochota has 
just released her second book, 
Hidden Histories, about how to 
decipher the stories of the past 
that close observation of the 
British landscape reveals. 
Former Time Team presenter 
dubbed the ‘non bearded one’, 
Mary-Ann’s book is ideal for the 
times when you find yourself 
wondering: How can I tell if this 
is a Roman road? Or why is that 
field full of lumps and bumps? 
Mary-Ann is sharing some of 
her stories at talks around the 
country during March 2017 and 
later in the year.
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Visit: www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLltqIMqZ9RBqkHS-aMWKeB9JgI_GZ223M

Canada Launches 
New Canoe
Culture Legacy 
Initiative to
Celebrate 150 
years of its
Confederation

2017 promises to be an epic and exciting year for 
Canada, one of the greatest outdoor playgrounds 
in the world, as they celebrate their 150 years of 
confederation, that is the unification of the 
different colonies into one Dominion on July 1, 
1867. As well as being an incredible place to 
explore on foot, canoe or travelling, this year has 
some significant new activities and attractions. 
For example a new zipline has been opened at 
Niagara Falls and Prince Harry’s Invictus Games is 
being hosted by Toronto in September 2017.

Equally of interest are over 250,000 lakes and 20% 
of the world’s fresh water to explore by canoe or 
kayak and over 8 million hectares of national parks 
teeming with wild animals. Part of the celebration 
has been to focus on their canoe heritage with a 
film made up of a number of stories, which is shot 
in a truly magic way. This is absolutely worth 
watching, although be careful it will whet your 
appetite for canoeing in Canada!

Explorer and extreme diver Andy Torbet led a team 
to cross the infamous Pentland Firth between 
John O’ Groats and the Orkney Isles by skin boat. 
The series was looking back at ancient Britain and 
included a bronze age sauna made with stones (try 
this at home) and the boat crossing in heavy seas. 
The episode also featured engineer Dr Shimi 
Somara, Chris Packham and Neil Oliver.

Andy’s other recent exploits included racing a 
Peregrine Falcon in a sky dive and also looking at 
escaping from a sinking car. The survival factors of 
the car submerged were critical in modern cars 
with electric windows and electronic locks. An 
impact driving hammer was the only sure way to 
break the windows to escape.
Follow Andy @ http://andytorbet.com/

Skin Boat Crosses 
the Pentland 
Firth to the 
Orkney Isles for 
BBC One Show
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Mapping maestros have announced their 2017 
lineup of #getoutside champions ready to inspire 
the public to explore our green and pleasant land, 
and a few bodies of water! They include a
passionate group of outdoor junkies including The 
Meek Family, 12 times Everest climber Kenton 
Cool, Scout Leader Andy Browning, Belinda Dixon 
(British Exploring Society), Sarah Whiting (Craft 
Invaders), Phoebe Smith (Wanderlust Editor) and a 
host of other authors, bloggers and outdoor 
people.

www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/getoutside/guides/introducing-the-2017-getoutside-champions

Foraging Comes to 

Channel 4’s

Jamie & Jimmy’s 

Friday Night Feast
Popular TV chef and personality Jamie Oliver and his co 
presenter, farmer Jimmy Doherty have been showcasing 
UK foraging every week on their prime time TV show 
(series 4). Foraging has included building lobster pots 
for crustaceans, sourcing wild mushrooms and truffle 
hunting. Catch the show on Friday Nights 8pm-9pm or 
on catch up.

Ordnance Survey
Announce Their 
2017 #getoutside
Champions

COMPETITION WINNERS…
Survival Hacks Book – Sally Walter
Norfolk Fire Poker – Ian Maley
Salomon Boots – William Drew
Ultimate Mapping Book – Richard Russell

Answers to The Bushcraft Quiz on p73

The Bushcraft Quiz

A1.    A bigfoot/yeti type creature from Australia
A2.    Escape to the Legion
A3.    Calvatia gigantea
A4.    Richard Graves
A5.    Mors Kochanski
A6.    Charcoal (powdered)
A7.    Manhunt
A8.    Chemical, compression/pressure, electrical
A9.    Gypsy Well or Indian Well
A10.  The Bush Tucker Man
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vine
A guide to what’s on in the world of bushcraft and survival.

Winter’s not over yet, but it’s definitely time to be looking ahead to spring and all the bushcraft and survival skills activities that are 

best done once the darkest days are behind us.  Over the next few months, the events are piling up with a whole range of activities 

culminating in The Bushcraft Show on 27th - 29th May 2017.

Help us to compile a more comprehensive list of events as it’s a bit North Country/Scotland heavy at the moment.

If you are running an event or course in anyway related to bushcraft, send details to bushvine@bushcraftmagazine.com

Date Event Venue/
location

Information Cost Contact

Sat 18 
Feb

Spoon 
Carving

Green
Aspirations 

Scotland, Tir na 
nog, Balfunning, 
Balfron station, 

Drymen

Learn how to make your very own spoon with a knife, axe 
and gouge £45 hello@greenaspirationsscotland.co.uk 

www.greenaspirationscotland.co.uk

Fri 24 
– Sun 
27 Feb

Durham 
Bush Moot

Finchale Abbey, 
Durham

Monthly event held on the last weekend of each month. 
Meet up share tips, free day time activities, wild camping. 

Campfi re food etc.  This month’s main course: master 
navigation and mapreading.

£10 - 
£25,

under 
16s

are free.

Northernwildernessbushcraft@Gmail.com 
www.northernwilderness.co.uk 

Sat 25 
Feb Axe Craft

Green
Aspirations 

Scotland, Tir na 
nog, Balfunning, 
Balfron station, 

Drymen

One day course in which you'll learn how axes work, how to 
look after them, and how to use them safely! £45 hello@greenaspirationsscotland.co.uk 

www.greenaspirationscotland.co.uk

Sun 12 
Mar

Remedies 
Herb Walk

Cramond Falls 
Café, Edinburgh

Learn the historical and current uses of many of our
beloved wild plants as both foods and medicines. The 

March Herb walk will be along the lush walkways of the 
River Almond, bursting with early spring plant life! 

£12
(£6 

concs)
Facebook: Grassroots Remedies Co-Op

Tickets from www.brownpapertickets.com

Tue 21 
Mar

Spring 
Equinox 
Medicine 
Making

The Salisbury 
Centre,

Edinburgh

Explore the tradition of spring tonics, whereby folk would 
replenish their bodies with the newly emerging spring 

greens growing around them after a long winter eating 
stored starchy foods.

£30
(£20 

concs)
Facebook: Grassroots Remedies Co-Op

Tickets from www.brownpapertickets.com

Fri 24 
– Sun 
27 Mar

Durham 
Bush Moot

Finchale Abbey, 
Durham

Monthly event held on the last weekend of each month. 
Meet up share tips, free day time activities, wild camping. 
Campfi re food etc.  This month’s main course: skinning, 

plucking and cooking.

£10 - 
£25,

under 
16s

are free.

Northernwildernessbushcraft@Gmail.com 
www.northernwilderness.co.uk 

Sat 1 
Apr

Family
Bushcraft 

Day

Green
Aspirations 

Scotland, Tir na 
nog, Balfunning, 
Balfron station, 

Drymen

Go wild in the woods together!  On this one-day fun day, 
wild adventures, getting mucky and learning new skills 
will be the order of the day. Learn how to build dens in 
the woods, toast marshmallows over the campfi re and 

other bushcraft activities which will vary according to the 
seasons. 

£45 for 
1 adult 
& child. 
£8 per 
extra 
child, 

£15 per 
extra 
adult

hello@greenaspirationsscotland.co.uk
www.greenaspirationscotland.co.uk

Sun 2 
Apr

Remedies 
Herb Walk

The Lodge 
Coffee House, 

Edinburgh

Learn the historical and current uses of many of our
beloved wild plants as both foods and medicines. This 

April Herb walk will be in the Hermitage of Braid, bursting 
with early spring plant life! 

£12
(£6 

concs)
Facebook: Grassroots Remedies Co-Op

Tickets from www.brownpapertickets.com

Tue 4 
Apr 

Childrens 
Bushcraft 
Session

Arran Ranger 
Service, Brodick 

Country Park, 
Arran

Firelighting, shelter building, survival skills fun for 8 to 12 yr 
olds.  Booking essential,

£10 per
child

01770 302462 or email goatfell@nts.
org.uk.

Fri 28 
– Sun 
30 Apr

Durham 
Bush Moot

Finchale Abbey, 
Durham

Monthly event held on the last weekend of each month. 
Meet up share tips, free day time activities, wild camping. 

Campfi re food etc.  This month’s main course: wild edibles.

£10 - 
£25,

under 
16s

are free.

Northernwildernessbushcraft@Gmail.com 
www.northernwilderness.co.uk 

Sat 29 
Apr – 
Mon 1 
May

Bug Out 

Weekend
Nr Scunthorpe, 

Lincs
A family friendly preppers survival weekend for anyyone 

interested in prepping, survival or bushcraft.

£20 
adults 

£10 
11-16 
yr olds 
Under 

11s 
free

bugoutweekend@yahoo.com
www.bugoutweekend.webs.com

Fri 26 
– Sun  

28 
May

Durham 
Bush Moot

Finchale Abbey, 
Durham

Monthly event held on the last weekend of each month. 
Meet up share tips, free day time activities, wild camping. 
Campfi re food etc.  This month’s main course: advanced 

wilderness fi relighting.

£10 - 
£25,

under 
16s

are free.

Northernwildernessbushcraft@Gmail.com 
www.northernwilderness.co.uk 

Sat 
27 – 

Mon 29 
May

The
Bushcraft 

Show

Beehive Farm Woodland 
Lakes, Rosliston, 

Derbyshire

Jam-packed three-day event fi lled with bushcraft activities 
that will take you, your friends and family on a bushcraft 
and survival adventure that you’ll never forget.  Try your 

hand at woodland crafts, fi relighting, shelter building, 
tracking, foraging, woodland games and so much more…  

Come for the day or stay for the weekend. 

Various: 
See

website 
for

details

www.thebushcraftshow.co.uk
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Lofty Wiseman served with 22 SAS for over 26 years, rising to the

rank of Sergeant-Major. He ran the SAS selection course and the

Survival School, ensuring that the standards for the SAS remained

high. After he retired, he wrote The SAS Survival Handbook, first

published in 1986. Selling over 2 million copies, it has been

translated into 19 different languages and adapted for the Collins

Pocket Guide and iPhone App selling hundreds of thousands each

year. 

Lofty Wiseman

The

‘will to live’
The will to survive is the most important factor in a 
tight situation, for ensuring we stay alive. Without it, 
our chances are greatly reduced as we are depend-
ing on luck rather than our own positive action. I tell 
people that there is nothing on earth that you cannot 
deal with, as long as you don’t give up. The will to 
live is a basic instinct which varies greatly in 
individuals. Some people are mentally tough and 
more determined than others, but we all can improve 
this. Knowledge is the key, which you need to 
acquire before you get into difficulties. Knowing 
what to expect will greatly reduce the likelihood of 
panicking. Being aware of what the body needs, and 
how to provide this, and also what it can do without, 
will help build up and strengthen ‘the will to live’.

The body is so resilient and can withstand 
enormous pressures from deprivation, and the 
effects of the heat and cold. To confirm this you only 
have to read accounts of adventurers and learn what 
they endured. We are all capable of doing the same 
as long as we don’t give in. It’s never going to be 
easy, but with training it can be handled, limiting the 
pain and danger.

We must overcome the fear of discomfort and adapt 
to our surroundings. Our clothing or what limited 
equipment we have must be compensated for by 
adapting and taking from nature. Regardless where 
we find ourselves, be it the jungle, desert, or at sea, 
the priorities of survival never change. Remember 
P.L.A.N. Protection, Location, Acquisition, and 
Navigation.

P for protection. This means protection from 
immediate danger, then protection from the 
elements. Once safe, a shelter is built and a fire lit. I 
cannot stress the importance of fire. Practice this till 
you can do it in all conditions, it is often the 
difference between life and death.

L for location. Once sheltered, put out signals to 
draw attention to yourself. Smoke by day, flame at 
night, greatly increase your chances of rescue. A 
heliograph is invaluable, and flares, whistles and 
pyro techniques should be carried.

“Remember P.L.A.N.
Protection, Location,
Acquisition, and
Navigation”
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While waiting for rescue we must supplement our 
rations so A is for Acquisition of food and water. 
Water sustains life and is so important to our health. 
Always carry water and know where and how to 
obtain it. Treat all water before drinking. Initially you 
will feel hungry, but this is the least of your worries. 
Man has survived more than three weeks without 
food. A good thing to remember is that in general we 
can go three minutes without air, three days without 
water, and three weeks without food, with no lasting 
side effects.

N is for Navigation. If rescue is not forthcoming we 
must have the ability to navigate to safety. We 
always stay at the scene of the disaster as long as it 
is safe to do so. Only when local resources have run 
out do we consider moving.
Medical training is also important and is the last 
element to add to our survival knowledge. These are 
the subjects we need to know to be able to keep 
safe anywhere in the world.

The will to live is the firm foundation that we built all 
of our training in the Regiment on. Without this we 
could have all the knowledge and kit in the world but 
still perish in a tight situation. Survival techniques 
are simple but they need determination and effort to 
carry them out correctly. All this comes down to 
mental strength, the inner driving force that 
oversees all of our actions. Survival is a mental 
exercise. Initially it will take physical effort to get 
away from immediate danger, but from then on it 
becomes a mental exercise. This is a very tall order 
for people who have never roughed it, or had any 
survival training. Even with all my Army training 
there were times when I had to dig deep to survive.
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We were always hungry in the jungle 
but on one occasion due to a series of 
incidents we were starving. It was the 
height of the monsoon season, and 
the enemy were very active in our area. 
Our expected air drop was cancelled 
and we had to move 10 kilometres to 
another location, where we had to 
prepare a landing zone for a helicopter 
to come in and pick us up. We had 
expended the last of our energy in 
cutting the drop zone, which entailed 
cutting down huge trees with just our 
parangs. After staggering to the new 
location we requested a 'packet easy', 
which is explosives and accessories 
used for blowing down trees.  

The drop came in on time but the 
chute landed in the tallest tree in the 
area. All large trees in the jungle are 
hard wood and the centre core is like 
iron. Cutting down this giant took all 
day and when it did fall the top 
snapped off, landing in the river. When 
we finally recovered the chute, the 
attached bag of goodies was not only 
soaked but impregnated with explosive. The bread, a luxury we could only dream about in the jungle, 
was ruined, but we were not going to waste it. We were that hungry that we were thinking of 
resorting to cannibalism! Toasting the bread gently was the only way to burn off the explosive! 

We were told later that included in the goody bag was cheese, bully beef and chocolate, but we 
never found any trace of these. We were at at the end of our tether, but remembering the words we 
received on Selection to the Regiment, 'it's not going to be easy', we dug deep and the will to live 
turned into 'will I be here in the morning?' Eating the bread was a bad mistake, however, as no one 
slept that night. Explosive digestion was the only way to describe the symptoms! 
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Just as knowing what to wear and what to carry increases our chances of survival, so knowing the risks and 
dangers that may present themselves in an emergency situation is also important. Always risk the least. Life 
is full of risks which we have to live with, but think carefully before committing yourself, and have a plan. You 
may be faced with the choice of staying on this side of the river where the going is tough, or swimming 
across to the other bank where there is a track. There are many factors to consider like your physical 
condition, strength of current, weather conditions, what’s in the water, and what kit you are carrying. Try to 
eliminate as many dangers as possible, remain positive and take time to prepare and understand the 
consequences of your actions. The water may be contaminated with leptospirosis or bilharzia. There may be 
piranha or venomous snakes that will seriously threaten your health, and less obviously your few remaining 
matches may be soaked. It will take time to dry out so the time of day becomes important. A floatation aid is 
essential never venture in water without one, regardless how strong a swimmer you are.

Weighing up the options takes time, but time taken in preparation is never wasted. Always have a
contingency plan. Things are never straightforward and even the best-made plans can fail. Underestimating 
the risks, or overestimating your ability can be disastrous. Constantly weigh up your strengths and 
weaknesses, and practice what you are not good at. This will give you confidence and strengthen your 'will to 
live', if you ever get in a bad situation.
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Walking, camping, fishing, geocaching, investigating plants and

animals and just wombling in the woods are all things you will find

Chris Eyles doing whilst trying to pass his love of the outdoors on to

his young son, who often proves better at them than his dad.

Chris also aspires to write a book for children about the folklore

of trees.

Chris Eyles

This particular cookbook is one of Storey’s recent 
publications and opens with short sections on buying, 
and types of, cast-iron cookware, followed with others 
on how to season, care for and revive them. It then 
launches into 40 recipes, set out from breakfast, 
through main meals, snacks and sides onto desserts. 
There are some good dishes here, plus an American 
take on the Full English Breakfast.

The idea and incentive behind this book is to help 
people to move away from cooking with pans with 
chemical non-stick coatings to something less artificial, 
in a domestic setting, although it does say many of the 
recipes could be cooked outdoors.

It also makes two important points about cooking with 
cast iron - firstly that it’s very different from using other 
types of cookware in terms of the approach and result. 
And is also healthier (as long as you don’t drop your pan 
on your toes!) as it adds a small amount of essential 
iron to your diet.

The book centres on cooking using a skillet, with about 
80 % of the recipes employing one. This was not really 
what I was expecting given the title, and something I 
personally found a touch frustrating, because whilst I 
have a Dutch oven and a cast iron griddle plate, I don’t 
have a cast-iron skillet.

However, in the same way that pretty much anything 
that you can cook indoors can be cooked outdoors with 
a little thought and planning (although Baked Alaska is 
probably a big ask), I’m sure there’s scope for adapting 
them.

Each year we try and add a couple of new meals to our 
campfire repertoire and I’m definitely going to try two 
from this book – Tzimmes, a sweet and savoury stew 
and Cilaquiles, or breakfast nachos.

BOOK REVIEW

Cast-Iron Cooking
by Rachel Narins 
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American publisher Storey Publishing have a stated aim to “serve our customers by publishing 

practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment”.

That’s a great mission statement and their catalogue ranges across many subjects that will be of 

interest to the bushcraft and survival enthusiasts, including books on foraging, coping in

emergencies, wood burning, woodland management, crafts, and more than one on cabin-building. 
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Freshly foraged and hot off the fire! 

A Risotto of Nettles, wood garlic and Scarlet Elf Cups

At the end of winter, the woodland, like a number of 
its inhabitants, appears to be asleep, but just as 
quickly as the winter comes, it goes, and the slumber 
of hibernation seems to vanish and new life appears 
before your very eyes.

It's a great time of year to get out into the apparently 
bare woods to see what's starting to come back to 
life and to marvel at the new shoots and strange 
shapes and colours of the winter fungus.

On my latest excursion, I didn’t have to venture too 
far before I stumbled upon a wonderful community 
of Sarcoscypha coccinea aka Scarlet Elf Cups. These 
most enchanting looking mushrooms are to be found 
hiding mistily under leaf matter whilst gorging upon 
decaying branches and twigs. When I took a good 
look around and focused in, it became evident that I 
was literally surrounded by these luscious fungi 
which made walking without crushing some of them 
rather hard work.

The next two ingredients will be familiar to many of 
you; the stinging Nettle (Urtica dioica) and wood 
garlic (Allium ursinium), often referred to as ‘wild 
garlic’.

Nettles are small but potent at this time of year and 
my hands are still tingling from the multiple stings I 
received whist foraging them. This is something that 
I have actually come to embrace as the stings really 
help my working hands, easing the stiffness that 
often comes with age and the cold.

The wood garlic is now fit to burst through the forest 
floor and will very soon carpet the ground. I was 
lucky enough to find some new tender leaves among 
it all. As with any young green growth that has a 
nasty lookalike with similar green leaves, I always 
squish the stems and smell each leaf as I pick it, just 
to be sure!
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Fraser Christian is the founder of Coastal Survival, and a qualified

skipper and commercial fisherman. He is also a fully trained chef

and nutritionist, with a serious passion for wild food, herbal

medicines and outdoor cooking.

Fraser began teaching bushcraft and survival skills to his local

scout group over 25 years ago, and has subsequently been lucky

enough to fish, hunt and forage professionally. Having recently

immersed himself in the philosophy of “practice what you preach”,

he now lives completely off-grid, spending his days either on the

coast or in remote wild woodland, actually living the life that others

teach.

Fraser Christian  

Forest Fodder
A feast of late winter woodland foodsFe
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A risotto is a perfect one-pan dish to cook on a fire, and 
this simple bushcraft version, with a dash of wine, some 
oil and other foraged garnishes, will be as tasty as any 
you will find. All you need with you is a packet of rice 
and a few stock cubes. Then simply add what you find, 
but a top tip is to keep it simple. Three ingredients are 
sufficient and allows for integrity in flavours and 
textures.

So, I expect you’re now getting hungry thinking about 
your next bushcraft cooking session. Here's a simple 
how-to recipe to follow. Happy hunting and good eating!

The basic ratio is 3 times the volume of water to rice.

First bring the water to the boil before crumbling the stock cube in.

Add the nettle top, Scarlet Elf cups (sliced) and tear in the garlic leaves.

Allow to boil gently, stirring occasionally for approximately 10 minutes until large creamy bubbles appear; this is the 
rice releasing its starch. As it simmers away, add more water if required to stop it sticking to the bottom of the pan. 
Continue the gentle rolling-boil process for a further 5 to 10 minutes whilst occasionally tasting and checking the 
texture of the rice. Once soft, but with a slight firmness, your risotto is good to go!

You should find it perfect, the garlic apparent, the rich iron taste of the nettles perfectly complimenting the 
earthiness of the Elf cups which afford a welcome texture to the dish, as does the rich colour which complements 
the greens beautifully! 

All-in-all you cannot really fail with a risotto. It is easy to prepare, no effort to cook and it's simply delicious! Give it a 
go next time you’re out-and-about. Just remember to take water, rice and stock cubes (and a pan).

Enjoy!
Fraser
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A Risotto of N
ettles, wood

garlic and Sca
rlet Elf Cups

To make one p
ortion, you w

ill need:

12 young nettle tops

12 young wood garlic leaves

6 ish Scarlet Elf cups
1 veggy stock cube

1 handful of risotto rice
1 mug of water
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Ghillie Suit
I’m fully aware that all you fashionistas out there are 
forever looking for the latest outfit you’d just love to 
be seen wearing around town.  Well, I could just have 
the answer for you: the ghillie suit.  The only 
downside is that the ghillie suit, despite being an 
amazing fashion accessory, is really for the person 
that doesn’t want to be seen, such as snipers, 
stalkers and wildlife photographers etc.  There are 
plenty of commercially produced ghillie suits 
available to buy, but they are incredibly expensive or 
are not constructed particularly well for their 
purpose.  However, you can avoid paying those 
ridiculous fashion label prices by making your own 
high quality product.  If you can use bits and pieces 
that you have lying around, then all the better!

So what is a ghillie suit?  Well, let me take you to the 
bonny highlands and islands of Scotland in the latter 
half of the 1700s, not long after Culloden and the 
Highland Clearances, when many landowners turned 
their land over to sheep farming.  In those dark days, 
sheep were somewhat vulnerable to ‘poachers’ and 
predators, so many shepherds developed a form of 
camouflage, made using a fabric mesh with a 
mixture of strands and strips from hessian
agricultural sacks tied in.  Local foliage was then 
added, to help blend in with the local terrain and 
remain concealed, while the shepherds were 
guarding the livestock.  When a threat came close 
enough, the shepherds would attack.  Allegedly, 
these suits were so effective that even wolves would 
pass by without noticing the hidden person.  Later, 
wealthier landowners on the game estates would 
hire a ‘ghillie’, a Gaelic word which means servant or 
lad, or rather ‘ghillie dhu’.  Dhu actually means black, 
suggesting being hidden.  Their role was, more or 
less, that of gamekeepers and deer stalkers.

However the ghillie suit really came into its own with 
the formation of the military unit known as the Lovat 
Scouts which was raised for use in the Boer War. 
This was made up of Highlanders with wilderness 
experience, such as ghillies and shepherds.  With 
their incredible knowledge and understanding of 
terrain, stalking, camouflage and concealment, 
combined with excellent marksmanship, they 
became the most highly trained sniper unit that the 
world had ever seen.  They also introduced
camouflage-painted clothing and ghillie suits to the 
military.  In comparison to the two-dimensional DPM 
or MTP combat clothing, the ghillie suit is three-
dimensional and takes camouflage to a totally 
different level.
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Nick’s rural upbringing allowed him to acquire a variety of skills

including foraging, small game preparation and other tradittional

country living techniques.  With an academic background in

historical and cultural geography and many years in the Territorial

Army, he has developed a very broad theoretical and practical

knowledge of survival techniques.  As a secondary school teacher

and Scout leader he has instilled a love of bushcraft and suvival in

young people and has led them on substainability-focused

expeditions to Africa.

Nick Allen
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You will need:

•An old combat jacket, trousers and hat (or similar).

•Strong netting (I used garden netting, but ideally        

something with a mesh size of one inch (2.5cm) or a bit 

larger.  Old cam net would do).

•Strong fabric glue (or needle and strong thread).

•Jute or hessian (I bought some jute but I also used the 

backing from old carpets.  You can also use sand bags 

etc).

•Fabric dye (a mixture of colours and shades, especially 

greens and browns but this is dependent on the area 

where the suit will be used).

•Buckets (to dye the jute/hessian in).

How to make your own

Ghillie Suit
First of all, it is important to note that this is a time
consuming project, so don’t expect immediate results 
although there are ways of speeding up the process.  It 
is the kind of project that is good to share and is perfect 
for dads and kids to do together.
  
Step 1:  Gather the equipment 

Step 2:  Prepare the material

Pull the jute or hessian apart into individual threads or 
strands.  This is very time consuming.  Alternatively you 
could use jute twine but you will need lots of it.  Cut the 
strands into various lengths of between 12 inches 
(30cm) and 18 inches (45 cm).  It doesn’t matter if you 
have some shorter or longer, as the more variation the 
better.

Instead, for speed, you can cut the material into strips of 
around 1 inch (2.5cm) wide.  I used a mixture of 
individual strands and strips.  Note that by cutting into 
strips you will, in effect, lose half of the strands but you 
will save yourself a lot of time and effort.

Mix the fabric dyes according to the instructions and 
add the jute/hessian strands or strips to the solution.  
The instructions on the dye I used said to use a washing 
machine, but I opted against the prospect of facing the 
wrath of Mrs A and never be allowed to do any 
bushcrafting ever again, so used buckets instead.  Once 
the material has been dyed, hang it up to dry.  You can 
dye the material in sheets first, but I would only 
recommend this if you’re planning to cut it into strips.  
Once the material has been soaked in the hot liquid it 
will take on a much rougher appearance and provide a 
much better, more natural looking, texture for the ghillie 
suit.

Step 3:  Attach the netting

Lay the combat jacket on to a flat surface and cut the 
netting into shape and place it onto the clothing.  Glue 
the netting (or stitch or do both) into place with a dab 
approximately every couple of inches (5cm) along the 
edges.  After that, apply more glue or stitching at regular 
intervals of approximately 6 inches (15cm).  Leave the 
glue to dry.  I only used Shoe Goo, which I ordered 
online, as it is noted for its strength.  Adhesives such as 
Araldite should also work well.
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Take about 10 strands, or a strip, of the now dry dyed 
jute/hessian and thread it through the netting.  Working 
from the bottom of the item of clothing, push one end of 
the gathered strands/strip about half way through and 
tie it on to the netting using an overhand knot. 
Alternatively, fold the strands/strip in half, push the 
folded centre through the netting and push the loose 
ends through the loop that has formed around the 
netting.  Continue this process until you have covered 
the entire clothing.  Note that you can leave a couple of 
inches (5cm) or so between rows but avoid creating 
straight lines.  Also, ensure that you vary patches of 
colour and mix different colours together to create a 
more natural look.

Follow the same process for the hat and trousers as you 
did for the jacket.

Step 5:  Season the ghillie suit (optional)

To get rid of any unnatural smells, especially if you need 
to get close to wildlife, drag the suit through mud or 
even cover it in manure to hide any human scent.
  
Step 6:  Use local foliage

For the ghillie suit to be really effective, use small 
branches, grasses and leaves etc. to fit in with your 
surroundings.  This is what will make you truly
camouflaged and virtually invisible to the potential 
observer. For the purpose of this, I only worked on a 
jacket and a hood.  A separate hat can be used instead 
of, and often in preference to, a hood.  To complete the 
suit, trousers will to be ‘camouflaged’ as well.  There are 
plenty of variations that can be made, for example, if 
you intend to be crawling into position, there is no need 
to add material to the belly-side of the suit.  However, it 
may be advisable to add patches of canvas to add 
protection to those areas that will scrape along the 
ground.  Furthermore, it can become very hot wearing a 
ghillie suit because of the extra material it contains.  For 
that reason, some people cut substantial vents into the 
combat jacket to help in keeping cool.  The added 
strands and strips on the netting cover up any obvious 
gaps in the clothing.

Can you spot me? A little closer... Here I am !

Ghillie Suit trial
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Backpack of the
Hunter Gatherer

A question many people would love to know, if they 
found a hunter-gatherer complete with all of his worldly 
belongings on a trip to a new camp or simply hunting 
over a period of days, is just what would he be carrying?

This did in fact happen. In 1991 hikers in the Alps near 
the Austrian/Italian border discovered a body preserved 
in the ice. The remains turned out to be of a man who 
lived about 5300 years old. He was named ‘Ötzi’ after 
the Ötzal area where he was found and scientists set to 
work examining him. What was perhaps most
fascinating was the preserved clothing and belongings 
Ötzi was wearing/carrying. These have given historians 
a unique insight into the life of hunter-gatherers from 
this period, and are highly relevant to bushcrafters 
today.

In this article we will be exploring the backpack I made, 
which loosely follows the design of Ötzi’s pack, although 
some elements have based on speculation, as only the 
frame of Ötzi’s pack remained. Before we delve inside 
my pack let us take a look at the pack’s construction 
and I will point out some useful features and personal 
considerations.

Firstly, the frame is constructed into a ridged section 
using four pieces of Yew, about wrist thickness, notched 
to locate the positions then tightly whipped using 
soaked rawhide straps. I then attached a Hazel rod bent 
over and attached to the two vertical sides which makes 
the frame similar but a little stronger and heavier than 
the one Ötzi used, which was constructed from Larch 
and Hazel. What this frame gives you, in essence, is a 
frame to attach things to but I'm sure he didn't want to 
sound like someone coming over the hill selling 
saucepans, so I visualise he probably hung lots of fibres 
around the hoop, similar to the nettle you see on mine. 
This would aid the retting process of the fibres ready for 
use, and their visibility would allow him to keep an eye 
on their condition. 

The pack itself is made from brain-tanned Red Deer hide 
with the hair travelling downwards to assist
waterproofing in wet conditions. It has a simple 
fold-over flap with two Red Deer antler tine toggles as 
closures which has been stitched around the edges of 
the frame to secure it.

I have personally used a very rustic approach to fix this 
together, not because I think this was the standard of a 
hunter gatherer’s stitching, but because I like the look of 
the Walnut and Birch tar stained raw hide, and to set 
this off I also burnt the end of the Yew to balance the 
contrast and bring forward the reality that a simple 
modern saw wasn't available to these people. 
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Will Lord is a master in the art of flint knapping, the craft of making

tools from stone. He is also keenly interested in Primitive

Technology, where skills and the knowledge of our landscape

combine to make it possible to survive on earth without the comfort

of modern and synthetic supports. Will loves nothing more than

being close to the land practising his skills and extending his 

earning. He is a man with a sense of belonging and with incredible

patience. He understands that 100 million years have passed to

create the flint he works with and therefore is not rushed in the

process of creating these ancient replicas.

Will Lord
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Quite often when I meet a youngster I like to ask, “what’s in your pockets?”
This often leaves me smiling for days, as it’s not always a mobile phone, it’s often twigs, a gnarly bit of flint, string, 
elastic bands, bubble gum (urban glue), or if they are really being taught well they may be armed with a catapult and 
a dozen 8mm ball bearings.

Well the contents of my backpack equally leave the youngsters and adults enthralled for some time to come, 
especially items like “bludamuda” a stone that actually bleeds, more commonly known as Ochre, an earth pigment 
used by cave artists in parts of the world.

So, to get started let’s first look at the components I have for lighting fire. 
Note no bow drill present, instead I have a nodule of Iron Pyrite and similarly a 
nodule of Marcasite. These are used to create a spark with the help of a 
thick-edged flint striker. The spark is not as hot as a flint and steel but I can 
still send a spark a good 3 foot, so fire is fairly well secured as long as you 
have a nice dry soft landing pad. I use a chunk of punky wood for this (rotten 
and soft to touch) then place the established ember into some Reedmace or 
Rosebay Willowherb wrapped in Goosegrass or similar. 

The second item is the sewing kit and I also have to 
briefly stop to ask where in the grand scheme of time 
did this craft get titled as a woman’s job! “Sorry no 
venison today folks I split my trousers and had to go 
8 miles off course to find a woman to stitch them 
up!” Oh no, stitching was a craft that would have 
been viewed by many as the real way to size 
someone up, it is literally what holds you together 
and permits you access onto icy tundras.

The sewing kit in my pack is made from deer 
components, the needles and awls are made from 
bone, but I often make them from antler. Both are 
time-consuming to make and in the case of needles 
easy to break if used roughly. The cordage is made 
from the back strap or the tendons from the lower 
leg and you can also use the intestines which are 
superb for clothing.

The case for the kit is a personal interpretation of the 
hunter’s tribute to his prey, using every part of the 
animal, I call it ‘from the head to the toe’. So, what we 
have is the antler as the lid, decorated with deer 
teeth, the hock is the skin from the lower leg dried 
and scraped in its rawhide form, stitched together 
with tendons and decorated at the base with its dew 
claws, hooves and toe bones.

Iron Pyrite Nodule

Deer hide sewing pack

 ‘I’m thinking through the forest as I
write this, so first fire, second deer
and third has to be items from the
Silver Birch tree’
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For the third item, so many of the contents of my 
backpack race to the front of my mind and say me, me 
next, and with good reason too. But I’m thinking through 
the forest as I write this, so first fire, second deer and 
third has to be items from the Silver Birch tree. Wow, 
what a tree this is! I have four super important
components in my backpack from this tree, and I just 
have to wait for the season for the others.
  
The bark from the tree, if collected at the right time, will 
peel freely and give you watertight and beautiful 
containers. It also behaves just like a commercial fire 
lighter when used to support the first flame in your fire, 
reacting to the heat and curling up into a tight little 
bundle. 

Next are two fungi that grow almost exclusively on Birch 
trees, the first is the Razor Strop fungus, Piptoporus 
betulinus. Let me test your knowledge here, so the Razor 
Strop sharpens blades yep, trims up beautifully for a 
plaster and acts as a coagulant yep, but what I also love 
about this is its amazing compression. If you want to 
cork a bottle or horn or just an irregular shape, cut this 
little fella down a little larger than the hole, much like a 
cork and there you go it’s a perfect seal. You can even 
cut it into a ribbon and use it as cordage.

Next is the Horseshoe fungus, Fomes fomentarius 
which is the home of Amadou, a superb fire tinder. I will 
leave that one there as it’s a broad church of a topic. I 
also have Birch tar resin stored in the end of a cow’s 
horn. The resin is made from the bark and can be used 
as an oil for conditioning cordage and leather or be 
boiled down further into a glue. It was noted amongst 
Ötzi’s artefacts that residue of Birch tar was used as a 
glue. I also use it as a repair for the Birch tree if I tap it in 
the spring, it seems the natural thing to do. 

Talking about glues leads us on to our next super 
important pack companion, pine pitch glue and its 
components. What we have here is pine resin picked 
from the bark where the tree has suffered in some way, 
plus Bees-wax and Charcoal. I mix these together in a 
boiling state, to make a robust and sticky-when-hot 
adhesive - simple as that! No! this actually needs 
treating with care as when you introduce the finely 
ground charcoal it will race to the boil and boil over if 
you haven't left enough space. You also need to stir the 
mixture for a good five minutes so that the charcoal 
blends properly. I like to use about 70% pine resin to 30% 
Beeswax and this gives me good results.

‘the Silver Birch tree.
Wow, what a
tree this is!’
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Seems like a good time to add in one of the items that 
gave me my path to follow: a Flint blade core. I have to 
have this in my backpack as it’s the multi tool of its time 
- scraper, saw, chisel, drill, knife, fire, arrowhead. I 
wonder where the Oxford Dictionary draws the line in 
describing Flint, it is precious yet disposable. Warning: 
May contain sharp edges LOL!

This blade core is accompanied by a thick leather leg 
pad made from Buffalo hide plus a large Red Deer antler 
soft hammer along with a few abrasive hammer stones. 
I also have a hand pad from the same leather and a 
robust Red Deer antler tine for pressure flaking 
arrowheads.

These antlers should last for about six months before 
the hammer and pressure faces wear through and they 
will then be cut up for whatever is needed most at the 
time. 

The rectangular Buckskin pouch with the two antler 
buttons carries three of my most treasured stones - 
sacred Ochre or “Bludumuda” which is short for blood of 
mother earth. One of them comes from the Clearwell 
caves in the Forest of Dean on the southern border of 
Wales where mankind was mining for Ochre 4500 years 
ago and To have a small piece from there is a very 
special treat.

This is one of the main reasons I can often be found 
wearing a good thick paste of it on my face and body, as 
I look around at tribal cultures who re-main in touch with 
their historic and land connection and they can often be 
seen wearing pigments on their bodies. I mainly use a 
pigment in powder form which washes off easily, as 
long as you mix it with water. For more permanent 
images you can mix tallow (rendered down animal fats) 
into the pigments, you can also burn and roast it to 
change the colour.

Some rummaging later and I find my hide softening 
tools, these comprise of one Flint scraper, one Cow 
bone shoulder blade with a large V section re-moved 
and a strong bevelled beam of Red Deer antler. I use 
these in the following order and ways: the flint 
scraper removes most of the connective tissue from 
the meat side of the hide and helps to drain the fluids 
within the hide in preparation for the coating of brain. 
The bevelled beam of antler drives the brain deep 
into the hide and stretches the fibres open to achieve 
a fuller and softer finish. There is an old saying 
amongst tanners, “you ain’t polishing shoes boy, now 
put your back into it!” and it’s true you have to push 
the fibres apart. The Cow shoulder bone is for 
strapping to a tree with the V pointing upwards and 
this is used when making Buckskin (hair and grain 
removed). You pull the hide through the V to soften 
and remove any remaining grain and tissue matter, it 
also puffs up the fibre.

I obviously have a passion for this material but can 
you imagine how I felt one afternoon when I was 
digging a post hole for a roundhouse in my garden 
and 3 feet down I discovered five chunks of pure 
purple Ochre. Well I really had to think about this but 
then realised it was remains from an old blacksmith’s 
bloom. I live at Smithy Cottage so I should have 
known really but all the same it just added to its 
ancient magic for me. I also have a block of Ochre 
which I have replicated to look like the one found in 
Blombos Cave, South Africa, dated to 70,000 years.

“you ain’t polishing shoes boy,
now put your back into it!” 
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Nettle fibre bow string is the next pack content and as 
you can see from this image the string is loosely rolled 
and untrimmed, as I haven't yet used this one. The fibre 
was taken last summer and has been stored dry until I 
was ready to use it. Here is a warning though, do not 
hang nettles on metal nails to dry because the acid in 
the fibre will react with the nail and cause a reaction 
resulting in the fibres literally being burnt through with 
what looks like a white fungal growth. I have used about 
10 nettles for this string and I will rub tallow into it 
before using it as a string to make it less brittle.

Next is the archer’s stone arm bracer. This style of bracer 
is typical of what you would find around the time 
Stonehenge was being built and more to the point one 
such example was actually found at Stonehenge on a 
murdered victim that was discovered with multiple 
arrowhead wounds. Additionally, the famous Amesbury 
Archer, also titled the ‘King of Stonehenge’ had a couple of 
these within his burial chamber. They work very effectively 
as an arm guard and do not require any more time to 
make than a leather one would have done using ancient 
tanning techniques for a suitable thickness of leather, 
such as the thick neck section of a large red stag.

Next I have to share with you the little Flint knife with a 
broken tip and a crude wooden handle sitting in a Lime 
bast sheath that looks far too beautifully made for the 
knife itself. This is a matching reproduction of the knife 
Ötzi was carrying and it boasts excellent fibre skills, 
much the same as many of his other artefacts did. The 
blade is secured with pitch glue and tendon cordage 
and measures a whopping 6.4 cm in length. I see no 
reason for it to be any longer as this would just make it 
more vulnerable, but the crafting of the pouch really is a 
tidy piece of craftsmanship.

What we have next is some spare bone and antler 
coupled with a few fishing hooks. These are carried as 
stock items that continually provide me with tools that I 
can use. The blade core will happily provide the perfect 
tools to bust these down.
  

The wild boar tusks are included because I was gifted 
these and I personally like wild boars for their fearsome 
reputation and how difficult they are to hunt. They were 
also present in the Amesbury Archer’s burial chamber 
and are regarded as hunting trophies. The burial 
chamber contained four tusks from different wild boar, 
each tusk being the lower right tusk. They could, 
however, have been used as tools to cold-work gold as 
the archer had the oldest anvil in his grave ever recorded 
to my knowledge, made from Cornish green stone along 
with gold hair adornments.  If you ever want to get an 
idea of how tough this stuff is, try drilling some. I have 
completely destroyed a few drills attempting this.
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Obviously, this backpack needs something to eat in it 
and the most valuable thing I can consider is something 
that doesn't require a sell by date and that has to be 
honey, so sealed in its waxy home we carry the nectar of 
life. Amazingly, honey from 3000 years ago has been 
found in Egyptian tombs and it is still perfectly edible. 

Finally, I have a Goose wing that I will use for fletching 
arrows but this is a great bit of kit that has a number of 
applications. The wing bone could be extracted and 
used as a flute, (the oldest known flute is made from the 
wing of a Griffon Vulture and dates back to an incredible 
35,000 years), the smaller feathers can be used as fly 
fishing ties, and the downy feathers for insulating boots 
etc. The quills from the larger primary feathers can also 
be used for a range of tools due to the sheer strength 
they have and the smoothness of them. This is going to 
be explained in future articles as it is a complex and 
interesting subject alone. 

Another useful item in my backpack is a roll of black 
rawhide, the same material I used to stitch the pouch 
onto its frame. I personally love the look of what’s 
known as full grain deer skin, this is the layer of skin-like 
substance that sits on top of the hide itself giving it a 
title of leather rather than buckskin. I have used Walnuts 
and Sweet Chestnut bark boiled and blended together to 
colour this hide. I could either continue to cut round it in 
a circle for cordage or take it forward for a full tanning. I 
will probably just use it for strapping as I have already 
cut into it. 

I usually have samples of dried meat crushed and 
soaked in uncoagulated fat called pemmican but 
currently I’m all out of this. I do have some samples of 
foraged plants that would have been stored by our 
hunter-gatherer fore-fathers. From the top left in the 
buckskin are nettle seed, sedge seed and garlic mustard 
seed pods. The honeycomb speaks for itself, then to the 
right in the rawhide bowl are dried wild plums/sloes, 
dried Rosehips, White Dead-Nettle/Nettle/Yarrow leaves, 
Carrageen Moss seaweed, Plantain, Mugwort and Jelly 
Ear fungus.
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health!
improve your
How bushcraft can

There has been lots of work recently looking at the 
many psychological benefits of spending time in 
wilderness areas. Studies have demonstrated that 
simply being in woodland can improve memory, 
relieve stress and restore mental energy.

But what about your physical health? Certainly, there 
will be obvious health benefits depending on the type 
and level of bushcraft activity you are engaged in. 
Simply increasing your activity level by being out and 
about is better than being sedentary and sat in front 
of a TV. Activities such as friction fire lighting, shelter 
building, chopping or sawing fire wood can be quite 
physical and will get your pulse rate up a bit and burn 
a few extra calories. 

However, there are other health benefits which you 
may not have considered.

Working up a sweat!

health!
improve your

health!
improve your

health!
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Kevan is ‘Head of Courses’ for the world renowned bushcraft

company Woodland Ways. Here his role is to develop and lead

the company’s UK based course programme. He also regularly

assists and leads on overseas expeditions. Drawing on over 15

years of professional bushcraft instructing, and a life time of

learning, Kev’s knowledge is highly regarded.

Kevan Palmer
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When out in the woods it is inevitable that you will 
ingest a bit of dirt. This is not a bad thing. Most of us 
in our daily lives are shielded from exposure to dirt, 
with regular hand washes, kitchen cleaners, washing 
up liquids and even chopping boards containing 
antimicrobial agents. Combined with modern diets, 
this is resulting in unhealthy gut flora, making us 
more susceptible to food poisoning and upset 
stomachs. In addition, research suggests lack of 
exposure to microbes, and other pathogens is 
generally compromising our immune systems and 
may be a factor in some autoimmune diseases. So, 
get some dirt under your finger nails.

Being out in the woods can also reduce
inflammation. Many components of modern life such 
as diet, stress, exercise patterns can result in chronic 
systemic inflammation, which has been attributed as 
being a causal agent in a variety of disease states 
including heart disease, hypertension, autoimmune 
disease, inflammatory bowel disease and even 
certain cancers. Several studies have shown that 
time spent in the woods reduces inflammation, as 
well as lowering blood pressure.

In addition to these direct and tangible benefits, 
bushcraft can offer insights into other areas which 
can have profound effects on health and well-being. 
My “epiphany” came a couple of years ago. We were 
running the week-long test phase of what is now our 
Primitive Skills Year. For the course participants and 
the instructors this meant effectively living a stone 
age existence, the only concession to the modern 
world was a kettle in which to boil water. We took a 
limited amount of game with us, in the anticipation 
that our legal snares were unlikely to yield enough 
food for the week, and we had secured an entire 
young Wild Boar for a celebration feast on the 
penultimate day. Apart from that everything was to 
be sourced from the woodland.

In my 15 plus years of professionally teaching 
bushcraft, I had been involved in numerous 5-7 day 
courses, as well as extended overseas trips, but the 
effect of this course on me was profound. It 
completely opened my eyes to how so many aspects 
of modern life were misaligned to what we were 
actually evolved for.

The first and most obvious one is food.  

Even dappled sunlight will

boost your vitamin D levels

‘Several studies have shown
that time spent in the

woods reduces inflammation,
as well as lowering
blood pressure’
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For years, I have taught on foraging courses how to harvest and collect roots and tubers from plants such as 

Burdock and Reedmace, to provide the necessary carbohydrate content in your diet. Also, how to collect young 

leaves and shoots from plants like nettles and hogweed to provide vitamins and minerals, and how to leach the 

tannins from acorns and process them into flour.

These certainly would have

been utilised in the Mesolithic
These….I’m not so sure!

After the first few days of the course as our metabolism switched from carbohydrate burning to fat burning, some of 

the participants experienced a day or so of real lethargy but once through the other side you felt amazingly good with 

constant energy levels.

How and when we eat was also bought into question. We are so entrenched in the culture of having three meals a 

day. When you are cooking on an open fire with no pots or modern utensils, this quickly becomes impractical and we 

quickly fell into the routine of having one meal in the evening then going to bed. Intermittent fasting is not a modern 

concept. We’ve certainly been doing it for millennia, and it’s even easier to do when most of your calories aren’t 

coming from carbohydrates.  

In recent years, diets like the so called ‘Paleo’ or ‘Caveman’ diet, as well as low carbohydrate diets, are gaining in 

popularity, and the reason is because they work and that’s because they are more aligned to what we have evolved to 

eat. Similarly, diets incorporating periods of fasting, such as the well-known 5:2 diet have been shown to not only be 

effective for weight loss but to reap many other health benefits as well.

‘We are so entrenched in the culture of having three meals a day’

My viewpoint is now completely different. From my experience on this course and from subsequent reading, I am 

now convinced that apart from readily available foods such as nuts and fruit, in temperate and boreal areas most 

plant-derived food sources described above would have been fall back foods, only resorted to in times of hardship or 

famine. There would have been large portions of the year when our ancestors would have minimal amounts of 

carbohydrate in their diets.  
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As well as insights into our diet, the test phase of the 

course also served to highlight how we would have kept 

fit. No need for a 5km run or an hour on the cross-

trainer. We were active from dawn to dusk; whether it 

was walking to check snares or gather materials, 

scraping and working hides, building and maintaining 

shelters, man-handing the wild boar to cook it… we were 

on the go the whole time. This is completely opposite to 

modern life where many of us are sedentary for long 

periods of time and then do an hour or so of ‘cardio’ at 

the gym, or of pounding the streets. The only activity 

that was absent from our course that our ancestors may 

have had to experience on an occasional basis was to 

sprint; either away from a predator or after game.

Just as the diet of our ancestors is growing in

popularity, so is a form of exercise called ‘primal fitness’. 

The ideal is lots of low level activity, of which walking is 

the best, interspersed with regular lifting of something 

heavy (body weight exercise is perfect and mirrors 

activities like building shelters, climbing trees for birds’ 

eggs, carrying game home from a kill), and occasional 

full out activity like sprinting. Again, the science seems 

to support the hypothesis, an example being high 

intensity interval training (HIIT), which is akin to 

sprinting. This has been demonstrated to have a greater 

impact on cardio-vascular fitness than long duration 

aerobic cardio training such as jogging. In fact too 

much exercise, above more than brisk walking pace, has 

been shown to increase cortisol levels and lead to 

chronic inflammation.

A typical ‘Paleo’ style diet
Primal exercise:

Climbing trees,

carrying loads

and sprinting
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Another realisation was the impact of shoes. Wearing 

buckskin moccasins for a whole week is a liberating 

experience. Most people these days are forced into 

unyielding, stiff footwear pretty much as soon as they 

can walk. The skin on our feet becomes soft and 

sensitive and the muscles and ligaments in the feet 

become weak as they no longer need to do anything. 

This often results in flat feet and fallen arches. When 

you walk, or run barefoot, or while wearing minimalist 

shoes, your heel tends to strike the ground with less 

force and the arch of your foot does what it is designed 

to do and absorbs the shock of the impact, thus 

protecting the knee and hip joints.

When the course finished, I put on a pair of trainers to 

drive home in. Two miles down the road I had to take 

them off and drove the rest of the two hour journey 

home barefoot. I now wear minimal “barefoot” shoes 

virtually all the time, including on long hikes. I used to 

get sharp pains in my right knee if I tried to run or even 

jog, now I am completely pain free!

The whole subject of what is sometimes referred to as 

ancestral or primal health covers many areas, too many 

to discuss here. For me, it was my involvement in 

bushcraft that led to this path of discovery and has a 

massive impact on my health and wellbeing. Hopefully 

your bushcraft journey can do the same for you.

If you want to learn more about some of the topics 

covered in this article I will be doing a short talk on the 

subject at The Bushcraft Show in May.

My old faithful ‘modern moccasins’. These

have covered literally hundreds of miles

from long distance trails in the UK to the

African bush

You may also find the following books of interest.

The Story of the Human Body by Daniel Lieberman

The Primal Blueprint by Mark Sisson

Pandora’s Seed: The Unforeseen Cost of Civilization by Spencer Wells

From Hunter-Gatherer to Baby Boomer by Patricia Cherry
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Please note:

This article is written by a writer from 
USA and therefore some of the items will 
not be legal for use in other countries.

Alternative

Fire Methods
Within this article we're going to discuss alternative 
ways to create fire. This does not mean that we 
necessarily go primitive by starting fire with sticks - it 
simply means thinking outside the box to use the 
natural environment and components of our kit as 
effective tools for creating fire.

Fire itself is one of the most important tools in an 
emergency situation. Your ability to make fire can 
directly control your body's core temperature and your 
ability to disinfect water. There have been many ways 
throughout history to make fire, the most common 
modern way being using matches and lighters. Instant 
short-term flame is not always the answer, however. In 
many weather conditions, longer-term flame lasting 
approximately 5 to 7 minutes may be necessary to 
create a sustainable fire. With the advent of the 
Ferrocerium Rod there are many other ways to
effectively create fire.

The most important thing to remember when using this 
rod is that the tinder source must be highly
combustible. Commercial tinders are available at many 
sporting-goods and camping type stores. Tinder can 
also be made at home very easily. To effectively create 
what I would call ‘sure flame’ you must combine highly 
combustible material with an accelerant. There is a 
difference between accelerants and fuels. Fuels require 
open flame to ignite and thus burn, accelerants will 
ignite through the release of fumes. Vaseline would be 
considered a fuel; gasoline would be considered an 
accelerant. To create a sure-fire tinder one must 
combine highly combustible materials like cotton, with 
accelerants like lighter fluid or charcoal lighter, and then 
ensure they are waterproof by impregnating them in 
wax. 

Fire Methods
Within this article we're going to discuss alternative 

necessarily go primitive by starting fire with sticks - it 

directly control your body's core temperature and your 
ability to disinfect water. There have been many ways 
throughout history to make fire, the most common 
modern way being using matches and lighters. Instant 
short-term flame is not always the answer, however. In 
many weather conditions, longer-term flame lasting 
approximately 5 to 7 minutes may be necessary to 

The most important thing to remember when using this 

combustible. Commercial tinders are available at many 
sporting-goods and camping type stores. Tinder can 
also be made at home very easily. To effectively create 
what I would call ‘sure flame’ you must combine highly 
combustible material with an accelerant. There is a 
difference between accelerants and fuels. Fuels require 
open flame to ignite and thus burn, accelerants will 
ignite through the release of fumes. Vaseline would be 
considered a fuel; gasoline would be considered an considered a fuel; gasoline would be considered an 

combine highly combustible materials like cotton, with 
accelerants like lighter fluid or charcoal lighter, and then 
ensure they are waterproof by impregnating them in 

au
th
or
 p
ro
fi
le

Dave is the Co-Owner and Supervising Instructor of The Pathfinder

School in Ohio, which is listed as one of the top 12 Survival Schools

in the U.S. by USA TODAY. Dave's Book BushCraft 101 is a two

times New York Times Best Seller. His work has also been

published in Self Reliance Illustrated, New Pioneer, and American

Frontiersman, Trappers World, and he has appeared on the cover of

Backwoodsman Magazine. Dave holds a Bachelor’s Degree in

Wilderness Ministry from Frontier Christian University and is

certified in Advanced Search and Rescue and Wilderness First Aid. 

Dave Canterbury

Combustion of Marginal tinder can also be 

accomplished with Batteries and Steel Wool
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Another thing that must be understood about fire is the creation, control, and manipulation of an ember when sure 
fire is not available. Embers can be created from natural material found in the woods from shredded barks, dry plant 
materials, fungus, or it can be created by using charred material. To create charred material, you must eliminate the 
oxygen factor within the triangle of fire. The triangle of fire involves three things - ignition, oxygen, and fuel. To create 
charred material we must provide a fuel in the form of combustible material heating within a metal container (char 
tin) or coal bed, and then starve it of oxygen. Using this method enables you to ignite this highly combustible charred 
material in many ways, such as your Ferro rod, flint and steel, or a magnifying glass. Understanding and controlling 
embers is a very important part of your ability to start fire in an emergency situation, if more modern methods are 
unavailable.

There are many household items that can be used to create tinder, and these items can be carried with you for use in 
an emergency situation before it even occurs. Cotton balls and Vaseline have always been standard carry items by 
Scouts, but this is not effective tinder for emergencies due to the fact it is not waterproof. If this tinder is placed in a 
waterproof container it can serve the purpose, but there are better products on the market today such as Mini Inferno 
(www.thepathfinderschoolllc.com).

These products combine highly combustible material with accelerants that are sealed in wax to make them 
waterproof. You could create this kind of tinder at home but it is somewhat time-consuming and difficult to create 
safely, and there are simpler options. The lint from your dryer trap is highly combustible as most people wash and 
dry many types of cotton materials. Combining this in a water proof container with Vaseline is also a semi-viable 
option. A better option in my opinion would be to combine the dryer lint with an accelerant like lighter fluid or 
charcoal lighter and then to seal this mixture with wax. Many Bug Sprays incorporating Deet can be used as an 
accelerant in an emergency and material soaked by this will readily ignite by sparks from the Ferro rod. Another 
option may be an alcohol-based liquid like hand sanitizer.

Horse Hoof fungus makes a great ember. 
You will need to process it to a fine dust 

with a saw first to take a spark

True Tinder Fungus will take sparks readily 

but only grows on Birch trees in Northern 

Climates for the most part
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Sure Fire like Mini Inferno will allow you to 
start fires in the worst conditions including 

on top of snow if nescessary
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through the woods we should have what I call 
opossum mentality. What this means is that any 
tinder resource we see as we're walking we collect. 
There are many highly combustible tinder sources 
available throughout a wooded environment, as long 
as conditions are correct. Even during foul weather 
we can find dry tinder by looking under overhanging 
objects for dry plant materials beneath. We should 
also be looking to collect old bird nests from trees. 
We can also scrape bark from trees like Cottonwood, 
Cedar, or Tulip Poplar and effectively create our own 
bird nest, which will be highly combustible when dry. 
Birch and Pine are great sources of natural acceler-
ants as they both contain volatile oils. Birch Bark will 
take a hot spark from a Ferro rod, even if damp. The 
resins in Pine can also be used to create wet weather 
fires, especially if Pine sap or fat wood are available. 
To use fat wood effectively you need to scrape (not 
carve) dust-like material from the fat wood slab to 
create a small pile, this will be highly combustible, 
with a large surface area for catching the sparks 
from your Ferro rod. The secret to a highly combus-
tible man-made bird nest is to combine fine fibers 
with medium and coarse fibers. Processing material 
before attempting ignition is essential to success 
and this can be accomplished by simply ripping the 
barks to create finer fibers.

A proper bird’s nest can easily be
blown to flames with a small piece of 

char cloth

Pine Sap is a great natural accelerant and
should combust by sparks alone when
combined with a tinder like Cat Tail or 

Cedar Bark

Mini Inferno fire being built on the snow

A good example of various tinders collected
in the wild including inner barks, fat woods, 

and Cat Tail heads
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Using charred materials is another good way to 
effectively make an ember for use in a bird nest. The 
charred material can be ignited by use of the Ferro rod, 
flint and steel, or by solar magnification that when 
combined with highly combustible natural materials can 
be coaxed into flame by slowly blowing the ember to 
heat the surrounding material until it ignites into flame. 
Controlling and making embers other than char to use 
for solar ignition is an art in itself - these embers can be 
created from cattails, fungus, and compressed flower 
tops. 

Items like Duct Tape with an adhesive backing are 
almost always flammable and can be shredded finely to 
create a sort of bird nest that can be ignited into flame 
by use of the Ferro rod as well. Alternatively, they can be 
added to an existing small flame to extend the burn time 
until better fuel can be added or dried out... Steel wool is 
another excellent source of highly combustible material 
that burns very hot. Steel wool of at least #0000 grade 
will burn from the sparks of a Ferro rod. Also, 2 AA or 
AAA batteries set in series can also be used with a thin 
winding of steel wool to ignite a larger piece. In my 
experience, using steel wool is one of the most effective 
ways to light a bird nest when conditions or material 
may be damp or inconsistent. 

Fine strips of good duct tape like Gorilla Brand 

will ignite well with a Ferro rod
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A proper fire kit, with Ferro rod, 
light and 5x magnification lens - 

alongside naturally collected 
tinders and fuels - means you 

should have no issue with fire in 
any condition

The proper way to use a Ferro rod 
is to anchor the knife or striking 
device and pull the rod up and 

toward you - never use the blade 
of your knife to scrape

the rod

The bottom line is that you should always have a Ferrocerium rod attached to your body so that it cannot be 
lost! With that and a good knife you should be able to manage with natural materials as listed above. I tend to 
carry a Bic Brand Lighter in my pocket as well as a small 5x Magnification lens called a Fresnel lens in my 
wallet. With these tools available in a place they are very unlikely to be lost, and a knowledge of both natural and 
man-made tinder sources, I feel 100% confident that I can create fire in the most extreme conditions.

Dave Canterbury
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By Hans von Oppersdorff 
Hans is possibly our oldest subscriber and has a few years on Lofty, being 82 

I was introduced to the art of Open Country Stalking by Maqubl Ntombeh whilst I was working as a Game Ranger 
at the Imfolozi Game Reserve – a 960km2 wilderness north of Durban, believed to be the oldest nature reserve in 
Africa. Maqubl was an old traditional elder whose respect and trust I earned in apartheid South Africa. He was 
the senior game guard, having over 40 years service devoted to wildlife conservation. His father had fought in the 
bloody battle (1879) of Islandlwana during which an estimated 1000 British army personnel and 3000 Zulus lost 
their lives. Like his father, Maqubl was a true Zulu warrior.

I would like to share what this talented Zulu taught me. The basic concept of open country stalking is, in order to 
get close to the animals one must find the ‘blind spot’ in their field of vision. This is achieved by perhaps 
positioning oneself behind a tree, a bush or another natural object, so that once in situ we cannot be seen by the 
animal. 

Bear in mind that whilst the animal being stalked cannot now see you, 
the likelihood is that other animals and birds can and will often alert 
the quarry. In this situation, success can be achieved by slowing down, 
waiting until the animals have settled again and only then continue the 
stalk in the ‘Blind Spot’ until you are close enough to the wild animal to 
enjoy being in close proximity without it knowing. 

I have used this technique many times during my years in Zululand, 
whilst taking out tourists on controlled shoots when we had to hunt 
enough meat to feed the work gangs that were building a huge 
rhino-proof fence around the park. 

When working around animals in the field, it became most evident to 
me that they can pick up on our thought process and feel our intent 
very clearly. Whilst out ration shooting, I would approach Wildebeest 
and when I got to within 200 yards (shooting range) they would often 
move off and get away. However, on one occasion I had shot what I 
needed (a few from each herd) and the situation changed quite 
dramatically...
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As I came back through the same area where I had 
just shot at these herds of Wildebeest, they would 
stand and watch me walk by within 50-60 yards of 
me, without running. Intuitively, they could feel the 
difference when I was hunting or merely passing by. 
This, I noted was not an isolated incident, indeed it 
became a regular occurrence.
 
On another occasion we were going out on 
anti-poaching patrols. There were some Reedbuck 
(South African Antelope – genus Redunca) standing 
nearby. They just stood and watched as we passed 
by. We were ‘hunting’ poachers that day, not hunting 
for meat. They could feel this very clearly. The very 
next day we were out ration shooting for Warthog 
and in direct contrast, upon seeing us, the herd of 
Reedbuck fled instantly. They were able to feel, to 
sense the ‘hunting intent’ even though (on this 
occasion at least) they were not the identified quarry.

There is a great wealth of information in relation to 
animal consciousness and behavior that is not fully 
understood. It is quite clear to me that they are far 
more intelligent than we give them credit for. As a 
schoolboy during the 1950s I was taught that man is 
largely alone in being a tool-using animal.
Subsequent evidence has of course disproved this 
theory.

By the same token, Cleve Backster (Feb 27th 1924 – 
June 24th 2013) used a polygraph lie detector to 
challenge the widely held belief that plants were 
incapable of communicating with each other. 

In closing, if we really approach nature in a respectful 
and open minded way, it will open up to us in ways 
we cannot yet imagine. The Zulus use the word 
“Hlonipa” or “respectful reverence” in their approach 
to nature. One can see now that stalking close is as 
much a matter of technique (using the blind spot) as 
it is of expanded living awareness and respect for all 
of life. 

Good luck in your stalking exploits. Getting close 
physically (by stalking) and emotionally (by love) is 
just the beginning of something very wonderful. 
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In the Next Issue...
How to Reduce your Footprint
Escaping to the great outdoors is a perfect antidote to modern day life and there are a 

multitude of ways in which we can reduce our personal impact on the environment. Hear 

from editor, Richard Harpham about his 80:20 rule of sustainability, about how we can reduce 

negative effect on our environment and witness the best and worst of our influence on the 

planet. 

How to build a reflector oven
Love cooking good food outdoors? This guide will show you how to build a tin or reflector 

oven, enabling you to start enjoying the food-based rewards.

Top Ten Trees For Bushcraft And Survival 
In this overview of the most important trees for bushcraft and survival in the northern 

temperate and boreal forests, Paul Kirtley provides a framework for learning the species you 

need to recognise in order to utilise the natural resources all around you.  

Bushcraft Living 
Fraser Christian has lived for four years in an improvised shelter (made from foraged Hazel 

poles, tarps and any scrap wood that he could lay his hands on!) in the woods. He lives and 

cooks by fire, collects rain and spring water, catches, grows, forages and preserves food and 

medicine for long-term storage and generally lives his life according to, and in harmony with 

the weather and the seasons. Fraser shares his experiences of living off-grid and will show 

you how to make your own bacon in the woods. 

Bushcraft on a Budget – How-to Carve Your own Paddle 

Tracking in the Croatian Wilderness

How-to make your own simple wooden camping stool with woven detail 

Lofty Wiseman Talks Sleep
His entertaining and informative article will keep you wide awake though!

Natural First Aid
From pine needle tea to cleavers magical juice, join us as we learn about the basic herbs and 

flowers that can be used in our vast wilderness first aid kit.

Read our latest product reviews 

Get our handy guide to useful bushcraft knots

WIN a Frost River - Isle Royale bushcraft rucksack

On sale 27th April 2017

Don’t miss out… subscribe www.bushcraftmagazine.com p55
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Complete the form
or Call:
0333 4567 123 (option 1)

Dear Bushcraft Enthusiast, 

I hope you have enjoyed reading Issue 

67 of Bushcraft & Survival Skills 

Magazine, as much as we have 

enjoyed putting it together for you. 

Each issue is packed with a wealth of 

knowledge, bushcraft how-to projects 

and adventures. When you extend, 

renew or subscribe for 2 years you get 

6 FREE back issues worth £35.70 and 

you can look forward to having your 

favourite magazine delivered direct to 

your door.

Blue Skies!

Offer ends 24th April 2017

Olivia Beardsmore
Editor-in-Chief

100%Money-BackGuarantee(See T&Cs)
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Paddles and Polar Bread – Bushcraft
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Walking, camping, fishing, geocaching, investigating plants and

animals and just wombling in the woods are all things you will find

Chris Eyles doing whilst trying to pass his love of the outdoors on to

his young son, who often proves better at them than his dad.

Chris also aspires to write a book for children about the folklore

of trees.

Chris Eyles

In 2013 Dave Bliss undertook a canoe camping trip 
with four friends to Stora Le, a lake in Sweden. The 
adventure made such an impression on him that he 
set it down in writing. The result is this self-published 
memoire, telling the tale of Dave, Uncle Stu, Steve, 
Jenko and Hard Martin, five bushcrafters from 
across England embarking on a simple, yet
wonderful Scandinavian escapade. 

Dave had been waiting three years for the trip and 
from the very beginning, you can feel how much he’s 
savouring it, something that carries on till the very 
last page. 

With his checked shirt, tab braces and a vintage 
Marbles Expert sheath knife on his belt, the author 
dresses every inch the classic canoe adventurer, but 
he is quick to insist on his novice status. This 
modesty is typical and the book is full of wonder, 
with a sense of warmth and enthusiasm shining 
through.

Written in an easy, almost conversational style, with 
smile-inducing turns of phrase - “the fire crackled like 
a packet of posh crisps” - I was really sorry that this 
book had to finish and hope I enjoy everything I read 
in 2017 as much.

Relishing being away from noise and hubbub of their 
regular lives, the party are beguiled by the serene 
atmosphere and natural beauty of the lake and it’s 
setting. There is banter, but also “companiable 
silence” and encounters with local wildlife including 
moose, beaver and osprey.

What I was also impressed with was Dave’s 
openness about some issues that affect him, and 
that he mentioned this in a very matter of fact way, 
so that it formed part of the fabric of tale and helped 
bring it to a touching conclusion.  

There are plenty of instructional books on bushcraft, 
and if that is what you are after, then this isn’t it. But 
if you enjoy savouring simple pleasures amongst 
beautiful flora and fauna, then I think you’ll enjoy this 
tale of five friends paddling, camping, cooking, 
whittling and bimbling, in Sweden, a “place to indulge 
all five senses till they ache”.

An electronic Kindle version is available, but if you’d 
like a proper paper copy, then email Dave and Stu at 
paddlesandpolarbread@gmail.com

WIN
Email: competitions@bushcraftmagazine.com or post
in your details for a chance to win. (See T&Cs Page 4)

A Copy of
This Book
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Happiest living in a tent somewhere close to both sea and

mountains, Tim paddles and clambers in search of our remaining

wild and inspiring places, documenting these experiences so that

others might be encouraged to follow. A very enjoyable role of

course, but one also undertaken in the belief that a better

understanding of these fragile landscapes might offer the best

chance for their survival, and ours. 

Tim Gent

Tim Gent is running Coracle Building
courses at The  Bushcraft Show 2017.

Book early as places are limited

Having pulled a coracle from the back of a van on quite 
a few occasions now, and in a number of different 
places, I’m familiar with the response.  Drawing to a halt, 
passersby will adopt a knowing and troubled look, a 
concerned frown.
‘Oh those things are so hard to use,’ they’ll inform me 
with a slow shake of the head.  ‘You just end up going 
round and round in circles.’

Or, ‘Good luck with that.  It’s almost impossible to stay 
upright.’

My favourite comment so far though, made before my 
coracle had even reached the water, was, ‘You can see 
why they don’t make those any more.’

This last remark was especially amusing, as I’d only 
built that particular vessel the week before.  

And besides, where do all these knowledgeable if rather 
disheartened coracle users spring from anyway, filled 
with all this understanding, yet obviously blighted by the 
whole experience?  I’ve seen very little evidence of their 
presence out on British waters.  

Then again, knowing the coracle is a very ancient craft, 
perhaps these skills are innate, part of our genetic 
makeup.  This might explain why, in my experience at 
least, new coracle paddlers don’t seem to fall in.  Yes, 
they might go round and round for a bit, but usually only 
for a very short while, until a few very simple if slightly 
unusual techniques are learnt.  Then they’re off.

Whatever the truth, and despite what you may have 
heard, the coracle really isn’t the impossible craft it’s 
often made out to be.  After all, those many centuries of 
use, perhaps even millennia, should be pretty clear 
evidence of that.  It’s obvious that plenty of people in 
the past found them perfectly usable.

Photographs by Tim and Susannah Gent

Mind you, this isn’t to say that a coracle can be 
approached without a care either.  While I might refute 
many of the pessimistic claims made by passing 
observers, this little craft is far from risk-free.  Jump 
aboard expecting a docile and forgiving response, and 
the experience may well be a brief and wet one.
 
Put very simply, paddling a coracle is not usually the 
unmanageable challenge it’s so often made out to be.  
Once aboard, many are surprised by just how stable a 
coracle can feel.  Getting in and out is often quite a 
different matter though.  In fact, it’s my suspicion that 
the dramatic failures experienced right at the start of so 
many coracling attempts are the key reason behind the 
poor reputation that seems to dog these little vessels. 
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Fortunately however, there is a pretty simple remedy, 
and the route to success lies with an assistant.  This 
isn’t to say you can’t climb aboard a coracle on your 
own.  You can of course, and we’ll come back to that, 
but until you’re quite confident with the measured and 
rather deliberate skills of coracle boarding, it’s much the 
best bet to ask someone to give you a hand, preferably 
two.  

Then it’s time to find the right stretch of water.  This 
should be quiet, and the right depth.  The reasons for 
the first part of this equation should be pretty clear.  I 
have seen complete beginners set out successfully into 
a river current before (hat’s off to you Miranda), but the 
advantages of a pool, pond or small lake that doesn’t 
possess a current or flow should be obvious at this 
stage. 

The ideal depth of water will ensure that once aboard 
your coracle, it doesn’t simply ground out, yet is still 
shallow enough to make any upset easy to deal with.  
Luckily, sensible welly-depth is about ideal, allowing 
your assistant to stand close alongside with dry feet, 
and hold on tight (in fact, wellingtons are pretty much 
essential kit items for all coracle users, in my book).  
Once safely aboard, they can stay there, with a tight 
grasp on the gunwales while you get to grips with 
everything.  They can even help ease you out towards 
deeper water before letting go.

‘the key to
successful

coracling is to be
sat in the middle.  ’

‘Wellingtons are
pretty much
essential kit
items for all
coracle users,
in my book’

But back to that first and rather interesting step aboard.
The principal aim, whatever else takes place, is to 
position your backside firmly at the centre of the seat.  
You can do what you like once you’ve mastered the art, 
but with a craft that does after all possess relatively 
little innate stability, the key to successful coracling is 
to be sat in the middle.
 
To reach that position, first prop your paddle inside the 
far edge of the craft.  Stored out of the way here, you 
can reach it once in.  You could leave it in the care of 
your assistant of course, but this means they will have 
to let go at some point to pass it to you, even if only with 
one hand, and this is probably best avoided. 

bushcraft & SURVIVAL SKILLS MAGAZINE | 59



Then, making sure you have a hand on opposing 
gunwales (or at least one on the near side and one on 
the seat if you can’t reach right across), place your first 
foot across and in (aiming for the ribs in a woven 
coracle).  Take a moment to get the measure of it all, 
than swing your rear around and aim for the middle of 
that seat.  Once your second foot is in, with your 
assistant still holding on tight, spread your feet out 
wide.  I may be wrong, but I strongly suspect this is a 
large part of the reason why many coracle forms are 
broader at the end you face (or the bow), allowing a wide 
stance, with the greatest stability.  This useful space, 
right before you, between your legs, is also where a net 
can be carried most easily.

It’s now time to get your coracle underway.

And it’s at this point that I’ll admit to no real mastery 
here.  My vessel of first choice remains firmly a canoe.  
My time spent in a coracle, even all added up, can 
probably be measured in days, and only a few at that.  
And while I stick to my claim that a coracle is a member 
of the canoe family, just a very short, round one, it is a 
distant cousin with some pretty fundamental differenc-
es.  I’m sure the sense of balance learned from more 
conventional canoe use is invaluable, but few of the 
other skills are directly
transferable. Except sculling.

If you have already mastered this particular form of 
canoe (or kayak) control, getting to grips with your 
coracle should be child’s play.  Should sculling (or the 
scull draw) not form part of your existing repertoire, now 
is the time to try out this new paddle skill, before your 
helper lets go!

And now for my biggest challenge in this article… trying 
to explain, in text, how to do it.  At least I also have a few 
photos to illustrate things, although I suspect even 
these won’t help a great deal in describing such a 
physical, tactile skill.  Anyway, here goes.

The paddle is held as you would in a canoe, with one 
hand, usually your dominant one, around the shaft, 
down towards the blade.  The other hand grasps the 
crosspiece or pear grip at the top.  Now, instead of 
pulling the paddle blade through the water to your side, 
lean forward, and dip it into the water ahead, the blade 
itself held part-submerged out ahead, one flat face 
towards you.  The driving face of the blade will be the 
one facing you.

The aim now is to draw the blade towards you, while 
simultaneously slicing it to one side.  The crucial 
element in this combined sliced draw is the angle of the 
immersed blade.  As it is pulled/sliced to the right, the 
right edge is angled slightly away (no more than 45°).  
Once the blade has been swung fully to this side, twist 
your wrists to angle the left edge away from you and 
pull/slice it to the left.  Crucially, the blade remains 
submerged throughout this repeated continuous 
motion.  On paper this probably sounds incredibly 
awkward, but by a simple twist of both wrists, angling 
the blade one way on the pull/slice to the left, then the 
other way to the right, the flat of the blade facing you 
can be used in one continuous almost figure-of-eight 
flowing stroke to draw your coracle forward. (Photo 1)
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Photo 1
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Photographs by

Tim and Susannah Gent

To begin with, dip only the bottom third or so of the 
paddle blade into the water.  This should move your 
coracle slowly, but without the need for much force.  
Remember, you’re just trying to get to grips with the 
paddle stroke at this stage.  Don’t worry too much about 
the distance travelled.  Once you get the hang of this 
odd technique, and my bet is that it will come together 
and make sense remarkably quickly, you can dip the 
blade deeper.  Photo 2 shows me sculling with the 
paddle blade fully submerged, the shaft more upright, 
resulting in a surprising amount of power.  It can be very 
satisfying when everything falls into place (and the scull 
draw is also a great paddle stroke to have in your 
canoeing repertoire too).

Should you want to turn your coracle, the sculling draw 
can be adapted slightly so that one of the pull/slices 
has a bit more of an angle, even a sideways pull.  The 
coracle will spin.  Alternatively, you can scull at one 
corner, even to the side.  I often prefer to draw the 
coracle along, crabwise, from one corner.  

Another way to turn is simply to make the most of the 
coracle's tendency to rotate.  Just paddle normally to 
one side, and your craft will spin.  You can then scull off 
in a different direction.

And during all this, keep your hands on your paddle.  As 
the coracle starts to wobble - and at some point it will - 
the tendency will be to let go with one hand, and grab at 
a gunwale.  The tendency will be strong.  Resist it.  The 
strategy might seem to make sense, but nothing is likely 
to earn you a fresh bath faster.

In fact it is the paddle itself that has the most chance to 
save you.  Held out wide, the blade flat on the surface of 
the water, even smacked down onto it, your paddle will 
act either as a wide stabilising outrigger or a 
counterweight, probably both.  In fact, if you think of 
your paddle as a prop, admittedly one that often needs 
to be kept moving, much of the unsteadiness of a 
coracle disappears.

Once you have really got to grips with all this, there are 
two more advanced sculling moves to try.  The first 
allows you to reverse your coracle, and simply adopts a 
sculling motion (also called the scull pry) that uses the 
outside of the blade to push your craft backwards.  
Exactly the same sculling motion, just back-to-front.  To 
achieve this rather tricky move, you will find things work 
much better if the paddle is held vertically, or even with 
the top of the shaft tipped slightly away from you.

And then there is one handed sculling.  This is the 
propulsion method once employed by the professional 
coracle user, allowing a coracle to be manoeuvred with 
one arm, while the other manages a net or line.  It isn’t 
actually as hard as it sounds.  The paddle shaft is held 
in your dominant hand, down towards the blade, while 
the shaft runs up your arm, the top grip propped on the 
outside of your upper arm or shoulder (the
accompanying photo 3 should help).  All the twisting, 
slicing and pulling is achieved with the single hand.  
But back to the shore, as promised, and let’s look at how 
to get in and out of your coracle on your own.  Now, if 
any skill marks the move from coracle struggle to 
coracle competence it’s this one.  I can manage it, just, 
and with little or no elegance.  A real expert just hops in.

‘The strategy might seem to make sense,
but nothing is likely to earn you
a fresh bath faster’

Photo 2

Photo 3
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The main key is to use your paddle to help – at least that’s how I do it.  No doubt a borderer or Welshman of the past, 
or even the present, may well disagree, but I haven’t yet found a secure alternative.

With a pair of wellingtons in place, and out on open water, I hold the paddle vertically in my right hand, the end of the 
blade placed firmly on the bottom.  I then climb aboard, only lifting my second leg in once everything is fully 
balanced. 
 
Where you have a bank of exactly the right height, or you’re entering the coracle from a pontoon, it is sometimes 
possible to hold the paddle horizontally, clamped in one hand against the gunwale, the blade flat on the firm ground 
to one side, but the lie of the land rarely makes this possible.   

Whatever method you choose, for this or any other aspect of your early coracle exploits, just don’t rush.  
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Dave Canterbury
Interviewby Richard Harpham

How did you get started with

Bushcraft? Did you find it or did it 

find you?

After time in the military I was searching for something 
to do. I got involved with 18th century reenactment with 
Celtic battles and frontier history. I loved spending time 
in the woods and trying new skills like primitive archery. 
One thing led to another and I found myself making 
bows and doing leather work.

I got work as a hunting guide and became a sponge for 
new information. I wanted to know more. How do we 
build shelters in different situations? How do I light fires 
in traditional ways? This all mushroomed into today’s 
Pathfinder School. I am a Six Sigma ‘Black Belt’
automotive engineer so really enjoy figuring things out, 
learning how to make things, and then improving it.

I realized I had to make a choice between my old world 
and this new life as an outdoorsman teaching 
bushcraft. I came home one day and said to my wife 
that I wanted to do this for ever. She replied “If you want 
to give up your solid job to play in the woods then you 
probably need your head looking at.” 

Now with the Pathfinder School I have the freedom I 
craved, working with people I enjoy, sharing experiences, 
and we have something of a frontier existence with 186 
acres to explore. Beyond that is another 4,000 acres of 
remote wilderness with lots of wildlife and natural 
resources. 
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How did things develop from there?

I never formally studied with other people but one of my 
strengths is loving to learn and research new ideas and 
techniques. I spent lots of ‘dirt time’ practicing the skills. 
One of the gifts I was given in life was a unique ability 
not to quit. I believe you should learn skills until you 
can’t do it wrong. Often in life we attend a course or 
learn something and then never practice. Persistence is 
key to lock in the skills.

I began to approach the learning process with
immersion training, immersing myself in it, doing it 
blindfolded, again and again. In my favour, was my 
background in engineering. I started to unpick 
everything to gain a better understanding. Everything 
should be done in a certain way. If we understand the 
equation, the formula, and control the variables then you 
consistently get a good outcome.

I started a YouTube Channel in 2007 -2008 sharing 
different techniques and ideas. Now there are hundreds 
of Bushcraft Channels in existence but I like to think I 
was one of the pioneers of the movement. It provides 
great free content as a learning reference. 

However a quick word of warning. All the videos in the 
world and stacks of books are no benefit if you don’t put 
in time with ‘boots on the ground’. You need to own it.

The 5 C’s and 10 C’s of Bushcraft and 
Survival

These are the basic elements. You can grow your kit for 
different environments and situations and also make 
many of them multi functional. All of these items are 
hard to recreate in the wild and require an advanced skill 
level to do so. Historically these elements have existed 
across different cultures as the basis of survival. These 
can be extended into the 10 C’s.

1.   C – Cutting

2.   C – Combustion

3.   C – Container

4.   C – Cover

5.   C - Cordage

My five most important things for bushcraft and 
wilderness survival…

6.   C - Cotton Material

7.   C- Cargo / Duct Tape 

8.   C -Candling Device 

9.   C - Compass with mirror and

      magnifying glass

10.   C - Canvas Sail Needle
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on your journey?

I didn’t really follow the traditional path of meeting 
other instructors or doing courses. I loved history so 
started to read and absorb information from some 
of the pioneers. Books by Elsworth Jaeger, George 
Washington Sears, Bernard S. Mason, Ernest 
Thompson Seton and Horace Kephart, to name a 
few. I loved their approach to the topics of 
woodcraft wildlife and camping.

The term ‘bushcraft’ emanated from Australia and 
South Africa linked to skills in the bush. It then bled 
into the Northern Hemisphere and the US. Reading 
these books made me realize that we seem to have 
forgotten our own heritage. This helped motivate 
me in trying to learn and sharing this knowledge 
with others.

If you could use a time machine and 

visit another period in history to

witness life, learn new things and 

utilize your bushcraft skills, when 

would it be and why?

I would love to visit the classic camping era of the 
1900s - 1920s and tune in to life during that period. 
It would be awesome to live in that time and see it, 
observe the subtle nuances of different techniques 
and skills. I have spent a lot of time reading books 
and trying to glean information, but so much is lost 
in the text. I think it would so valuable and would 
help reduce the learning curve.
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Can you share a survival situation 

with us?

First and foremost I believe that 99% of people who 
believe they are experiencing a survival situation are 
more than likely suffering the misfortune of inconven-
ient camping. It’s not usually a matter of life and death.

The closest I have come to really feeling in trouble was 
working as a commercial fisherman in Florida. Our boat 
broke down amongst a chain of islands. They were 
mangrove islands unsuitable for landing and we were 
stranded in stormy weather in high winds. Given the 
warm climate we did not have any waterproof clothing 
and layers as we had only planned to be out for the day. 
The day after and with still no sign of any boats 
amongst the islands, I really began to feel the cold with 
the wind and rain. I began to get hypothermic and was 
really worried. Luckily we were rescued before things 
got worse. In hindsight, it probably wasn’t as bad as it 
seemed at the time but I still wouldn’t want to go 
through it again.

As Prime Minster or President what 

laws would you pass to encourage 

people to spend more time in the 

great outdoors?

� Bring back industrial education in schools so people 
could really understand the nature of where things came 
from.
� Force or incentivize students to learn outdoors. It is 
the best classroom in the world but we are just not 
comfortable there any more.

I believe providing people with a purpose to what they 
learn would help and using industrial art as a basis for 
this would provide a wide range of skills but also 
personal attributes. Industrial art sometimes known in 
the US as ‘shop class’ provides students with the 
opportunity make things from wood and metal.

Rather than being cocooned in cotton wool they get to 
use tools, knives and equipment to make objects they 
can be proud of. It teaches so many things, from 
hand-eye coordination, managing risk and of course 
respect. So many Scouts and other organizations don’t 
carry a knife now as it is seen as a weapon not a tool.

I also think we need to get young people back into the 
woods and outdoors in general. The culture of gaming 
and Pokemon needs to be balanced with getting back 
into nature. In Scandinavia they seem much better at 
encouraging young people to appreciate their natural 
surroundings and environment.

So what outdoor skills would you 

make part of the education system 

as part of a balanced education?
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What job would you have done if 
you hadn’t been a bushcraft
instructor?

I would still be an engineer designing and making 
useful things.

What have you noticed about the 
human impact on the planet?

Many things but one thing that is so obvious is the 
amount of plastic. You can’t seem to go anywhere 
without seeing plastic trash. Scarily it doesn’t 
degrade and will be here for centuries. 

What tips would you give to others 
trying to learn bushcraft and 
wilderness skills?

Ownership of your skills

Ownership of skills is the most important thing.  
Don’t just do it once. Do it until you can’t do it wrong.

Know your location

Research and explore the location. Be aware of the 
natural resources available to you, plants, bodies of 
water and the nature of the environment. This might 
save your life.

Learn to be prepared

Having the proper kit and tools you are operating in 
is critical. After that everything else becomes a little 
easier. Understanding the weather and the
environment and adapting your kit means you can 
enjoy the experience.

Heavy tool mentality

Learning to manipulate tools to be able to build 
anything is a practical skill for life. Looking back at 
the Vikings they figured this out centuries ago. The 
Viking Mӓstermyr Tool Chest found on the island of 
Gotland, Sweden contained over 200 blacksmith and 
woodworking tools. Learn to use tools to split, shape, 
cross cut and bore, and you can make anything.
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Last Holiday – A couple of days in 
Rome tacked onto a course

Coldest Place – Cloud Forest in 
Panama (had the wrong kit)

Hottest Place – Chile

Secret Talent – Hmm don’t have 
many secrets!! – I am a blacksmith

Best foraged food? – Reptiles

Favourite book? – Camplore and 
Woodcraft by Daniel Beard

Tunes? – Nothing specific but 
Bluegrass

First Job? – Selling sporting goods 
at K Mart

Worst thing you have eaten? An 
insect like Hoo Hoo grubs

Quick Fire Questions
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'Make do and Mend' is Ian's Philosophy. He is a dab hand at all

things creative, and would be a match for any skilled seamstress!

His innovative ideas can save you pounds, showing you how to

make kit from things that you might find lying around. He also

has a long-standing interest in and extensive knowledge of

woodcraft and green woodworking, which, combined with his

other skills, makes for some great money-saving tips!

Ian Nairn

I do like a fresh air wash and shave, even when in the 
woods or wilds, as those that have been on 
expeditions abroad with me will testify to. I tend to 
use a bar of soap and it is normally Grandpa’s 
Wonder Pine Tar Soap. I love the pine tar smell and it 
keeps me really clean but still smelling of the woods 
and outdoors rather than an overpowering artificial 
smell. This is also useful if you are trying to watch 
wildlife as they will always pick up on perfumed 
smells. But my big issue with this soap is that it is 
not easy to get hold of in the UK, usually there is only 
one retailer that sells it and that is Mr Mears’s 
Woodlore and it’s not cheap, but I love it and so I 
have been prepared to buy it, usually asking for it as 
a Christmas or birthday gift.

Anyway, my article on making insect repellent using 
the pine pitch in issue 64 got me thinking about this 
soap. I always save the little last scraps of my 
Grandpa’s Pine Tar soap until I have enough to 
squish together to form another small bar, so I got 
them out of the cupboard and I thought I would have 
a play. And here’s what happened…

Soap

the pine pitch in issue 64 got me thinking about this 
soap. I always save the little last scraps of my 
Grandpa’s Pine Tar soap until I have enough to 
squish together to form another small bar, so I got 
them out of the cupboard and I thought I would have 
a play. And here’s what happened…

Bushcraft on a Budget
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So, first I realised that I did not have enough scraps and 
that I would need more soap. I went and bought four 
bars of value, unscented soap from my local Tesco. I 
chopped two of these up into what I thought would be 
small enough bits to melt. Using my candle making pan 
again, (if you don’t have a candle making pan you can 
use a glass bowl resting on top of a pan of hot water) I 
added enough extra virgin olive oil to cover the bottom 
of the pan and brought this up to a good heat. I then 
added the scraps of old soap and used a chopstick to 
stir them and they slowly started to melt. When these 
were all melted I started to add the bought soap.

Straight away I noticed that the pieces of bought soap 
were not melting as readily as the other scraps, so I 
chopped them up much smaller than you see in the 
photo. Ideally, I would advise using a cheese grater to 
get really small shavings of soap as these melt very 
well. Once I had the rest of the bought soap chopped up 
small enough, I started to add these gradually to the 
melting pot. 

The next step was to get that great pine tar smell into 
my soap, so I took my jar of pine pitch and added a good 
couple of spoonfuls, instantly getting that rich aroma 
that I love. I also added a couple of drops of the 
citronella oil I used in the insect repellent, but just a 
couple. The melting mixture was going well, but it 
started to thicken quite quickly which was a surprise. To 
thin it down I added another drizzle of olive oil which 
helped, but again shortly after it started to thicken 
again. Now I’m no soap maker and this is the first time I 
have ever tried this so I truly don’t know why it did this. 
To try and keep it fluid I added a small amount of boiling 
water. This worked well and I got liquid again instead of 
the gloop that was forming. I judged that it would be a 
good time to get the mix into moulds of some sort.
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So, first I realised that I did not have enough scraps and 
that I would need more soap. I went and bought four 
bars of value, unscented soap from my local Tesco. I 
chopped two of these up into what I thought would be 
small enough bits to melt. Using my candle making pan 
again, (if you don’t have a candle making pan you can 
use a glass bowl resting on top of a pan of hot water) I 
added enough extra virgin olive oil to cover the bottom 
of the pan and brought this up to a good heat. I then 
added the scraps of old soap and used a chopstick to 
stir them and they slowly started to melt. When these 

well. Once I had the rest of the bought soap chopped up 
small enough, I started to add these gradually to the 

Straight away I noticed that the pieces of bought soap 
were not melting as readily as the other scraps, so I 
chopped them up much smaller than you see in the 
photo. Ideally, I would advise using a cheese grater to 
get really small shavings of soap as these melt very 
well. Once I had the rest of the bought soap chopped up 

The next step was to get that great pine tar smell into 
my soap, so I took my jar of pine pitch and added a good 
couple of spoonfuls, instantly getting that rich aroma 

citronella oil I used in the insect repellent, but just a 

started to thicken quite quickly which was a surprise. To 
thin it down I added another drizzle of olive oil which 

again. Now I’m no soap maker and this is the first time I again. Now I’m no soap maker and this is the first time I 
have ever tried this so I truly don’t know why it did this. 
To try and keep it fluid I added a small amount of boiling 
water. This worked well and I got liquid again instead of 
the gloop that was forming. I judged that it would be a 
good time to get the mix into moulds of some sort.

“The next step was
to get that great
pine tar smell into

my soap”
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For moulds I used an old soft cheese tub that I washed 
out, a plastic Tupperware tub and a ceramic pie dish. I 
then left these to cool for a good few hours. When set, I 
came back to remove them from the moulds. The soft 
cheese tub worked perfectly. It was flexible enough to 
just ease away the edges from the soap block and tip it 
out. The plastic Tupperware tub was ok but a bit ridged, 
although it still worked well. The ceramic pie dish, well 
that was a different story all together and a big mistake 
on my part. I just couldn’t get the soap to free off from 
the sides without it breaking up. In the end I had to 
break all this up to get it out, but it didn’t go to waste, I 
warmed it up again and used the cheese tub and plastic 
tub again with great results. A bit of a tip, use soft 
cheese tubs, NOT ceramic pie dishes!

With the soap made it looked good, smelled great and 
felt just like a proper bar of soap. I cut them up into 
smaller pieces to be more user friendly and when I did 
cut into them I noticed that some of the bought soap 
bits had not fully melted giving it a bit of a look of fudge 
cake with marshmallow bits in. Perhaps these were the 
bigger bits before I chopped them up much smaller. 
Anyway, there was only one more test to do - did it wash, 
lather up and smell great when being used? I headed up 
to the bathroom.

As you can see from the photos, courtesy of my wife 
Kara, it lathers up nicely and it did smell really good. 
And it stings like a ‘whatsit’ if you get it in your eyes. I 
shaved my head using the soap as I would normally and 
it was just great, no stinging and no drying out. Over an 
hour later I can still smell the pine pitch smell on my 
skin so that’s a good result as far as I’m concerned.

I am very happy at my first effort with soap making, 
although I didn’t really make it from scratch. I don’t think 
this will stop me buying Grandpa’s Pine Tar soap but it 
will reduce my consumption, and the associated cost.

If you fancy having a go at this, or if you have made your 
own soap successfully please let me know, you could 
always bring some to The Bushcraft Show and we could 
trade.

So until next time, keep it clean and keep it on a budget.

“A bit of a tip, use
soft cheese tubs,
NOT ceramic pie

dishes!”
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just ease away the edges from the soap block and tip it 
out. The plastic Tupperware tub was ok but a bit ridged, 
although it still worked well. The ceramic pie dish, well 
that was a different story all together and a big mistake 
on my part. I just couldn’t get the soap to free off from 
the sides without it breaking up. In the end I had to 
break all this up to get it out, but it didn’t go to waste, I 
warmed it up again and used the cheese tub and plastic 
tub again with great results. A bit of a tip, use soft 
cheese tubs, NOT ceramic pie dishes!

For moulds I used an old soft cheese tub that I washed 
out, a plastic Tupperware tub and a ceramic pie dish. I 
then left these to cool for a good few hours. When set, I 
came back to remove them from the moulds. The soft 
cheese tub worked perfectly. It was flexible enough to 
just ease away the edges from the soap block and tip it 

cake with marshmallow bits in. Perhaps these were the 
bigger bits before I chopped them up much smaller. 
Anyway, there was only one more test to do - did it wash, 
lather up and smell great when being used? I headed up 
to the bathroom.

As you can see from the photos, courtesy of my wife 
Kara, it lathers up nicely and it did smell really good. 
And it stings like a ‘whatsit’ if you get it in your eyes. I 
shaved my head using the soap as I would normally and 
it was just great, no stinging and no drying out. Over an 

With the soap made it looked good, smelled great and 
felt just like a proper bar of soap. I cut them up into 
smaller pieces to be more user friendly and when I did 
cut into them I noticed that some of the bought soap 
bits had not fully melted giving it a bit of a look of fudge 
cake with marshmallow bits in. Perhaps these were the 

this will stop me buying Grandpa’s Pine Tar soap but it 
will reduce my consumption, and the associated cost.

If you fancy having a go at this, or if you have made your 
own soap successfully please let me know, you could 
always bring some to The Bushcraft Show and we could 

So until next time, keep it clean and keep it on a budget.

it was just great, no stinging and no drying out. Over an 
hour later I can still smell the pine pitch smell on my 
skin so that’s a good result as far as I’m concerned.

I am very happy at my first effort with soap making, 
although I didn’t really make it from scratch. I don’t think 
this will stop me buying Grandpa’s Pine Tar soap but it 
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The Bushcraft Quiz

Q1.  Australians refer to a ghillie suit as a yowie suit.  

What is a yowie?

Q2.  What was the name of the 2005 four-part Channel 

4 series that Bear Grylls featured in?

Q3.  The giant puffball is an edible fungus.  What is its 

Latin name?

Q4.  Who wrote Australian Bushcraft: a guide to 

survival and camping?

Q5.  Who coined the phrase “The more you know, the 

less you have to carry”?

Q6.  There are three ingredients for making pine pitch 

glue.  Pine resin and filler (such as crushed plant 

material or powdered, dried scat) are two.  What is the 

third?

Q7.  Former Navy SEAL, Joel Lambert, featured in a 

TV series released as Lone Target in the US in which he 

evades capture from various law enforcement

organisations and military units.  By what name was 

the series released internationally, including in the 

UK?

Q8.  Friction, solar/optical and sparks are three

categories of fire lighting methods.  What are the other 

three?

Q9.  What name is given to the hole dug in to the 

ground, as a survival method, to collect water?

Q10.  What is Les Hiddins better known as? Answers found on p22

Test your bushcraft knowledge with our new regular

feature The Bushcraft Quiz. Will you get more than

your mates?
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Richard Harpham is a human powered adventurer who has

completed over 9,000 miles of expeditions and journeys by kayak,

canoe, bike and on foot. His expeditions have seen him cycle and

kayak London to Marrakech, cycled the Sahara by Fat Bike, Canoe

the Yukon River and sea kayak 1000 miles from Vancouver to Alaska.

Closer to home he runs Canoe Trail Ltd, an adventure and

watersports business with his wife Ashley in Bedfordshire sharing

their passion for paddling and the great outdoors. Canoe Trail runs

programmes for many corporate clients as well as the Princes Trust,

Duke of Edinburgh and ‘Adventure School ‘for Sport England helping

teach practical and life-skills to young people.

Richard Harpham

We are an island nation in Britain, many of our forefa-
thers embraced a sea faring tradition for trade and to 
explore new continents. Arriving on foreign lands they 
took to canoes as a mode of transport, ferrying 
themselves and goods inland to trade and make homes. 
Canoes and kayaks have been one of the main ways of 
travelling amongst indigenous people since the dawn of 
time with dugouts, skin on frame and birchbark giving 
way to cedar strip and other materials.

In Britain alone over 1.5 million people each year enjoy 
paddling some form of canoe or kayak, from traditional 
designs to funky plastic play boats, from sit on tops to 
graceful touring machines. (British Marine Federation 
data). US figures for 2011 from the Outdoor Foundation 
state there are approximately 9.8 million canoeists, 8.3 
Million recreational kayakers and 2 million sea kayakers. 
In this article I am going to share with you some of the 
ways to get started on the water and learn paddling 
skills. I thought it would useful to also weave in 
information about paddling for children and teenagers 
so you can embrace it as a family activity

So, you either have a canoe or kayak or you want to give 
it a go. One of the best things to do is ‘try before you 
buy’. There are in fact 17 different paddling disciplines, 
each one with different boats available so a quick scan 
on ebay or Gumtree might leave you baffled or buying 
the wrong thing. Most paddling qualifications involve 
learning to paddle different boats to determine what you 
like. While we would recommend learning with a 
qualified coach many people of course take to the water 
and go free range.  If this is your preferred route then 
learn on sheltered waters, research local conditions and 
check the weather before starting out. 
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The British Canoeing ‘Paddle Power’ (youth training typically for those up to 14 years old) and ‘Star Awards’ (adult 
training scheme) start with basic skills such as turning and forward paddling and of course safety and rescue drills 
before progressing to more advanced techniques. Paddle Power is less prescriptive, focusing on games and having 
fun alongside the technical skills. It is often delivered through the club and activity centre structure.  It promotes 
journeying and an introduction to competitive disciplines like slalom or racing. On our Canoe Trail courses we try and 
link these techniques to inspiring participants for expeditions, journeying and microadventures. 

Overview of Star Awards 

1 Star Basic introduction to paddlesport on flat water (6 hrs)

2 Star Improving skills in paddlesport, flat water, canoe and kayak

3 Star Strong experienced paddler, discipline specific e.g. canoeing and sea kayak, peer group 
paddling

4 Star 
Leadership skills and advanced paddling, training programme followed by assessment, 
paddling log submitted in different conditions and environment. Can lead groups in 
moderate water within remit

5 Star Expert paddling and leadership skills. Has the personal, safety and leadership skills to 
lead groups in discipline specific advanced environments.

The more advanced star awards include useful pre requisites such as VHF radio qualifications, coastal navigation and 
white water safety and rescue modules.

Another way at looking at your personal skills and techniques is to think about hard and soft skills, hard skills being 
techniques such as bow rudder, rolling, draw strokes whereas soft skills involve life skills such as communication, 
team work, leadership and decision making.  Learning and mastering (this takes a life time) some of the more 
advanced skills provides a great motivation and hook to progress. For example, learning to ferry glide and surf a canoe 
on moving water is exhilarating and equally the feeling of your first Eskimo Roll is totally rewarding. 

Aside from qualifications, of course there is the joy of exploring quiet backwaters, seeing wildlife in its natural habitat, 
journeying by canoe or kayak and of course spending time with friends and family on the water. I started paddling with 
my local kayak club (Viking Kayak Club) aged 11 and have now paddled most disciplines and in many iconic locations 
around the world, 5 continents and counting. Closer to home with our business (Canoe Trail), I see kingfishers ‘flitting’ 
on most days, otters patrolling, herons fishing as well as an incredible kaleidoscope of colours and light on the water 
as the seasons change.

‘learning to ferry glide and surf a canoe on
moving water is exhilarating and equally the 

feeling of your first Eskimo Roll is totally rewarding’
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Grade I **
(Class 1)

Moving water, unobstructed and without technical difficulties

Waves, small stoppers and minor obstacles

Waves, stoppers and technical difficulties are more severe, paddler needs to pick a 
route

Severe waves, drops, stoppers, route is not easily recognizable. Continuous rapids and 
some areas may require inspection

Extremely difficult rapids with precise and difficult routes to be followed. Powerful 
features and inspection is essential

Usually means un-runnable, which may be possible in certain conditions

Grade II
(Class 2)

Grade III
(Glass 3)

Grade IV
(Class 4)

Grade V
(Class 5)

Grade VI
(Class 6)

*note that internationally the Grade system is called the Class system

** There has been discussion since 1999 about splitting Grade I into Grade I (flat water) and 

Grade I+ (moving)

River Grading

Hopefully even if you hadn’t been thinking of paddling you might now be considering adding it to your bucket list. An 
obvious question is where to paddle? That, it turns out is, like opening a ‘can of worms’ which I will try to
simplify. Firstly, there is the type of water, from lake, river or sea. Of course, these all change depending on the weather, 
so check forecasts and conditions before taking on raging torrents or storm conditions! Rivers range from Grade 0 – 
Grade VI (like paddling over Niagara Falls), lakes can be flat calm or develop big waves that can swamp a boat. The sea 
state changes with tide, wind and waves.
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The more remote the location the more you need to 
consider your abilities and experience and make a good 
risk assessment of the hazards and scenarios that 
could go wrong. Paddling with an outdoor instructor or 
leader from a club passes most of the responsibility to 
them to make the right decisions for the conditions.

In addition to choosing the type of paddling environ-
ment from lake to river, is also understanding the access 
rights for rivers. Under the current UK legislation, we 
have restricted access to rivers, and in fact can only 
wade, swim or paddle 3% of the water in England and 
Wales. There is a campaign to revert the laws back to 
the original agreement in the Magna Carta which gave 
the ‘common man’ the right to access rivers and 
adjacent land. This changed in the 1800s and whilst 
canoeing on restricted waterways (non-navigable) is not 
a criminal act it is something to be aware of constituting 
a civil matter, (civil trespass meaning the owner has to 
prove damage). Great paddling guides from Pesda Press 
help with discovering local information as well as 
joining the UK Rivers Guide Community.
https://www.ukriversguidebook.co.uk/
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The good news is there are still plenty of canals and 
rivers you can access, and of course there is freedom in 
Scotland under the Land Reform Act 2003, which allows 
unhindered responsible access to open countryside, 
including inland water. For our part as paddlers we need 
to respect other river users such as fishermen, leisure 
craft and above all leave no trace. Dig out fire pits and 
replace turf, take all rubbish home and think about the 
location of your ‘loo with a view’ when wild camping.  If 
like me, you believe we should have access to more of 
our rivers then check out the campaign at
http://www.riveraccessforall.co.uk/

A common question asked is about licences and fees 
for paddling, which either require a regional Environment 
Agency licence as a registered canoe or kayak, or by 
joining as a member of British Canoeing which provides 
a river licence as part of your membership.
https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/ Paddling on the 
sea doesn’t require a licence but do be aware of local 
hazards such as shipping lanes, reefs, rip tides and even 
live firing ranges. All of these carry health warnings!

A good way to test your mettle is to join a ‘come and try 
it’ session at your local club or to hire a boat for a day or 
overnight camp at your local outdoor centre or canoe 
company. For example, we offer straight forward hire to 
multi day trips, with little or no experience through to 
guided trips on more technical water. In calm and 
sheltered conditions you can begin your paddling 
experience with some simple bank tuition and be on the 
water in 10 minutes. Most people have had a go at 
some time in their lives so it then becomes important to 
learn the right skills and habits.

‘be aware of local hazards
such as shipping lanes,
reefs, rip tides and

even live firing ranges’
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Learning a new skill is a personal journey depending on 
transferable experience, the way we learn and the 
conditions we are facing. Experienced coaches will offer 
a range of learning styles and challenges to lock in the 
learning. For younger paddlers, they learn to extend their 
‘kinesphere’, (spatial awareness), adapting to a long 
paddling stick in our arms, (the paddle). They learn how 
to handle it for different strokes in different conditions. 
Young people also experience ‘growth spurts’ resulting 
in less hand/eye coordination. They can also experience 
growing pains, which may require certain allowances.  

Older paddlers often experience less flexibility or the 
impact of old injuries so warming up and stretching 
become important. We can build up our core strength 
and paddling muscles over time. One of the things I say 
when giving talks about my journeys is “The best 
adventure is the one that you take”. So stick with it, get 
paddling regularly and build up your skills, stamina and 
experience. Paddling with friends or a club often 
ensures you stay active.

Exploring wilderness locations by canoe or kayak for me 
is the best feeling in the world. Literally the world is your 
oyster. I have been lucky enough to experience some 
incredible paddling destinations include canoeing the 
Yukon River, sea kayaking the Inside Passage in British 
Columbia and Alaska and sea kayaking off Casablanca. 
Around Britain and in particular Scotland, we have some 
of the best sea kayaking in the world and incredible 
canoe rivers like the Spey, Tweed, Dee, Wye and of 
course our own local River Great Ouse. Booking an 
instructor or guide from a local centre or joining a club 
can allow you to enjoy paddling with professional 
support and safety cover.

Exploring wilderness locations by canoe or kayak for me 
is the best feeling in the world. Literally the world is your 

Around Britain and in particular Scotland, we have some 

“The best adventure

is the one

that you take”
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For younger paddlers, making journeys by canoe part of 
family activities with some camping, bushcraft and 
campfire cooking is a good way to get them hooked. In a 
recent survey (2016) by Sport England and the Outdoor 
Industries Association it was reported that young 
people learning an outdoor activity such as canoeing or 
kayaking between the ages of 11 and 15 will result in 
75% of them sticking with it for life. Our Sport 
England-funded Adventure School programme with a 
mix of paddling, bushcraft and adventure techniques 
has provided vulnerable young people with a ‘pick and 
mix’ of new activities to try, with great results.

So, what are you waiting for? Bushcraft and paddling go 
hand in hand. Join a club, sign up for a course or just 
hire a boat and develop your paddling skills. Whether 
you follow a recognised training course and
qualification or go free range there are infinite paddling 
opportunities. Head out into the wilderness once you 
feel confident and competent to do so and find your 
paddling mojo.  

‘Bushcraft and
paddling go
hand in hand’
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Top 10 Tips for Visiting
The Bushcraft Show
from our Visitors

Feedback taken from The Bushcraft Show Facebook Page

1.  Make a weekend out of it, there is so much to see and do.

2. Don't forget to take a camera or phone and take lots of pictures, so you can reminisce 
and live it all over again.

3. Don't be afraid to ask the exhibitors and demonstrators lots of questions, they are 
happy to chat, advise and demonstrate time and time again.

4. Make a list of what you want to do, who you want to see and what you want to buy.

5.  One of the major challenges you will be faced with at The Bushcraft Show will be the 
pure abundance of opportunities that you simply cannot afford to miss. It may be a 
demonstration/ lecture/ a participation event/ specialist instruction class or entertain-
ment. Plan in advance. Check out The Bushcraft Show website - they are usually quite 
on the ball with keeping us informed. Spend some time looking through the timetable 
to prioritise your weekend and if you are a bit of a geek you can always use a festival/ 
event planner app such as ‘Clashfinder.com’.

6. Buy your tickets to the classes in advance as I left it too late last year and missed out!

7. Be prepared to leave the show with your jaws aching from laughter and smiling and 
your legs aching from walking around the beautiful site and dancing the night away.

8. It’s a great opportunity to meet the bushcraft schools and instructors face-to-face. 
You can then decide which courses you would like to attend over the next few months.

9. Have fun and make memories.

10. You might arrive on your own but you will leave with a huge bunch of friends.

We have an incredible line-up of speakers for the main stage at The Bushcraft Show. So 
much so that we have created a second staged area this year called the Parachute Pow 
wow where you can hear expert speakers in an intimate campfire setting. 

Guide to
The Bushcraft Show 2017
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Ray Mears on the Main Stage - Sunday 28th May 2017 - 1pm

Dave Canterbury - Tool Heavy Mentality - Monday 29th May 2017 - 2pm

Campfire Survival Stories - Sunday 28th May 2017 – 6.30pm

Lofty Wiseman – Survival Stories - Saturday 27th May 2017 - 2.15pm

Jason Ingamells FRGS - Changing Perceptions on Wilderness Bushcraft

Sunday 28th May 2017 – 12pm

Will Lord - Indigenous to Britain - Saturday 27th May 2017 - 4.30pm

Kevan Palmer - Stone Age Salubrity - Saturday 27th May 2017 - 12.50pm

Dr Sarita Robinson -  What to do if You are Taken Hostage

Saturday 27th May 2017 – 10.50am

Bushcraft – How to Improve Your Health and Well-being

Sunday 28th May 2017 – 10.50am

Perry McGee - Following in the Footsteps of a Legend

Saturday 27th May 2017 - 1pm

Pablo - Field Craft for Professionals - Saturday 27th May 2017 – 12pm

Jack Perks – Britain’s River Wildlife - Sunday 28th May 2017 - 2.20pm

Fraser Christian: Bushcraft Living - A Reflection of Living in an Off Grid Shelter for 

Four Years - Saturday 27th May 2017 - 3.30pm

Ffyona Campbell - British Seaweeds - Sunday 28th May 2017 - 3.30pm

Geoffrey Guy - Applied Bushcraft - Saturday 27th May 2017 - 9.40am

Dr. Lisa Fenton - What is Bushcraft? The Stories and Discoveries of my Research

Monday 29th May 2017 – 12.45pm

Paul Kirtley - Accelerating Your Bushcraft Learning

Sunday 28th May 2017 – 9.40am

Live #AskPaulKirtley Episode on the Main Stage

Monday 29th May 2017 – 10.20am

Ray Goodwin – Getting Started With Canoeing: The Fun And The Pitfalls

Monday 29th May 2017 – 11.30am

Richard Harpham 

The Great British Adventure

Monday 28th May 2017 – 3.15pm

Adventures & Lessons Learnt from 9000 miles of Human Powered Journeys

Saturday 27th May 2017 – 6.30pm

Johan Skullman

Performance in Cold Weather Conditions – Risk Management & Safety 

Sunday 28th May 2017 – 4.40pm

Clothing & Equipment: A comparison between modern technology & old school 

stuff - How to gain experience from both

Saturday 27th May 2017 – 7.45pm

Dave Watson – Inspire the Adults and you will Inspire the Children

Sunday 28th May 2017 – 8.00pm

Ray Mears Dave Canterbury

Lofty Wiseman Jason Ingamells

Will Lord Kevan Palmer

Dr. Sarita Robinson Perry McGee

Pablo Fraser Christian

Ffyona Campbell Dr. Lisa Fenton 

Paul Kirtley Ray Goodwin

Richard Harpham Johan Skullman
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at The Bushcraft Show 2017
Following your feedback on the success of last year’s canoes at The Bushcraft Show 
2016 we have ramped up this year’s watersports opportunities. In summary there’s 
three times the amount of fun with canoeing, kayaking, SUP’s, zorbing and rafting on 
three different lakes.  We have teamed up again with award winning watersports and 
adventure activities company Canoe Trail to provide a range of activities for all ages 
and abilities with expert instructors on hand.

• Have a go at canoeing and kayaking. Pay on the day 

• Book onto one of the British Canoeing 1 star qualifications.     
   Pre paid activity

• Try running on water in one of our giant Zorbs. Pay on the      
   day.

• Test your skills in our cardboard box boat race competition.     
   Register your interest or team.

• Play on our SUPs or Race on our giant stand up paddle board  
  (SUP XL) obstacle course. Pay on the day.

Book onto sessions or courses online to avoid 
disappointment www.thebushcraftshow.co.uk
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Our new watersports activities are
offered in partnership with

Canoe Trail
www.canoetrail.co.uk

bushcraft & SURVIVAL SKILLS MAGAZINE | 83



Canoe Trail are providing some of their team challenges and a

dedicated low ropes course at The Bushcraft Show. Pre book your children to take part in a range of 

different activities in dedicated woodland Adventure Course. Canoe Trail provide similar courses 

for programmes they run for the Princes Trust and their Adventure School.

This activity is supervised by Canoe Trail’s instructors and lasts 1 hour including briefings. Pre book 

places online and at the event subject to availability.  Age limit – Over 5 and under 18’s only.
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for Young Bushcrafters

1948 Original Equipment has been conceived from 
experience, necessity and a desire to shape the future. 
Many great explorers, sportsmen and pioneers have 
made subtle modifications to their equipment to make 
tomorrow a little better. A group of friends, following in 
these footsteps, decided to do the same and 48 OE was 
born. We are a specialist company that provides 
equipment, clothing and gear for anyone interested in 
expeditions, travel and the great outdoors.
Our very own 1948 Land Rover inspired us to appreciate 
how good things can last. Our own travels have 
broadened an appreciation of nature, landscape and 
community. This and a feeling of responsibility steers 
our product selection. We understand that not everyone 
has a green agenda, but when we can, let’s do the right 
thing. We have chosen to power our office and 
warehouse with green electricity and use where 
possible recycled packaging.
By buying products that will last and that can be 
repaired, we can all do our bit. Disposable fashion may 
have become a trend in some quarters – we think it is 
wrong and want to reverse this. We do not want to 
preach but just offer a way of ‘Thinking a little
differently’.

www.originalequipmentshop.com
sales@pmlgb.com | 0333 444 1948

Bushcraft & Survival Skills Magazine is a valuable 
resource; enhancing your existing knowledge, teaching 
you new skills, answering your questions and keeping 
you up to date with courses and equipment suited to 
bushcraft use. Bushcraft & Survival Skills magazine 
takes you on a bushcraft adventure even when you can’t 
get to the woods!

www.bushcraftmagazine.com
info@bushcraftmagazine.com
0333 4567 123

Woodland Ways have become established as The 
Authoritative voice in Award Winning Wilderness 
Bushcraft & Survival Courses. Offering one of the most 
comprehensive ranges of Bushcraft & Survival training 
courses available, both in the United Kingdom and 
overseas, covering the whole spectrum of skills from the 
basics up to advanced levels. First and foremost a 
family run business, these skills are passed on to you by 
a core team of full time permanent instructors. Not in 
the business of ego, Woodland Ways are here to deliver 
you the highest level of instruction, from a team of the 
most professional experienced instructors, to enable 
YOU to learn Wilderness Bushcraft Skills. Our courses 
operate 7 days a week, through all seasons, we are truly 
full time.

www.woodland-ways.co.uk
info@woodland-ways.co.uk | 01234 351006

The Bushcraft Show 2017 Sponsors
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In 1960, Åke Nordin founded Fjӓllrӓven in his basement 
in the Swedish town of Örnsköldsvik. From its very first 
innovative framed backpacks and lightweight outdoor 
jackets, Fjӓllrӓven has stayed true to its original mission 
of making it easier for more people to enjoy and stay 
comfortable in the great outdoors.  Backed by its 
impressive heritage, the company has continued to 
grow and develop and its clothing and equipment is now 
popular with outdoor and bushcraft enthusiasts all 
around the world.

Every Fjӓllrӓven product is characterised by its 
functional, durable and timeless design and the 
company is best known for its durable and adaptable 
G-1000® fabric. A hardwearing blend of polyester and 
cotton, the fabric is incredibly practical for life outdoors 
and offers protection from sun, wind, light rain, insects 
and rough undergrowth. The robust fabric can also be 
adapted to suit the conditions with Fjӓllrӓven’s natural 
Greenland Wax.

www.fjallraven.co.uk  |  sales@rosker.co.uk 
02392 528711

Frontier Bushcraft provides a range of bushcraft 
courses from a one-day foundation to week-long 
full-immersion courses to multi-week wilderness 
expeditions.

Even though many of our bushcraft training courses 
take place in easily-accessible country areas, the 
emphasis is very much on training you in bushcraft 
skills that will back you up in wild country. No matter 
whether you intend to use your skills in your local 
woods or further abroad, the bushcraft skills we teach 
are relevant and tested in the real world.

Paul Kirtley heads up the Frontier Bushcraft
instructional team but all of our course leaders have 
experience of applying their skills, knowledge and 
judgement in wild places. This brings a level of 
experience and realism to our training that is hard to 
find elsewhere.

Not only that, because we run expeditions in wild and 
remote parts of the world, we often come into contact 
with people who use bushcraft as a major part of their 
daily lives. This informs our practice closer to home.

We bring to our UK-based bushcraft courses a sensibili-
ty, practicality and philosophy of using these skills for 
real, of living by them and depending upon them.

We encourage confidence and self-reliance as part of 
your outdoors mindset.  Our aim is to share bushcraft 
skills with you in a way that is realistic, pragmatic, 
without romantic embellishment and extremely 
practical.

www.frontierbushcraft.com
info@frontierbushcraft.com | 0845 259 0200

RJ Bushcraft was established to provide kit at pocket 
friendly prices. Our aim is to make sure that no one is 
financially excluded from the outdoors. RJ Bushcraft is 
Scotland’s first and only dedicated bushcraft store, with 
two large retail shops. Our team have a vast array of 
knowledge, from our own in-house blacksmith with over 
40 years experience, an ex-military survival expert with 
over 30 years experience, our team of bushcraft 
instructors and of course our retail team. RJ Bushcraft 
is much more than a shopping experience, we are a 
community hub for the outdoors community, you can 
enjoy a fresh hot drink by our fire while your browse 
products in store. From £1 key rings to £3000 water 
filters we have an extensive range of kit from many 
popular brands.

www.rjbushcraft.com
sales@rjbushcraft.com | 01501 741849

At The Bushcraft Store we pride ourselves with bringing 
customers the best and highest quality kit from around 
the world. Since 2003 we have been striving to be 
market leaders and we continually source new brands 
and products.

We work closely with TBS Outdoor to bring some of the 
best quality field cutlery to market today. TBS Knives 
ooze quality and the ever-expanding range continues to 
go from strength-to-strength. They are all made from top 
quality European materials in Europe and combine great 
design, quality steels, innovative leatherwork and a 
great range of accessories. TBS brings unique quality 
products to todays ever discerning customer.

www.thebushcraftstore.co.uk
sales@thebushcraftstore.co.uk
0208 367 3420
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Paul is the owner and Chief Instructor of Frontier Bushcraft, one of

the UK’s leading Bushcraft schools, which he founded in 2010. 

Also a Mountain Leader, Paul was previously Course Director at

Woodlore. In addition to training and working with Ray Mears for

10 years, Paul has also worked alongside arctic survival expert

Lars Falt, tracking authority David Scott-Donelan and canoe

maestro Ray Goodwin.

Paul Kirtley
Spring is a time of great change, of significant
transformation in the landscape. The pace starts off 
slow, with subtle signs here and there, available to the 
attentive nature watcher. Then, as the days grow longer, 
there is acceleration. Life seems to burst into the 
previously dormant world. It’s a wonderful time of the 
year to be exploring nature and the more you are out, the 
more you’ll witness. After the short days of winter, it’s a 
good time of year to dust off your bushcraft knowledge, 
sharpen your skills and sample the best that springtime 
has to offer.  
  

Words and photos by Paul Kirtley

Get Up With The Birds

The return of migratory species from overwintering in warmer climes, combined with the mating season for 
birds kicking off in full, gives rise to a spectacular increase in birdsong in the woods and hedgerows in spring. At 
first it can seem like a cacophony, a chaotic mass of chirping. After a while, your brain begins to tune into 
particular songs, repeated refrains and identifiable sounds. If you spend a springtime weekend outdoors, you 
can take the opportunity to have an early night, to have a good sleep under your tarp, and to be awoken by the 
dawn light and the chorus of birdsong which accompanies it. 

Your Bushcraft
Year

Spring Into

The springtime woods come alive
with birdsong It’s a great time

to camp out And witness the
dawn chorus.
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Spring is a time when dormant shrubs and trees come 
back to life. Catkins and blossoms are one of the first 
signs of this resurgence of activity in the hedgerows 
and in the woods. Catkins are spikes of small flowers 
and are most closely associated with hazel, alder and 
willows. Blossoms are closely associated with fruit 
trees. In spring we can expect to see the blossom of 
blackthorn, otherwise known as sloe. Cherry plum 
(Prunus cerasifera) has pretty flowers which appear 
before the trees come into leaf. It’s quite a
transformation when this species comes into flower, 
from a very dark skeletal hedgerow or understorey in the 
woods, to an explosion of white or very light pink 
blossom.

Catkins are present all winter but as spring life
remerges, the catkins expand. They are fun to look for 
with your kids in general, but especially when you try to 
spot the much smaller female flowers on the same 
hazel tree. These look like a cross between an alien egg 
and a hermit crab, with the tiny brightly-coloured pink 
styles emanating from the green bud. The willow and 
goat willow (known as pussy willow, Salix caprea) look 
beautiful and very distinctive.The chestnut brown buds 
transform into a delicate, furry-looking structure with 
silky appearance, tipped with Sulphur-yellow pollen.

All of these species, willow, hazel and alder are 
common, widespread and useful species for a multiple 
bushcraft uses. Learning to identify these species 
year-round should be part of your core tree and plant 
knowledge. Keeping a mental note of blackthorn 
blossom now helps you find sloes in the autumn. 
Identifying blossom of wild cherry and hawthorn will 
provide foraging opportunities when they bear fruit later 
in the year.

Hazel catkins on a
sunny spring day.

Goat willow catkins
or pussy willow.

Wild cherry blossom in spring.
Can you spot the adventurous ant?
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During spring, deciduous trees draw up more moisture 
from the roots pumping it into the rest of the tree. This 
immediately precedes the sprouting of leaves in many 
species and several species can be tapped for their sap. 
Traditionally, sap was used both in Europe and in North 
America, so maple syrup from maple sap and birch sap 
which can be drunk. Raw it's slightly sweet and 
somewhat earthy tasting. It can be reduced into a syrup 
or made into wine.  

You don't have to tap a birch tree to taste the sap as 
bark damage on a limb or branch will give rise to drips 
of sap emanating from the tree. I remember one March 
being out with a group of friends on a blue sky sunny 
day. No leaves but you could sense life was coming 
back to the environment and about to burst forth.

As we ate lunch under some birches, I felt drops on my 
head like rain and was puzzled as the sky was blue 
overhead. Spring shower from a rogue cloud? It turned 
out to be branches of the birch trees rubbing, creating a 
wound from which sap was running and dripping down. 
So even a small opening from trees can give me the 
opportunity to taste the sap. 

With tapping a tree to extract sap you need to be careful 
in doing this. It is important not to leave the tree 
effectively bleeding to death, or a deep wound open to 
infection. When tapping a birch tree you should always 
plug the hole and saw it flush with the trunk so there is 
a good seal to stop the flow of sap and any infection. 
Please note that not all trees are non-toxic and so be 
careful to positively identify the species from which you 
want to taste sap.

The sap rises strongly in
birch trees, just before the

leaves come out.
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Whip Some Willow

Rising sap brings much more moisture into the body 
of a tree making the bark wetter and loose. Spring-
time is ideal timing for collecting the bark from 
species yielding fibrous bark for processing into 
natural cordage. Willow species are one of the best 
examples of this and smell great. Later in the year 
and during winter the bark is difficult to remove, but 
with rising sap the bark loosens easily.

First, scrape off the outer bark with the back of a 
bushcraft knife revealing the inner fibrous bark. The 
inner bark can be removed in sheets or strips and 
then pared down further and twisted into natural 
cordage immediately. The fibres can be further 
prepared for longer-lasting and more flexible cordage 
by boiling with wood ash from the campfire to create 
an alkali solution. Dry them before tearing into strips 
and laying up into cordage.

Eat the Leaves

Rising sap provides the required nutrition and 
impetus for trees to produce new leaves which can 
make good eating, even if later in the year they 
become unpalatable, indigestible or even somewhat 
toxic. A prime example of this is the leaf of common 
beech, Fagus sylvatica. When its leaves first emanate 
from their buds they are a light green, delicate and 
flimsy. They are tasty, having a lemony nutty flavour 
that you expect from beechnuts in the autumn, and 
are good for salads and sandwiches. Later in the 
year, as more mature leaves, taking on a darker green 
colour, they are stiffer and contain more cellulose. 
They become less palatable and indigestible. 
Another good source of spring edible leaves are lime 
trees (species in the genus Tilia).

Willow inner bark,scraped of outer
bark and removed from the limb You

can see how wet it is.
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Forage for Spring Greens

The forest floor offers foraging opportunities with spring 
greens and gets a head start on the trees above them. 
The simple reason to this is that once the trees come 
into leaf, they absorb a lot of sunlight, which would 
otherwise hit the forest floor. Tree leaves are designed 
to absorb light, and through the process of
photosynthesis convert energy for the tree to use. This 
can mean the leafy woods of summer can be quite a 
dark place compared to the bright early days of spring.

Consequently the forest floor plants, looking to get 
energy from the sun, get their leaves out earlier than the 
trees, to take advantage of the increasing strength of 
the spring sunshine. Hence forest floor plants and 
flowers start to appear in late winter through to spring. I 
should caveat this point with the fact that you are not 
the only hungry animal or insect out there. Some plants 
have evolved chemical defence mechanisms against 
animals when they put out their first leaves. Some 
common and well-known spring plants species are 
poisonous to humans and animals, for example 
snowdrops, daffodils, lords and ladies, celandines and 
bluebells! Be cautious. 

That said, there are plenty of spring greens to add to 
your salad, ranging from wood sorrel to wild garlic. You 
could also look for the delicate lacy leaves of pignut, 
indicating the location of its small but tasty edible tuber. 
Critical advice is to seek further guidance, from good 
quality online foraging articles, foraging guidebooks, or 
in the field with a professional forager to learn from 
them directly. And remember the most important rule of 
learning wild food foraging - if in doubt, leave it out!
  

Wild garlic growing in abundance
in woodlands in northern England.
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Wood sorrel is quite
distinctive but even

easier to spot when in flower.
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The lengthening days of spring
are ideal to stride out further and

lengthen your walks.

Longer Days, Longer Walks

With longer days, it’s an obvious statement that you can 
spend more time outdoors in daylight. For many people 
that means not leaving for work or arriving home in 
darkness, which is a real boost. Eventually there will be 
enough light remaining each evening for you to go out 
for short walk to see what's going on in nature around 
you, even if that’s a local town park.

You will see clear changes each day at this time of year 
and it is also good for your health and fitness. Regular 
walking now helps your cardiovascular health and 
definitely puts you in good shape for longer summer 
walks.

Once spring has sprung, weekends or holidays allow 
time for longer walks looking at nature, foraging and 
practising skills such as navigation. Weekend camping 
in the woods for at least an overnighter allows an 
extended walk out from your regular camping spot or 
spend more time getting to know an area you’ve been 
planning to visit for a while. In the depths of winter, 
camping largely consists of maximising activity in 
limited daylight. Spring brings the luxury of more time, 
more exploring and extended activities with the 
increasing length of day. It’s a little bit like going back to 
being a kid when you played outside until it got dark.  
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Ask most people about what direction the sun rises and 
what direction the sun sets, they will tell you the sun 
rises in the east and sets in the west. While this is 
broadly true, it's only exactly right on a couple of days of 
the year. More specifically on the days of the equinox - 
once in March and once in September. On all other days 
of the year, however, the sun is going to be rising and 
setting somewhat north or somewhat south of these 
points. Around the time of the equinox is a really good 
time to deepen your understanding of the apparent 
motion of the Sun through the sky and what this can tell 
you about direction. Equinox means equal night. This is 
the time of year when the length of the day and night are 
approximately equal. It's also the time of the year when 
the rate of change of day length is greatest. In the 
spring, you will notice the Sun sets several minutes later 
each day. 

The natural world reacts to this increased light. Indeed, 
we have been talking about this concept implicitly in 
much of what has gone before in this article already. Not 
only is the day getting longer but also the sun is getting 
higher in the sky each day. More specifically, the Sun’s 
highest point is getting higher each day. If you think 
about noon in the middle of the summer compared to 
noon in the middle of the winter, you will already 
recognise the height of the Sun is really quite different 
at each of these seasonal extremes. Spring is a time of 
rapid change and much of this is driven by growing 
daylight hours and increasing height of the Sun in the 
sky. This is a good time of year to study the Sun’s 
motion in a bit more detail, checking sunrise times and 
directions, sunset times and directions and maybe even 
the elevation of the Sun at local noon. 

The Sun sets directly west on
the days of an equinox.

“Clear skies in spring often
mean chilly nights.
Make sure you have your warm gear."
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Watch Out for Widow-Makers

If you want to be camping out at this time of year it's the 
time of year when you most need to be really conscious 
of potential deadfalls and widow-makers. After the 
winter months there may well be dead branches hung 
up in the trees. We tend to have more gales in the 
autumn, winter and early spring. This can leave trees 
weakened, branches prone to fall or even detached but 
still up in the canopy. This is something to be conscious 
of even when visiting sites that you are familiar with. 
Things may have changed since the last time you were 
there, particularly if you've not been to camp there since 
the previous autumn. So always look up to make sure 
there is not something there waiting to fall down on you. 

Branches from an oak tree drop close to
a badly-positioned tent in spring.

Stay Frosty

So far I've mentioned much about increased sunshine, sunny days, blue skies, rising sap, singing birds and lots of life 
and brightness in the environment. We should remember, however, that it can still be pretty chilly at this time of year. 
Even if the daytime temperatures are climbing, there can be significant temperature differentials between daytime 
and nighttime. So if you're planning on camping out, then be prepared for potentially chilly nights in the spring. It 
often catches people out. Certainly if you have a clear sky in late March or early April, you can easily have frosty 
nights. If you are camping out, do remember to take warm clothing for potentially cold evenings, make sure you have 
a warm enough sleeping bag for the season, and maybe some thermals.

If it's going to be chilly at night, it’ll be worth making sure you have plenty of firewood and a good campfire 
established before dusk. Of course this gives you the opportunity to work on your fire skills. With the longer days of 
spring, you have the potential to experiment a little bit more. While in the winter you may just revert to the 
tried-and-true methods that you know to get a fire going quickly, spring provides a bit more time to get the fire going 
before it becomes dark. This gives the opportunity to practise new skills or apply existing skills that might be a little 
bit rusty and to expand the range of tools in your fire-lighting toolbox. Remember, those cold, clear nights are the 
ones which give the opportunity to really see the stars. Another opportunity to extend your knowledge of natural 
navigation…

A hard frost grips the early
morning Sussex landscape
in late March.
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Camping out in spring is a good time to sharpen your
basic campfire skills, as well as to enjoy the

campfire atmosphere.
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Sharpen Your Knife Skills

This time of year is also good time of year to sharpen not just your fire skills, natural navigation and extend your 
bivvying experience but also your knife skills. Many of these skills go hand-in-hand, whether it's making tent pegs for 
your tarp, feathersticks for your fire, or a shadow stick for direction finding. Not only do you have more time in spring 
to work on your fire skills, you also have more time around the campfire to work on crafts. A good example might be 
that you collected some willow to take off the bark to make natural cordage. The wrist-thick branch of willow that 
you've harvested for the bark can easily be sawn to good lengths then split in order to carve spoons. So you can 
work on your carving skills from the materials you’ve already collected. 

By getting out and about from the early spring onwards, you not only learn a lot more about nature and how it can be 
useful to you through the medium of bushcraft, you also start taking your personal skills and knowledge to the next 
level relatively early in the year. This means ultimately ending the year at a higher level of proficiency than if you 
didn’t really get going with your skills until the summer, when half the year has already gone by. As the countryside 
fills with vibrant life it is a fantastic time of year to be out, the energy is contagious….

The other thing you should be aware of, particularly in the context of the spring camping is, as the sap rises it 
makes the limbs of trees much heavier. This can cause branches which may have received some damage in the 
winter to suddenly fall. So in the spring you will see and hear about many instances of sizeable branches falling 
from trees. In particular, in European deciduous woodlands you should be especially aware of large specimens 
of common beech, as well as oak trees.

Both can drop sizeable branches that would cause serious injury or death. Even vehicles parked under some 
branches can be completely crushed.

In light of this, you might then ask the question of how do you know whether or not a large branch from these 
trees is going to drop off? Well you don’t, so the rule is to avoid camping under large beech trees at any time of 
year. Also avoiding large oaks is a good precaution, even if oaks have a reputation for being strong trees and 
living many centuries, I have seen as many large branches fall from oak trees in deciduous woodland in the UK 
as I have seen large branches of beech trees fall.
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Complete Coastal
Hunter Gatherer
5 day bushcraft course in South West Scotland or 
West Dorset.

Modern and Primitive coastal bushcraft Skills give you the 
complete coastal hunter gatherers skill set, learn to live off 
the seashore where you can thrive rather than just survive.
This unique coastal bushcraft course is a must for all coastal 
foragers and hunters. A full packed week of practical well 
practiced skills and proven results!
 
Individual adult course fee – £575
 

www.coastalsurvival.com   Tel: 07702 104644
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Set up your own Tarp Shelter
So, why use a tarp? Tarps are an extremely versatile piece of kit; they can be constructed in endless ways to create a 
shelter. They are inexpensive and lightweight compared to your average tent, and they pack up to no bigger than a 
t-shirt. You typically see tarps set up between two trees as shelter over a hammock. However, in this article, I want to 
show you how to set up a tarp shelter when there are no trees about.

shelter. They are inexpensive and lightweight compared to your average tent, and they pack up to no bigger than a 
t-shirt. You typically see tarps set up between two trees as shelter over a hammock. However, in this article, I want to 
show you how to set up a tarp shelter when there are no trees about.
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Ben Abbott is a 13-year-old boy who lives in Cambridge and is passionate

about bushcraft and the outdoors. He can typically be found at the bottom

of the garden, or in the woods close by practising his skills. He has very

tolerant parents who put up with the resultant wood shavings, mud and

smell of smoke. Ben’s passion for bushcraft was sparked age 4, when he

received his first pen knife and his Mum enrolled the family onto a Ray

Mears course, concerned to ensure Ben retained all his fingers. Thereafter,

Ben discovered the Bushcraft Show, which he has attended as an annual

pilgrimage. Ben is a prodigious reader of a wide range of books and blogs

on bushcraft and adventuring, and as a member of his school’s outdoor

exploration society, he gets to share this interest with his peers. 

Ben Abbot

1. I used a 3m x 3m ‘DD’ tarp. As well as a tarp, you will 

need a stick or walking pole, para-cord and tent pegs.

2. Begin by laying your 

tarp out flat on the 

ground.

3. Peg in the 2 tarp 

loops, positioned 

diagonally opposite 

each other, but don’t 

peg in the corner loop.

4. Tuck in the corner 

underneath the tarp 

and then repeat the 

process on the other 

side.

5. This is what your tarp 

should look like now. 

This is the rear of your 

shelter, so you should 

take into consideration 

where the wind is 

coming from.
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15. Once you have 

brought the cord down 

to the far-end loop, 

make another bight and 

pass it through that 

tarp loop and guide it 

behind the taut line.

16. Pull this bight down 

through the hole you 

have made in the 

para-cord, until tight. 

17. Repeat on the other 

side until the tarpaulin 

looks like this.
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6. Walk around to the 

front of the tarpaulin; 

now pull the corner 

edge in to where the 

second loop is 

positioned.

7. Once you have 

brought in the corner 

loop, peg it in and then 

do the same for the 

other corner.

8. This is what your 

tarp should look like 

now. The corner loops 

are pegged in at an 

angle on both sides.

9. Take the centre line 

and lift the tarp up.Now, 

put the top of your 

walking stick underneath 

the tarp, on the inside, 

positioning it where the 

second loop is.

10. Position the walking pole or stick and then adjust to the right height so the tarpaulin is taut.

11. This is what your tarp should look like at this stage.

12. Get hold of the loop that is part of the flap at the front of the doorway. Make a bight at one end of a length of 

para-cord and pass it through this loop.

13. Then pull the remainder of the cord through the bight.

14. Pull the cord down to one of the loops on the far end of the tarp.
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entrance and pass a para-cord bight 
through it.

19. Once you have done that, thread the 
remaining length of cord through the end 
of the bight.

20.  This is where you should be.

21. Bring the line down to the ground and peg it in so 

that the line is taut.

23. As you can tell, the 

set-up is very spacious and 

provides good coverage 

and protection from the 

elements. You can close 

the entrance at night or 

during the day to keep out 

the rain, wind and uninvited 

creatures.

22. This is what the rear of the shelter looks like.
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Sponsored by

BOOK NOW!BOOK NOW!BOOK NOW!
Beehive Farm Woodland Lakes, Derbyshire, DE12 8HZ

www.thebushcraftshow.co.uk | T: 0333 4567 123
For show updates follow:       The Bushcraft Show       BushcraftShow

Ray Mears

Dogs Are
Welcome!

Archery Forge An Axe

Pottery
Open Canoeing

Tracking

Axe Throwing

Camping Expert Speakers

And Lots, Lots More!

Woodland Crafts

Fire Lighting

Free Talks, Demos &
Workshops

Wild Foods

Wild Animals

Lofty Wiseman
SAS Survival Expert
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