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At 4:31 AM on January 17, 1994, the Northridge earthquake threw me out of bed and changed everything I thought I knew about being prepared for emergencies.

I'd been hiking and camping for years. I had emergency supplies. I thought I understood disaster preparedness. But when the ground stopped shaking and we realized our son was missing, all that theoretical knowledge became worthless. We spent the next terrifying hours stumbling through a damaged city with no power, no phones, and no idea where to look for him.

That earthquake taught me the difference between having emergency gear and being prepared. It showed me that most emergency planning fails because it assumes you'll have time to think, time to gather supplies, and time to make careful decisions. Real disasters don't work that way. They hit fast, hit hard, and leave you dealing with chaos while making life-or-death decisions with whatever you can grab in the dark.

This book isn't about building the perfect survival kit or preparing for the apocalypse. It's about real emergency preparedness that works when you have minutes to evacuate, when your carefully laid plans fall apart, and when the only thing standing between your family and disaster is what you've prepared in advance.

Every recommendation in these pages comes from gear I've used, techniques I've practiced, or lessons learned the hard way during actual emergencies. Because when the ground starts shaking or the evacuation sirens start wailing, there's no time for theory. There's only what you know, what you have, and what you can do with both.

Your bug out bag might never save your life. But if the day comes when you need it, you'll want it to work.
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Understanding Emergency Evacuation

Disasters don't wait for convenient times. I learned this during the Northridge earthquake early in the morning. My wife and I were jolted awake by what felt like the world ending. The furniture in our apartment became possessed, dancing and sliding across the floor like something out of a horror movie. Our kitchen table moved six feet on its own, the refrigerator relocated itself to the other side of the room, and books turned into missiles flying off the shelves.

The real terror came when we realized our teenage son was missing. He'd left the house earlier with his headphones on, as teenagers do, and we had no idea where he was. My wife ran barefoot through the broken glass from our shattered dishes, cutting up her feet because we didn't even have a basic first aid kit. We spent twenty-four agonizing hours not knowing if our child was alive or dead. When we finally found him, he'd been stranded miles from home in downtown Hollywood when the power went out, with no way to contact us and only a few dollars in his pocket.

That experience taught me we were woefully unprepared for something that, living in Southern California, we should have expected. We had no emergency supplies, no communication plan, no first aid kit, and no idea what to do when disaster struck. We were just regular people living normal lives, assuming emergencies happened to other people.

That wasn't my only brush with disaster. A few years earlier, I was driving down the mountain from Lake Arrowhead to college when I suddenly realized the forest around me was on fire. Trees and shrubs were burning on both sides of the road, and when I looked back, I saw the fire had jumped the road behind me. I was trapped with fire in every direction, honestly thinking I was going to die. A firefighter ran up to my car, jumped in, and directed me to drive to a specific spot where a helicopter dumped water directly on us. That's the only reason I survived.

Then there was the Christmas hike in 1986 when my father and I decided to explore a beautiful canyon in the San Bernardino Mountains. What started as a simple morning hike turned into a nightmare when we got lost, my father had what appeared to be a heart attack, and I had to climb out of the canyon in the snow to get help. The fire department airlifted my father out the next day from a spot they named “Lowe's Meadow.”

Why You Need a Bug Out Bag

These experiences, along with my twenty years managing disaster recovery for Trader Joe's, taught me that preparation isn't paranoia (it's practical common sense). The world has only become more unpredictable since I first started thinking about emergency preparedness. We now face not just traditional natural disasters like earthquakes and hurricanes, but cyber attacks that can shut down power grids, supply chain disruptions that empty store shelves, and extreme weather events that seem to happen with increasing frequency.

The concept of a “bug out bag” (also called a go-bag or evacuation bag) has evolved since the early 2000s. What used to be primarily a military or extreme prepper concept has become mainstream emergency preparedness wisdom. FEMA, the Red Cross, and local emergency management agencies now routinely recommend that every household maintain ready-to-go emergency kits.

A bug out bag is a portable survival kit containing everything you need to sustain yourself for 72 hours if you have to evacuate your home quickly. The “72 hours” isn't arbitrary (it's based on emergency management research showing that's how long it takes for organized relief efforts to reach disaster areas and begin providing assistance to displaced residents).

Modern bug out bags need to account for realities that didn't exist even a decade ago. We're more dependent on electronic devices for communication and navigation. Supply chains are more fragile, meaning stores may be empty for longer periods. Climate change has made weather more extreme and unpredictable. And unfortunately, we also have to consider human-caused emergencies like active shooter situations or terrorist attacks that might require rapid evacuation.

How to Use This Guide

This guide takes everything I’ve learned from both personal disaster experiences and professional emergency management training and updates it for 2026 realities. You’ll notice I don’t include long itemized lists like many survival guides. Instead, I’ll walk you through the thinking process behind each category of supplies, explain the trade-offs you need to consider, and help you make decisions based on your specific situation, region, and family needs.

Every recommendation comes from either personal experience or professional research. When I suggest a type of water purification tablet, it's because I've tested them. When I recommend bag features, it's because I've carried heavy packs through difficult terrain. When I discuss food choices, it's based on what sustained me during multi-day emergencies.

The goal isn’t to turn you into a survival expert overnight. It’s to help you think through emergency scenarios systematically so you can prepare for your situation. Whether you live in earthquake country like I once did, hurricane territory along the coasts, tornado alley in the midwest, or anywhere else disasters might strike, this guide will help you build a bug out bag that could save your life.

We'll focus on practical preparedness that fits into normal life. You don't need to build an underground bunker or spend thousands of dollars. You need thoughtful preparation that gives you options when circumstances force you to leave home quickly. Because as I learned during that earthquake, when disaster strikes, you don't get to choose the timing or the circumstances. You only get to choose how ready you are.
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Chapter 1: Choosing Your Bug Out Bag
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Bag Selection Criteria

The bag itself is probably going to be the most expensive part of your bug out kit, so don't cheap out here. During a disaster, you don't want your bag falling apart when you need it most. I learned this lesson during my hiking days in the mountains around Lake Arrowhead.

I'd bought what I thought was a decent hiking pack from a discount sporting goods store for about thirty bucks. It looked sturdy enough in the store, had plenty of pockets, and seemed like a good deal. Three miles into a day hike in the San Bernardino Mountains, one of the shoulder straps tore completely off. I spent the rest of that hike carrying a heavy pack by the remaining strap and the top handle, turning what should have been an enjoyable eight-mile loop into a painful ordeal that left my back sore for days.

When your life might depend on your gear, quality matters more than price. A bug out bag isn't luggage you're dragging through an airport. You might need to carry it for miles on foot, possibly over rough terrain, while you're stressed, tired, and dealing with an emergency situation.

First, consider how you'll use the bag. If you're planning to drive during an evacuation, weight becomes less critical than storage capacity and organization. But if there's any chance you'll need to carry it on foot (power outages make elevators unusable, debris can block roads, or you might not have access to a vehicle), then weight and comfort become everything.

Your bag needs to be grab-and-go ready at all times. This means easily accessible in your home, not buried in a closet under Christmas decorations. I keep mine in the hall closet near the front door, where I can reach it even in the dark. Some people store theirs in the garage, but garage doors might not work during power outages, and you don't want to be hunting around for manual releases when you're trying to evacuate quickly.

The bag should be large enough to hold 72 hours’ worth of supplies for each person it’s intended to serve, but not so large that it becomes unwieldy. A good rule of thumb: a fully loaded bug out bag shouldn’t weigh more than 20-25% of your body weight if you need to carry it. For most adults, this means keeping the total weight under 35-40 pounds.

Recommended Bag Types

I've tested dozens of different bag styles over the years, from military surplus rucksacks to high-end hiking backpacks to rolling duffel bags. Each has advantages and disadvantages depending on your situation.

Rolling duffel bags work well if you're planning to evacuate by vehicle. These bags offer the most storage space for the money, and the wheels make them easy to transport across smooth surfaces. I used one for several years when I lived in an apartment complex with long hallways and elevator access. The external pockets made it easy to access frequently rotated items like food and batteries without unpacking the entire bag.

The downside of wheeled bags becomes obvious the moment you hit stairs, curbs, or any kind of rough terrain. During the Northridge earthquake, many people found themselves having to abandon their wheeled luggage because debris made the streets impassable for anything with wheels. If you choose a wheeled bag, make sure it also has backpack straps as a backup option.

Traditional hiking backpacks offer the best option if there's any chance you'll need to travel on foot. A good backpack distributes weight properly across your hips and shoulders, making it possible to carry heavier loads comfortably for longer distances. The frame (either internal or external) provides structure and prevents the bag from becoming a shapeless blob that shifts around as you walk.

I use a 65-liter internal frame hiking pack that I picked up during an REI member sale. That’s my preference, but surplus stores, thrift shops, and discount sporting goods chains all carry functional packs at a fraction of that price. The construction standards described later in this chapter apply regardless of where you buy. It’s probably overkill for most bug out scenarios, but after carrying inadequate packs through the mountains for years, I'd take too much capacity over too little. The pack has a built-in rain cover, multiple access points (you can reach items in the middle without unpacking everything from the top), and compression straps that let me reduce the bulk when it's not fully loaded.

Military surplus stores offer another option worth considering. Surplus packs are built to withstand abuse and are often available at reasonable prices. The downside is they're designed for young soldiers in peak physical condition, not for civilians who might be dealing with age, injuries, or health conditions. Military packs also tend to be heavier than civilian alternatives and may lack some of the comfort features that make long carries bearable.

Some people swear by tactical-style packs, splitting the difference between military surplus and civilian hiking gear. These bags often have MOLLE webbing that allows you to attach pouches and gear externally. While this modularity can be useful, it also adds complexity and potential failure points. Unless you're already familiar with tactical gear systems, a traditional hiking pack is probably a better choice.

Size and Weight Considerations

Getting the size right requires balancing competing priorities. Too small, and you can't carry everything you need. Too large, and the bag becomes too heavy or unwieldy to manage effectively. The sweet spot for most people falls somewhere between 40 and 70 liters of capacity.

I learned about weight considerations during a weekend camping trip in Joshua Tree National Park. I'd loaded my pack with what seemed like reasonable supplies: three days of food, extra water, a sleeping bag, tent, and various other gear. By the time I'd hiked four miles into the desert, the pack felt like it had gained fifty pounds. Every step became a struggle, and what should have been an enjoyable hike turned into an endurance test.

That experience taught me to weigh everything that goes into a pack and to test the loaded weight before heading out. A bug out bag that sits in your closet for months at the perfect weight can become unbearable if you add “just one more thing” without removing something else.

The 72-hour supply guideline translates differently depending on your situation. A single person in good health can get by with a smaller, lighter kit than a family with children or elderly members. Someone with medical conditions requiring daily medications needs more space than someone who's generally healthy. People living in cold climates need more space for warm clothing than those in temperate areas.

Weight distribution matters as much as total weight. A 40-pound pack that's properly balanced and fitted can be more comfortable than a 30-pound pack that's poorly organized. Heavy items should be packed close to your back and centered between your shoulder blades. Sleeping bags and bulky items go at the bottom, frequently needed items stay accessible near the top or in external pockets.

When testing your packed bag, don't just lift it and decide it feels okay. Put it on properly (loosen all straps, put arms through shoulder straps, fasten hip belt, then tighten shoulder straps and load lifters), and walk around your neighborhood for at least 30 minutes. If it's uncomfortable during a casual neighborhood walk, it'll be unbearable during an emergency when you're stressed and possibly walking much longer distances.

Durability and Weather Resistance

Your bug out bag might sit unused for years before you need it, then suddenly face extreme conditions when disaster strikes. The bag needs to withstand long-term storage without degrading, then perform flawlessly when you finally need it.

I learned about durability during the forest fire that trapped me on the mountain road. After the helicopter water drop that saved my life, I realized everything in my car was soaked. If I'd been on foot with a bug out bag, those supplies would have needed to survive being drenched. A bag that leaks or falls apart when wet could turn a survivable situation into a deadly one.

Look for bags made from ripstop nylon or similar heavy-duty materials. The fabric should feel substantial without being unnecessarily heavy. Zippers are often the first thing to fail on bags, so examine them carefully. YKK zippers are generally reliable, and larger zipper teeth tend to be more durable than fine ones. Double-zipper pulls (where two zipper pulls meet in the middle) let you access the bag from either direction and provide redundancy if one pull breaks.

Water resistance comes in different levels. Truly waterproof bags are available but tend to be expensive and often sacrifice breathability (leading to condensation problems). Water-resistant fabric with good water-repellent coatings will handle most conditions you're likely to encounter. Many hiking packs include rain covers that pull over the entire bag during heavy weather, providing an extra layer of protection.

Seam construction matters more than most people realize. Stress points where straps attach to the bag body should be reinforced with extra stitching or fabric patches. I've seen bags fail at these connection points when they're loaded heavily or handled roughly. Look for bartack stitching (dense zigzag stitching) at stress points and avoid bags where straps appear to be simply sewn on with a straight line of stitches.

The frame system (if the bag has one) should be adjustable to fit different torso lengths. An ill-fitting pack will be uncomfortable no matter how well it's made. Many outdoor gear stores offer fitting services where staff can adjust the pack to your measurements. This service is worth using for packs you're planning to rely on in emergency situations.

Consider how the bag will age. Fabrics can degrade from UV exposure if the bag is stored in areas with direct sunlight. Rubber and plastic components (zippers, buckles, and waterproof coatings) can become brittle, especially in temperature extremes. Plan to inspect your bag at least twice a year and replace it if you notice signs of deterioration that could lead to failure when you need it most.
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Chapter 2: Water and Hydration
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Water Storage Solutions

Water is the most critical item in your bug out bag, but it’s also the heaviest and most problematic to store long-term. I learned this during a hiking mishap in Joshua Tree when a flash flood threatened the canyon I was in and I had to move fast to higher ground. I’d brought what I thought was plenty of water for a day hike, but when conditions forced me out of the canyon quickly, every ounce in my pack suddenly mattered.

Here's the brutal math: water weighs about eight pounds per gallon. If you're planning for the standard 72-hour emergency kit and following the recommended one gallon per person per day, you're looking at 24 pounds of water alone. Add that to everything else you need to carry, and you're quickly approaching the weight limits of what most people can manage on foot.

This is why I don't recommend storing much water directly in your bug out bag. Instead, I keep four standard water bottles in my pack, giving me enough for about a day at most. The real water storage happens near the bag, not in it. I keep several one-gallon jugs in the same closet as my bug out bag, and the plan is to grab those jugs and throw them in the car trunk during an evacuation.

If you're evacuating by vehicle, water storage becomes much easier. A case of individual water bottles works well because they're already portioned out and easy to distribute among family members. Those five-gallon water cooler jugs that get delivered to offices are another good option if you have the space. They're stable, have handles for carrying, and provide a substantial amount of water in a single container.

For the water you do store in your bag, rotation is critical. Water doesn't exactly “expire,” but it can become contaminated or develop an off taste if stored too long in plastic containers. I learned this during one of my CERT training exercises when we were given water that had been sitting in someone's emergency kit for over two years. It was technically safe to drink, but it tasted like plastic and made several people nauseous.

Check the dates on your water bottles every six months and replace them as needed. This is easier if you choose a rotation system where you use the water from your kit during normal life, then replace it with fresh bottles. Some people set reminders on their phones twice a year when daylight saving time changes to check and rotate their emergency supplies.

The containers matter as much as the water itself. Cheap plastic bottles can split or leak, especially if they've been sitting in temperature extremes. I've had water bottles stored in my garage split along the seams during a hot summer, creating a mess and leaving me without the water I thought I had. If you're storing water long-term, invest in better containers designed for emergency storage.

Collapsible water containers are worth considering for your bug out bag because they take up minimal space when empty but can hold substantial amounts when filled. I carry a couple of collapsible bottles that can each hold a liter when filled. During normal times they're compressed flat in my pack, but if I find a water source during an emergency, I can fill them up and extend my water supply.

Water Purification Methods

No matter how much water you store, you might need more during an extended emergency. This is where water purification becomes essential. I carry multiple purification methods in my kit because redundancy matters when your life depends on clean water.

Water purification tablets are the simplest and most compact option. I keep two bottles of them in my bug out bag, enough to purify about 100 liters of water. These tablets work by releasing chemicals (usually iodine or chlorine compounds) that kill bacteria, viruses, and other pathogens. The process is straightforward: drop a tablet in a liter of water, wait about an hour, and the water should be safe to drink.

The waiting time is important and something many people forget during emergencies. I learned this during a camping trip when we ran low on clean water and had to purify some from a questionable stream. We were all thirsty and impatient, and someone in our group started drinking the water after only fifteen minutes. He spent the next day sick with stomach problems that could have been avoided by simply waiting the full hour for the tablets to work.

Purification tablets have limitations. They only work on biological contamination like bacteria and viruses. If the water contains dangerous chemicals, heavy metals, or other non-biological contaminants, tablets won't help. They also don't improve the taste of bad water, and in some cases they can make it worse. Iodine tablets leave a medicinal taste that some people find difficult to stomach.

Portable water filters offer another purification option that addresses some of the limitations of tablets. Modern hiking filters can remove bacteria, parasites, and many other contaminants while improving taste and clarity. I carry a small pump-style filter that can process about a liter of water in a few minutes with minimal effort.

The advantage of filters is that they work immediately (no waiting time like with tablets) and generally produce better-tasting water. The downside is that filters are larger and heavier than tablets, and they can clog or break if the source water is dirty. Some filters also don't remove viruses, which are smaller than the pore size of most filter media.

Boiling remains the most reliable method for killing biological contaminants, but it requires fuel and time that you might not have during an emergency. If you do need to boil water, remember that a rolling boil for one minute is sufficient at sea level, but you need to boil for three minutes at elevations above 6,500 feet.

I learned about the elevation requirement during a camping trip in the Sierra Nevada mountains. We'd been boiling water from a stream for what we thought was adequate time, but we were at about 8,000 feet elevation and only boiling for a minute or so. Several people in our group got sick with what we later figured out was probably giardia, a parasitic infection that causes severe diarrhea and stomach cramps.

UV sterilization pens represent a newer technology worth considering. These devices use ultraviolet light to kill pathogens in water without adding chemicals or requiring filtration. The process is fast (usually less than two minutes per liter) and doesn't affect the taste of the water. The downside is that UV pens require batteries and can be damaged if dropped or exposed to extreme conditions.

Modern Water Treatment Technology

Water treatment technology has advanced since I first started building emergency kits in the 1990s. Some of the newer options are worth considering, especially if you're building a comprehensive long-term emergency kit.

Gravity-fed filtration systems have become popular among serious hikers and emergency preparedness enthusiasts. These systems use large capacity bags that you fill with source water, then hang above a clean collection container. Gravity pulls the water through the filter elements, producing clean water without manual pumping. The advantage is that you can process large quantities of water with minimal effort. The downside is bulk and weight, making them less suitable for bug out bags but excellent for base camp situations.

Water purification drops and liquids offer an alternative to tablets with some advantages. Liquid purifiers often work faster than tablets and may be more effective against certain types of contamination. They also don't have the shelf life limitations that tablets sometimes face. I keep a small bottle of water purification drops as a backup to my tablets.

Combination filter and purification systems address the limitations of using either filtration or chemical treatment alone. These systems use a filter to remove larger contaminants and improve taste, followed by UV sterilization or chemical treatment to kill pathogens that might pass through the filter. While more complex and expensive than single-method systems, they provide the most comprehensive water treatment available in portable formats.

Solar water disinfection is a low-tech method worth knowing about even though it's not practical for bug out bags. The process involves filling clear plastic bottles with water and exposing them to direct sunlight for several hours. The UV radiation and heat work together to kill pathogens. This method requires no supplies beyond clear bottles and sunlight, making it useful in situations where you have time but limited resources.

Reverse osmosis systems designed for emergency use have become smaller and more affordable in recent years. These systems can remove virtually all contaminants, including chemicals and heavy metals that other methods can't address. The trade-off is complexity, weight, and the need for water pressure to operate effectively.

Hydration Planning

Planning your water needs goes beyond just carrying enough for 72 hours. You need to think about how much water different activities require, how environmental conditions affect your needs, and how to recognize and prevent dehydration during stressful situations.

The standard recommendation of one gallon per person per day assumes normal activity levels and moderate climate conditions. If you're doing physical work, walking long distances with a heavy pack, or dealing with extreme heat, your water needs can easily double or triple. During my hiking days in the desert, I learned that I could go through a gallon of water in just a few hours of moderate hiking when temperatures were above 90 degrees.

Dehydration during emergencies is dangerous because it impairs judgment and physical performance when you need both most. I've seen people make increasingly poor decisions as they became more dehydrated during emergency response training exercises. What started as minor navigation errors progressed to dangerous choices that could have been fatal in a real emergency situation.

Early signs of dehydration include thirst (obviously), dark yellow urine, fatigue, and mild headaches. By the time you're experiencing these symptoms, you're already behind on fluid replacement. In emergency situations, it's better to drink water proactively instead of waiting until you feel thirsty.

Climate considerations dramatically affect hydration planning. Hot climates obviously increase water needs, but cold climates present their own challenges. You might not feel as thirsty in cold weather, but you're still losing water through respiration and sweating under winter clothing. High altitude also increases water needs because the dry air and increased breathing rate cause additional water loss.

Water discipline becomes important when you have limited supplies. This means rationing water appropriately while avoiding the mistake of under-hydrating to conserve supplies. Severe dehydration will incapacitate you faster than running out of water gradually while maintaining function.

During extended emergencies, finding additional water sources becomes critical. Natural sources like streams, lakes, and even rainwater can supplement your stored supplies, but they all require treatment before consumption. Urban sources might include water heaters, toilet tank reservoirs (not the bowl), and even swimming pools, though pool water requires extensive treatment and is not ideal for drinking.

Learning to identify potentially safe water sources is a skill worth developing before you need it. Fast-moving streams are generally safer than stagnant pools. Water from higher elevations is cleaner than water that has flowed through populated areas. Springs emerging directly from rock faces are often among the safest natural sources.

A hydration plan for your situation should account for your family members’ individual needs, your local climate, likely evacuation routes, and potential water sources in your area. Someone with medical conditions might need more water for medications. Elderly family members or young children might need different hydration approaches. People taking certain medications might have altered hydration needs.

Test your hydration plan during practice scenarios. Take your bug out bag on day hikes or camping trips and see how your water supplies hold up under real conditions. This testing will help you fine-tune quantities and identify any problems with your purification methods before you need them in an emergency.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Food and Nutrition
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Emergency Food Selection

Food planning for a bug out bag is all about balancing calories, weight, shelf life, and taste. I learned this balance during that Christmas hike in 1986 when my father and I got trapped in the San Bernardino Mountains. We'd brought nothing but a few granola bars for what we thought would be a quick morning hike. By the time I was climbing out of that canyon in the snow to get help, I was running on empty and making decisions with a brain that wasn't getting enough fuel.

The first rule of emergency food is calories per ounce. When you're carrying everything on your back, every ounce counts. You want foods that pack the most energy into the smallest space and lightest weight. Fat contains more than twice as many calories per gram as carbohydrates or protein, which is why nuts, nut butters, and energy bars with high fat content are staples in most bug out bags.

I keep a variety of energy bars in my kit, but I've learned to be picky about which ones. During a weekend camping trip in the Mojave Desert, I discovered that some energy bars turn into inedible rocks when exposed to heat, while others become gooey messes. After that experience, I started testing different brands by leaving samples in my car during summer heat waves to see how they held up. The winners were bars that maintained their texture and taste even after sitting in 120-degree temperatures for hours.
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