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My grandmother Louis Shull was 7
months pregnant with my father when
she landed on the shores of Bombay,
India. They had just completed a
grueling 3 week journey on an ocean
cargo liner. It was 1947 and India was
soon to gain her independence concluding a brutal revolution that had lasted
nearly a century. At the center of this
revolution was ‘Ahimsa,’ Mahatma
Gandhi's philosophy of nonviolent
resistance. His devoted followers included
Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Buddhists,
women, and ‘untouchables.’ They wore
the all-white cotton garb of their own
making (a boycott of English imports)
which my grandfather Ernie adopted
instantly. The Ahimsa philosophy fit right
in line with the Church of the Brethren
ideals that my Grandfather came from.
My Grandparents were missionaries who
would be stationed in the Dangs district
set deep in the Himalayan backcountry.
The Dangs district was situated close to
the border of Tibet where there was
another even more primal revolution
being waged. The battle was between
man and animal and the need to accommodate a competing narrative between
the two. At the center of this revolution
was a local Shikari (tracker) named Jim
Corbett. I would like to share with you,
briefly, how these two revolutions
influenced my family and how they have
become a part of the White Pine
Lineage.
As I mentioned, my grandparents were
missionaries in the Brethren Church (a
Germanic and pacifist denomination).
Though they were on a Christian
mission, their primary goal was to aid in
Gandhi’s vision of caste rights and
women’s rights as well as medical,
nutritional, and literacy education. My
grandparents quickly became fluent in
the local language of Marathi and gave

20 years of their life to the villages of the
Dangs district. It was with great pride
that they regarded the gaining of India’s
independence and even greater pride that
they recalled the methods that they
participated in to achieve that.
With regard to the second revolution I
mentioned, let me begin by stating that
big cats have thrived in India for
thousands of years. The Bengal Tiger is
possibly the top terrestrial predator on the
planet and stretches ten feet from its nose
to the tip of its tail, stands four feet tall at
the shoulder, weighs 600
pounds, and requires 30 to 50
pounds of meat a day to
survive. From time to time, an
unfortunate big cat attempts to
make a meal of a porcupine
resulting in a paw full or face
full of quills. The barbed quills
work their way deep into the
flesh of the poor predators,
often resulting in sepsis, disease,
loss of limbs, and occasionally
death. The process can unfortunately take years and the
weakened predator must take to
easier prey.
Like Jim Corbett, my father
Dan was raised in the Kumaon
region, a roadless jungle-mountain paradise with incredible
diversity of flora and fauna as
well as hundreds of different
cultures, languages, religions,
and people. Here in the deepest
jungles remained a dwindling
population of Indigenous
hunter/gatherers that possessed the
remarkable jungle knowledge of tracking
and bird language that allowed them to
coexist for thousands of years with the
planet's top predators. These people were
admiringly referred to as ‘Shikaris,’ an
indigenous term meaning tracker. It was
one such Shikari who took Jim Corbett
under his wing as a boy. Jim, like my
father, was raised without electricity,
plumbing, or anything more than a
thatched roof. With the fortunate mentoring of that local Shikari, Jim learned to
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interpret the smallest prints and signs in
order to locate antelope for food and
avoid dangerous animals. “You would
always know where the leopard was by
the alarm call of the monkey or crow,”
my Father still says. This knowledge of
interspecies alarm to indicate the
presence of danger has only recently
been accepted by science. It was through
the beautiful writings of Jim Corbett that
this knowledge was first documented for
the Western world and it was this
knowledge that allowed Jim Corbett and
my grandfather to track, locate, and

bring down some of the most renowned
man killers of the 20th century. The
Temple Tiger, The Bachelor of Powalgarh, and The Man Eater of Subir are a
few of the dozens of big cats who, due to
injury and old age, took to the eating of
human flesh. Some of these predators
would kill several people a week for years
at a time in an area the size of Broad
Ripple. The terror that these unarmed
villagers would live with is unimaginable,
sometimes resulting in the inability to

fulfill their farming duties leading to
abandoned crops and starvation. These
majestic animals were often brought
down by Jim or Ernie sitting up in a tree
with a rifle over a half-eaten human kill,
awaiting the animal’s return in the
middle of the night. The courage and
knowledge of tracking and jungle
language to execute such a task is hard to
comprehend. As a result, both Jim
Corbett and my grandfather were praised
as ‘Sahib,’ or great men. This I believe is
true, they were great men, but not
because they killed big game animals.
They were great men because they had
the wisdom to foresee the need for
conservation in a century when the idea
was just emerging. Just as John Muir
became the father of the national park
system in America, so too would Jim
Corbett create the first national parks
and wild cat sanctuaries of India. Like
Jim Corbett, my grandfather would
eventually earn the government position
of ‘Shikari.’ Much like the nonviolent
philosophy of Ahimsa, the jungle
etiquette philosophy of the Shikari would
profoundly influence Ernie's faith causing
his sermons to sound more like Native
American philosophy than Christian.
“Man can not break the laws of nature,
we break ourselves upon them.”
Ten years ago I made a pilgrimage to
India. As I visited the game preserves
and National Parks in Jim Corbett’s
name along with the still remote villages
of the Kumaon, I felt I was returning
home, not only to the birthplace of my
father, but to the birthplace of the
lineage that I carry. The White Pine is a
symbol of peace, within that tree I see
the roots of Ahimsa, the roots of conservation, and the roots of the ancient
language of the Shikari.
Matt Shull is the founder of White Pine
Wilderness Academy. Designing rites of
passage for himself and others is Matt’s
deepest passion.
His commitment to helping others find
their gifts and live their vision is his life
purpose.

Man can not break the laws of nature, we break ourselves upon them. - Ernie Shull
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