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Introduction

sur-VIV-al HACK-ing

verb

The act of using what you have to get what you need to stay alive in any situation.

“Hacking” is making do with what you’ve got. It has three aspects:


	Using knowledge of basic survival principles

	Innovative thinking

	Exploiting available resources



KNOWLEDGE OF BASIC SURVIVAL PRINCIPLES

Knowledge is the basis for almost every successful survival skill. You can get it from reading books, listening to the advice and stories of others, and watching the actions of others. However, the most important way to gain true knowledge of survival principles is trial and error with your own two hands. No method of learning takes the place of hands-on, personal experience. Your options in a survival scenario will ultimately depend on your understanding of basic survival principles that surround shelter, water, fire, and food.

INNOVATIVE THINKING

I’ve often said that innovation is the most important survival skill. Innovation can be defined in survival as creatively using available resources to execute a plan formulated using pre-existing survival knowledge. At the end of the day, the application of survival principles is only limited by your ability to creatively use them.

EXPLOITING AVAILABLE RESOURCES

Available resources are anything natural or manmade, from leaves and sticks to trash bottles and windshield wipers. Everything is potentially a survival resource that you can exploit, with knowledge and creativity, to get what you need. In this book, we explore hundreds of everyday items that can be modified, repurposed, reused, reshaped, rebuilt, or recycled to meet some kind of basic human survival need.

THREE THOUSAND FAILURES

Some of the hacks featured in this book are tips and tricks I’ve absorbed throughout my lifelong study of survival; I learned them from other people and from watching others in the field. I’ve picked up all sorts of hacks from friends, family, students, and other survival enthusiasts. I’m always on the lookout for a fun, new, and creative survival hack.

However, many of the following 200-plus survival hacks are also the result of more than 3,000 failed attempts. Some, such as the Make a Fire Pipe hack in Chapter 3, took more than 20 tries to get right. If I had quit working on a hack idea at the first failed attempt, this book would be about five pages long.

The 200-plus hacks listed in the following pages are proven to work. I’ve successfully practiced them all. Each of them is an actionable lesson in survival; you can go into your backyard and practice them right now. Many can be executed in the comfort of your home or garage, and certainly you can use them on your next camping trip.

THE MORE YOU HACK

As you study, practice, and use these 200-plus hacks from everyday objects, you’re bound to learn more about survival principles and how to creatively meet basic survival needs. This knowledge will lead to new “hack” ideas that I want to hear about! E-mail your hack ideas to creek@creekstewart.com. Who knows, your hack could make it into the next volume of Survival Hacks.



Chapter 1
Shelter Hacks

CLOTHING HACKS

A Belt with Traction

Pantyhose Prevention

Lip Balm Zipper Waterproofer

Handy Tool/Gear Grips

Roycroft Pack

Tumpline for Heavy Loads

Sock Half Gloves

FOOTWEAR HACKS

Seal Your Seams with Toilet Rings

Newspaper Mukluks

Racket Snowshoes

Scrap Rubber Huaraches

This Insole Never Felt So Good

Use Ice to Make Your Shoes More Comfortable

Duct Tape Snowshoes

Sock Gaiters

CANOPY HACKS

Trash Bag Shelter

Hack Tarp Boat

Pop Can Snow/Sand Anchor

Pop Tab Tensioner

Two Simple Grommet Savers

DIY Canopy on a Budget

Shock Band Hack

Bug Out Bicycle Shelter

Glow-in-the-Dark Guylines

6" Tensioning Stick

SHELTER AND HEATING HACKS

Pallet Shelter

Framework Collar Connector

A $1 Sleeping Pad or Fire Reflector

A Quick and Dirty Camp Table

Hobo Candle Heater

Metal Bucket Storage Heater

A Simple Blackout Air Conditioner

SEATING AND BEDDING HACKS

Blanket Chair

Bed Sheet Hammock

Feed Sack Cot

Tire Stool

The 3-Ounce Camp Chair

In extreme conditions, you can survive as few as 3 hours without shelter. Exposure to the elements is almost always your number one survival priority. Keeping warm, cool, dry, or protected from the rain, snow, and wind is easier said than done when you’re working with limited resources. You may need some creative hacking in order to be effective.

I’ll never forget the words of a wise Scoutmaster when I was a kid: “Boys, the ability to dress yourselves is the first of all great survival lessons.” He was right. Shelter starts with clothing and footwear. It ends with more complicated principles such as windbreaks, insulation, bedding, roofing materials, fire reflection, and waterproofing.

This chapter’s hacks are all designed to help offer protection for you and your gear from your biggest survival adversary—the weather. Without protection from the elements, few other survival priorities matter. The ability to cope with what the weather throws at you is what keeps you alive long enough in order to even execute other survival skills directed toward water, fire, or food. We’ll start this chapter of shelter hacks in the spirit of my old Scoutmaster—with clothing.

CLOTHING HACKS

A BELT WITH TRACTION

A broken belt in the field can be a devastating setback, especially if you’re using your belt to carry gear such as a knife, your everyday carry (EDC) kit, and saw. A surprisingly simple and very durable hack belt can be made from the tread of an old bicycle tire. When the walls are trimmed away until just the face tread remains, it becomes the perfect belt width. Staple, rivet, or lash one end to your buckle, punch holes in the other end for adjusting, and you’ve got a belt that will last a lifetime. You can also use bicycle tire treads as suspenders, pack straps, replacement handles, and rifle slings. Slivers from the rubber tread can even be used as harsh-weather fire starters.
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PANTYHOSE PREVENTION

An old hunting buddy introduced me to this unique hack, and I’ve never forgotten it. As manly as he was, he wore pantyhose every time he hunted—both in summer and winter. During hot summer months, he swore that the pantyhose barrier made it impossible for ticks to latch onto the skin. In cold temps, pantyhose make a very effective base layer. It’s all about layering in cold weather, and the addition of a few pairs of pantyhose to your cold-weather car kit is a great idea that’s easy on the wallet. If you’re using a new pair of boots, pantyhose can also help prevent blisters by reducing the friction from your shoe. Simply trim off the feet and wear them as a sock liner.

LIP BALM ZIPPER WATERPROOFER

In extreme weather, even the slightest nonwaterproofed area or seam can become a huge setback and source of frustration. Many zippers are water repellent because of their construction, but they are not waterproof. One way to help waterproof jacket and backpack zippers is to run lip balm with firm pressure along the length of the zipper. Wax from the lip balm will press into the cracks and prevent water from seeping in. This will also help to lubricate the zippers (especially metal ones) and make them easier to use. Other products that can work for this in a pinch are crayons, candles, some hair pomades, and beeswax. The wax will wear off with use, but is a great temporary fix when Mother Nature proves to be unmerciful.

HANDY TOOL/GEAR GRIPS

Places and ways to secure gear and tools should be a part of every survival wardrobe. Here is a quick hack using bicycle inner tubes to secure a variety of tools and gear to belts, backpack straps, knife sheaths, and even walking sticks. Crosscut sections of bicycle inner tubes are widely known within the survival community as Ranger bands. When these sections of inner tubes are threaded onto belts or backpack shoulder straps, they make secure grips for a variety of small gear that you wish to quickly access. I keep a multitool right on my backpack strap, using Ranger band gear grips to hold it securely in place. These grips are weatherproof, inexpensive, and very strong. They can also be used as an effective fire tinder in bad weather.

ROYCROFT PACK

Canadian survival instructor Tom Roycroft was tasked by the Canadian Department of National Defence to come up with improvised backpack ideas that soldiers could construct with limited resources in the field. He ultimately invented what is known as the Roycroft pack. Lash a simple triangle of limbs together as shown. The left and right sides are the length of your armpit to your fingertip. The bottom is the length of your elbow to fingertip. Lay any kind of fabric, sheeting, or jacket on top of the frame and place your supplies in the middle. Fold the remaining fabric inward; a crisscross lashing holds everything in place. Finally, tie a lark’s head knot on top and run the 2 rope ends around the bottom corners and tie them at your waist. You can make this pack in just a few minutes with hardly any resources.
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TUMPLINE FOR HEAVY LOADS

Here is an old hack for carrying heavy loads that you may not have seen before. I first learned of this trick when studying the mountain men fur traders of the 1800s. Mountain men would have to carry heavy loads of fur pelts along hiking paths and canoe portages. They did this almost exclusively using a tumpline, a strap that runs over the shoulders and around the top of the head. The ends of the tumpline are attached to the sides of the basket or pack you’re carrying. It sounds very awkward, but in fact it allows you to carry a lot of cargo with less effort. The tumpline aligns the weight along your spine rather than weighing down your shoulders like a traditional backpack. It is important to note that the tumpline should wrap across the top of your head with you leaning forward rather than across the forehead.
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SOCK HALF GLOVES

A wise woodsman wears a scarf around his neck in cold weather. Much of your heat is lost through the thinly insulated veins and arteries that run through the neck. The same is true for the wrist. Heat is lost through the blood being close to the skin as it works its way to and from the fingers. For this reason, half gloves (also called wrist gloves) that insulate the wrist can make a huge difference in keeping your fingers warm in cold weather. You can make a very effective pair of half gloves from the leg and cuff portion of a pair of old wool hiking socks. Cut the sock off above the ankle, trim a hole for your thumb, and pull it on. This half glove will insulate much of the palm, the exposed veins on the back of the hand, and your wrist.

FOOTWEAR HACKS

SEAL YOUR SEAMS WITH TOILET RINGS

I’m a huge fan of leather boots. However, they require a lot of maintenance. During extended periods in wet environments, many leather boots will leak at the seams. I have a quick and easy hack for that, and it uses an inexpensive wax toilet bowl seal ring. Before heading outside, heat the seams of your boots with a candle. Don’t burn them or catch them on fire, just heat them up. While the seams are still hot, use a cloth to rub some wax from the toilet ring along them. The wax will melt and draw into the seam, making it nearly impermeable to water. Even in a bug out or survival scenario, wax toilet rings are always available. You can also use this method to waterproof the entire boot. Just warm the boots first by letting them sit in the sun or near a fire.

NEWSPAPER MUKLUKS

Mukluks are traditional soft-soled boots originating in the Arctic. The design is most functional in extreme cold conditions when the snow is soft and powdery as opposed to wet and slushy. Mukluks allow the feet to breathe through thick layers of insulation and, like their moccasin cousins, offer very quiet travel. You can make a hack pair of mukluks by laying out 20–30 sheets of newspaper flat on the floor with a corner facing forward. Place your foot in the middle with your toes pointing toward the outside corner and then fold each of the 4 corners in on top and across your foot. Tape or lash this layer into place. Next, fold a towel in half, place it on the floor, and wrap it around the foot in the exact same fashion using rope or tape. A final layer of tarp, scrap jacket material, or canvas can be layered on the outside for added weather protection. Add more layers of newspaper for more insulation.
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RACKET SNOWSHOES

Deep snow can be a devastating setback to a traveling survivor. Luckily, necessity is the mother of invention, and you can make snowshoes from many different items. One of the quickest snowshoe hacks that I’ve used is a pair of tennis rackets. Loop leather or rope foot straps around the strings of a tennis racket and lash them around your boot for a very comfortable fit. The heel of the boot should be left to move freely for ease of walking. The lashings should form an X pattern across the top of the boot with at least 1 line wrapping around the back of your boot to hold the foot firmly in place.

SCRAP RUBBER HUARACHES

The Tarahumara people of Mexico are world renowned for their ability to run long distances. What’s even more interesting is that they often run these distances in improvised minimalist sandals called huaraches. You can make huaraches from a piece of cord and scrap rubber taken from a car mat or even a tire.

First, trace your foot on the rubber and make a mark between your big toe and second toe where the toe thong will go. Next, cut the traced soles from the rubber and punch a hole on each side just near the back of the arch of your foot. Then punch another one on your mark for the toe thong. Cut a 6' length of cord and feed it through the toe thong hole with a knot on the other end to hold it in place. Feed the working end through the outside hole, around your heel, through the other hole, around the string on the top of your foot, and then retrace the lashing to lace the sandal in place.
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THIS INSOLE NEVER FELT SO GOOD

If you follow my work at all, then you already know that I love wool. It’s amazing in cold weather, and there’s nothing like a good pair of wool socks to keep your feet warm and toasty when the temperature plummets. One quick and easy footwear hack that I’ve used over the years to give me that extra edge of warmth and comfort is to custom cut my own boot insoles from wool felt. Felt is a fabric made by matting and compressing wool fibers until they become a solid piece of material. You can buy wool felt at almost any fabric store. Trace your existing shoe insoles on the felt to get the right size, cut the felt out with scissors, and insert them into your hiking boots. Not only will they add an extra layer of comfort, but the wool will also provide much-needed insulation for the bottom of your feet against the cold ground.

USE ICE TO MAKE YOUR SHOES MORE COMFORTABLE

There are many reasons why your boots can feel smaller than usual. Maybe you’ve put on weight. Maybe you’ve decided to wear thicker socks. Maybe your boots got soaked and shrank when they dried. For whatever reason, there is a quick and easy way to stretch them out a little bit. Fill resealable freezer bags about three-quarters full with water. Stuff those water bags into your boots and put them in the freezer. As the bags of water freeze they will expand and force your boot to stretch. Freezing water has the power to burst concrete; this hack is a great way to use that power to do something that is very difficult to do—stretch your boots!
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DUCT TAPE SNOWSHOES

If a pair of tennis rackets aren’t handy, here is another great snowshoe hack that only takes a few minutes longer to hack into existence. Cut and bend a 1⁄2" diameter flexible green sapling into a teardrop shape, approximately 2' × 1'. Use duct tape at the intersection to hold it together. Use more of the tape to create a web-like netting that spans the width and length of the wooden frame’s interior space. This will resemble a crude wood and duct tape version of a tennis racket head. Next, duct-tape 2 braces across the top that span the distance from the ball of your foot to your heel. These should be 1" in diameter and cut from green wood. Finally, use duct tape to secure the front of your boot to the front wooden cross brace. Your heel should lift freely upward but rest securely on the rear brace when stepping down.
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SOCK GAITERS

This hack isn’t as much about shoes as it is stopping things from getting inside them while you’re on the move. I rarely spend time in the woods (especially the desert) without a pair of gaiters lashed around my shins. Gaiters are a protective garment designed to keep mud, snow, thorns, sand, forest debris, and insects from getting into your boots while hiking. They also protect your shins against thorns, some kinds of snakebites, branch slaps, and moisture. Some good friends of mine went on a mission trip to Belize. While watching a video of their experience I noticed that their guides were wearing makeshift sock gaiters. They’d tucked their pant legs in their boots. Then they took the cut-off portions of the legs from thick hunting socks and pulled that up and around the ankle of their boot. Several of them even had a front section of a 2-liter bottle cut and tucked inside the gaiter for added protection.

CANOPY HACKS

TRASH BAG SHELTER

You’ve probably heard of using a trash bag as a poncho. However, not only can a trash bag be an incredible poncho, but it can serve as a surprisingly effective one-person shelter as well. As a kid I was taught to cut a head hole in the middle of the bottom of the bag and poke my arms out of 2 more holes cut at the corners. Wow, was this wrong! You only want to make a 2" cut about 1' down the fold from one of the bottom corners. When you make this cut across the fold it ends up being double that length when you open it up. This is your face hole. Pull the bag over your head and stretch the hole over your face and under your chin. Tuck your legs inside and sit against a downwind side of a big tree to get some rest.

HACK TARP BOAT

This hack isn’t about making shelter but rather using a shelter tarp to make an improvised boat.


	Lay your tarp flat on the ground. I used a 9' × 12' tarp.

	Pile pine boughs or leafy branches in a circle about 12" high. This will be the diameter of your boat. Leave at least 1'–2' of tarp around the perimeter.

	Lay a grid of sturdy sticks, 1"–2" in diameter, on top of the circle.

	Pile another 12" of green boughs on top, again in a circular pattern.

	Wrap the tarp around the circle and tie it to the grid of sticks.

	Cross your fingers.



See the complete photo series of steps at http://willowhavenoutdoor.com/hack-tarp-boat/.
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POP CAN SNOW/SAND ANCHOR

Securing tent or canopy stakes in snow or sand can be very difficult, if not impossible. You can make a very simple and easy snow/sand anchor from a flattened soda can. Start by flattening the can sideways, not from top to bottom. Next, punch a hole in the middle of the flattened can. Feed your tent guyline through the hole and place a knot on the other side to hold it secure. Finally, bury the flattened can in the sand or snow. The flat face of the buried can will act as an anchor to hold your line secure. Almost anything flat and sturdy will work, but a flattened pop can is an easy hack.

POP TAB TENSIONER

One of the first skills I teach in all of my survival courses is how to tie up an effective canopy shelter. Not only does this portion of the course involve canopy configurations, but I also teach tensioning knots such as the taut-line hitch. If the wrong tensioning knots are used, a canopy shelter can come crashing down when you least expect it. One great hack for tightening guylines is to use a plain old aluminum pop can tab. Once you remove it from the can, break off the tiny little metal ring that holds it to the can. This will expose a jagged edge that’s critical for this hack to work. Now feed your line through the tab as shown, and it can be used to tighten or loosen guylines as needed without having to fuss with knots.
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