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			WARNING:

			This book has been written and published strictly for informational purposes. It is not intended to serve as a manual and in no way should be used as a substitute for actual instruction with qualified professionals. The author and publisher assume no liability for personal injury, property damage, consequential damage, or loss, however caused, from using the information in this book.

			All survival scenarios by nature are life-threatening, and many activities related to wilderness survival are dangerous. The survival techniques described in this book are for use in dire circumstances only, when the survival of individuals depends upon them. Many techniques described herein are illegal outside true survival situations. Some of the information presented in this book, if misused, could help kill you.

			The author and publisher urge all readers to be aware of their own outdoor experience and health status, to consult all laws relating to the protection of land, property, plants, and animals, and to consult health care and outdoor professionals before engaging in any potentially hazardous activity.

		


		
			​

			Preface

			I’ve studied hundreds of books related to wilderness survival to prepare for my 180 days in the wild and 100 days in the boreal forest during winter. Unfortunately, none of these books tackle the subject from a modern, long-term perspective; therefore, I decided to write this book.

			Here, you’ll find advice on developing a strategy and preparing for a wilderness survival situation lasting up to one year. While writing this book, I’ve asked myself: if I could carry only one book on survival, what information and advice would it contain?

			I spent a lot of time gathering and cross-referencing the information and concepts in this book; although they may have appeared in other publications, they have been modified or recreated to best illustrate the points I want to make. 

			This is the book I wish I had read before embarking on my survival adventures. I wrote it because I felt a personal need for it and to organize the lessons I’ve learned through experience and research. I hope it becomes a stepping-stone for survival enthusiasts.

			Here, you won’t find comprehensive information on some topics, such as identifying wild edibles or performing basic wilderness first aid. However, you’ll find an attempt to tackle the vast subject of long-term survival from a broad perspective, with an emphasis on a survival mindset.

			This book doesn’t include a lot of beginner information on survival skills. I do go over various foundational skills, but it is assumed that you have a separate field guide for wilderness first aid and perhaps wild edibles, and that you already own a book or two on wilderness survival.

			The next decades will certainly bring numerous challenges caused by climate change and disruptions to ecology and energy sources. Being more connected to our land, water, food, and power will make us more resilient to these challenges. Living in the wild is not the answer to our converging predicaments, but it sure helps to develop resilience and a perspective that will be increasingly useful in the future.

			I have a desire to share what I’ve learned. The result is this book, Thrive, which is what it is: a bunch of drawings and notes on long-term wilderness survival.

			Juan Pablo Quiñonez
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			​Introduction

			This book is not the usual wilderness survival guide, and it’s not for beginners. There is a vast difference between a short-term survival situation (typically lasting 72 hours) and a long-term situation (lasting more than 30 days). Most books on wilderness survival focus on primitive skills and bushcraft or on staying alive in the short-term while a search and rescue team finds you. Thrive is different. Its guiding idea is: if one had to live in the wild for up to one year with only a single book, what would it contain?

			Thrive provides strategies, tips, and techniques that could be used if you need to survive in the wild for an extended period. This book is for survivalists, bushcrafters, back-to-the-landers, and anyone interested in knowing what it takes to live in the wilderness for an extended period of time, including obtaining a significant portion of food through hunting, foraging, trapping, and fishing.

			I don’t want to discourage the survival- and preparedness-minded readers from putting this book in their bug-out bag, but I want them to know that bugging out during an extended emergency to “live off the land” is not wise. You are better off sheltering in a small community that can withstand natural disasters by feeding itself, protecting itself, and providing its own energy—localization is the main idea. Nevertheless, many of the techniques and information here are helpful in a wide range of situations, including sheltering in place.

			This guide is meant to be used for both preparation and reference in the field. It is organized using a pattern common in many survival books, but that shouldn’t trick you into thinking its contents are the same. Although I will barely scratch the surface of some topics, others will be covered in depth. 

			Thrive covers all seasons, particularly winter, and emphasizes survival in the boreal forest. This guide focuses on remote wilderness locations, and is more appropriate for northern areas, such as Alaska, the Northern United States, Canada, Scandinavia, and Russia. Nevertheless, people in more temperate climates will still find information relevant to their local regions.

			My partner and I spent six months living in the wilderness in 2016, complementing our rations with food that we harvested from the boreal forest. In 2019, I spent a hundred days solo in the boreal forest during the winter months, foraging to complement my small rations. Most recently, I was a participant on Season 9 of The History Channel’s survival series Alone.
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			​Preparation

			“What kept the Baileys, the Robertsons, and Poon Lim alive?
Experience, preparation, equipment, and luck.” 
— Steven Callahan, Adrift

			Proper planning prevents piss-poor performance, or at least it aims to. Long-term wilderness survival is tough—you must have every edge to your advantage. That’s why a very well-thought-out approach and not falling in love with the original plan is critical. Making a plan will help you spot any holes in your strategy, determine what gear you need to change or acquire, and figure out which skills you need to improve. The bottom line is to always have a plan but never expect it to work out without improvisation.

			Having written this, I believe the transformation from knowledge into instinct-like responses through extensive experience is also as important—or even more so—as having a plan.

			​Survival principles

			Before starting preparations, it’s good to consider what I call survival principles. The following ideas help guide every aspect of a plan, from gear selection to foraging strategies:

			Know thyself

			Be aware of your and your group’s strengths and weaknesses. Be mindful of your actual skill level, and take on challenges gradually, according to your experience. Don’t start a challenge for the wrong reasons or without being sufficiently prepared.

			Murphy’s law

			Anything that can go wrong will go wrong. Murphy’s Law is not about being pessimistic. It’s about proper risk management.

			When you are in a situation in which a minor incident can escalate, you must be aware of any potential failures (in your gear, strategy, health, and so on). And you should make plans to deal with those failures. Be ready for unexpected adversity, and be flexible. You can’t truly design a resilient strategy with backup plans if you believe it will be all rainbows and sunshine. 

			Err on the side of caution: if things going south have dangerous consequences, then it’s best to be proactive and prevent an incident from happening in the first place.

			​Keep it simple

			This principle goes along with Murphy’s Law. If your plans, gear, and techniques have multiple moving parts, they will have numerous points of failure. By simplifying things, you can rely on them more, and your backups will also be more straightforward. Simplicity is better than complexity in rapidly changing situations.

			Redundancy

			Two is one, and one is none. Redundancy is a buffer that allows you to function if there is a failure. In mountaineering, redundancy is a principle to live by; ignoring this principle means risking death. In wilderness survival, redundancy can be just as vital. It doesn’t mean that you must have backups for your backups for everything—you must prioritize. If a component of your plan or equipment is critical, you should have a backup or two.

			For gear, it’s better to have alternative means of achieving something instead of just having duplicate equipment. The idea is to decrease weight and bulk and have versatile gear.

			For instance, you could have an axe and a saw instead of having two axes. If you lose one of them, you can still cut firewood with the other. The combination is much more versatile than having two axes or two saws. Also, having alternative means of accomplishing a task results in less likelihood of experiencing the same failure twice. Diversity is resilience.

			​Ten essentials

			Hiking organizations recommend carrying these 10 essentials when traveling in the backcountry: navigation, headlamp, sun protection, first aid, knife, fire starter, shelter, extra food, extra water, and extra clothing. It is a basic list, but it’s a helpful reminder when preparing a gear list. As people become more experienced in backcountry travel, they may need less stuff and only pack exactly what they need for regular outings. The problem is that long-term survival is not a typical outing. To compensate for the tendency of only bringing what you need, consider the 10 essentials and add extra gear in each category. It’s simple and it works.

			Risk versus reward

			Never seek a reward that is not worth the risk. For example, eating a questionable plant or mushroom that is not found in great abundance. Why risk getting severely sick—or worse—for a meager amount of calories? If your actions carry more risk, it must be because that added risk makes an essential difference in your results. If that’s not the case, perform your tasks more safely. For example, cut kindling with a knife and a baton instead of holding the kindling with one hand and using a hatchet.

			​Energy return on investment

			Energy is everything. In survival, you’ll recognize it as heat in firewood or calories in food. Everything you do in long-term survival should first go through a quick mental calculation: will it give you more energy than you will spend? To increase the energy you are acquiring, you should be efficient with your work and always try to conserve energy. Aim to achieve maximum return for the minimum effort.

			Work smart. Avoid working above 60%–70% of your maximum heart rate, for it is less energy efficient. Slow down or take a break if you’re short of breath or your heart is pounding. In addition, your body needs fewer calories when asleep, so sleep more. Work with nature, not against it: use natural cycles and animal habits to your advantage. If you don’t have to stand, then sit; if you don’t have to sit, then lie down. Rest often. Plan things in your mind, and try to find the most efficient way before starting a project. Thinking before acting could save you a lot of energy. In short, if you plan to live off the land, be sure you gain more energy from eating a fish than the energy you used to catch it, prepare it, and cook it.

			Something else to keep in mind is the ​80/20 principle: roughly 80% of the effects come from 20% of the sources. In business, it is often expressed as: 80% of sales come from 20% of clients. This principle also works in reverse: 80% of your sources will only provide you with 20% of your return. Use the 80/20 principle as a rule of thumb to focus efforts on what will give you the most return. Minimize the energy and effort spent on the 80% of sources that provide you with only 20% of return.

			Everything takes more effort

			Sometimes our minds view things from an armchair perspective and believe that building a shelter or doing a project will be relatively quick or easy. That is far from the truth. You can blame that delusion on being relatively well-fed, living in a modern home, and having many modern comforts. In a long-term survival situation, you should expect to be extremely tired, have limited energy and equipment, and suffer unexpected setbacks. You’ll quickly realize you can only work on the most critical things from the list of projects you had initially planned.

			You need every advantage

			This is one of the most important principles. Don’t bring a knife to a gunfight. Set yourself up for success by rigging the game in your favor. Choose the most effective and dependable tactics. Prepare thoroughly and figure things out well in advance. Think fishing nets instead of rods, and steel traps instead of primitive traps.

			​The fact is, living off the wild is extremely hard. Hunter-gatherers have had to deal with feast and famine, and particularly in the North, they often starved. Those who died were people that had lived their entire lives as hunter-gatherers; they knew the land well and had access to healthy ecosystems. There aren’t any emergency handouts in the wild. If the year’s harvest is scarce, you may starve. That is the sacred and natural balance.

			​I roll my eyes whenever I hear or read that if only people had enough knowledge of wild edible plants, they would never starve. Or that some individuals could go naked into the wild equipped with only a knife and survive indefinitely. Ishi, the last surviving member of the Yahi people, might have managed something similar for three years in California in the 1900s (after he was forced to). However, he probably had to steal food from settlers to survive throughout that time. In the end, he could not endure it any longer. He managed to temporarily live alone in the wild only because he had a lifetime of intimate knowledge of his area and total mastery of local hunter-gatherer skills.

			Nature is neutral 

			The bush is neither for nor against you. It is not there to help or harm you. But it sure loves to be unpredictable. Nature is mighty powerful, and you need to adapt to it. It can be quite ruthless or incredibly helpful, but really, it just is. If you have a mindset of man vs. wild, expect to fail. You can’t fight nature and expect to win—you can’t defeat the infinite. It’s best to start from a humble perspective and learn from other earthlings. Nature is the ultimate teacher.

			I’m not saying you shouldn’t pray to nature for abundance, just that nature helps those who help themselves.

			Adapt

			As best you can, adapt your expectations to your circumstances. It often helps to have low expectations. Embrace the suck, and behave like the natives (human and animal). Try to improve your situation continually, unless you are already in a reasonably good position.

			Break the rules

			There are no rules in survival, only guiding principles. Many principles are well-founded and time-tested, but don’t let them impose limits on what you could be capable of if your life were on the line.

			​Survival habits

			Practice the following habits. They will help you act safer, achieve more, increase your awareness, and improve your mindset.

			Always give 100% effort the first time

			Do not rush things when you lack resources and energy. Do a task properly from the start to avoid spending time and effort later redoing the task. Avoid cutting corners unless you absolutely have to.

			I’ve struggled to start a fire in the rain or with a bow drill because I’m taking shortcuts, not fully prepared, or just rushing things. I end up spending more time and energy doing tasks more than once. The irony is that instead of taking shortcuts in difficult circumstances, one should be adequately prepared and give a total effort from the start.

			Safety first 

			The more hazards you have around you, the more you need to manage risk. It’s not the time to take unnecessary risks, but the time to be extra cautious. It can be challenging, but you must be disciplined and use safe techniques and protective equipment. 

			Wearing safety glasses when bushwhacking or leather gloves when using a saw might seem overly cautious to some people. It may seem excessive when surrounded by others, with hospitals just a couple of minutes away. But suppose I’m in a remote area relying on just myself or a small group. In that case, I can’t afford to have an eye injury or to rip my fingers apart—and neither can my group. I err on the side of caution and wear safety gear and use safe techniques, especially when I’m tired or my mind is not at its 100%.

			Having the discipline and humility to take fewer risks allows you to navigate circumstances that others deem too dangerous.

			Never pass up an opportunity

			Use different routes when walking to increase the chances of finding something useful. Explore your surrounding area thoroughly: there may be important resources you missed.

			Nature works in cycles of feast and famine, so if you catch plenty of food, don’t stop—preserve your bounty and keep foraging. And never come back to camp empty-handed: bring back something useful, like firewood or kindling.

			Finding instead of making

			It is generally easier to find stuff than to make it yourself. Take the time to find the ideal materials, such as a particular tree branch for a bushcraft project.

			Don’t lose gear

			Losing gear sucks, but losing something critical like a knife or a fire starter could be devastating (been there, done that). If it happens, don’t dwell on it; accept it and party on.

			To avoid losing gear in the first place, you can do a few things: paint it with bright colors, attach colored lanyards, and avoid having small items in earth tones. Thoroughly test your tool sheaths and holsters to see if they could fail, always close them properly, and even modify them to hold your tools more securely.

			One of the most common times in which a survivalist loses or destroys a fire starter or knife is while lighting a fire.

			Always sweep your resting spots, lunch spots, campsites, or anywhere you sit down. To do an area sweep, slowly walk over all the places where you could have left or dropped something; look at the ground and around any tree branches. Finally, when traveling, make sure any item that could fall out of your pockets or off the sides of your pack, sled, canoe, and so on is tied down. Ensure your gear will stay attached even if it hits a branch. When paddling, always tie down your gear to the boat or to something else.
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			Gratitude

			When your basic needs are not fully met, it is vital to acknowledge what you have. This will help you stay calm and more satisfied. ​Read true survival stories. It helps to put things in perspective and think about stories of people who went through much more demanding circumstances. ​Take the time to enjoy little things like a nice sunset or a drink of water. These moments of gratitude will recharge you.

			​Be here, now

			Being present is the most important habit for survival and life in general. It is helpful in two ways: as a healthy mental habit and for adaptation. There is no fear or worry in the present. Focus on the present if you want to have a grounded mind during a survival situation. Suppose you’re constantly thinking about the future or the past. In that case, the present will pass you by, and it will be harder for you to seize opportunities to be grateful. As a result, your resilience will decrease.

			In addition to the benefits of being mindful, being present-minded will increase your awareness of the changing surroundings and environment, and awareness is the foundation of adaptation.

			Survival wisdom

			Indigenous approach and ​primitive tech

			It is important to analyze Indigenous peoples’ approaches for survival in your local bioregion. Many hunter-gatherers lived sustainably in their bioregions for centuries or millennia. We all can learn a lot from their approaches, but we can’t survive the same way today. Their regions likely had more plants and animals, and the habitats where they lived were more abundant. They also lived in tribes and their knowledge of the land was passed down over generations. What worked for them won’t work for you today.

			The use of primitive technology has advantages and disadvantages, much like modern technology. The main benefits of primitive tech are that it is sustainable (it doesn’t need nonrenewable resources); it is relatively easy to repair, maintain, and create; and it is mainly made from local materials. Some disadvantages are that it tends to deteriorate sooner, it is generally less effective, it requires more knowledge and skill, and it needs more maintenance and care than modern technology requires.

			As you get more experienced and skilled, you might use primitive technology more. Still, for long-term survival, it is best to have it as a complement or backup to modern technologies. You might not get the importance of this point initially, particularly if you like primitive technology, but nature will emphasize this point pretty quickly.

			Revise your plans constantly

			I’ve learned the hard way that you must revise your entire approach on an ongoing basis. For example, if your plan gets delayed and your time frame changes, you need to adjust the whole plan, not just a few things. You may need gear for a different season, more rations, warmer clothes, warmer shelter, or even an entirely different approach. For example, you may have to pull a sled instead of paddling a canoe or use an alternative route.

			You must also revise specific plans, like building a shelter. Maybe there aren’t as many materials out there, or the project requires more effort than previously thought. Maybe there’s too much or not enough snow.

			Sometimes nature will give you strong hints for you to do a task now or later depending on various conditions.

			Romance versus reality

			Reality can be harsh. It’s easy to read a book or watch a show and fantasize about living off the wild—being “one with the forest,” asking for and receiving bounties from Mother Nature, or living off a few deer and rabbits. Things don’t work that way: you starve, you get cold, and you get chronically tired.

			Don’t get me wrong, it can be a unique, life-changing experience, but the romance will quickly vanish. Doing some trial runs helps get rid of this delusion.

			​​​Location

			Location, location, location. I can’t stress this enough. Location is paramount; that’s why many hunter-gatherer societies were nomadic and moved from area to area in search of abundance and seasonal resources.

			At the risk of oversimplifying, the ideal place for a hunter-gatherer camp is near the junction of a big river and the ocean. It provides access to a large territory: the sea, the land, the water upstream, and opportunities for foraging, fishing, hunting, and trapping.

			Inland, the next best thing is a very large lake with a big inlet stream and with a major outlet stream leading to the sea. Another alternative is a large river that leads to the sea. Water is a theme here, and so is change or transition. Other locations won’t be as good, but they could still sustain you.

			Life is more abundant in transition zones: where the land meets the air, a lake meets a river, a forest meets a prairie, the mountains meet the plains, the coast meets the ocean, and so on. For instance, a relatively recent wildfire provides berries in the summer and creates transition zones along a forest.

			However, coastal areas or rivers often entail close contact with civilization. So being in a more remote and less desirable place—at least to civilization—as well as in a warmer climate (less need for calories and work) with greater plant and animal diversity makes sense for a modern hunter-gatherer.

			Water and Food

			Choose a location that has clean water and abundant fish and mammals. A lake with many inlets and outlets has more fish, and the bigger the lake or river, the more fish it will have. Find out how the local Indigenous peoples in your area fed themselves 500 years ago. Did they hunt bison? Did they grow maize, beans, and squash? What were their main staples? These questions can give you hints about which areas are best. The major staples in my neck of the woods were wild rice, moose, caribou, and fish. So an ideal location in my area has habitats for those.

			Transition zones have more food, so naturally, an ideal place has numerous types of terrain with diverse and healthy populations of plants and animals. Look at maps or statistics of ungulate or predator populations to give you a better idea of the viability of an area.

			Vegetation

			A place with varied terrain offers different vegetation and provides more food. A site with various species of coniferous and deciduous trees will provide better shelter materials and resources than a place with just one or two species of trees.

			Access

			The location should be relatively accessible (in and out) but still remote enough. Ideally, there should be snowmobile routes or paddling routes nearby. The more remote an area, the less likely you are of encountering others, but the harder it will be to get rescued or walk out. In an emergency, poor access and continually changing conditions could be a deadly combination.

			​​​Climate

			Gather information on the local climate, including temperatures, precipitation, wind, freeze-up and breakup seasons, water levels, and snow cover. Your notes will help you visualize the challenges you might face and allow you to plan accordingly.

			​Temperatures

			Look at graphs of both monthly mean temperatures and extreme monthly temperatures of the nearest weather stations or towns. Those should give you a good indication of what kind of weather you should prepare to deal with during different seasons.
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			Data: Environment Canada

			To find a diagram of your local weather station, check out meteoblue.com or weatherspark.com and search for its historical temperatures.

			Rain

			In places with plenty of rain, you should find out how many days it rains each month and how much rain you should expect. Look for monthly rainfall averages and average precipitation days. Rain can be a big factor—particularly when coupled with cold. It really intensifies the challenges of staying warm, drying gear, and finding firewood.

			Water levels

			Suppose water is your method of transport in and out of the wild. In that case, traveling when the water is high might be better, depending on the existence of rapids on your route and how water levels affect their difficulty. Be aware of dropping water levels throughout the year because some fishing and trapping methods will have to be adjusted as the levels change. Of course, you’ll be wise to have a tide table on the coast (or a watch with a tide table feature).

			​Snow

			Find out the historical snow depth profiles, as they will let you visualize how deep the snow is at different times of the year. The profiles could help with timing trapping, hunting, and travel activities. In the boreal forest, snow starts to accumulate in October, around the same time as freeze-up. The accumulation peaks in February, declines slightly in March, and falls quickly in April. The snow cover melts ahead of breakup.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Data: Environment Canada

			​Freeze-up and ​Breakup

			In northern places with lots of lakes and rivers, one of the most important stages of the year is the ​freeze-thaw cycle. It can be unsafe and almost impossible to travel during these times of the year, and it can disrupt foraging activities—like fishing. Both animals and humans are greatly affected.

			I didn’t leave early enough before the freeze-up in my winter expedition. I paddled, and after rounding one of the first curves in the river, I had to turn back. Ice had accumulated at the river bend and the river was frozen over. Leave at least 10 to 15 days as a buffer of time when planning something around freeze-up or breakup.

			Air temperature is a huge factor in the freeze-up and breakup dates. The time between the first ice and total freeze-over averages 19 days on rivers and 13 days on lakes, but this changes from location to location and year to year. Generally, rivers freeze later and clear up earlier than nearby lakes due to their currents. Often, before lakes freeze over, a full or partial ice cover will form and then melt.

			Medium-sized lakes require two to three weeks to freeze over after the mean daily temperature drops below freezing. Breakups generally begin with the ice softening before the final thaw. Most lakes thaw completely two to six weeks after the mean daily air temperature rises above 32°F (0°C).

			After the mean daily air temperature drops below freezing, it takes rivers four to five weeks to freeze over, and some small rivers only take two weeks. Breakup on rivers usually occurs three to four weeks after the mean daily air temperature has risen above 32°F (0°C). You can check weekly ​satellite imagery from multiple satellite constellations at the Sentinel Playground (bit.ly/sentinel-hub) to better understand freeze-up and breakup times for a specific region. Check this map (bit.ly/freez-up) if you live above the 49th parallel. 

			​Wind

			Knowing your local prevailing winds is helpful for keeping your camp sheltered and for minimizing campfire smoke. Awareness of the different prevailing winds throughout the seasons can help you make better decisions. Both weatherspark.com and windhistory.com provide historical wind directions and speeds for specific months and seasons.

			​Sunlight

			Another variable to be aware of is daylight hours. You can find charts for your area by searching for a sun graph or ​daylight hours graph on timeanddate.com.
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			​Bugs

			It is quite helpful to know when the season is for mosquitoes, ticks, sandflies, and horseflies in your area. If mosquitoes are a major nuisance, check out the Google search interest of your region (bit.ly/mosq-to) to know when to expect the worst periods.
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			​Trip intel

			​​Maps

			Waterproof topographic maps are more expensive, but they are worth it because they withstand folding, dirt, water, and other field abuse. You can search online and buy a ready-made map, but a custom map is the best option. The benefit of a custom map is that you can customize the scale and the area it covers so that the map aligns better with your purpose.

			The scale I recommend for a custom map is 1:25,000 to 1:50,000 for navigation. 1:25,000 is more detailed but doesn’t cover as much of the area. For a general overview of the area, I recommend a scale of 1:100,000 to 1:250,000. You could use the former scale for navigation in a pinch, but the latter would be difficult to use.

			Either way, you should still mark areas of interest and routes. Here are some useful things to mark in your map that may or may not be already included:

			
					primary and alternative routes to and from camp

					evacuation routes

					location of water sources (ponds, streams, springs)

					food source locations (fruit trees, fishing spots, animal trails)

					roads, fire roads, snowmobile trails, and winter roads

					location of airstrips and railroad lines

					mines, quarries, and dumps

					electricity lines and antennas 

					rapids, portages, and paddling routes

					wilderness lodges and their contact phone numbers or emails

					cabins and boat caches

					hunting and foraging sites and traplines

			

			Locals might be aware of many of the areas of interest above. A few online tools are available to find those points of interest. C​ is great for exploring an area while using different layers simultaneously, such as Global Imagery, USGS Topo, and various topo map layers. If you want a different option than Global Imagery, you can use the Aerial View option in Bing Maps (​) to see an area taken from a different time and with different satellites. The website ​ can be used to find trails and routes, but it primarily only covers places near civilization.

			When using CalTopo, try out the topographic layers and the MapBuilder overlay. To find hard-to-spot human-made structures and paths, explore the False Color IR base layer.

			If you want to dive into a rabbit hole, check out government management plans for the area, as they often include valuable maps and information.

			You can also explore Sentinel Hub (bit.ly/sentinel-hub) to see ​satellite imagery during a specific week and year and see an area change throughout the seasons.

			Sometimes I want detailed topo maps of a route, but that requires too many maps if the trip is long. So what I do instead is print a set of maps on regular printer paper. CalTopo is a good tool for this, although it has limitations in the free version.

			You can print maps on weather-resistant paper, but I usually use regular paper and a waterproof ​map case with a rolling closure, as other types of closures leak.

			Another option for printing free US topo maps is NatGeo maps (bit.ly/nat7geo).

			Finally, if you want full-size custom maps in waterproof plastic or fabric, check out kartamaps.com or mytopo.com. 

			Canadian maps

			Gi​ is an alternative to CalTopo. Although it’s not as good, it has Canadian topo map layers and a third source for satellite images: ESRI.

			In CalTopo, you can add a custom source for Canadian topographic maps: select the “WMS” type, and the “URL template” is the URL address that appears after you visit this link (bit.ly/topo2-ca). Additionally, I highly recommend looking at backroadmapbooks.com. Their topo maps sometimes include information like paddling routes, portages, and snowmobile trails. 

			Other intel

			In addition to maps, print or write down the following information in a waterproof notepad:

			Cache reports: Where is the cache located? Write clear instructions on how to locate it. Include a list of the contents, their expiration dates, and other relevant information.

			Communications plan: How often will you communicate, and what will each party do if communication suddenly fails? Is there an alternative method of communication? When does it make sense to start a rescue? What phone numbers should be called if there is an emergency?

			Radio communication: frequencies, call signs, compass bearings, and contact times. Local NOAA Weather Radio or Weatheradio Canada frequencies for weather forecasts and a list of AM and FM stations in the general area. A tall, improvised antenna made of thin wire can receive AM and FM signals from stations outside the typical range.

			​​​Group

			According to some anthropologists, the ideal number of a hunter-gatherer group is around 25 people, including children and elders. The number of active foragers is about 7–8 people. Based on those numbers and the size of working groups in various settings, a group of 10–12 would be ideal. With modern technology, you could reduce the group size to 5–8 people. Avoid having fewer than that because almost all wild foods are seasonal—you must gather and process them in a relatively short time frame. With many helping hands, you can process more food and preserve it before it spoils. The group can split up in pairs (for safety and support) and work on different places and resources. Small groups have difficulty focusing on different types of foods simultaneously. They may have to prioritize and skip some sources. On the other hand, the larger the group, the larger the need for resources and the more potential for interpersonal conflicts.

			Wilderness areas can’t sustain big groups like agriculture can. That’s why our hunter-gatherer ancestors lived in smaller groups.

			Ideally, the group members should have had past bonding experiences and performed under challenging conditions before embarking on a survival situation.

			Group ​conflict and isolation

			Conflict will happen when you live in close quarters with a group of people 24–7 and don’t have much contact with people outside your group. In a wilderness situation, there will be added challenges. The people in the group will be highly irritable because they will be outside their comfort zones and underfed. This can lead to frustrations and misunderstandings.

			Strategies to prevent or address conflict in these circumstances include having a private journal, using satellite communications to contact people outside your group, having solo projects, or having some alone time every day.

			Other strategies that may help are playing games, meditating, doing breathing exercises, having hobbies, retreating to a quiet place, and even having a time out. To improve the group’s dynamics, it helps to have clear communication and better listening skills. Group conflict is challenging and can make an already difficult situation much worse.

			​Training

			“The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.”
— Norman Schwarzkopf

			You should train and practice five major tenets for long-term survival: wilderness first aid, friction fire, navigation, hunting-gathering techniques, and wilderness trips.

			​​Wilderness first aid

			Wilderness first aid (WFA) courses are nothing like regular first aid courses. In regular first aid, the standard procedure is to call 911. WFA courses teach you to deal with emergencies yourself because you are at least an hour away from help. In reality, even a helicopter could be more than 12 hours away. Stay away from WFA courses provided by standard first aid course providers like the Red Cross; instead, look for courses from organizations that specifically teach WFA. The courses last 16, 40, and 80 hours. If you have the money and time, take the 80-hour course. It’s expensive but worth it. Otherwise, take the 40-hour course. Volunteer as a first aid attendant at outdoor events or work as an outdoors guide to practice your WFA skills.

			​Friction fire

			In an actual long-term survival situation, it’s not likely that you’ll ever need to start a fire with a bow drill. Yet, it’s still worthwhile to be proficient with this skill for two reasons. First, the journey to successfully carving a bow drill kit in the field and starting a fire will ensure you dominate the fundamentals of fire, even under challenging conditions. Second, it will give you the confidence to keep going in the unlikely event you lose all your fire starters.

			It’s easier to learn how to carve a bow drill kit in the field and start a fire with it from a mentor. Another way that takes more practice is watching videos online and learning through experience. I recommend the video bit.ly/bow-DR by Cédrik Grenier as a start.

			​Navigation

			I don’t go over the basics of navigation because I’m assuming they’re already familiar to you. If they’re not, or if you don’t feel very confident with your navigation skills, I suggest you take a course on land navigation with map and compass. You should also be familiar with survival methods of navigation without map and compass. In addition, practicing awareness and observational skills complements your map and compass skills.

			I suggest you read Be Expert with Map and Compass by Björn Kjellström if you want to learn more about land navigation.

			Hunting and gathering

			Unfortunately, sometimes it’s not easy to practice all the hunting and gathering skills we would like, and often it’s almost impossible because of local laws. Still, I think it is wise to practice as many techniques as possible.

			Wilderness tripS

			Doing long and remote wilderness trips is an excellent way to get experience and be more comfortable being entirely on your own. It also allows you to practice being resourceful and to develop resilience by being outside of your comfort zone and experiencing challenging situations.

			Being familiar with the challenges that could arise makes it easier for the brain to act. If you are way out of your comfort zone and are not familiar with the steps that need to be taken, you could panic or freeze. But if it’s not your first rodeo, you can better focus on the whole picture and stay aware of your mindset. A person with less training and experience would be more stressed out and overwhelmed than one who has practiced survival skills to the point where they are almost second nature.

			​Mental preparation 

			Training your mind is even more important than practicing wilderness skills. In the next chapter, I’ll dive fully into the survival mindset. In the meantime, see below for activities you can do to train your mental toughness and resilience.

			When you have a good idea of what to expect in a difficult challenge, you’re less likely to find the reality overwhelming, so research as much as possible, and read survival stories.

			Create a list of your victories and achievements and read it every now and then. Doing this can boost your confidence and rekindle your motivation.

			Visualize what your routine is going to look like. Complete your journey mentally: be specific and use your five senses.

			Practice discipline and exercise your willpower. Forcing yourself to do something unpleasant, like cold showers every day, will test your determination—especially on the days when you least want to.

			​Physical preparation

			​Medical checkup

			Ideally, get blood tests done. The complete blood count and metabolic panel could uncover anemia and other deficiencies in your glucose, calcium, electrolyte, and vitamin levels. Also, get a dental checkup.

			​Nutrition

			To prevent mineral and vitamin deficiencies, take a multivitamin daily for six months prior to your wilderness adventure. That should help load your body with essential nutrients that you may be lacking later.

			Maximize your intake of protein and fat during the months prior to your adventure to train your body to process higher quantities of protein and fat in a short time. Food in the wild appears in cycles of feast and famine, so your digestive system needs to absorb as much nutrition as it can when food is available (mainly in the form of fat and protein).

			Experiment with interval fasting to train your body to work efficiently even if you haven’t eaten in a while, but don’t let this reduce your fat reserves.

			​Bodyweight

			Consider gaining substantial weight. Being fit and active helps you stay strong and be less prone to injury, but being reasonably overweight is an advantage in a long-term survival situation. That’s precisely why the human body has that tendency to put on weight. One pound (0.45 kg) of body fat has roughly 3,500 calories. That translates into the energy required to sustain an average person for one to one and a half days.

			On the other hand, being more muscular than needed is a disadvantage because the body needs more energy to maintain muscle than to retain fat.

			If you want to put on weight fast, one of the most effective ways is to drink a gallon of milk a day and drink shots of olive oil (and eat a bit less than normal).

			If you want to simulate what would happen to your body with different amounts of calorie intakes per day, check out bit.ly/A-bwp. In a long-term survival situation, expect to lose about a pound of fat per day (or slightly more) during the first several weeks.

			​Exercise

			There are a few functional exercises that help you prepare your body. Cutting firewood with an axe and saw exercises the same muscles and allows you to practice the movements you’ll use. It also allows you to improve your technique and safety.

			Forget hiking; go bushwhacking instead. Bushwhacking will help you negotiate obstacles and become less likely to fall and injure yourself. Backpacking is a good way to train your body to carry heavy gear over rugged terrain. Nevertheless, it’s best to avoid backpacking in a long-term situation; it’s very inefficient and restricts the amount of gear you can carry. Paddling through water and traveling on snow are more suitable for unaided travel.

			Also, weighted carries of stones, logs, or water is an excellent way to strengthen your grip, trunk, core, and back. Those exercises can also help you prevent injuries and develop better form when doing many everyday tasks of backcountry living.

			​Cold

			There are a few ways to prepare for a cold environment, but the main one is to expose yourself to the cold. Regular cold exposure forces your body to adapt. It trains your blood vessels to contract and dilate more effectively, improving your cold tolerance in your hands and feet. Using less insulation on your feet and hands is a good way to encourage this process.

			Another significant way the body adapts to cold is by increasing your metabolism—using energy to keep warm. This shifting of gears is not ideal if you’re lacking in energy. That’s why, if you’re not eating enough, you must do everything you can to keep yourself warm with clothing, sleeping bag, shelter, and fire.

			Another way to improve your cold tolerance is by having a diet higher in fat. However, this is not easy in the wild. 

			​Gear

			Before diving into gear later in the book, I’d like to briefly explain the main things you need to look for in equipment.

			It should be durable: most outdoor gear is designed to be used only occasionally. Be careful that the equipment you choose will at least last an entire season of hard use. Paying attention to the materials, design, and construction can tell you if a product will last. Still, the best way to know is really through trial by fire. Field testing can show you where potential points of failure are so that you can reinforce them.

			Durability often comes with the drawbacks of added bulk and weight. You can’t have it all. Unfortunately, lightweight gear compromises affordability or durability. Think carefully about those compromises and decide what’s best for you.

			Multipurpose items enable you to cope with a broader set of circumstances, but there’s a balance to it. If your piece of equipment aims to do too many things, it won’t be good at any of them.

			​​​Risk management

			“No plan survives first contact with the enemy.” 
— Helmuth von Moltke 

			​Contingency planning

			Always plan for the unusual and unexpected. It helps to:

			
					regularly pay attention to weather conditions;

					strategize worst-case scenarios;

					always carry a survival kit (or at the very least, a fire starter); and

					avoid traveling solo.

			

			Send a detailed copy of your planned route and location with potential evacuation routes and expected return time to two emergency contacts. If you want to go a step further, include a GPS waypoint file of your route and the general direction you would take in an emergency if all goes to hell. Establish a date and time with your two contacts to call SAR/911 if you are not back by that time, but leave a generous buffer.

			Carry a rechargeable NOAA Weather Radio to receive weather forecasts (this may not work in remote areas). Or keep it simple and observe the wind and sky conditions once in a while. Be vigilant of developing events, such as tornadoes and wildfires. Have a plan.

			Avoid traveling solo. Being solo in the wild is not a death sentence, but make sure your skill level is appropriate. And make sure you do everything you can to manage the risks, such as carrying a survival kit on your person if you’re solo in a remote wilderness area. The bare minimum you should have is a signaling mirror, a fire starter, and a personal locator beacon. 

			Scenario planning will allow you to prioritize and execute tasks during an emergency much more efficiently. It pays to stay ahead of potential problems. You should visualize the failure of every critical stage of your plan and piece of equipment, then figure out what you would do in response. Maybe you’ll come up with a better approach or add alternative means for certain tasks.

			As part of your scenario planning, you must designate self-evacuation routes along your area. You, or your rescuers, might need to use them, so leave a copy with your emergency contacts.

			​Risk Management

			It pays off to do a serious risk analysis for something as challenging as long-term survival:

			
					Identify possible threats.

					Assess your plan’s vulnerability to those threats.

					Determine the likelihood and consequences of specific failures.

					Identify ways to reduce, avoid, share, or accept those risks.

			

			Potential risks in a long-term survival scenario include injury, starvation, fires, poisoning, harmful wildlife encounters, drowning, cold weather issues, infections, and death.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			​Personal ​survival kit

			A good kit needs to be portable because if you don’t have it with you, what’s the point? When building your kit, think about the possible scenarios you could use it for. How is it going to play a role? There are seven primary needs that a basic 72-hour survival kit should cover: first aid, navigation, fire, signaling, knife, water, and shelter.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Below are some ideas for building a kit. Adjust the list to your specific needs.

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							Quantity

						
							
					

					
							
							First Aid

						
							
							1

						
							
							Bandage

						
					

					
							
							
							1

						
							
							Duct tape (8 ft / 2.5 m)

						
					

					
							
							Navigation

						
							
							1

						
							
							Compass (Ranger SL Silva fits inside bottle)

						
					

					
							
							
							1

						
							
							Headlamp (Fenix HM23 or Petzl e+LITE)

						
					

					
							
							Fire

						
							
							2

						
							
							BIC lighters (in a ziplock bag, preferably piezoelectric)

						
					

					
							
							
							25

						
							
							Waterproof storm matches with strikers

						
					

					
							
							
							6

						
							
							Tinder petroleum jelly cotton balls (in a ziplock bag)

						
					

					
							
							Signaling

						
							
							1

						
							
							Signaling mirror

						
					

					
							
							
							1

						
							
							Waterproof whistle

						
					

					
							
							
							1

						
							
							PLB (for remote areas, won’t fit in bottle)

						
					

					
							
							
							1

						
							
							Orange contractor bag (rain poncho, shelter, signal)

						
					

					
							
							
							20 ft

						
							
							Wire (repairs, snares, smoke generator)

						
					

					
							
							Knife

						
							
							1

						
							
							Knife (Mora Eldris fits inside bottle)

						
					

					
							
							Water

						
							
							20

						
							
							Water treatment tablets (Aquatabs)

						
					

					
							
							
							1

						
							
							Stainless steel bottle or empty food can

						
					

					
							
							Shelter

						
							
							15 ft

						
							
							Paracord (MIL-SPEC)

						
					

				
			

			​​Personal locator beacon

			If you want your kit to be as effective as possible, you can’t go wrong with a Personal Locator Beacon (PLB). These devices are meant only to be used if your life or limb is in danger. There is no subscription, and you can rest assured it will have a battery. The only catch with a PLB is that you shouldn’t get complacent; it could take hours or days to get rescued, just like with any other satellite emergency device. See the chapter on electronics for further information.

			​Extras

			Trying to cover the need for a shelter and keep the kit very compact is not easy. I recommend a sil-nylon​​ poncho tarp (Rab or Sea to Summit). Unfortunately, space blankets and other disposable shelters can’t be relied upon. In buggy areas, head nets are life-changing. I recommend having them. In winter, an excellent addition to a kit is a pot, bottle, or can for melting snow and boiling water (an empty can may be used if the inside lining is burned first). Another item to consider adding is a pocket chainsaw.

			The ​bare minimum

			When I spent 100 days solo in the boreal forest during winter, I carried a small kit that consisted of a lighter (in a plastic bag), a Personal Locator Beacon, and a ​signal mirror. That’s usually the same kit I carry in my Personal Flotation Device (PFD) when wilderness canoe tripping. The idea behind this minimal kit is that if I’m separated from my gear and my life or limb is in danger, I can fire up my PLB and spend a few nights with just those items waiting to be rescued.

			​​​Caching

			Caching gear and food is a time-tested technique used for long expeditions. Cached rations and equipment (woodstoves, steel traps, fishing nets, etc.) are a tremendous asset in a long-term situation. In remote areas where there are no paddling routes and everything has to be carried on foot, caching food and gear makes a lot of sense.

			Once you have determined what you’ll cache, you can look for a potential site. Topographic maps and satellite imagery can help you pick an area, but you must visit the site to see if it is viable. When visiting potential locations, have a map, compass, tape measure, GPS, notepad, and a small shovel to test the ease of digging if you are burying your cache.

			If it will be a long time before you retrieve your cache, place it in a location that is relatively easy to find with instructions. There should be specific landmarks that can be used to take compass bearings and locate the site. Consider the changing seasons and weather conditions with regards to ​site location. Will changes in the seasons leave the cache site exposed or make it impossible to retrieve? Is the cache difficult for wildlife to access?

			Once you have found a suitable location for your cache, prepare straightforward instructions for locating the site. Don’t rely solely on your memory. The instructions should be clear enough so that someone who has never been in the area could use them to recover the cache.

			The two most practical ways of making a wilderness cache are burial or concealment. Burial is an easy method for a small cache as long as it is packaged in a waterproof container, but a big cache might need to be concealed instead.

			Concealment uses natural features to hide the cache, and it requires less effort and equipment than burial. For example, a concealment cache may be hidden beneath a natural deadfall. The primary disadvantage to concealment is the possibility of accidental discovery. Therefore, concealment is best used in remote areas or when rapid access is needed.

			There are two main threats to your cache: people and wildlife. It is easier to guard against discovery by concealing the site thoroughly. But animals are harder to protect against, particularly bears. The best prevention is having gear with minimal or no attractive odors. An airtight food cache with flour, grains, sugar, salt, and other powdered foods that don’t emit odors should work.

			If the main concern is bears, then try one of the following:

			
					Store your cache on an island or peninsula.

					Have a hanging or raised cache.

					Bury your cache and cover it with big rocks as a deterrent.

			

			A determined bear is a formidable adversary, so it’s better to make your cache unattractive in the first place by ensuring there are no alluring odors.

			Surplus ammo boxes, buckets with lids (with functioning O-rings), and large diameter pipes are potential ​cache containers. One of the most practical containers is the five-gallon bucket. Although carrying a bucket is a bit awkward, it holds a lot of stuff, and it’s cheap and waterproof. If you use a smaller container, like an ammo box, check that the gasket is in good condition. And check that it is watertight by filling it with water and turning it upside down. Even if you believe your cache is waterproof, you should still place the contents in waterproof bags. For food caches, Mylar bags are a good option. If moisture could be an issue, place silica gel packets inside.

			​​​Miscellaneous tips

			
					Keep your gear well organized. Always have a designated place for each item. Never leave equipment down on the snow or ground. Place it in a pack, a pocket, or hang it in a visible spot.

					Prioritize knots that can be easily undone, such as the bowline, friction hitch, or clove hitch; this is particularly helpful in cold weather. Don’t cut cordage unless you truly need to.

					Don’t discard scraps of plastic, cloth, cordage, or metal. They may be useful later on.

					When scouting an area, instead of covering the area by foot, use a monocular (or binoculars) to save energy.

					To better observe a faraway object with plain sight, form a small hole with your closed fist and look through it.

					To better listen and pinpoint a faint sound, cup your ears with your hands and slowly rotate your head side to side.

					It takes your eyes about 20 minutes in the dark to get dark-adapted. You can’t see colors in full dark-adapted mode because you only use rods (see below). If you want to preserve your ​night vision, only use the faintest light possible. In very low light, you can see best by not looking directly at an object but slightly off to the side. If the light is brighter and you start to see some colors, you’re beginning to use your cones, and your night vision will decrease. It’s more important to keep your light source extremely dim than to use specific colors (green is best anyway). If you require color vision—for instance, when reading a map—then use dim light and close one eye to keep it fully dark-adapted.[image: ]



			

		


		
			​Mindset

			​The will to survive

			Survival is 90% mental. Gear and training are useless if you’re an emotional wreck. The will to survive is the most vital survival aid. It is the fusion of various key mental factors. Some of those factors are purpose, attachment, character, humor, training, and preparation.

			This chapter will describe the components of a survival mindset and recommend techniques for strengthening your mental toughness and resilience. In the long run, your mindset is everything.

			What is ​Resilience?

			Resilience is the choice to move through difficulties, find strength in your weaknesses, and serve a purpose bigger than yourself.

			It starts by taking responsibility for how you respond to what happens to you. Instead of taking the path of excuses, find the strength and purpose to face the path of pain and hardship, of fear and suffering.

			Intelligence, creativity, and motivation allow a resilient person to find ways of coping. To apply those traits confidently and persistently, optimism is needed. Optimism requires finding a sense of control within the chaos. Optimism, intelligence, creativity, and motivation lead to genuine hope, confidence, and resilience.

			Resilient people

			Resilient people are exceptionally determined and persistent and will keep going when the only choice is to continue or die. In dangerous, unpredictable circumstances, they can stay focused to attain their goals. After a significant threat passes, their stress response goes back to normal.

			They tend to be honest and possess a robust set of values that they strive to follow. Altruism, helpfulness, empathy, and compassion are some of their traits. They turn tragedy into action by helping others. Resilient people often have a good sense of humor. They understand that change is normal and can see it as an opportunity for growth.

			People who plan for the future tend to be more resilient. They know life will be hard at times, so they prepare for hardships. They are determined and persistent in pursuing their goals while maintaining a relatively balanced life.

			​Foundation

			​Identity

			Your identity provides guidance during difficult times. By distinguishing who you are, who you are not, and who you want to be, you can further integrate strengths found in others.

			Have role models, and do as they do. Identity is powerful: it guides our actions, and our actions shape our feelings.

			​Purpose

			“Those who have a why to live can bear almost any how.” 
— Friedrich Nietzsche

			Why are you in this world? Why is that reason so important that you are willing to go through blood, sweat, and tears for it? What really drives you? Be prepared to have those answers at your fingertips when you hit the walls of hardship and doubt.

			Without purpose, we can survive, but we cannot thrive. Your beliefs, assumptions, and expectations about the world and yourself shape your personal meaning. The sense that your life has meaning will enable you to withstand greater adversity. History has proven that having a purpose is an excellent aid to survival.

			You must create your own purpose. Finding meaning through tending to others’ needs is a good starting point. Often, it boils down to serving something greater than yourself.

			Finally, in survival, having a purpose is not enough. It must also be broken down into simple tasks so that you can handle tough times one step at a time.

			​Responsibility

			“God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” — Reinhold Niebuhr

			Taking responsibility for your life is the most important habit to build. The more ownership you take for your actions, life, and happiness, the more resilient you are likely to be.

			You are responsible for your reactions, your intentions, and your attitude. We have limited control over the world, yet we are responsible for our happiness. No one else is. The only choice entirely in our power is to accept or reject whatever we cannot control. Focus your power on what you can control.

			Even if events are outside their control, resilient people find something to be responsible for. The less power we have over external events, the more crucial it is to practice agency in yourself.

			“Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” — Viktor Frankl

			Confidence

			Having a realistic belief in your ability to manage challenges is key to a resilient mindset. This belief is forged through training and similar experiences. Resilient people show self-reliance by meeting their needs or solving their problems by themselves, and not depending solely on others. Assessing your strengths—such as the personal, social, and material resources at your disposal—will reduce the stress from your challenges.

			Having an inventory of the obstacles you have overcome and remembering what it was like to overcome them will give you a confidence boost.

			On the other hand, over-positivity can be toxic and disastrous. There is incomprehensible wisdom in our intuition, so it’s extremely important to listen to it.

			​Worldview

			Survival worldviews are very personal. What works for one person may have the opposite effect on another. Ultimately, you must develop your own worldviews from within.

			​Prayer

			When things get very tough, people pray. Praying is so common among survivors that its importance can’t be ignored. It aids a person’s survival by reducing anxiety and keeping hope alive. Prayer unites many tools of resilience: gratitude, perspective, humility, and purpose. Announcing your needs, desires, worries, and goals in a focused attitude can help you become aware of the actions you may need to take.

			“Prayer cannot bring water to parched fields, or mend a broken bridge, or rebuild a ruined city; but prayer can water an arid soul, mend a broken heart, and rebuild a weakened will.” 
— Abraham Joshua Heschel

			​Spirituality

			To endure, you must draw on a belief or emotion for strength—it may be faith in a higher power or a relationship with a significant person in your life. Some draw strength from belief in themselves and their abilities.

			When some people get thrown into a new, harsh environment, they become uprooted and disoriented. Their world is gone, and they cannot adapt. On the other hand, people with a solid personal ideal will carry that ideal wherever they go. They are rooted in their ideal. It doesn’t have to be religious or intellectual. As long as this belief cannot be shattered, it will be a source of strength.

			Spirituality and religion may give meaning to one’s suffering, making it easier to adapt to challenges and even see them as opportunities for spiritual growth.

			Be open to greater-than-normal assistance. Many survivors report being given a sudden calm, guidance, or presence that helped them deal with a crisis.

			​Stoicism

			“Do not try to make things happen the way you want, but want what happens to happen the way it happens, and you will be happy.” — Epictetus, Stoic philosopher

			Stoicism is a practical philosophy that aligns well with resilience. One lesson from the Stoics is to focus our attention and efforts where we have the most power and to let the universe run as it will. Distinguishing between what is under our control and what is not will save us lots of energy and worry.

			If we have adequate mental health, our behaviors and choices are under our control. Although we may be able to influence it, everything else is outside our control. Our concern should lie with what is under our control, and everything else should just be handled with calmness and self-control.

			Another lesson is to constantly examine our impressions and our initial reactions to events, people, and things. Pause and take a deep breath. Realize that if something irritates you, your mind is complicit in the annoyance. Then ask whether what provoked the impression is under your control. If that’s the case, you should act on it. If it isn’t, you should regard it as not of your concern.

			Stoics also reminded themselves of the impermanence of things: whatever benefits us or sets us back will eventually pass. The only constant is change.

			Another good habit is to ask ourselves how to match our resources to cope with each challenge—such as facing pain with endurance and problems with patience. Stoics strive to use every occasion to exercise their virtues and become better human beings.

			After James Stockdale’s plane was shot down in the Vietnam war in 1965, he had a few seconds to say goodbye to his freedom before landing on enemy territory. He whispered to himself, “Five years down there at the least. I’m leaving the world of technology and entering the world of Epictetus.” James is the source of the Stockdale Paradox explained later in this chapter.

			“If there’s a remedy when trouble strikes, what reason is there for dejection? And if there is no help for it, what use is there in being glum?” — Shantideva, Buddhist philosopher

			Attachment to others

			The strong bonds you have with loved ones and the powerful thoughts about them can be a powerful motivation and a sustaining force for survival. At the same time, thinking about your loved ones can also be quite debilitating when you are isolated (see Extreme Isolation later in this chapter).

			​Training

			​Training to become resilient

			Resilience can only be built through practice because it is actions that change who we are. Practice and repetition are necessary to integrate something new into our character.

			People who are trained and know what to expect in a survival situation will be more competent should such a situation arise. Training removes the fear of the unknown, and repeated drills enable you to function at an automatic level. It is at this automatic level that most people function during stressful situations. 

			​Stress inoculation TRAINING

			Stress inoculation training is based on the idea that you can train your brain to better cope with stressful situations. It is divided into three phases: (1) conceptualization, (2) skills acquisition and rehearsal, and (3) application and follow-through. The details of the three phases are as follows:

			
					In the conceptualization phase, the aim is to form a reliable mental picture and fully understand the situation you are preparing for. You can study accounts of others’ experiences or expose yourself to realistic yet manageable conditions that give you an accurate idea of what challenges to expect. In this stage, you learn what helps you deal with those challenges and what doesn’t.

					In the skills acquisition and rehearsal phase, you practice problem-solving and develop coping skills while participating in realistic training scenarios. There is an emphasis on emotion-focused coping—i.e., to relieve the effects rather than the causes of the problems. The purpose of this phase is to acquire and master a set of coping strategies by engaging in gradual exposures.

					In the application and follow-through phase, you are exposed to more stressful situations where you apply your coping skills. Through gradual exposure, you reach a confidence level that allows you to cope in realistic settings.

			

			This training regimen is how individuals prepare for demanding, stressful situations.
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			​Negative visualization

			Negative visualization consists of intentionally thinking about potential, undesirable scenarios while reminding yourself that they are not as bad as they seem because you have the inner resources to deal with them.

			This could be disastrous in challenging moments and should only be done before finding yourself in a threatening scenario, such as a dangerous animal encounter.

			Visualize the worst that can happen, and mentally rehearse what you’ll do. Instead of worrying aimlessly, use that energy to prepare mentally. Envision yourself overcoming the adversity. This technique may decrease your fear of those scenarios and prepare your mind to deal with them if they happen, and it can also remind you to feel grateful for the good times.For positive visualization, see the Tactics section.

			​Meditation

			Meditation is recommended again and again as an aid to resilience. There are countless benefits, but ultimately, regular meditation teaches you that your thoughts are not your mind. Meditation helps you truly integrate that idea and not just understand it at an intellectual level. That is such a simple but powerful lesson. Once you incorporate this understanding, it becomes easier to practice mindfulness (observing thoughts without judging or being caught up by them). This separation from your thoughts allows you to be more effective at staying calm, practicing self-control, and dealing with challenges.

			Simple ​concentration practice

			The following is a simple meditation practice that calms and focuses the mind. Find a quiet, comfortable place to sit or lie down. Don’t try this if you are tired and will fall asleep. Find a time of day that works. If time is in short supply, set an alarm for 10 or 20 minutes. A simple technique for tracking time is to use meditation beads (a similar idea to pace count beads).

			If your mind is agitated, try 10 minutes of square breathing right before meditation (see the next page).

			Focus your awareness on the sensations of breathing. Try to focus on your inhalations and exhalations throughout the entire practice. If it helps, count each full breath up to four or ten, then repeat. If you lose track, start over at one. You can also use words such as in/out, inhale/exhale, or rising/falling instead of counting. If you notice your mind wandering, gently return your attention to your breath.

			Relax as you breathe. Let thoughts, sounds, and feelings come and go. Don’t try to silence your mind. Instead, disengage from your thoughts; neither resist nor pursue them. Simply try to be in the present. Let go of the past, and don’t plan for the future. You are setting this time exclusively for meditation. There is nothing to solve and no other place to go. Without effort, see if you can feel a sense of peace and contentment.

			With regular practice, you might find that you have fewer distracting thoughts and start to feel separated from them. This sense of separation will allow you to detect when negative thoughts arise and as a result, gently redirect your mind into a positive place. Another significant benefit of meditation is the tranquility gained from being present in the now.

			With concentration practice, the aim is not to calm your mind, but this might happen indirectly. You should never try to forcefully quiet your mind because that’s like shaking a snow globe to stop the snow from falling. If you want to still your mind, you can focus slightly on your breath and let your “snow globe” calm itself with the help of time and meditation.

			​​Deep breathing

			Deep breathing is a ridiculously simple but powerful technique. Breathe in fully and exhale fully. Take a short pause and start again. Doing a series of 10 or 20 deep breaths is an effective way to calm your body and mind. Use it whenever you feel anxiety or stress creeping in.

			​Breath control is an essential practice for developing mental toughness. You can almost always control your breath, and controlling your breath will help shape your feelings, thoughts, and actions. Slow, deep breaths help calm your body; your mind will soon follow.

			Breath control can promote healing, build energy, balance your emotions, and help you perform under stress. Concentrating on a single thing helps calm yourself down and increase your sense of control. It becomes easier to choose what to pay attention to, and to leave worries, stressors, fears, and distractions outside of your focus. In short, breath control helps dial down your body’s stress response. 

			​​Square breathing

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Square breathing is a simple yet very effective technique for focusing and calming your mind. This technique is named after its equal intervals of inhalation, retention, exhalation, and suspension.

			Square breathing requires more concentration than just taking deep breaths. It is easier to practice in distracting or challenging conditions because it requires more attention. It helps to do a few breathing cycles before doing something way outside your comfort zone or if you need to calm yourself down.

			Start by exhaling all the air from your lungs. Inhale through your nose for a count of five, and hold your breath for a count of five. Exhale slowly through your nose for a count of five, and hold the exhaled breath for a count of five. Repeating a powerful mantra on each hold may increase the benefits. Practice square breathing at least once a day for five to ten minutes. This skill is very useful because it can be applied during highly stressful conditions.

			​Power breathing

			This breathing technique developed by ​Wim Hof uses a combination of controlled hyperventilation and breath-holding to induce a short stress response from your body—the opposite aim of square breathing. This brief stress trains your body to tolerate stress and become more mentally and physically resilient.

			It is recommended to practice this right after waking up or on an empty stomach.

			This exercise involves hyperventilating, so don’t do it in environments where fainting is dangerous, such as around water. Sit or lie down. Follow these steps:

			
					
Hyperventilate: close your eyes and focus on your breath. Breathe in deeply through the nose or mouth, and breathe out unforced through the mouth. Breathe through the belly, then chest, and let go. Repeat 30 to 40 times at a fast pace. It is normal to feel light-headed and a tingling sensation.

					
Exhale and hold: after the last exhalation, take a final breath as deep as possible and let it out completely. Hold the exhalation for as long as possible until you can’t resist the urge to breathe again.

					
Recover: take a big breath in. Hold it for 15 to 20 seconds and let it go; this completes one cycle.[image: ]



			

			Do three to four cycles without pause. Then contemplate your mental state. You may also take advantage of this calm mindset and meditate afterward.

			The benefits of this breathing exercise come from the induced stress response, including releasing adrenaline, boosting the immune system, and reducing inflammation. Intense exercise provides similar benefits, but it’s not appropriate for long-term survival.

			When working hard, focus on exhaling fully, and use belly breathing to increase the level of oxygen in your blood. This oxygenates your muscles better and increases your endurance and strength.

			​​​Survival ​stressors

			Strenuous events are not stress; stress is what you may feel as a response. Stressors often stack up and may cause your body to “fight, flight, or freeze.” Knowing what stressors to expect and developing strategies to cope with them are essential. Below are some stressors you may experience. 

			Injury and illness: an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure:

			
					Manage risk, use safer techniques, and wear protective equipment.

					Treat water and cook meat thoroughly.

					Have a comprehensive wilderness first aid kit.

					Avoid being alone.

			

			Uncertainty and lack of control: having a routine and practicing acceptance helps you manage uncertainty and change.

			Environment: the weather, terrain, insects, and animals may create a hostile environment; have a plan. Adequate clothing and shelter, and bear spray, are a good start. 

			Hunger and thirst: dehydration must be dealt with quickly or your body and mind will deteriorate quickly. Starvation will make you weaker and much more irritable.

			Fatigue: conserve your mental health and physical strength by any means. Use the most efficient methods, and maximize your downtime.

			​Isolation: communicate with others, and have an emergency contact. Listen to the radio if possible.

			​Reactions to stressors

			Below are some of the reactions to stressors you might experience in a survival situation. Try to practice your own strategies to address each response.

			​Fear: is our emotional response to what we believe is dangerous and reminds us to be cautious. You can address fear with knowledge, protective equipment, breath control, and gradual exposure.

			​Anxiety: is an uneasy feeling we get in hostile situations. Staying busy, being present, and deep breathing may reduce anxiety. In addition, your body could also be telling you that something is wrong and that you need to avoid the situation or do something about it.

			​Anger, ​frustration, and ​depression: frustration may happen after a few failures and may lead to anger. Getting lost, damaging or losing equipment, brutal weather, and challenging terrain are some sources of frustration and anger. Chronic frustration and anger wear down the mind and body and may cause stupid choices and a state of helplessness. So, tackle anger and frustration early on. Breath control, breathing exercises (e.g., deep breathing and power breathing), humor, and a party on attitude will help.

			​Loneliness and ​boredom: we are social creatures. When faced with multiple stressors, even people who enjoy solitude will find it challenging to cope with loneliness. Keep busy and focus on the present.

			How ​stress affects us

			When the brain perceives a threat to survival, the nervous system releases adrenaline into the circulatory system. That happens automatically and is the basis for the fight, flight, or freeze response. One of its consequences is an increased heart rate. It is believed that an elevated heart rate impairs first the fine motor skills—such as lighting a match—and then the complex motor skills —such as shooting a bow. On the other hand, gross motor skills—such as running—are barely affected.

			In a survival situation, it’s essential to stay calm to perceive the situation clearly. Panic impairs your judgment. You need to be able to observe, plan, and act. Here is where square breathing and a powerful mantra help.

			“Relax. Look around. Make a call.”
— Jocko Willink, former Navy SEAL

			Most people under stress can only perform the most basic tasks because stress affects our memory and alters our perception. You make mistakes, see less, hear less, and miss more signs. Some people freeze in place, act irrationally, and are incapable of thinking clearly.

			Under extreme stress, your vision and attention narrows, and you may not notice important things. People may imagine they will rise to the occasion, but in reality, they fall to the level of their training.

			Dealing with ​fear

			“Perhaps the greatest survival skill of all is the ability to maintain harmony in the face of seeming chaos.” 
— Cody Lundin

			Keep fear in check by focusing your attention, thoughts, and feelings, and choosing how you speak and act. Being prepared, trained, and aware of your fears will go a long way. 

			
					Stay busy.

					Keep your imagination in check: stick to the facts.

					Control your breath.

					Be present, for there is no fear in the now.


					Ask for help. Pray.

					Use humor and party on!

			

			Extreme ​isolation

			Being isolated is not necessarily negative, but prolonged solitude may turn into loneliness. Many people have been isolated for long bouts of time: polar station residents, submarine crews, prisoners of war, and prisoners in solitary confinement. Reading about their experiences may help you understand what to expect. Research suggests that manual hobbies, music, sports, exercise, communication, entertainment, knowledge of the ordeal’s duration, and family photos help.

			The ideal team members to have with you during an experience of extreme isolation would be emotionally stable, have strong motivations and abilities, and possess a good sense of humor. They would be kind, share their emotions, help each other, and be sensible toward others.

			Both being completely alone and being isolated with a group can be highly challenging. These activities are very helpful when dealing with isolation: communicating with the outside world; listening to shortwave and AM/FM radio; reading; working on a project; embarking on a demanding hunt; journaling; playing games; and listening to music, podcasts, and audiobooks.

			Exhaustion can also help you sleep at night rather than dwell on feelings and thoughts.

			On the other hand, knowing some of the benefits of solitude can help you see the bright side. It can be an opportunity for freedom, connecting with yourself and nature, reflection, creativity, and feeling more alive.

			Avoid thinking about loved ones too much if you’re in for the long haul because it will cause debilitating emotional effects. If you can’t avoid these thoughts, try restricting them to a specific time and duration.

			If you have any emotional loose ends or past trauma, there is a big chance that they will reveal themselves during periods of extreme isolation or stress. So be prepared to confront them.

			Your past may cause you to feel lonely, but there’s usually something in the present that sets off those thoughts to begin with. Identify those triggers, and have a go-to activity for when you feel loneliness creeping up on you.

			​Observing

			​Situational Awareness

			Awareness is crucial because you must know what is happening before acting appropriately. To gain situational awareness, ask yourself: Why am I here? What’s going on around me? What am I going to do about it?

			Having humility allows your mind to be more open and, as a result, more aware of things you might miss with a know-it-all mindset. Keep all your senses alert. Don’t miss an opportunity or a threat.

			To have a clearer perspective, avoid self-deception or denial, and avoid being too pessimistic or optimistic. Strive to see the world as it is.

			Perform tasks consciously to minimize the time spent on autopilot. There is nothing wrong with being on autopilot during certain situations—especially stressful ones—as training develops muscle memory that helps you act effectively and instinctively when your conscious mind is just not up for the task. But strive to maintain a healthy fluctuation between acting consciously and on autopilot according to the context.

			“Perceive, believe, then act.” 
— Laurence Gonzales, Deep Survival
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			The ​Stockdale paradox and ​active hope

			“You must never confuse faith that you will prevail in the end—which you can never afford to lose—with the discipline to confront the most brutal facts of your current reality, whatever they might be.” — James Stockdale

			You must maintain clarity about your reality, no matter how harsh. But at the same time, you must find a way to retain hope. That’s the paradox. Without hope, there’s no survival. Yet, hope, an optimistic mindset expecting positive outcomes, is not enough in the face of overwhelming odds. Instead, practice active hope: perceive reality, have a goal, and work towards it. Hope should feed the struggle.

			Hardships will eventually end, one way or another. Remind yourself during your most painful moments that things will change.

			Attention

			“The best survivors spend almost no time . . . getting upset about what has been lost, or feeling distressed about things going badly.”
— Laurence Gonzales, Deep Survival

			Recognizing the signs of danger and learning from mistakes is crucial, but dwelling on the negative is counterproductive. If you are not improving your situation, you’re wasting your time. And the clock is ticking. Take the time to feel your emotions, then move on.

			We command our lives by directing our attention, thoughts, and feelings. Whatever we focus on, there we are. We shape our world by focusing our attention and changing what we think, feel, say, and do. Our attitude filters our reality, for good or ill. Everyone sees life through their own uniquely tinted lenses. So, if you find yourself immersed in negativity, gently but firmly turn your attention toward the positive.

			Being aware of your mental self-talk and steering it takes effort. Meditation is a significant aid because it helps you witness your thoughts.

			Starve the fear wolf and feed the courage wolf inside your mind by interrupting negative thoughts with a power statement, such as “I’ve got this.” Create a power statement that resonates with you, and use it until it becomes second nature. After your power statement, think of something positive that aligns with your immediate goal. Infuse the thought with imagery and feelings. Then follow through with a mantra.
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