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 We were late. Awesome. 

 I stepped out of my dusty Buick LeSabre and into the First Earth Wilderness School 

campground. I wasn’t excited or confident or curious or any of the things a good reporter should 

have been. I was embarrassed. Despite the fact that I had a clear map to the campsite, I put my 

faith in Google Almighty, entered a wrong address, and took me and the photographer, Sam, an 

hour out of the way.  

 So, feeling exactly like one of the lazy, technology-dependent suburbanites that First 

Earth challenges, I grabbed my notebook, swallowed my pride, and went to greet Bo Brown, the 

owner and instructor.  

 Bo is 57, and his spirit animal is a mountain lion. He knows this because mountain lions 

have appeared in his dreams six times over the last few months, and he’s heard that if you dream 

about an animal more than four times, it’s your spirit animal. He’s also a short, skinny guy with 

glasses and a small, gray pony tail sticking out of the back of his baseball cap. He has a round, 

friendly face and eyes that are so pale blue, they’re almost gray, like overcast.  

 We shook hands and he threw out the obligatory “glad you finally made it.” At his heels, 

his 8-year-old Mountain Cur, Sheba, sniffed and begged for us to scratch her stubby ears. The 

Mountain Cur is the closest thing America has to a wild dog, according to Bo. 

 “If you mixed all the dog breeds together, that’s what you would get,” he said of the 

chunky, sandy-colored bobtail by his side. The two of them led us over to the other campers, 
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who were sitting around a stump a few yards away from Bo’s canvas teepee and debris shelter. 

They introduced themselves. 

 Cheri Goble: a high school art teacher from Kansas who had just picked up primitive 

skills six months before as a hobby. 

 Stefan Hill: an Army veteran from Jefferson City who suffers from back pain, wants to be 

a biologist, and has two cats named Mercedes and Kit Kat. 

 Jim Murphy: a quiet middle-aged man from Aurora, Missouri. He’d done primitive skills 

day camps before, but was looking for something tougher.  

 Chase Moore: Bo’s protégé. He did all of Bo’s camps last year with his father and brother 

and liked them so much that he made the seven-hour drive from Plano, Texas, to help Bo out this 

time. His plan is to become skilled enough that he can live comfortably in the woods with 

nothing but a knife. 

 We sat down to join them in cording plant fibers. Cording is the process of stripping the 

outer, rough layer from a nettle stem, wetting it down, and twisting it to form a supple, sturdy 

rope. Cording is why I lost most of the skin on my thumbs that weekend. Everyone else’s ropes 

were about a foot long. Mine was barely six inches. 

 After a few minutes of twisting and chatting, Cheri stood up to use the grubby outhouse a 

few yards away. Bo decided it was a good time to warn her about the copperheads he’d found 

lurking there over the years. 

 Seriously? 

 He nodded. “Every time I have to kill a copperhead that’s in the outhouse, we eat it,” he 

added. He didn’t seem to be joking. 

 Cheri looked concerned. Kayla Miller! 2/9/12 11:50 PM
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. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 Bo wore open-toed sandals and shorts while he led us through the woods, showing us  

chickweed, sorrel and sassafras root we could eat if need be. We played “Find the poison ivy.” 

He told us how the native women used Spicebush as perfume and about how eating Jack-in-the-

Pulpit feels like swallowing ground-up glass. I couldn’t help wondering: How did he know all 

this stuff? 

 “Repetition,” he said.  

Bo grew up poor in Stafford, Mo. By the time he was 10, he’d learned to hunt and fish 

from his mother and would go shoot rabbits with his .22 if he wanted to eat anything besides 

pinto beans for dinner. 

He had some conventional jobs as he grew up, mostly working with steel, but the last 

time he punched a time clock was in 1976. For a while, he played guitar full-time with the 

Undergrass Boys, his band from Rogersville, Mo.  

In 1978, Bo met Jim Fire Eagle in a teepee at the Silver Dollar City crafts festival in 

Branson. Fire Eagle was an old Native American medicine man — part Wampanoag, part 

Northern Aztec. 

“People would come up with a plant that they’d found on the ground at Silver Dollar 

City…and they’d go ‘Hey Pops, what’s this?’ and he would know every damn thing about it: if it 

was medicinal and when to pick it and how to fix it and what it was good for, and that just 

fascinated me,” Bo said.  

He started reading books about edible plants and Fire Eagle taught him flint knapping – 

the art of making stone knives and arrowheads out of flint. Years passed. Bo started visiting Fire 

Eagle in Colorado, filling in for him when the old man grew too old to teach at Ernie 
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Wilkinson’s Primitive Skills Workshop there, and camping with him at his tribe’s sacred ground 

in the San Luis Valley. 

“That’s where a lot of the really deep conversation took place,” he said. 

 By the early ‘90s, Bo was a wilderness expert. He had traveled to California, Israel and 

Belize doing freelance research on songbirds and taking primitive skills classes wherever he 

went. In 1993, he started Red Willow Primitive Skills on his property in the Niangua River 

Valley. When his business partner married and settled into conventional a more life, Bo 

continued solo, changing the name to ‘First Earth’ to reflect a time before human beings 

exploited the Earth for its resources. 

 “Everything that we have and everything that we are comes from nature,” he said. “…and 

hopefully [the students] will take a little bit of that knowledge and have a little bit more 

reverence for the natural world after learning these skills.” 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 Tiny wisps of smoke were coming from the spinning tip of the Yucca stick.  

 “Alright, let’s check it.” 

 I moved the bow and the drill out of the way and looked down to see a charred bit of 

wood, the size of a dime, smoking and glowing where my drill had been digging into the 

flattened Yucca hearth. I slid it out of the notch carved into the side and set it on the small nest of 

dried cedar bark. I folded it like a taco and blew. 

 It glowed. My hands hurt. I thought this was normal and kept going. I didn’t notice that 

the bark was burning and the hot strands of ash were falling onto my palms.  

 “No, no. Like this.” Bo showed me how to hold the tangle of stringy bark with my 

fingertips. I adjusted, inhaled smoke, blinked my watering eyes and tried again. 
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 It caught. I was holding fire like some kind of ancient magician. I held it until it hurt – 

too proud to let it go. If I’d needed to, I could have placed the burning bark on a bed of dead 

leaves, stoked the flames with sticks and logs, cooked meat, banished the dark, defended myself. 

It was intoxicating.  

I didn’t take any notes. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 

 “There’s a bug crawling up that stump towards your crotch,” Stefan warned. 

 “I ain’t worried.” Bo sipped his tea. 

 We sat around the campfire, drinking the strange root beer-tea hybrid that Bo had brewed 

from the sassafras root. It tasted like sweet cinnamon. 

 Sheba let Stefan pet her for a while, before she wandered back over to Bo. He pulled a 

tick off her ear and fed it to her. I watched in awe. We were all exhausted. It was dark, but I 

wasn’t sure what time it was - my phone had died that morning and no one else had used one all 

day. It was as close to being “off the grid” as I had ever been, and it was pretty freeing. 

 Bo brought out his small telescope, the one he used to go birding, and suggested we all 

come take a look at Jupiter before bed. Even at 40 times magnification, you could see the moons 

and the bands around the planet, he said. I looked, and all I saw was a blob of blurry light. I 

feigned enthusiasm and shuffled towards the tent. 

 Tired as I was, the lack of padding under my sleeping bag made me toss and turn for 

hours. I finally gave up and opened my eyes, ready to grab a snack from the car and try to fall 

asleep later. But I didn’t end up leaving the tent. 



 

 

 Through the transparent screen above me, I could see the entire night sky unobscured by 

city lights. I’m not sure how long I lay there before I finally fell asleep. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 My hand felt like it had been bitten by hundreds of mosquitos. From the tip of my middle 

finger down to my wrist, a thick red line was starting to swell. Five seconds earlier, I was 

whapping this part of my hand against a large, bright green leaf that felt like sandpaper – stinging 

nettle. 

 Bo wanted to demonstrate the medicinal properties of a smaller, nondescript-looking 

plant called curly dock. He’d asked if anyone would volunteer to sting themselves with nettle.  In 

the interest of journalistic experience, Sam and I offered our right hands. 

 Bo picked two leaves from the curly dock plant and handed them to us. He told us to 

mash them with our fingers and rub them on the itchy area.   

 Within seconds, the itchy hotness dulled. It felt like curing a sunburn with aloe, only 

quicker. I smeared the mushy pulp on my hand for a few minutes before the irritation was 

completely gone. 

 It was Sunday morning, and Bo was taking us on a hike to the banks of the Niangua 

River to find flint for knapping. The river was one steep hill down from the campsite, and we 

were taking the wooded path. On the way, he would stop to show us dead buckeye trees, fragrant 

everlasting and wolf spiders (which apparently taste like “buttery beef” when fried). 

 The Niangua River looks like it was cut out of the Ozark woods with a giant Exacto 

knife. Trees crowd the banks for miles downriver. It flowed slowly that day, reflecting the 

autumn leaves with a barely audible trickle. 



 

 

 We came to a rocky bank. Within minutes, Bo found his banded, glossy piece of flint and 

his hammer stone - the same sort of chalk rock we used for the bow drill fires. In one fluid arc, 

he struck the flint with the hammer stone, following through all the way. The flint shattered. He 

picked up the pieces and showed them to us. 

 These small pieces are the bread and butter of flint-knapping, Bo told us. Flint fractures 

at the molecular level, so the flakes end up razor sharp – sharp enough to slice through a thumb 

tip, as Sam and I both discovered. The natives, he said, would use these flakes as rudimentary 

tools or, if the flint were good enough, would continue striking it, whittling flakes off so the 

original rock became a knife in itself. They would make spearheads or arrowheads. If the 

knapper was good enough, a utilitarian tool became art. Bo started another strike. 

 About 10 yards downstream, a group of people on horseback splashed through the 

shallows, making ripples. Most of us stared, taking in the scene. It was almost surreal. Here we 

were, on this beautiful day, sun streaming through the red and gold trees, in this almost 

untouched patch of nature, learning how to make arrowheads. The riders just seemed to complete 

the picture. I felt like Chief Powhatan watching the English arrive. 

 Bo didn’t even look up from the rocks: “They’re not supposed to be here.” His brow was 

furrowed and he seemed annoyed for the first time all weekend. 

 That’s when I got it. The scene, Bo’s irritation, the rocks in his hands, the horseback 

riders, everything we had learned that weekend, it all started to make sense. I realized that this 

was Bo’s home, no matter where the IRS sent his tax returns. This was where he felt most 

comfortable, sitting on a river bank channeling the ancients who were relegated to the 

backwaters of history, ensuring that their ways weren’t forgotten, that their unity with and 

respect for the natural world were passed on, hoping that at least one of us would get it. Hoping 



 

 

that we would catch the bug, the restlessness that he felt when he spent too much time in the city. 

He wanted us to look out the windows and see what he saw, to see food, shelter, peace. He 

wanted us to rebuild the bridges that civilization had burned with the natural world.  

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 When Sam and I left First Earth, my cell phone was still dead. I didn’t have satellite 

navigation software or directions courtesy of Google. That should have made me nervous – I’m 

the kind of person who still gets lost in the town where I grew up – but it didn’t. Bo had showed 

me the route with a good old-fashioned map and a few scribbled directions. I knew where I was 

and I knew how to get back. 

 Just before we left, I decided I wanted to see what it felt like to be inside the teepee near 

the perimeter of the campground. I ducked through the canvas flap while everyone else said their 

goodbyes.  

 It was dimmer than I thought it would be, considering there were gaps at the top and 

bottom for sunlight to stream in. But it was quiet. I raised my notebook and readied my pen to 

take notes, but stopped. I just wanted to experience the solitude. For some reason, in the teepee, 

the things that usually bothered me – money, grades, a job – all seemed trivial. I felt confident 

there. I felt ready. 

 Sam and I made it home right on schedule. 
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Dewar’s Profiles 

BO BROWN 
 
Home: Rogersville, MO; the woods 
Age: 57 
Profession: Freelance wildlife biologist, musician 
Hobby: Survival skills, guitar 
Latest Accomplishment: Trained Army special forces for SERE school 
Physical Description: Short, skinny, gray hair, beard, glasses, blue eyes 
Quote: “A weed is an herb whose good properties haven’t been discovered yet.” 
 
FIRST EARTH WILDERNESS SCHOOL 
 
Basic Skills Weekend 
Where: Dallas County, MO; Lead Mine Conservation Area; five miles east of Tunas, MO 
When:  
Cost: $140 
What to bring: heavy shoes, tent, 3 1/2 inch knife, water bottle, lunch, notebook 
Skills to learn: bow drill fires, flintknapping, Paiute Deadfall traps, plant fiber cordage, 
identifying edible plants 



MAN GONE
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WW E W E R E L A T E. 
I stepped out of my dusty Buick LeSabre and into the First Earth 

Wilderness School campground. I wasn’t excited or confident or curious or any 
of the things a good reporter should have been. I was embarrassed. Despite the 
fact that I had a clear map to the campsite, I put my faith in Google Almighty, 
entered a wrong address and took myself and the photographer, Sam, an hour 
out of the way. 

So, feeling exactly like one of the lazy, technology-dependent suburbanites 
First Earth challenges, I grabbed my notebook, swallowed my pride and 
ventured out into the early October air. The campground is a large semicircular 
clearing with a shed, a fire pit and an authentic-looking canvas teepee near the 
edge. It’s accessible only by barreling through a narrow, rutted trail that cuts 
through the buckeyes, oaks and cedars that blanket the Lead Mine Conservation 
Area — five miles east of Tunas. Leading our charge through the trail was Bo 
Brown, First Earth’s owner and instructor.

Bo is 58, and his spirit animal is a mountain lion. He knows this because 
mountain lions have appeared in his dreams six times over the past few months, 
and he’s heard that if you dream about an animal more than four times, it’s your 
spirit animal. He’s also a short, skinny guy with glasses and has a small gray 
ponytail sticking out of the back of his baseball cap. He has a round, friendly 
face and eyes that are so pale blue they’re almost gray, like an overcast sky. 

We shook hands, and he chuckled through the obligatory “glad you finally 
made it.” At his heels, his 6-year-old mountain cur, Shiva, named after the 
Hindu god of destruction and rebirth, sniffed and begged for us to scratch her 
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stubby ears. The mountain cur is the closest thing 
America has to a wild dog, Bo tells us.

“If you mixed all the dog breeds together, 
that’s what you would get,” he says of the chunky 
sandy-colored bobtail by his side. The two of 
them lead us over to the other campers, who 
were sitting around a stump a few yards away 
from Bo’s canvas teepee and debris shelter. They 
introduce themselves.

Cheri Goble: a high school art teacher 
from Kansas who had just become interested in 
primitive skills six months before.

Stefan Hill: a former military man from 
Jefferson City who suffers from back pain, 
wants to be a biologist and has two cats named 
Mercedes and Kit Kat.

Jim Murphy: a quiet middle-aged man from 
Aurora. He’d done primitive skills day camps 

before but was looking for something tougher. 
Chase Moore: Eagle Scout. He did all of Bo’s 

camps last year with his father and brother and 
liked them so much that he made the seven-hour 
drive from Plano, Texas, to help Bo out this time. 
His plan is to become skilled enough that he can 
live comfortably in the woods with nothing but 
a knife. “You could say Bo’s my mentor,” he says 
proudly.

We sat down to join them in cording plant 
fibers. Cording is the process of stripping the 
outer, rough layer from a nettle stem, wetting 
it down and twisting it to form a supple, sturdy 
rope. Cording is why I lost most of the skin on my 
thumbs that weekend. The wet plant husk wreaks 
havoc on dry skin, splitting it open until it’s a 
splotchy, pruny mess. Everyone else’s ropes were 
about a foot long. Mine was barely six inches.

After a few minutes of twisting plants and 
making small talk, Cheri stood up to use the 
grubby outhouse a few yards away. Bo decided 
it was a good time to warn her about the 
copperheads he’d found there over the years.

Seriously?
He nodded. “Every time I have to kill a 

copperhead that’s in the outhouse, we eat it,” he 
adds. He wasn’t joking.

FIRE EAGLE
Bo wore open-toed sandals and shorts while he 
led us through the woods, to show us chickweed, 
sorrel and sassafras root we could eat if need 
be. We played “Find the poison ivy” and ducked 
under low-hanging branches and vines. Cheri 

FI R S T  E A R T H  W IL D E R N E S S  
S C H O O L
B A S I C  S K ILL S  W EE K E N D

W H E R E: D a l l a s C ounty, L e ad Mine C ons erva t ion A re a; f ive mi l e s 
e a st of Tuna s
W H E N : March 31 t hrough A pr i l 1; A pr i l 28 t hrough A pr i l 29
C O S T: $150
S U P P LIE S  N EE D E D : H e avy shoe s, t e nt, 3 1/2-inch knif e, w a t er 
bot t l e, lunch, not ebook
S K ILL S  T A U G H T: G e t in t ouch w it h your pr ima l s ide, a nd l e arn 
a l l about bow dr i l l f ire s, f l int knapp ing, P a iut e D e adf a l l tr aps a nd 
p l a nt f iber corda g e. You ’l l a lso l e arn t o ide nt if y e dibl e a nd me dic ina l 
p l a nt s such a s sore l, chickw e e d, s a ss afr a s root, bulbous honey 
mushrooms, oyst er mushrooms, cur ly dock a nd broadl e af p l a nt a in.

S p iders, such a s marbl e d orbw e avers, are f ami l i ar s ight s whi l e hiking in t he L e ad Mine 
C ons erva t ion A re a. P art ic ip a nt s a lso l e arn how t o ide nt if y e dibl e a nd me dic ina l p l a nt s.

In order t o cre a t e t he f ire t ha t is e ss e nt i a l for ot her pr imit ive skills, B l a ke blows on a t a ng l e of dr i e d c e dar bark. H e 
us e s a bow dr i l l t o ma ke t he coa l ne c e ss ary t o ignit e t he bark.

— Bo Brown

Every time
I have to kill 

a copperhead 
that’s in 

the outhouse, 
we eat it.
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and Stefan wrote everything Bo said in their 
notebooks. Chase hung back and watched — he’d 
learned all of this stuff before. 

Bo told us how the native women used 
spicebush as perfume and how eating jack-in-
the-pulpit feels like swallowing ground-up glass. 
He talked about how to cook grasshoppers (toast 
them to make them taste nutty) and how to tell 
the difference between oyster mushrooms and 
bulbous honey. I couldn’t help wondering: How 
does he know all this stuff?

“Repetition,” he says. 
Bo grew up poor in Strafford. By the time 

he was 10, he’d learned to hunt and fish from 
his mother and would go shoot rabbits with his 
.22-caliber rifle if he wanted to eat anything 
besides pinto beans for dinner.

He had conventional jobs as he grew up, 
mostly working with steel, but the last time he 
punched a time clock was in 1976. For a while, he 
played guitar full time with the Undergrass Boys, 
his band from Rogersville. 

While playing in Branson in 1978, Bo met 
Jim Fire Eagle in a teepee at the Silver Dollar 
City crafts festival. Fire Eagle was an old Native 
American medicine man — part Wampanoag, 

part Northern Aztec.
“People would come up with a plant that 

they’d found on the ground at Silver Dollar City 
… and they’d go, ‘Hey Pops, what’s this?’ and he 
would know every damn thing about it: if it was 
medicinal and when to pick it and how to fix it 
and what it was good for, and that just fascinated 
me,” Bo says. 

He started reading books about edible plants, 
and Fire Eagle taught him flint knapping — 
the art of making knives and arrowheads out 
of stone. Years passed. Bo started visiting Fire 
Eagle in Colorado, filling in for him when the old 
man grew too old to teach at Ernie Wilkinson’s 
Primitive Skills Workshop and camping with him 
at his tribe’s sacred ground in the San Luis Valley.

“That’s where a lot of the really deep 
conversation took place,” he says.

By the early ’90s, Bo was a wilderness 
expert. He had traveled to California, Israel and 
Belize doing freelance research on songbirds and 
taking primitive skills classes wherever he went. 
In 1993, he and a friend started Red Willow 
Primitive Skills on Bo’s property in Missouri’s 
Niangua River Valley. When his business partner 
married and settled into a more conventional 

life, Bo continued solo, changing the name to 
First Earth to reflect a time before human beings 
exploited the Earth for its resources.

“Everything that we have, and everything 
that we are comes from nature,” he says. 
“Hopefully [the students] will take a little bit 
of that knowledge and have a little bit more 
reverence for the natural world after learning 
these skills.”

MY OWN FIRE
Tiny wisps of smoke were coming from the tip of 
the spinning Yucca stick. 

“All right, let’s check it,” Bo says.
I was hunched over a Rube Goldberg of 

wood, leather and stone. In my right hand, I 
clutched the curved wooden side of a bow — like 
one you would shoot arrows from. My left hand 
was applying pressure to a grainy piece of chalk 
rock, securing an upright length of pale Yucca 
stalk. The stalk was wound up in the leather 
strap of my bow so that when I sawed it back 
and forth, it spun under the rock, digging into a 
flattened strip of Yucca at the bottom. If all went 

B o B rown is a one-ma n ba nd: N ot only doe s he t e a ch pr imit ive skills a t First E art h W i lderne ss S chool, but he ’s 
a lso a fre e l a nc e w i ldl if e biolog ist a nd a guit ar ist for his ba nd, t he U ndergr a ss B oys.
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well, the spinning “drill” would create friction in 
the “hearth” and heat up enough for me to make 
my own personal fire.

I moved the bow and the drill out of the way 
and looked down to see a charred bit of wood the 
size of a dime smoking and glowing where my 
drill had been digging into the hearth. I slid it out 
of the notch carved into the side and set it on the 
small nest of dried cedar bark. I folded it like a 
taco and blew.

It glowed. My hands hurt. I thought this was 
normal and kept going. I didn’t notice that the 
fibrous bark was burning and the hot strands of 
ash were flaking off onto my palms. 

“No, no. Like this.” Bo showed me how to hold 
the tangle of stringy bark with my fingertips. I 
adjusted, inhaled smoke, blinked the soot out of 
my eyes and tried again.

It caught. 
I was holding fire like some kind of ancient 

magician. I held it until it hurt — too proud to 

let it go. If I’d needed to, I could have placed the 
burning bark on a bed of dead leaves, stoked the 
flames with sticks and logs, cooked meat, defended 
myself. It was intoxicating. 

I didn’t take any notes.

THE BIG PICTURE
“There’s a bug crawling up that stump toward 
your crotch,” Stefan says.

“I ain’t worried.” Bo sipped his tea.
We sat around the campfire, drinking the 

strange root beer tea hybrid that Bo had brewed 
from the sassafras root. It tasted like sweet 
cinnamon.

From somewhere off in the distance, there 
came a high barking sound, like from an angry 
Chihuahua. “Barn owl,” Jim says. “They make the 
best Bruce Lee impressions you’ll ever hear.”

Shiva let Stefan pet her for a while, before she 

wandered back over to Bo. He pulled a tick off her 
ear and fed it to her. We were all exhausted. It was 
dark, but I wasn’t sure what time it was; my phone 
had died that morning, and no one else had used 
one all day. It was as close to being off the grid 
as I had ever been. There were no urgent emails 
from professors, no nagging phone calls from 
parents. I wasn’t texting, tweeting or talking. I 
drank in the silence. 

Bo brought out his small telescope, the one 
he used to go birding, and suggested we all come 
take a look at Jupiter before bed. Even at 40 
times magnification, you can see the moons and 
the bands around the planet, he says. I looked, 
and all I saw was a blob of blurry light. I feigned 
enthusiasm and shuffled toward the tent.

Tired as I was, the lack of padding under my 
sleeping bag made me toss and turn for hours. I 
finally gave up and opened my eyes, ready to grab 
a snack from the car and try to fall asleep later. 
But I didn’t end up leaving the tent.

B o B rown ma ke s st one t ools t hrough a n a nc i e nt proc e ss c a l l e d f l int knapp ing. N a t ive A mer ic a ns us e d t his t e chnique t o 
cre a t e st one knive s a nd arrowhe ads t ha t t hey us e d for everyday t a sks such a s hunt ing.
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Through the transparent screen above me, I 
could see the entire night sky unobscured by city 
lights. There were millions of stars embedded in a 
flawless blanket of black. I’m not sure how long I lay 
there before I finally fell asleep.

THE NIANGUA RIVER
My hand felt like it had been bitten by hundreds of 
mosquitoes. From the tip of my middle finger down 
to my wrist, a thick red line was starting to swell. 
Five seconds earlier, I was whapping this part of my 
hand against a large bright green leaf that felt like 
sandpaper — stinging nettle.

Bo wanted to demonstrate the medicinal 
properties of a smaller, nondescript plant called 
curly dock. He’d asked for volunteers to sting 
themselves with nettle. In the interest of journalistic 
experience, Sam and I offered our right hands.

Bo picked two leaves from the curly dock plant 
and handed them to us. He tells us to mash them 
with our fingers and rub them on the itchy area.  

Within seconds, the itchy hotness dulled. It 
felt like curing sunburn with aloe. I smeared the 
mushy pulp on my hand for a few minutes before the 
irritation was completely gone.

It was Sunday morning, and Bo was taking 
us on a hike to the banks of the Niangua River to 
find flint for knapping. The river was one steep hill 
down from the campsite, and we were taking the 
wooded path. On the way, he stopped to show us 
dead buckeye trees, fragrant everlasting and wolf 
spiders (which according to him, taste like buttery 
beef when fried).

The Niangua River looks like it was cut out of 
the Ozark woods with a giant X-Acto knife. Trees 
crowd the banks for miles downriver. It flowed 
slowly that day, reflecting the autumn leaves with a 
barely audible trickle.

We came to a rocky bank. Within minutes, 
Bo found his banded, glossy piece of flint and his 
hammer stone — the same sort of chalk rock we 
used for the bow drill fires. In one fluid arc, he 
struck the flint with the hammer stone, following 

through all the way. The flint shattered. He picked 
up the pieces and showed them to us.

These small pieces are the bread and butter 
of flint knapping, Bo told us. Flint fractures at the 
molecular level, so the flakes end up razor sharp, 
sharp enough to slice through a thumb tip as Sam 
and I would both find out. The natives, he says, used 
these flakes as rudimentary tools or, if the flint was 
good enough, continued striking it, whittling flakes 
off so the original rock became a knife in itself. 
They would make spearheads or arrowheads. If the 
knapper was good enough, the rough tool became 
art. Bo started another strike.

About 10 yards downstream, a group of people 
on horseback splashed through the shallows, 
making ripples. Most of us stared, taking in the 
scene. It was almost surreal. Here we were, on this 
beautiful day, sun streaming through the red and 
gold trees, in this almost untouched patch of nature, 
learning how to make arrowheads. The riders just 
seemed to complete the picture. I felt like Chief 
Powhatan watching the English arrive.

There’s a bug crawling up that 
stump toward your crotch.

— Stefan Hill, camper
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Bo didn’t even look up from the rocks. “They’re 
not supposed to be here,” he says. His brow was 
furrowed, and he seemed annoyed for the first time 
all weekend.

That’s when I understood the whole scene: Bo’s 
irritation, the rocks in his hands, the horseback 
riders, everything we had learned that weekend all 
made sense. I realized this was Bo’s home, no matter 
where the IRS sends his tax returns. 

This was where he felt most comfortable: sitting 
on a river bank channeling ancient natives who were 
forced to the backwaters of history, ensuring that 
their ways weren’t forgotten, that their respect for 
nature was passed on and hoping that at least one 
of us would get it. Wishing that we would catch the 
bug, the restlessness that he felt when he spent too 
much time in the city. He wanted us to look out a 
window and see what he saw: food, shelter, peace. 

He wanted us to rebuild the bridges that civilization 
had burned with the natural world.

 

IN THE TEEPEE
When Sam and I left First Earth, my cellphone was 
still dead. I didn’t have satellite navigation software 
or directions courtesy of Google. That should have 
made me nervous — I’m the kind of person who 
still gets lost in the town where I grew up — but it 
didn’t. Bo had showed me the route with a good old-
fashioned map and a few scribbled directions. I knew 
where I was, and I knew how to get home.

Just before we left, I decided I wanted to see 
what it felt like to be inside the teepee near the 
perimeter of the campground. I ducked through the 
canvas flap while Cheri, Stefan, Jim and Chase said 
their goodbyes and exchanged last-minute tips 
with Bo.

Inside the teepee, it was dimmer than I thought 
it would be, considering there were gaps at the top 
and bottom for sunlight to stream in, but it was 
quiet. I raised my notebook and readied my pen to 
take notes, but stopped. I just wanted to experience 
the solitude. For some reason, in the teepee, the 
things that usually bothered me — money, grades 
— all seemed trivial. I felt confident there. I felt 
relaxed.

And somehow I knew that the next time I 
looked out a window, I wouldn’t feel the same 
about what I saw. The grass and trees in front of 
my apartment wouldn’t be just a pleasant backdrop 
anymore. I now knew that the real world had 
been outside all along, and as I ducked under the 
canvas flap, I realized that nature didn’t care what 
happened to me indoors. It would plug on, waiting 
for guys like me to take on its challenges. And I am 
ready for the challenge.

Sam and I made it home right on schedule. V
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