A Night With Nothing    by Yael Grauer
      I wanted to live with nothing.
      My brother was getting his PH.D. My best friend from high school had started her first year of vet school. I had previously wanted to track wolves, jaguars, tigers--or to make healing salves and tinctures from the plants I sang to and that sometimes sang back. I had wanted to play with words all day, to be a writer. But I was past all that. I just wanted to be free. 
      I wanted to shed the burdens of everyday existence, dissolve my connections in the interwoven web we call community, to let go of the items that were keeping me tied down to a physical location: books, car, furniture. I wanted to shed the layers of civilization, to get down to the core. I wanted to let go of my umbilical cord and surrender to the earth mother. 
      But my dreams are always more pristine than reality.  Ideas of perfect balance, harmony and attunement with nature never quite play out like the movies in my head. I had to learn the hard way that things are not always as they appear, and Gaia was not all flowers and fairy dust. 
      I picked the Chiricahaus for my experiment because they beckoned and I heard their call.  I knew that these mountains, sometimes referred to as the Galapagos of the United States, contained the largest wilderness area of Southern Arizona, filled with an incredible range of biological diversity.   But mostly I was intrigued by stories of Lozen, Dahteste, Cochise, Geronimo and other Apache warriors and scouts who had roamed the rugged landscape 120 years ago. If I were really quiet when I visited, I could feel their spirits.
      So off I went to the Chiricahaus, luckily with a friend who knew the terrain.  I had taken some classes in wilderness awareness and survival with the desire to be self-reliant, and have the ability to live with nothing. My friend had taken many more classes, and even more importantly had mastered some of the skills. He had lived in many different climates with nothing, finding clean water, building basic shelters. He had even spent time in the Chiricahaus with nothing but the clothes on his back, a cooking pot and a knife. 
      My friend seemed just as lost in the “urban” world, as I felt in these mountains. I found my apartment in the Ol' Pueblo cozy and comfortable, but he found difficulty with modern means of acquiring shelter and food. He couldn't quite seem to get the hang of necessary tasks for urban survival, such as using a telephone and filling out a job application. The noise of the cars, the sound of the trains, sleeping on a mattress, interacting in crowds--all these things unnerved him. But in nature he was solid, and I found comfort in his experience and skill level, his knowledge of the terrain. I knew that his presence would make this trek less dangerous. Besides, I'd taken all these classes because I wanted to be more connected to the earth, and they had pushed me further and further away from my relationships with friends who just didn't understand. Finally I'd met someone who did and we were going to leave the shackles of civilization, at least for a few days.
       I brought a tarp and some water. I decided that focusing on fire, food and other primitive skills was enough—no need to add building a shelter to the mix, let alone trying to find and purify water in the desert. 
      It was winter, and I was hungry. I had decided we should bring no food. It wouldn't kill us; they say the body can survive for up to forty days without food. Besides, I had my car and knew the nearest diner. But my goal was to not use it. 
      I had thought that we could harvest some food. Although I saw juniper, the berries were not ripe and are best used as a flavoring or as medicine. Although I saw the beautiful red manzanita bark, it was winter and there were no berries. There were no acorns on the oak trees. And there was no roadkill to be found.  I saw a lone thistle and finally gathered some grass, chewing on the fibrous roots. 
      My stomach growled. I was still hungry.
      But the body can get used to hunger. I'd done that before too. And I thought about it. I could live out here. I could perfect the skills I was working on. I could set up a trap line in the larder zone where I had already seen a lot of tracks. I could improve my cordage skills, beating the fibrous agave and making rope. I could go up higher in the mountains and gather twigs, leaves and branches, trade in my tarp and paracord for a debris hut. I could drink water condensation and boil stream water, and wash my hands with the saponins. I could make grass mats with cordage all night long, use deer bones to make awls and tools. I could survive the winter and welcome in the spring.  I could live closely in tune with the cycle of the seasons, to the heartbeat of the planet. But there was one thing that was missing. A village.
      What good is harvesting medicine with no one to give it to? What good is finding beautiful tracks and making crafts without anyone to share them with? Even thistles are somehow tastier with company. These primitive skills were nice in and of themselves, but I was discovering that they weren’t enough.  
      My friend and I did not feel completely alone in the Chiricahaus, however. We actually felt like we were being watched. I found this a bit unnerving.  And I was hungry. And I was cold. I had to get a fire going.
      The earth was so cold, so cold that my bones hurt. I was frozen. The temperature brought back memories of being emotionally distant, cold and closed off. Shutting down always made me feel less vulnerable. It was a defense mechanism to avoid sharp, searing pain. But too much coldness brings numbness and the answer is always the same—open up your heart so you can be alive again.
      They say the Earth is our mother because it supplies everything we need, but somehow I don't remember my own mother making me leave the crib to harvest wood myself. We needed to dig a fire pit first, but didn't have a digging stick.  We had a stick but we needed a fire to char the end to a sharp point to make the digging easier. But then we needed to dig a hole before building the fire. 
      This is so primitive; it is before the time of holes and buckets. Luckily, I had a shovel to keep my musing at bay (and to dig an eight inch hole). Thank God for modern tools.
      “The Earth loves you,” one of my teachers used to say, “but not as much as she loves sucking the heat from your body.”  I stacked the smallest sticks into a tipi shape, and used some grass we'd harvested as tinder. I added some bigger sticks as the fire needed bigger food, and finally added some logs. We'd made sure to collect wood away from our camping area, just in case we both were sick or had leg injuries and needed to harvest the wood right over our heads later on.
      The fire was incredible. It flared up right away. I'd always wondered how some people seemed to have the gift of keeping it going and now I understood more clearly about necessity being the mother of invention. I've experimented with so many plants to deal with the chill of winter: ginger, cayenne, onion, garlic, prickly ash. These are wonderful, but none come close to the warmth of the fire. Suddenly the feeling of being watched disappeared, and I felt the warmth both physically and spiritually. I knew everything would be okay, even as the sun was setting.
      My friend had wisely ignored me when I said that we didn't really need food, and had brought some corn pasta for us to eat. After what seemed like several hours, he asked me to taste it and see if it was ready. 
      “It's al dente,” I said. 
      “What does that mean?” he asked. 
      “It's Italian for 'good enough.'” 
      We ate dinner straight out of the pot and drank the cooking water for its nutrients.  What normally would have tasted flavorless and barely edible tasted heavenly. After eating we just sat, quietly, listening to the wind and watching the fire.
      Then we kicked four inches of dirt over the fire as insulation from the fire bed we had made and put our sleeping bags on the dirt. It was burning us. Was that really four inches? We lay down our sleeping pads on top of the dirt, and felt less like our bed was burning us. Instead it was just warming us throughout the cold dark night, the coals heating the dirt so we could rest comfortably, a primitive electric blanket. Still, I woke with burn holes in my sleeping bag, which I only used as a cover.
      In the morning, my friend dug up some sweet potatoes that he had placed in the fire bed to cook while we slept. The fire had been cooking us breakfast all night long and offered its choice gift to us even after it had gone. Breakfast was tasty, and I could appreciate the beautiful view of the mountain much more on a full stomach. 
      The mountains were still beckoning, but I knew it was time to go home.  The fire did not teach me how to live with nothing, but it brought me comfort when I needed it.  I wanted to go back to the city and be like that fire to other people. I wanted to do what my friend with all his skills had failed to do—to apply what I had learned out in nature to my life in the city, to approach the craziness and happenstance with the clarity and a knowledge of inner voice. Somehow having survived the night made me feel more capable of doing what I needed to do in town. I know the fire is always there, even when I can't see it.
      I still retreat to the Chiricahaus at times. I harvest wild medicines, walk silently, watch birds and track deer. I try to quiet my mind so I can hear the messages from Creator more clearly. I try to find balance within the chaos and distractions I experience every moment. I, however, no longer want to run away. I want to bring warmth to others like the fire brought to me that cold night. I still visit the Chiricahaus, but I no longer want to live there.
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