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If you’re going through hell, keep going.


ANON







INTRODUCTION
WHY DO SOME PEOPLE SURVIVE?



On Christmas Eve 1971, a violent thunderstorm raged high above the Peruvian Amazon. Huge black clouds flashed white with lightning over the jungle-covered slopes. Through this churning mass, a small propeller-driven plane was tossed like a scrap of paper in the surging updrafts. LANSA Flight 508, en route from Lima to Pucallpa. Inside the plane, the ninety-two terrified passengers and crew became in turn weightless, then slammed down into their seats, their belongings raining out of the overhead lockers in pitch darkness.


At 12.36 p.m., about halfway into the one-hour journey, all contact with Flight 508 was lost.


Eleven days later, a seventeen-year-old girl crawled out of the jungle. She was the only survivor. Her name was Juliane Koepcke. She would later describe how she saw one of the engines get struck by lightning and the entire plane being ripped apart in mid-air by the violence of the storm.


That Juliane survived falling for two miles without a parachute could be described as miraculous, but the fact she was then able to walk and crawl for ten days through thick jungle with concussion, deep cuts and a broken collarbone, and finally emerge to safety, is at least equally incredible. It sounds like something so extreme as to be beyond understanding, and certainly beyond what ordinary people are capable of. But Juliane isn’t some kind of superwoman, born different from the rest of us. The fact that she survived was down to a sequence of events and behaviours that allowed her to achieve the seemingly impossible but, which when understood and applied correctly, are things we can all do in all of our lives. Let’s look at what happened.


The aspect of the story that certainly isn’t repeatable, of course, is surviving the fall. When she came to on the forest floor, apart from the broken collarbone, she had cuts, bumps, bruises and eyes swollen half-closed from the force of the impact. No one knows for certain why the fall itself wasn’t fatal, but Juliane was seatbelted into a row of three seats which spun around like a sycamore seed as it fell, and she was finally slowed in the last few metres by the branches of the tall trees themselves.


But once she was down in the jungle, there were any number of wrong steps she could have taken. Can you imagine what that must have been like, coming to for the first time, after drifting in and out of consciousness, when your worst fear has come true and you’ve been sucked out of a plane: a seventeen-year-old, injured, scared, lying on the floor of the jungle as vultures landed in the treetops around her? She had been belted in a seat next to her mother, but there was no sign of her now. After she had managed to stand and after searching for her mother for an entire day with no success, she had to decide what to do. The first thing she had to do was overcome the very human impulse to give up before she began. What would you do first? Try and find other survivors? Look for food and water? Tend your wounds as best you could? Look for things you could use from the wreckage of the plane? Make a shelter? The normal advice in any survival situation is to stay at the site of the incident if you can. If Juliane had stayed put in the forest and waited to be rescued she’d still be there today, absorbed into the jungle soil beneath her seat like the others.


Juliane, however, had something absolutely invaluable. Knowledge. She had spent two years being home-schooled in the Amazon jungle by her parents, who were both research scientists. She knew that this was an environment that she could survive in.


Critically, she also knew that the jungle canopy was too thick for rescuers to see her where she was lying, and that she had no means to signal to them. She had to move. But where? The jungle stretched in every direction, it hummed and seethed with all sorts of life, much of it, she knew, potentially dangerous. So she thought back to the advice that her father had given her about getting rescued in dense tropical forest. She sat up and listened. And that’s when she heard the sound of trickling water. She remembered his tip that following water would lead you to people. So that’s what she did. Hardly able to see anything without her glasses and with only one shoe, she limped and crawled along the stream, which eventually became a river, for over 200 hours. She had to put her one-shoed foot tentatively forwards each time to avoid the jungle’s many thorns and fangs. The only food she had was a single bag of sweets she’d found after the crash. The temptation to give in must have been enormous, but she kept going, dragging herself along, one metre at a time. After a week or so one of her wounds became infested with maggots, but she kept going and was eventually able to get them out by dousing them in petrol she found in a hut used by loggers. Ultimately, it was those workers who found her, semi-conscious in their hut, and were able to take her on the ten-hour boat trip to the nearest village. In the years afterwards, Juliane became a biologist, specializing in Peruvian bats and working in a zoological library in Munich. In 2010, she published a memoir. In an interview around publication, she said, ‘I had nightmares for a long time, for years, and of course the grief about my mother’s death and that of the other people came back again and again. The thought “Why was I the only survivor?” haunts me. It always will.’1


The question of why she survived haunted Juliane, it was a kind of guilt. But later it was reported that fourteen other passengers survived the fall to the jungle floor, strewn widely over a massive area, but didn’t make it out.* So the question takes on another more literal quality for me: why her? What was different about her?


What she was able to do, after the initial luck that gave her the opportunity, was to prioritize, utilize specific knowledge and fundamental principles and apply them to her situation in a flexible way. She didn’t freeze, she remembered one piece of crucial advice, prioritized correctly, was adaptable, and then didn’t let anything stop her, task by task, inch by inch, in spite of every mental and physical hurdle put in front of her.


What she did was remarkable, but not unrepeatable.


In this book, I want to introduce you to people like Juliane, partly because their incredible stories offer inspiration but also because the way that they approached their situations can teach us so much about how we deal with decisions in our own lives.


Because one thing I know is that bad things happen. Some people deal with them. Some don’t. Hopefully very few of us will ever find ourselves in the exact situations described in the book, but we can all learn life skills from them.


By studying the choices people have made under the most extreme pressure, where the stakes are highest, we can learn how it’s possible to teach our brains to make better choices whenever we have to make them.


Why have I written this book?


My day job is Chief Survival Instructor to the UK military. What that means is that I train the instructors, who in turn teach every serviceman and woman in the British military how to survive. I spend my time travelling the world, seeking out the newest ideas and technologies and how they might be applied in some of the most extreme environments known to humanity. I’ve trekked through the world’s driest deserts and its remotest jungles. I’ve been dumped into freezing water, trudged across barren tundra and been hunted through forests.


Right now, I’m writing this introduction in the closest thing to a moon base that I can think of; I’m nearer to the North Pole than to a tree. The sun will come back above our white horizon in this part of the Arctic next week. We made headlines a while ago when the temperatures here were lower than those on Mars.


It feels like another world too. The snow even sounds different when you move on it; it’s frozen hard and squeaks just like polystyrene as you take a step. The freezing air feels different in my nostrils as I breathe it in, the little hairs freeze rigid as the air passes them, making my nose feel sticky inside. I’ve left my snow machine running outside, its headlights forming a pool of yellow in the cool blue twilight of midday; engines are hard to start when it’s really cold so it’s better and safer not to turn them off once they’re going.


When reaching for a door’s metal handle up here, I leave my gloves on even though it’s warm on the other side, centimetres away. Touching metal at these temperatures with bare skin can cause frostbite – flash-freezing your flesh. The door is unlocked like all the others round here; you don’t want to have to fumble through many layers of warm clothing for keys if you’re being followed by a hungry polar bear. Here, being absent-minded can get you killed quickly; prioritization isn’t an optional extra.


I’ve spent years communicating that to people of all sorts of abilities from all sorts of different backgrounds and listening to how different their approach to problem solving is to mine. I’ve also done my fair share of sitting in offices too – as you can imagine, there’s a lot of admin and reports that go along with the exciting stuff – and I have come to apply survival principles in my everyday life. I know from what others tell me that they find the techniques useful in their lives too, especially their working lives.


Over the last twenty years I’ve also been collecting survival stories and attempting to essentialize what survival is and how we do it. A great truism is that a wise person learns from their mistakes; a wiser one learns from the mistakes of others. When I train survival instructors I like to include stories of past survivors, alongside examples of those that weren’t so lucky.


Although our culture is full of disaster and survival stories, from Homer’s Odyssey, to Robinson Crusoe, to Titanic,* we rarely properly analyse why some people survive and some don’t.† We either ascribe it to blind luck, or to something more innate. The real answer is that we can all be better at developing the sort of mind-set that allows us to make better decisions under pressure. Of course, the very best training for dealing with a situation is having experienced it first hand before, but there are a multitude of easier things we can all do to be better prepared.


That’s where my team come in. The practical world of military survival is all about learning a single, simple template that can be transposed anytime, anywhere. The people we train have enough going on in their heads with their day jobs, so survival rules have to be simple, memorable and multi-purpose. It’s about working out what’s important and what isn’t, what’s going to hurt you first and what you can do to give yourself the best chance of success. Once we understand our bodies’ physical necessities – from their normal baseline ‘tick-over’ to the very edges of their performance capabilities – we can truly know our own limits. And once we know those boundaries, we can work out strategies to surpass them, by how we approach the situation in front of us. For best results our actions need to be done in the right sequence, and this doesn’t mean memorizing abstract checklists – I hate them. The key is appreciating how the human body and most importantly the mind functions, and using that understanding to increase your performance under pressure.


Your most important kit


I get asked a lot what the best bit of kit to carry for survival is. It’s not a fancy knife, or a geo-location device. The most important tool you can have with you for survival – or any kind of situation requiring self-reliance – is a well-stocked brain. Unfortunately, unlike most survival gear, it doesn’t come with a user manual and subsequently many of us aren’t using ours in the best way.


More than ever today, we find ourselves barraged with information, with demands on our attention, which all seem equally loud, equally urgent. Many people spend their lives frantically checking their emails, cycling from one app on their smartphone to the next, refreshing their devices but not themselves. This information barrage means that we get the same sense of having solved a problem by making that little unread messages number on our phone disappear, or by posting on social media, as from solving a real problem in our lives, and the reward is much more immediate. This ‘problem solving’ fires the same circuits in our brain, gives that same little hit of pleasurable dopamine as true problem solving, but it’s constant and it’s exhausting us. At the same time, we never have to remember a phone number, or use a map – we can find out almost anything without having to remember it and our attention spans are shot to pieces. It’s like we’re only training one muscle in the gym and leaving everything else to wither away. We’re out of balance.


Now, I’m no Luddite, I use technology all the time, but we’re carrying all this extra equipment that we think is essential – it isn’ t – and we’re constantly weighed down by it. We’ve stopped solving actual problems for ourselves, so when a problem occurs, we don’t know how to go back to first principles. What survival teaches us is to essentialize, to carry only what we need. When we travel lighter, we travel faster and cover greater distances.


I’ve taken individuals who’ve suffered traumatic experiences on survival courses. I’ve seen first hand the confidence that comes from realizing they are equipped to deal with anything that can be thrown at them. I want to put all of that knowledge into this book. If I can give you one tiny part of the freedom and self-reliance that I know comes from realizing you can be dropped into pretty much any situation and be OK, then I’ll have succeeded.


We can all survive better


This book isn’t a traditional ‘survival manual’ though – the world has enough of those already.* In all likelihood, you won’t ever need to use the knowledge in this book in a life-threatening situation, which is a good thing. The real advantage to military survival skills is that because they are a set of guiding principles, their ethos can be applied to any situation.


We are all forced to make choices constantly, to try and deal with setbacks, to react to shocking news, to prioritize tasks and face things that seem insurmountable. We will likely all face moments when our spirit is tested. The stories of survivors and how they accomplished what they did are a treasure trove of information on how we can approach these moments of crisis.


Because the fact is, whether it’s a shipwreck in the eighteenth century or a text message that changes your world for ever, humans all have the same type of brain with which to process everything, and the way we respond to new situations hasn’t really caught up with how vastly different life is for most of us in the developed world. It seems as if every day a new story breaks about how many people are unhappy at work, or how ever more important that elusive sense of purpose is to all of us in our working lives. Luckily, it also turns out that what we do when we’re dealing with the unexpected – when we’re under pressure, when the stakes are so high that the unimportant things fall away – is focus on those essential things that keep us motivated, that help us to achieve, and that ultimately make us happy.


Whenever I’ve given survival training to people who work in offices, I’ve noticed the satisfaction they get from a small task, well done, with a clear purpose and which clearly contributes to the good of the whole group. That’s because for most of them, their jobs involve a kind of endless mediated chain of emails in which a personal sense of ownership and completion of tasks has become blurry and indistinct, and shared goals less recognizable. In my world, if you make the fire right, it lights, if you construct a shelter correctly, you stay dry. As a species, we are innately drawn to this sort of thing; after all, the sorts of things we do when we apply survival thinking are the things we’ve been doing as a species for most of our existence, so it’s no wonder we’re set up to find them pleasurable. If applying the lessons in this book brings a tiny bit of these goal-directed rewards back into everyday life, I’ll have done my job.


But more than this, I think there are, on a far broader level, many lessons from the world of extreme survival which are clearly applicable to anyone. For example, one of the most popular misconceptions about extreme events is that some people just naturally or instinctively know what to do, or how to survive, in any situation – while others don’t and never will. Time after time, we see the hero act while everyone else panics or freezes; the myth gets repeated, instilling in the rest of us a ‘why bother even trying’ mindset when confronted with seemingly impossible tasks.


But I can tell you, categorically, there is no mysterious singular ‘Will to Survive’ or survival gene that some people have while others don’t. Of course, some people bring different levels of handy skills, or others have relevant experiences that can give them a little head start in a new challenge. But while we may not all get gold medals in the race, we could all cross the finish line.


Survival reminds us that if something is difficult then we have two choices; try harder or stop trying. Stopping trying in survival normally means dying.


Survival often comes down to your ability to keep putting in effort even when you’re feeling discomfort. When it’s getting dark and you’re soaking wet and you have to get over the next ridge before you can make a shelter, you quickly realize the universe doesn’t owe you anything. The survival mindset has no room for entitlement.


The lessons from survival training involve working hard and accepting temporary hardship; but they lead to an increased ability to deal with whatever life can throw at you.


Working at the edge of human experience reminds us again and again that becoming competent at anything new takes concentration and effort. These are crucial things that I believe it is worth reminding every leader, employee, colleague and parent of.


We’ll start by looking at the distillation of every successful survival story I’ve studied.


The Survival Triangle


Below is the Survival Triangle, my personal unpicking of how people cope in the direst circumstances, the essence of this book.
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Pared down to its simplest form, the Survival Triangle essentially states: ‘If I can do anything to change my situation, I will begin to feel in control of it; if I feel in control of my situation then I can sustain hope; with hope I can form a plan; with a plan my efforts are directed most efficiently to my goals.’ The Survival Triangle, in combination with a few practical skills, gives you a pre-made planning template which can be used to jumpstart the whole survival process.


Through my research into historical cases, I’ve found that if one of the three corners of the triangle is missing, then survival is unlikely. If two are missing, it’s almost impossible. As a caveat, the only thing I know of that can replace one of the Survival Triangle’s corners is luck. Luck, however, is a factor that is beyond our control; expecting it is a risky strategy.*


Over the following pages, we’ll look at the importance of effort, hope and goals and the factors that contribute to them, so that you can form a self-sustaining survival process, your own perseverance feedback loop. Over the years I’ve learned that hope in survival situations is the result of realistic optimism, generated by matching my capabilities to my circumstances. And to tackle any problem effectively I need a plan. My ultimate target of success is most easily attained via a plan with a series of smaller goals as waypoints en route. Once I know that my next small goal is achievable, I can start to work at reaching it. Work is, simply, directed, efficient effort that will eventually change my situation – I therefore gain control of it. If I can control my situation, I can sustain my hope. And repeat.


I’ve applied this Survival Triangle – my perseverance feedback loop – when I’ve been in many extreme environments and situations, and it’s always worked for me. But you don’t need to be trudging alone through tundra to use this simple method. It can be applied to any task that, at first glance, creates a gut reaction which tells you it’s too much. Most of us would react with horror to the news that we have been chosen to write an important ninety-page report, due in a month. We’d probably stick it on the bottom of our to-do list and ignore it guiltily until we had two weeks left, then one. But if we plan properly and prioritize this report, break it down into writing three pages a day, we’re much more likely to start. Then it’s about making sure you do write three pages a day with focused effort. As you get each three-page chunk in the bag, you’ll get the satisfaction of progress each day, of controlling your situation. Flooded with realistic optimism, you’ll drive onwards with a far greater chance of executing your plan.


Everything in this book is essentially about giving you the tools to make the Survival Triangle function more effectively in your life. Don’t worry if it feels too abstract right now, we’ll keep coming back to it until it’s second nature.


I’ve structured the book so that the first two chapters are about preparation and planning, Chapter 3 is about how we can best approach getting things done – what I call ‘Work’ in the triangle – and Chapter 4 is about how we sustain hope, our perseverance engine.


Chapters 5 and 6 are about how to best make use of the people and information around us to inform all three sides of the triangle, and Chapters 7 and 8 are about bringing it all together as we move through life.


First things first


I’ve learned that the best way to use your brain to maximum advantage is to know its capabilities first, take a short tour of its features, a bit like the pre-flight walk-round check a pilot makes. Knowing how we behave helps us to make the most of our current circumstances, which warning signs to look out for, and the most advantageous ways to deal with problems before they spiral out of control.


The unexpected


The foundation underlying all the survival training that I deliver is an understanding of how we initially respond to any bad situation. These theories were developed to show how we react in disastrous situations, but you can apply them to almost any stressful event. The textbook model was identified by survival psychologist John Leach after years of studying survivors – and the actions of those who weren’t so fortunate. John is a rare type of psychologist; a specialist in human behaviour during extreme circumstances, and also an RAF-trained and -qualified survival instructor. The model he has described covers the things that we humans normally do when there’s any threat to our life. His explanation of survivor behaviour is borne out by both extensive research and personal experience. The model has five parts, and it describes the normal arc of any event by breaking it into key stages – Pre-Impact, Impact, Recoil, Rescue and Post-Traumatic – each with their own typical behaviour patterns.2 At points in this book, I’ll refer to these stages, as it’s important to keep in mind that the vast majority of us will tend to be stunned by shocking new events that we have absolutely no frame of reference for, but that we can all adapt afterwards. It helps us to better deal with our actions later if we know that the way we initially behaved is normal for our species. Even better, knowing this and thinking ahead can really help us to react positively should we face adversity in our lives.


So let’s start by taking a look at how our brains deal with unexpected events and just how important the right sort of planning is.




Chapter 1


PREPARING TO FAIL


Dale Zelko looked down over his right shoulder through the cockpit window and saw the dark sky suddenly flare as two surface-to-air missiles tore up towards him through the low cloud over Belgrade.


This wasn’t supposed to happen.


Dale was a US Air Force fighter pilot sitting in an F-117 Nighthawk stealth fighter – the black angular ones that look like a UFO – a jet that was considered by most people at the time to be pretty much invulnerable. Dale’s aircraft was called a stealth fighter because it was ‘low-observable’, but that doesn’t mean it was invisible. It was black and flew at night, it was angular in shape to make radar waves bounce off in ways that are harder to detect, its jet engines were deep inside and their exhausts were shrouded to dissipate noise and heat. Its bombs were carried inside its fuselage to stop them reflecting radar waves. Even the jet’s black paint was specially mixed to absorb radar energy and reduce its on-screen signature. Hundreds of billions of dollars of cutting-edge science had gone into making sure that no stealth fighter had ever been shot down by an enemy.


And yet at that moment, as he watched the missiles arc upwards, Dale realized that his jet was about to have the dubious distinction of being the first.


The missiles weighed a ton each, were six metres long, with a bright orange flame spewing grey smoke, travelling at three times the speed of sound. The first one flew straight over the top of him, close enough that its shockwave buffeted his jet. He remembers being surprised that it didn’t go off – surface-to-air missiles like those are fitted with a proximity fuse that detonates their 60 kg explosive warhead when they get close to their targets, peppering them with small shards of metal shrapnel. He looked back, saw the next one and thought, It’s going to run right into me.


The force of the impact was so violent that Dale’s jet flipped over and its nose pitched down simultaneously, throwing him up in his seat straps so that he was pushing up against the cockpit roof and enduring an incredible negative g-force of 7; seven times the force of gravity, in the wrong direction. As his aircraft dived out of his control, he needed to pull the ejection-seat handle that would rocket him out of it within the next couple of seconds, if he didn’t want to spear into the ground at 500 mph.


In life, we all have to deal with unexpected events. Not many of us will find ourselves fired out of a jet thousands of feet above the Earth, but in our professional and personal lives, it will often be how we respond to the unexpected that will most define us. However, perfectly understandably, most people spend very little time thinking about failure, disaster and worst-case scenarios. Indeed, the unexpected is by definition the thing you haven’t planned for. We see this time and time again in the most extreme of circumstances. While we can’t predict what events we’ll find ourselves in – be they natural disasters like earthquakes, or man-made catastrophes like violent attacks – what we do know is that our human behaviour in difficult situations tends to follow distinct patterns. These patterns always occur, and they have been observed in studies when random groups of people are subjected to the same stressors.3 Analyses of these studies reveal not only what proportion of us are likely to respond appropriately – by which I mean doing something to aid survival – during the heat of a ‘disaster’, and therefore live to tell the tale, but also what the hazards or barriers are to ‘coping’ after the dust has settled.


Roughly speaking, we all fall into one of three groups during a dynamic crisis event. A few people will know what to do (roughly one in ten), the vast majority of us will not know what to do – we’ll be stunned – and a minority of people will react badly. Whether you’re in the top, middle or bottom group, we are all liable to behave in those ways unless we retrain ourselves.4 But this retraining isn’t the mammoth task you might think.


By looking at the ways in which Dale Zelko’s preparation and mindset allowed him to react appropriately to this most unexpected of events, we can understand how we all have the capacity to cope better, and gain insight into the simple things that we can do to improve how we respond.


The first thing to keep in mind is that new responses are much slower to present themselves than ones we’ve already prepared.* The second is that we don’t make the best decisions when we feel under threat. We all intuitively know that to be true, but let’s have a quick look at why that is.


Our brains have been developing for about seven million years, with the majority of that growth squeezed into the last two million. We know from DNA analysis that all of us alive today share a common ancestor from as recently as 190,000 years ago. We come from ‘Mitochondrial Eve’ or ‘Y-Chromosome Adam’ and we all have big brains running the same old software. We also know from skull records that when our species, Homo sapiens, first appeared on the plains of Africa around 200,000 years ago, its brain was about the same size as ours are now. In other words, we haven’t had a hardware update in 200,000 years.†


Perfectly logically, the oldest bits of the brain are the ones that deal with movement, heart rate, temperature regulation and other fundamentals – this is often called the ‘lizard brain’, as these are the functions we share with a vast range of species, including lizards. Next, us mammals evolved to have the limbic brain, which is the seat of memories. It stores things we’ve experienced that were agreeable and disagreeable, and is therefore key to our emotional responses. The final bit to develop was the neocortex, which is where all of the bits that make us human kick in – language, abstract thought, planning, consciousness and imagination. In reality, all of these different bits are very strongly linked and all work together, but as a useful rough outline for our purposes it’s important to keep in mind this basic structure.


In his book Thinking Fast and Slow, the psychologist Daniel Kahneman characterized the way we think into two distinct systems: the ‘slow system’ is the rational brain, which is effectively responsible for all the neocortex-related heavy lifting – responding to new situations, problem solving, future planning; and the ‘fast system’, which takes care of pretty much everything else. The fast system is the reason you don’t need to consciously think of every individual step you take to start the car and pull away. It’s become routine, and therefore doesn’t use up bandwidth in the slow part of your brain.


If you’ve ever had that experience of fleetingly thinking a bathrobe left on a chair in a dark room is an intruder, and feeling your stomach do that thing it does as fear washes over you – before your conscious brain engages and you rationalize – then you’ll have felt how much quicker the older parts of our brain are at reacting to a potential threat than the newer bits. Ancestors who had to consciously think, Ah, an intruder in the camp, I wonder what their motives are, wouldn’t have lasted long.


It’s also worth keeping in mind that it’s not just your brain that is affected. The nerves that radiate out from your spinal cord go all over your body, transmitting information about you and the world around you to and from your brain and organs. When we are in dangerous situations, like being too close to a predator (or a bathrobe that looks like one), part of this network, the catchily titled ‘sympathetic autonomic nervous system’, kicks in.


You’ve probably heard of it before as the ‘fight, flight or freeze’ reaction. It prepares your body for immediate action by dilating your pupils to capture more information visually, and dilating the bronchia in your lungs, which increases your intake of oxygen. It accelerates your heart rate to push more oxygen-rich blood to your muscles, makes you sweat to prevent overheating, and ups the secretion of adrenaline. It also stops your body wasting energy on functions that won’t be needed in an emergency – it inhibits digestion, reduces saliva production, and stops other ‘secondary’ muscle functions, notably in the bladder and bowels.


It’s also the reason behind the dry mouth and butter-flies that you feel when you’re confronting something stressful, like a job interview or giving an important presentation. We only have one set of biological processes to deal with stress and they evolved to deal with short, sharp moments of crisis before fading out when we move to safety. Unfortunately, in today’s world, we are often receiving tiny bursts of constant stress, whether they’re from the tyranny of the email inbox on our smartphone or rolling news. It’s also important to keep in mind that the fast system can be pretty unreliable. Much in the same way that the intruder isn’t there, often a perceived threat isn’t real. That email from a colleague might be passive–aggressive or it might just be the equivalent of a bathrobe over a chair. Many of us now live in a wash of constant low-level stress, which is bad for our bodies but also bad for our ability to make good decisions.


At its most debilitating, this can lead to something known as panic disorder, in which sufferers have unexpected attacks of panic and fear in their everyday lives.


It’s important to understand what this real panic is. The portrayal of ‘survival situations’ in film and media could make you think that panic is the default response of most people, that if something bad happens that’s what we’ll all do. Well, thankfully it’s not, but it does make for dramatic scenes on screen, so we tend to see it there quite frequently.


Panic is the kind of response that has actually lingered in our cultural subconsciousness for thousands of years. It’s named after the Greek god Pan, a chaotic maker of mischief who – legend has it – chases us through dark or forbidding places. The legend of Pan has been repeated down the millennia because anything with a strong emotional aspect to it, like panic – or what we might confront in those dark places – tends to be more memorable; more fascinating.


Thankfully, true panic is actually very rare, and it only occurs when certain key ingredients, or factors, are present. The only time I’ve ever witnessed genuine panic in a survival scenario was when I first did the ‘dunker’ as a pilot. I was in a very small module in the UK military’s helicopter underwater escape trainer. Me and my friend were numbers five and six on the back row of seating in the sealed metal tube, and numbers one to four were pretty much non-swimmers. Now that’s a recipe for proper panic. When you’re strapped into a metal box that’s being submerged; and people can’t swim; and the windows are all shut; and the water’s rising; then you witness true panic. As the water got higher and the air pocket got smaller it was like being in a washing machine with blindfolded karate experts, all flailing arms and legs. A panic response in humans is usually triggered by these sorts of rare key factors combining: normally a perceived restriction in available space and/or time, like you could get in a sinking ship or smoke-filled building. What we almost always mean when we talk about panic as it relates to more everyday anxiety is that feeling of tightness in the chest and the heart beating too fast. If you ever feel the symptoms of ‘panic’ welling up in your chest during your day-to-day stuff – maybe a tight deadline is making you feel really anxious at the expense of getting your task done – try putting your free hand on the top of your stomach just below your ribs. Close your eyes to concentrate and close your mouth so that you’re only breathing through your nose. As you breathe in, feel your stomach area expand under your hand. Try to breathe in and out slowly to a count of four; four in, four out, feeling your stomach rise and fall. This slow, deep breathing rebalances the amounts of oxygen and carbon dioxide in your blood and disengages our primitive fight or flight response. A calm, even breathing rhythm is the key and it can take a few minutes to achieve, but you should find that your heart rate gets back to normal and you start to feel better. Once you get good at it you can try ‘triangular breathing’, where you hold the inhale for another count of four before you exhale. Try triangular breathing lying down if you find it hard to get to sleep.


What you’re doing is tricking your brain into engaging the opposite response to the fight, flight or freeze one (the sympathetic autonomic nervous system). The opposite response you want to switch on, the para-sympathetic autonomic nervous system, is best known as the ‘Rest and Digest’ response. So the slow and steady breathing gradually puts the influential chemicals in your system back into a calmer balance.


Breathing techniques like this are brilliant because they can be applied pretty much anywhere, in situations from disasters to public speaking. Another great technique for hacking into the Rest and Digest response is to chew gum. Research by survival psychologist Sarita Robinson has found that chewing can engage the Rest and Digest response, lowering your stress-chemical levels and un-fogging your brain.5 It’s one I’ve instinctively employed for years, like when I’m driving in heavy traffic or late at night, and now there’s some survival world research to back it up too.


What this means is that, if we want to make better decisions, we need to try and do two things: 1) try and make as much room in our rational brain as possible and 2) try and reprogram the brain out of the wrong shortcuts it takes when it feels under threat from a new situation.


As we’ll see throughout this book, whatever you can do to try and gather information, work out what’s happening and take yourself out of this ‘under threat’ mode will allow you to re-engage your rational, slow brain.


The importance of rewards


The other incredibly important thing to keep in mind is that your brain has a whole other set of very important circuits that, rather than responding to threats and trying to avoid things that make us feel bad, reward us for doing certain things by giving us pleasure. There are lots of things that we do, from food and sex to novel experiences, that result in a little hit of dopamine. The one that will keep coming up throughout this book is how our brains respond to successful problem solving. Simply put: our brains love solving problems, finding out new things and feeling like we’re a valued part of the group. What you’ll see again and again is that those who survive are able to turn a situation that begins as a threat around through useful actions, which also trigger small rewards from the brain in the midst of the survival situation.


Learn to drill


Whenever your body is working in under-threat mode, your adrenal glands also release the stress hormone cortisol to temporarily increase energy production. One of cortisol’s other effects is to inhibit the laying down of new memories by your brain’s hippocampus, which explains why even though he must have done so, Dale Zelko has no memory of pulling the emergency eject handle in his stricken stealth fighter.*


No matter how hard he tries, his memory of it is missing, yet it happened. The next thing he remembers is sitting in the ejection seat, watching his cockpit recede into the night below him, the many warning lights blinking in reds and yellows. That he was able to do all this so instinctively when it mattered is because he had repeatedly drilled what to do in the event of emergency, both back on the ground and importantly in his head, until it didn’t involve producing a new response on race day.


This is why all military aircrews get specialist training for worst-case scenarios, aka ‘survival training’, whether they like it or not – because, one day, that training cheque may need to be cashed in. And when that day comes, you really don’t want to be relying on the slow parts of your brain to come up with every response. So we survival instructors drag our students behind boats at sea in their parachute harnesses, to simulate being blown along after ejection over water, and to practise the drills needed to avoid drowning. We drop them off by helicopter in the dead of night and have them hunted by tracker teams, to practise the skills needed to avoid capture in hostile territory. Any type of training is easiest to remember if it’s recent but, when push comes to shove, the very fact that you’ve done some training, even if it was a long time ago, can pay off. We remember actions much better if we’ve physically done them – rather than just thought, heard or read about them – and the more times we practise the actions, the more deeply they get ingrained in our brains.


Hard evidence of this phenomenon has been found by scientists who carried out comparative brain scans of London taxi drivers studying for their infamous navigational test: ‘The Knowledge’. In that training, the would-be taxi drivers have to learn to orientate themselves through 25,000 London locations by memory alone; no satnavs allowed. The scans found that the brains of taxi drivers who had gained that knowledge – via four years of study and road training – had significantly grown the areas of their brain associated with memory; the hippocampus. Through learning the many streets of London, they’d taken their mind muscles to the gym and got bigger brains as a result. Similar results have recently been obtained when the brains of ‘memory athletes’ were scanned at rest and during a test that involved trying to memorize seventy-two random words.6 These scans showed increased interconnectivity between regions of the brain, showing that having a better memory can be learned. We can change our brains if we want to.


Passing The Knowledge is an extreme end of this spectrum, but as with all things that need to be recalled and actioned quickly, mental rehearsal helps and practise makes perfect. As part of the same learning process, and well before any survival-specific environmental training takes place, military aircrew like Dale Zelko are trained in how to deal with aircraft emergencies. On-board emergencies come in all shapes and sizes, and how to respond to them is learned by heart. Much like the survival drills we’ll look at later, aircraft emergency drills are conducted in a very specific sequence and there is no ambiguity about content or order. That’s because we don’t want to have to think about it – we practise it again and again on the ground until it’s second nature in the air. Baby Royal Air Force pilots even get ‘cardboard cockpits’ so that they can practise their emergency drills back at their pit during downtime.* These mock-ups are printed out life-size, to enable muscle movements and hand gestures to be repeated as ‘touch-drills’ until they become instinctive.
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