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The smell of damp earth and rock filled my nose, my head was pressed up against the hard stony bank of a 
creek and the desert sun beat down fiercely on by bare back. I was hungry…very hungry in fact, and I wanted 
that trout that had just slipped through my hands once again. Frustration to the point of tears filled me, I was 
alone and wondered what to do next, refusing to go back to my group empty handed I sat down on a rock and 
thought about it. 
 
I was in the canyon lands of Utah, America, partaking in a survival exercise. The premise for this course had 
been one layer of clothes only, and nothing else man made was permitted. In addition, we carried no food or 
water and were expected to forage and hunt for subsistence. However, we were allowed to make our own 
equipment during the first four days of the two-week course and during this time I had crafted an obsidian knife, 
a pack frame, a gourd water bottle, a fire starting bow-drill kit and a sleeping mat made from rushes (toules). At 
24 years of age and determined to learn all I could about wilderness living skills, I had travelled to America in 
search of a testing ground for the skills I had learned earlier that summer with Ray Mears school of bushcraft 
‘Woodlore’. On discovering Bolder Outdoor Survival School (aka BOSS) I came across their ‘Hunter-Gatherer’ 
course and felt that this was the challenge I had been looking for in order to bring together my learning thus far. 
On completion of the four initial base-camp days, we travelled with our meagre equipment deep into the semi 
arid canyon lands of Bolder, Utah where we would test our survival skills for the remainder of the course. We 
had been hiking for several days through the hot desert with little food or water, and had made camp for a 
further few days under a cave nestled in a creek. Hitherto our diet had consisted of pine nuts, acorn mush and 
berries, but I now wanted meat; we had consumed very little food for five days and had covered large 
distances…we were hungry, and that kind of hunger induces the hunting instincts in a person and, on this 
particular day, I had reached a tolerance level that instilled a strong persuasion within me to leave my group of 
five men and search for a ‘proper’ meal. I had little ideas about how to catch fish with my hands and I had no 
equipment, or at that time, knowledge to manufacture traps and hooks from natural materials, but I could see 
that there were good sized trout in that river and I was now too hungry to ignore them. My peers displayed very 
little interest in my ideas about trying to catch them with our hands, and, annoyed by the complacency of my 
comrades I set out down the river alone, vowing to myself that I would not return until I had a fish in my hand! 
 
So I embarked down the river with nothing except the clothes on my back, the nagging hunger in my belly and 
the determination to show the men how it was done! It was hot; the sun beat down unrelentingly and reflected in 
millions of dazzling sparkles playing across the cool bubbling river. The sides of the canyon were steep, if there 
was a flash flood I would not be able to clamber out of the river easily and I could hear a storm playing out in the 
distance, which nagged at my thoughts a little. However, any concerns of safety soon disappeared and the 
amazing sensation of freedom and the natural world filled my senses and my soul as I made my way, thigh 
deep in water, slowly up the canyon river. The water was beautifully clear and welcomingly cool, I began to 
focus on the trout and the buzzing of insects filtered hazily in and out of my subconscious. A snake swam 
passed my legs, happily minding its own business, but a reminder that I was alone and needed to be mindful of 
rattle snakes. I walked with the current and noticed how the trout darted under banks and rocks to escape my 
path. I had read about tickling trout in a book somewhere and knew that you must put you hands underneath 
and gently stroke their bellies, then in a quick movement flick them onto the bank. My problem however, was 
that the canyon sides were too steep for flicking so I decided to try and grab. My first few attempts were 
thwarted before I even got close to those dark hiding places, with the trout sensing my arrival and taking off 
before I got close enough. I slowly began to figure that they were sensitive to being approached from either the 
front or the rear. I realised that must judge when I thought I was parallel with the whereabouts of the sheltering 
trout, then put my hands in the water midstream and stalk carefully over the slippery rocks of the riverbed to 
arrive at the river bank, where the trout were hiding, with my hands already in the water and remain fairly 
parallel to the fish.  
 
Hey presto! The first time I tried this it worked…I gently felt around underwater imagining that my fingers were 
rushes, and there it was, a thrill ran through me when I first touched the fish and it didn’t move! I seized my 
opportunity and grabbed, we struggled together; me to keep hold of the slippery thing, and it to escape my 
desperate clutches.  
 
Eventually the fish won, but I still felt elated; it could work, I just need to keep hold of it somehow. This scenario 
played out several times, each time I grappled and lost, becoming increasingly frustrated…so close and yet so 
far, and so very hungry. I had to change my tactic, do something different, but what? I had tried pinning the fish 
against the bank, I had thought to try and impale them, but it’s difficult to describe how one small movement in 
the transition from having them pinned to bringing them out of the water always resulted in their freedom and 
my fury. So, close to tears, I sat feeling defeated. It had taken me most of the day to slowly work out various 
techniques and I was so close, but it was not enough! Fury and determination soon replaced my feeling of 
defeat and I had an idea…if I could just hook a thumb into the gills, the fish would not be able to escape no 
matter how much it wriggled! Revived by this idea I set to work again with heart in mouth, knowing that if this 
didn’t work I was running out of options.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
I have put myself through various survival exercises since this experience in Utah, and have always found it 
interesting how hunger and dearth changes your environmental perceptions. Your senses become much keener 
and your awareness of nature much greater; details you would usually walk past leap out at you signposting 
potential resources and food, your hearing alerts you to movements and your sense of smell tunes into a 
plethora of olfactory sensations, all of which affords a new-found meaning and importance…food, water and 
resources…it is quite a remarkable experience, and one which engenders trust in your own body as a natural 
animal operating within the environment for which it has evolved. 
 
Once more I put my hands into the water and stalked to the riverbank where I had watched a trout dart to take 
cover. Finding its belly, I carefully stroked around the fish until I felt a gill. I felt sure the fish would dart as soon 
as I went near its head, but it didn’t. My head was pressed up against the rocks once more and I was 
completely still except for my fingers, which now seemed to contain the whole of my bodily focus. I waited to 
ascertain the rhythm of the gill and then in that special moment when all your judgement screams NOW, I struck 
and shoved my thumb in the trout’s gill…this time I had it! We both knew that it wasn’t going anywhere. Elated I 
pulled it out in disbelief, I had done it, and I had caught a fish with nothing but my bare hands. I stood there, 
alone in the desert with sun, rock and crystal water around me feeling amazed…it was possible! I thought of 
Ray Mears catch-line, that ‘bushcraft is the art of the possible’, and in that moment I knew what he meant. Not 
satisfied with one, I had to find out if I could do it again, and I did, three more times in fact with every attempt 
bringing success. I was glowing as I re-entered the camp and guys were still sat pretty much where I left them. 
The trout tasted divine, and with a newfound energy we decided that the next day we should go on another long 
hike through this astounding and beautiful terrain, for which my sense of belonging was beginning to be truly 
realised. This was a powerful experience for me and one that I feel engenders bushcraft and our rationale for 
the pursuit of this anachronous knowledge and skill. The knowledge that I could provide for myself, unmediated 
by any other factor, even a simple tool; that I could use my intelligence to outwit, adapt and overcome; that I 
had learned the habits of my prey fuelled by my hunger and had experienced the deeply human desire for to out 
smart my prey, with only my bare hands.  
 
The following summer I began an apprenticeship with Ray Mears bushcraft school Woodlore, and whilst 
preparing lunch one day, a course participant who happened to be part of an elite military regiment wandered 
over to comment “Why are you doing this? Why would a woman be interested in learning these skills? It’s not 
really a place for a woman is it?” Whilst this sounds terribly sexist in the written word, the tone of his questioning 
was not to cause offence, but out of genuine curiosity, and whilst no offence was taken, I did have a little smile 
to myself when I thought about these questions. I reflected on the Ancestral Puebloans (Anasazi Indians) who 
inhabited the canyon lands of Utah, and whose women were as feared as the men. I thought about how the 
women undertook the process of hide tanning (extremely muscular work), made clothing, trapped animals, 
hauled firewood and water, gathered plants, raised,  carried, fed and passed on knowledge to their children…to 
mention a few of the gendered roles of women in just one indigenous culture. However I simply responded that 
“If this is not a pace for woman, you would not be here now and in many cultures women’s work is far more 
strenuous that that of the men”. 
 
‘Civilisation’ has served to estrange us from not only our natural environment, but also our knowledge of our 
own abilities within the natural world. In rediscovering these skills we simultaneously rediscover what our bodies 
are truly capable of…not merely in terms of strength, but an awareness, a keenness of our senses and the 
existence of a sixth sense; ‘intuition’ and ‘instinct’ coupled with our ability to trust in it. 
 
Lisa Fenton. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


