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THE ANCIENT BLUEPRINT PROLOGUE

ABOUT THE BOOK

This book lays out six science-based principles that form
the foundation of a healthy, meaningful life. When these
pillars are strong, most people find themselves moving
naturally toward better health, resilience, and well-being.

A NOTE BEFORE YOU START

What you are holding is the prologue to The Ancient Blueprint. I am
sharing it early so you can get a feel for the book as I write it. The six
principle chapters that follow it are coming as I finish them.
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Biologist and science educator since 2001. Rob has led people
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THE ANCIENT BLUEPRINT
ROB NELSON

Why understanding our ancient past may be the
solution to our problems.

ust before my fortieth birthday, I began having a real problem
j sleeping at night. It was something I'd never had to deal with before,
and yet there I was, tired but unable to dream my cares away and

wake up rejuvenated.

None of this happened suddenly. After my two young kids were down, my
wife and I finally had some time to ourselves, but we filled it with a movie
or shared scrolling on our smartphones. Then we'd turn those off and try
to sleep. She'd drift right off, but my mind would start running the day
back. I'd relive conversations and decisions I'd made throughout the day.
I'd replay the moments I wished I had handled differently. Even
exhausted, my legs would not settle. Was this restless leg syndrome? I'd
wonder, though I was never motivated enough to look it up. When I did
drift off, I woke around two in the morning and would often lie there for
another hour or two before I could fall back asleep.

The days weren't great. My mother kept asking what was wrong, and
whether I had some kind of long term mono. I felt drained and sluggish
and always wanted a nap. I pushed through anyhow with the help of
energy drinks, because that is what you do. [ worked. I exercised. I spent
time with my family. By every measure I had been given, I was doing
everything right, or so I thought.

Nothing seemed to work, and I started to feel like I might need some
help.
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02 2 THE PRESENT

THE FIVE MINUTE APPOINTMENT

So I did what we are all taught to do when something feels wrong. I went
to the doctor. Who else would I go to?

At the front desk on the day of my first visit, [ was handed a form, one I
found out later was a standard screen for depression. Forms like that
always felt boring, so I just started checking things off. I answered
honestly.

Little interest in things I used to enjoy.
Feeling down, and often hopeless.
Trouble falling asleep or staying asleep.
Low energy.

Feeling like I was letting my family down.

When Dr. Mercer, my primary care doctor, walked in, he glanced only
briefly at me and pulled the form I had just filled out from the folder in
his hand, clearly seeing it for the first time as he moved on from his last
patient. In about thirty seconds he had his answer, plain as day to him
right there on the form. I was depressed.

When he said that, I remember thinking it couldn't be right. Depression
was something that happened to other people, and I had never had that
problem. I was just a guy who couldn't sleep. And I already knew things
were off. Work was not going well. Contracts were drying up. Money was
tight and getting tighter. I was second guessing decisions I used to make
without thinking. The kids were a source of stress too, both on their own
and in the toll it all took on my wife. I knew we needed to connect more. I
hardly had time to relax myself.

None of that came up though. He never asked, and for some reason I
never thought to explain it to him. I guess that wasn't his job, was it? But
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he had a solution. He told me he was prescribing Klonopin, said [ would
feel much better, handed me the slip, and told me to come back in six
months.

The whole appointment took less than five minutes, and it was
surprisingly reassuring that someone had a solution to the problem I was
having.

It worked. That is the part people sometimes gloss over in stories like
this. A quarter milligram twice a day, and I slept. When any anxiety crept
in during the day, I took a pill and it crept back out. I was able to relax,
and I was probably a much calmer husband and dad.

Six months later I told Dr. Mercer it had helped, but the symptoms were
coming back. He raised the dose, and then raised it again shortly after,
until eventually I was taking two milligrams a day, three if [ needed it.

Then the pandemic hit. I ran out, and for two weeks I could not get an
appointment for a refill.

I learned very quickly that I could no longer function without a pill every
day, and that was extremely frustrating. I had lived my whole life free of
outside drugs or supplements, and now I had a dependency on
something that had stopped working.

The weeks that followed were physically the worst of my life. Rage that
came out of nowhere. Sadness that flattened me. Electric sensations that
would shoot through my body like lightning bolts. What was even
happening? In about two weeks I got through it, but mostly by luck. Only
later did I read how dangerous it is to stop a drug like that cold, and how
carefully it is supposed to be tapered.

That incident sparked a new obsession. I started reading everything I
could about the medication I had been taking for more than a year.
Dependency. Weight gain. Loss of sexual desire. And something I
recognized immediately: these drugs flatten emotional experience. They
soften the lows, but they mute the highs along with them.
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I felt betrayed in many ways. Why had no one told me about the side
effects? Why had no one told me the relief would be short lived, that my
body would adjust, and that eventually I'd be right back where I started,
only now with no easy way off the medication? Was it one careless
doctor, or something bigger in the way the system functioned?

[ kept going back to that appointment. Five minutes. A form and a
prescription. There was no conversation about what was actually
happening in my life. Not one question about my work, my diet, my sense
of direction, my friendships, the time I spent outdoors, or whether I had
any spiritual life. I get that some of those questions seem off limits these
days, but they felt relevant to me.

If he had asked, here is what he would have found.

I was spending most of every day alone in a dark studio with no windows,
typing into the digital void and waiting for a response in the form of a like
or a comment. Those views and that digital engagement controlled my
revenue, and with it my self worth. I had built a career teaching people
about nature, and I was only in it a couple of mornings a month,
collecting footage I would then spend weeks editing. The work that had
once felt like a mission had turned into chasing views and fighting
algorithms. And why? I had lost my purpose.

I was a biologist. I understood habitats and the needs of individual
animals for a living. And [ had never once turned that lens on myself as a
human.

It took a gorilla to show me.
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03 0 ON ASSIGNMENT

THE GORILLAS OF THE NORTH CAROLINA z00

Around that same time, in 2019, the North
Carolina Zoo hired me to make a
documentary about the work they had
done with their gorillas to solve a problem
that went back centuries. Across the
country, gorillas in zoos kept dying young.
The cause looked different in every era, and
each time, zoos found new ways to improve
life for the animals.

All of that is why a modern zoo is not a
collection of cages. It is a life support ROB & HALEY ON ASSIGNMENT
system for bodies and minds. HORTH CARoRERA =e0
The keepers walked me through what that meant as we filmed it all. The
old monkey houses of steel and concrete were long gone, abandoned
decades earlier when researchers documented what they did to
primates. Animals in those sterile cells developed depression, anxiety,
repetitive rocking, self harm. Their stress hormones climbed and their
immune systems sagged. And the pattern held across every zoo that
measured it, which told the researchers something important. The
problem was never one broken gorilla.

THE PROBLEM WAS THE ENCLOSURE.

So zoos rebuilt the wild, piece by piece. Soil instead of concrete. Trees to
climb and shade to disappear into. Running water. Hills an animal could
put between itself and the crowd on a hard day. And it went far beyond
scenery. Social groups were assembled to mirror wild families, a
silverback, several females, their young, because a gorilla alone is a gorilla
in trouble. Keepers hid food around the habitat so the animals spent their
days foraging the way they would in a forest, instead of waiting at a
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feeding station. There were problems to solve, choices to make, routines
to anticipate.

Every one of those decisions came from the same question, asked over
and over for decades. What did this animal evolve to expect, and how do
we give it back?

The work paid off. The rocking stopped. The depression lifted. The
gorillas played, squabbled, courted, and raised babies. Even the heart
disease that had been quietly killing them faded once the zoos changed
their food to mimic what gorillas actually eat in the wild.

FILMING THE GORILLAS o NORTH CAROLINA

04 0 THE EPIPHANY

WE ARE GREAT APES T0O

[ stood there with my camera and felt the whole story turn around and

point at me.

Habitat. Family. A full day of movement and foraging. Real food. An entire
profession exists to restore these things to captive apes, because we
know beyond argument that a great ape deprived of them will fall apart.
And notice what nobody does. Nobody looks at a depressed gorilla in a
concrete cell and diagnoses it as just a chemical imbalance. Nobody
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hands it a prescription and schedules a six month follow up. We ask what
is missing from its world, and then we try to put it back. That is how you
actually fix it.

Are we that different? We are
great apes too.

[ had spent more than a year
medicated for sounding the exact
alarms a caged animal sounds.
Restlessness. Flattened mood.
Sleep that wasn't full and

WESTERN LOWLAND GORILLA
GORILLA GORILLA GORILLA

restorative. And not one person
along the normal path to getting
help, including me, had thought to examine the zoo I was in. My habitat
was a dark editing studio, a chair, a screen, a phone, and a troop I only
saw through a monitor and via avatars. If a gorilla had been living my life,
there would have been an investigation, and someone would have been in
trouble for it.

That was the epiphany, and it has never let go of me. Humans are not that
different from the animals in the zoo. We respond to captivity the same
way they do. There is only one real difference.

The gorillas have keepers. Trained people watch them for the first signs
of struggle, ask what is missing, and redesign the enclosure until the
animal thrives again. Then they share what worked with other
zookeepers, and every zoo gets better.

Nobody is coming to do that for us. That's just not how it works. We live
in enclosures of our own construction, the office, the car, the apartment,
the feed, and we are both the animal pacing inside and the keeper who
walked off the job.

That is why this book exists. If no one is managing our habitat, we have to
learn to do it ourselves. I'm just trying to point out what I see as the most
important things to look at first.
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05 2 THE BLUEPRINT

SIX ANCIENT PRINCIPLES

Here is what I eventually understood, and it took me years longer than it
should have.

For roughly two and a half million years, our ancestors lived as hunter
gatherers. That is the habitat our bodies and minds were built in. We
cannot go back to it any more than those gorillas can go back to the
forest. But just as the zoo learned to recreate the elements that mattered,
we can bring the elements that matter back into modern life.

Through decades of travel, research, and teaching, I have come to see six
of them. They were once built into every human day. Now we have to
choose them.

o1 DIET. Real food our bodies recognize.
02 MOVEMENT. The daily physical demand we were built to meet.
03 NATURE. The environment our nervous system still expects.

o COMMUNITY. The small, close group that kept every one of our ancestors

alive.
05 PURPOSE. A problem worth solving, and people who need us to solve it.
06 AWE. Regular contact with something that feels larger than ourselves.

When these six are strong, we tend to thrive. When they are weak, we
tend to suffer, and no amount of technology makes up the difference.

06 0 THE ARGUMENT

OUR FIRST LINES OF DEFENSE

That last part is the argument of this book, so let me make it plainly.

10
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These six are our first lines of defense. They are not a lifestyle upgrade or
a wellness trend. They are the conditions our biology assumes, the way a
fish assumes water. For most of human history, nobody had to think
about them, because life supplied them automatically. You moved
because the day required it. You ate real food because it was the only
kind. You lived outside, among the same few dozen people, doing work
that mattered to all of them, under a sky that reminded you how small

you were.

Modern life quietly removed every one of those defaults. And in their
place, it offered substitutes.

A pill for the restlessness that was trying to tell you something. A feed of
a thousand faces for the handful you were built to know and depend on.
A screen of the outdoors instead of the smell, feel, and intensity of the
actual outdoors. A job that pays the household bills in place of a problem
worth solving.

None of these substitutes are evil or bad in any way. Many are useful. I
am typing this on an incredible piece of technology in the comfort of my
studio. But they do not fill the holes left behind when the defaults our
biology is hard coded for go missing. We need to fill those holes, or we
risk falling into a pit we never saw coming.

This is what our modern pill culture really messes up for us, and it is
bigger than pills.

Over the past fifty years, medication has become the first and most
unquestioned response to human suffering. You present symptoms.
Someone evaluates them. You leave with a prescription. Health is
expected to arrive in the bottle.

The thinking behind this is old. In the seventeenth century, Rene
Descartes described the body as something like a machine, a well made
clock. That idea fueled extraordinary medicine. It is why broken bones
heal straight, infections are survivable, and failing heart valves can be
replaced. When the problem is mechanical, the machine model saves
lives.

11
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But not every problem can be fixed by viewing the body as a simple
machine.

For decades, anxiety and depression were explained as chemical
imbalances, much like a mechanic assuming an engine just needs a
change of oil. Correct the chemistry and the symptoms should resolve.
The story was simple, and it sold. It drove the rapid rise of
antidepressants, benzodiazepines, and the rest. The trouble is that the
story has not held up well. For mild to moderate depression,
antidepressants often perform only slightly better than placebo, and
sometimes no better at all over time. They can quiet symptoms in the
short term. Yet they rarely address why someone became anxious or
depressed in the first place.

Worse, the model treats normal human signals as malfunctions. Sadness,
restlessness, and anxiety really are incredible information for us. They
push us to notice, adapt, and change. My restlessness was not a defect. It
was an accurate report on a life that had drifted away from everything I
was built for. When we numb the signal, we lose the message.

And slowly, we lose something else. We stop believing health is
something we help create ourselves and start believing it is something
delivered to us. We hand over the keys and stop taking responsibility for
it in our own lives.

None of this is an argument against medicine, and it is not an attack on
doctors. Every doctor I know personally is doing an incredible job. My
doctor, Dr. Mercer, was doing what the system trained him to do in the
time the system gave him. People get sick and accidents happen, and
doctors do all they can to help with the tools they have. A lot of problems
really are solved, at least in the short term, by the very fixes they offer.

12
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07 2 THE PATTERN

THE WRONG Z00

The argument is about order. Before the pill, before the app, before the
next optimization, check the foundations. Ask what is missing from the
zoo you're living in.

I found out quickly this wasn't just my story. The numbers make that very
clear.

In the United States, deaths of despair, meaning suicide, overdose, and
alcohol related disease, claimed roughly two hundred thousand lives in
2022 alone. Suicide is now one of the leading causes of death for
Americans between the ages of ten and thirty five. We are surrounded by
people who are medicated, distracted, entertained, and digitally
connected, yet quietly unraveling.

You probably see it in your own friends and family. When suffering
becomes that common, it starts to feel normal.

As a biologist, I was trained to read a different meaning into it. When a
group of animals begins to struggle, the cause is almost never individual
weakness. It is a mismatch between the organism and its environment.
Animals do not fall apart at random. They break down when the
conditions they evolved for are stripped away.

We are not the exception. We are the biggest example in the world today,
and yet it's impossibly hard for people to get this into their heads.

The gorillas who lived in those concrete cages were never the problem.
They were just living in the wrong zoo.

Most of us are too. The difference is that there is no keeper coming to fix
our habitats.

That job is ours alone. Consider this book your zookeeper's manual.

13



THE GORILLAS WERE NEVER THE
PROBLEM. THEY WERE JUST LIVING
IN THE WRONG Z00.

OOOOOOOOOO
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08 0 A SELF CHECK

EVALUATE YOURSELF

You are the most powerful advocate for your own health, regardless of how
much money you have. Your real wealth is the knowledge you carry with
you.

For most of human history, the skills of living well were passed from one
generation to the next. Elders, mentors, and close knit communities carried
that knowledge and handed it down. Many of those threads have been cut.
The good news is that we can relearn them, and we can pass them forward
again.

Science is now confirming, faster and more clearly than ever, what those
older cultures knew by practice. But the first step is not a prescription or a
diagnosis. The first step is learning to understand yourself.

No one truly knows you except you.

Outside perspectives matter. Friends, family, and doctors can all offer
insight. But they only see what we show them. They do not see the pain we
carry quietly, the anxiety or grief or sense of being lost that we hide behind
competence and routine. Unless we name those struggles ourselves, no one
else fully can.

So before we go any further, take an honest look.

SIGNS OF THRIVING OFTEN LOOK LIKE THIS

B You wake up rested and ready to begin the day.
B You fall asleep easily and sleep through the night.
B Stress arises, but you recover quickly.

B Your energy feels steady rather than unpredictable.

SIGNS OF STRUGGLE OFTEN LOOK LIKE THIS

B Persistent chest tightness, stomach issues, or unexplained fatigue.
B A constant sense of worry or dread about the future.
B Replaying the past until it pulls you under.

B Avoiding people, places, or responsibilities out of stress or fear.

15
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If the signs of struggle feel familiar, or if the signs of thriving feel distant,
this book is for you.

Perhaps you do not see yourself in these warning signs, but you see them
in someone close to you. A spouse. A child. A sibling. A friend. A neighbor.
If so, this book is for you as well. My hope is to help you rebuild your own
foundations, and then to become a steady presence for the people you
care about.

I have been walking this path since my twenties, first as a nature guide,
then as a university biology instructor, and for most of my adult life as a
science filmmaker trying to make the living world make sense to people.
am not a guru and I am not an outlier. I struggle with the same
distractions, pressures, and uncertainties you do. Everything in this book
I have tested on the one subject I have full access to, which is me.

The six principles that follow are not a prescription. I will walk through
each one with the tools I trust most, evolutionary biology and plain
language, and show you why your body expects it and what happens
when it goes missing. If, after you have rebuilt these foundations, the
warning signs are still there, then go get help and use every tool modern
medicine offers. I mean that.

But start here. Your mind, your behavior, and your understanding of
these foundations are the first tools you have.

They always have been.

16
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[ ] END OF EXCERPT

THANK YOU
FOR READING.

This is the book I am writing right now, and the prologue you just read is
the newest piece of it. The six principle chapters, Diet, Movement,
Nature, Community, Purpose, and Awe, will follow as I finish them, and I
will keep sharing pieces along the way. If you want to see how these
principles work in action, we are living them out in two places.

SNOWCAMP g ARCTIC SWEDEN

ALL SIX PRINCIPLES, LIVED FOR A WEEK.

COLD WATER, WARM PEOPLE MEETING THE LOCALS

Real food, hard days outside, a small crew, and the kind of landscape that
resets your sense of scale. It is the closest thing we know to stepping back
into the blueprint.

SNOWCAMP.STONEAGEFIT.COM

STONEAGEFIT g DIET & FITNESS

DIET AND MOVEMENT, DAY TO DAY.

Our coached programs put the first two principles to work in ordinary life,
which is likely how this excerpt found you.

STONEAGEFIT.COM

© 2026 Rob Nelson. Excerpted from The Ancient Blueprint: Six Principles for Thriving in a Strange
New World. Shared free for personal reading. This prologue describes my personal experience with a
prescription medication. It is not medical advice, and no one should start, stop, or change a
medication without talking to their doctor.
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