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INTRODUCTION

After fifty years of writing, teaching, and advocating for survival preparedness and self-reliance, I have covered about every survival-related subject there is. Most of my materials exist in short articles, class outlines, PowerPoint programs, and notes. I also have a vast library of references and photos from various survival-training activities. While my most original works are devoted to the psychological and philosophical aspects of survival, I do address the more practical “nuts-and-bolts” aspects as well.

The challenge when preparing this book was to organize all the material in a coherent way. There are hundreds of “survival manuals” in publication, and I did not want to simply create another one. No survival book can cover every conceivable aspect of surviving every conceivable situation, so I decided to focus on subjects that I felt were the most likely needs and that I could create useful and practical chapters to cover.

Ten is a rather arbitrary number, but it helps to organize the material into manageable bites of knowledge. As I developed each chapter, I stretched or bundled material to fit the ten-subject standard. In some cases the same item applied to more than one category. For example, water applies to the water chapter, but it also comes up in home survival and in various survival packs. In such cases, I either referred the reader to the appropriate chapter or added some additional information not previously provided. I tried to cover the ten most important items in each category where possible, but there is no point in listing an item unless I could provide some useful information within a reasonable number of pages. So, this guided my choices. When any of the ten items took me a bit out of my knowledge wheelhouse, I did extensive research and combined multiple sources to provide the most useful information within a reasonable space. Some items within a subject chapter inspired more text or illustrations than others, particularly if the subject was not addressed in other chapters.

Where necessary, I have added lists, tables, and other materials at the end of chapters to further enhance their value. Some subjects required significant illustrations while others are primarily text. I used a combination of photos from my personal library, illustrations from military manuals, and some of my own illustrations where needed. While most of the subject material is covered in other survival manuals, I have added my own perspectives based on my fifty years of experiences and study. As I addressed each topic, my self-imposed “ten” theme forced me to organize materials in new ways and look at alternatives not always considered. In many cases I realized that I had some valuable experiences, tips, illustrations, and techniques to contribute to the subject drawn from classes and programs conducted by Live Free USA. My goal here is to share a variety of practical survival skills, principles, and ideas in an easy-to-read format that will aid the reader in becoming stronger, safer, and more self-reliant.



CHAPTER 1

Ten Principles of Survival

None of the survival precautions, methods, procedures, and techniques that are explained and advocated throughout this book will be of any value if your mental state and psychological condition render you unable to function effectively. Mental survival is the fundamental necessity for physical survival. The principles enumerated below are derived from analysis of true survival accounts. Studies of why some people survived fires, plane crashes, assaults, and other deadly situations while others in the same situations perished confirm that these principles made the difference. I have extracted the lessons from these sources and organized them into the following ten principles.

Although the data and concepts were derived from accounts of acute (rapidly developing) disasters—such as tornadoes, floods earthquakes, and epidemics—I realized that they apply equally well to chronic (slow-developing and persistent) disasters, such as economic decline, shortages, unemployment, climate change, and personal family or health issues. Finally, I came to the realization that these principles were the key to success in everyday life. In truth, all of life is a low-intensity survival challenge, and a survival emergency is just a high-intensity life challenge. People who have survived the worst disasters have usually done so by following these principles, and those who have had successful lives have done the same.

Before we get to the ten principles, we need to discuss the importance of the mental aspects of survival.

MENTAL ADJUSTMENT TO THREATS

It is important to understand the stages that the mind goes through when it encounters an unpleasant or dangerous situation. Again, these apply equally to a sudden-hazard event or a developing bad situation. Once we recognize (at least subconsciously) that something is wrong or going wrong, our mind begins to cope. The ten principles are important in determining how quickly and effectively we move from denial to action. In acute emergencies, we go through the four stages within seconds or minutes or we don’t survive. In the cases of slow-developing, chronic disasters, the process is slower and we may not even recognize our mental adaptation, but lingering too long before getting to effective action can still result in serious consequences. Time always runs out!

Denial

Denial is often verbalized in such phrases as, “This can’t be happening!” “Oh no!” or “You’ve got to be kidding!” People commonly rationalize scary events to avoid dealing with them: A fire alarm must be a false alarm. Shots must be firecrackers. Chest pain must be indigestion. The weather can’t get any worse. It won’t be that bad; surely things will turn around. While panicking at every slight sign of trouble is certainly unhealthy, it is far more dangerous to ignore clear signs of potential hazard without further consideration. Remember, we are all the descendants of people who heard the rustling in the bushes and ran like hell. The ones who shrugged and said, “It’s probably nothing,” didn’t have descendants.

Deliberation

“What should I do?” You are in immediate or eventual danger. The sooner you get out of the denial mode, the more time you have for deliberation. Indecisive people generally do not survive threatening situations unless they are just lucky. Depending on luck is a lousy survival plan. The ten principles will be of great value at this stage. Move!

Decision

This stage is greatly facilitated by past experience, training, and available resources. People known as “high dread personalities” who have experienced past calamities or have had a challenging life will usually do better at making hard-and-fast decisions under stress.

Action

No course of action is guaranteed to be the right one in true survival situations. The more you know, the more effective your actions can be. Any survival situation is caused by a change in your otherwise stable and safe situation. Therefore, only by changing your own situation (e.g., location, position, status, activity) can you hope to reestablish a “safe and sound” status.

Once you have moved from denial through deliberation to the decision and action phases of survival reaction, these ten important principles must be applied to guide your actions.


1. ANTICIPATE

Those who assume that things will not change or that nothing can go wrong wind up being victims. Those who do “what-if” analysis on potential hazards and trends are ready to survive. While those who say, “This can’t be happening!” are still in denial, the survivor is ready to act or has already acted. Survivors are people who quickly move through the stages of denial and deliberation to decisions and actions.

Accepting the possibility or probability that a bad thing may happen to you is essential. The military calls this process OODA: observe, orient, decide, act. Anticipation based on the presumption that if it can happen it will happen and that if it has happened to others it can happen to you motivates actions to avoid, prevent, and, if necessary, survive a disastrous event. If you have poor health habits, you can anticipate serious illness. If your home is cluttered and poorly maintained, you can anticipate an accident or a fire. If others in your field or area are losing their jobs and homes, you can anticipate losing yours. But anticipating winning the lottery or getting a break is dangerous thinking.

Building personal, financial, and material strength is a winning strategy regardless of future events. It’s OK to hope for the best, but it’s essential to plan for the worst. In industry and government what-if analysis is used to analyze potential for fires, explosions, spills, and other catastrophic events. In these exercises it is assumed that people will do the wrong things, safety valves and devices will fail, and weather conditions will be the worst for the situation. In other words, Murphy’s law will be in full effect throughout the emergency. It is amazing how many potential problems are found and eliminated through this process. Look at your lifestyle, habits, home, community, education, job, finances, associations, and the world’s conditions and events in a what-if mode. Most serious accidents and disasters are the result of the confluence of two or more factors at just the wrong place and time.


2. BE AWARE

The military calls this “situation awareness.” On a big-picture level, this means being aware of the national economic, political, and environmental situations, and the developments in your communities and at your place of employment. What are the trends? What are the developing hazards, shortages, and threats? On a more immediate level, you must develop the habit of observing and analyzing things around you and ahead of you. No texting, no cell phone use, no daydreaming. “Who are those people coming toward me?” “Do I smell smoke?” Be aware of sounds, shadows, light changes, and odors. Know what’s going on around you 360 degrees and up and down. Combat veterans have this habit, as do police officers. You should too. Those who have worked in heavy industry (and survived) have this habit. Most others don’t. The great majority of accident and crime victims got blindsided because they were blind to incoming hazards.

Listen to your sixth sense. In slow-developing hazards, we have the luxury of using our conscious, analytical mind to make decisions. When danger strikes quickly, we often must depend on instincts and training to detect the hazards and act automatically. But the deeper, primal feeling from our sixth sense is too often ignored or overridden by what we call reasoning or a desire not to appear overcautious or paranoid. These feelings that something is not right when we get a chill or the hairs on the back of our neck stand up are responses to signs and sensations that we cannot consciously recognize or define, but they are very real. Such sixth-sense premonitions usually arrive ahead of any conscious warnings and should put you on guard and get you ready to respond.

Levels of Awareness

Even the military cannot maintain high alert levels indefinitely. While you should always be aware of your surroundings and alert for changes, you can adopt different alert levels depending on your location and situation. Of course, you need not consciously say, “Alert condition yellow!” You just shift awareness as you go through life.


• Condition red: This means that a serious threat is imminent, obvious, and unavoidable. You smell smoke, see a weapon being deployed, sight a tornado funnel, or feel the ground start to move. You immediately look for and get to the most available and effective shelter for the situation, or you act fast to escape from the hazard. You prepare to fight with whatever weapons you have or can reach.

• Condition orange: This is when an emergency or disaster seems probable. For example, you hear a tornado warning, conclude that approaching individuals appear aggressive and may be armed, recognize signs that the economy is getting shaky, or hear rumors of an epidemic starting. You’re not in trouble, but a crisis is coming fast. You need to mentally prepare and gather your equipment. Maybe you ready your weapons or move closer to escape routes or shelter locations. This is not the time to be far from home, without weapons, or have your family dispersed. The better your preparedness efforts have been, the better your survival chances will be now.

• Condition yellow: You are safe and no threats are obvious, but you are alert because your location or situation makes you a bit more vulnerable to various hazards. When you are away from home—in the outdoors, in crowds, or at stores, banks, gas stations, and similar locations—you need to be extra alert. Anytime you are in a high-crime area or there has been criminal activity in your community, be at condition yellow. People are assaulted on their front porches and in their homes all the time. At times of unsettled weather or national unrest, keep your eyes and ears open and watch your six.

• Condition green: Sometimes you just have to relax. If you cannot feel safe in your own home or at your workplace most of the time, you probably need to make some serious life changes. When you are in a safe place with people you trust and there are no immediate external threats to worry about, enjoy! The knowledge that you are mentally and materially prepared to cope with emergencies should provide a great sense of security and comfort.




3. BE WHERE YOU ARE

This sounds obvious, but think about it. When we are talking, reading, texting, or playing a game on our cell phone, or have earbuds in our ears, we are mentally there, instead of here. We tune out what’s going on around us. This is okay in a safe environment, such as at home or in an office, but never in an at-risk situation, such as while walking, driving, or riding public transportation. Such habits are an invitation to crime, accidents, and being surprised by developing dangers.

The other application of this directive is when you are already in a hazardous situation. A survival situation requires your being 100 percent at this time and at this place. Any distractions or thoughts about how nice it would be to not be in this place at this time will only make the situation worse and survival less likely. Mental escapism is not helpful in most cases. Constructive and positive “I can get through this” and “What is my best chance?” thinking is what is needed.

At-risk mental states often take us away from the here and now just when we should be the most focused. Disasters and emergencies can make us angry, fearful, frustrated, and distracted. Prolonged stress often results in extreme fatigue. Being in pain, too cold or too hot, extremely thirsty, or hungry is also associated with disaster situations. All these can result in loss of focus on problem solving and safety just when you can least afford errors and accidents. While you may not be able to fully control your emotional state and environmental conditions, being aware of their dangerous, distracting effects and using care and control are critical.


4. STAY CALM

This is easier said than done. If you have followed the first three principles, your reactions are going to be automatic and appropriate. Once you have escaped the immediate threat (e.g., assault, shots, fire), take some slow, deep breaths. Gather your thoughts and follow the next six principles. Remember your calm (or apparent calm) will help others follow your lead. Understanding how your body and mind will react to stress can be helpful in staying calm. Intense training that creates stress is used by the military to condition soldiers to handle combat, but most civilians are less prepared when sudden disaster strikes. You may freeze, panic, or make illogical decisions. The mind may go blank and forget even basic survival knowledge. When shots are fired, flames are spotted, or other threats are taking place, the body is programmed to react in the following ways:


• Blood chemistry changes to improve coagulation.

• Pain relievers and stimulants are released into the bloodstream.

• Respiration and heart rate increase.

• Tunnel vision may develop, wherein you totally focus on the source of danger and are blind to other things (including dangers) around you.

• Non-vital functions are discontinued. This includes digestion that may result in nausea and vomiting, bowels and bladder evacuation, and dryness of the mouth.

• Blood vessels contract, causing increased blood pressure and sweating.



Studies show that people generally react in predictable ways in disasters:

• They look to see what others will do before acting on their own, even when the danger is obvious.

• They follow instructions and a chain of command if provided. Such instructions given with authority are far more effective than those given politely under stress conditions.

• They play the role in an emergency that they play in life. Leaders lead; followers follow; helpers help; predators and parasites do what they do to others.

• They become unified by threats and danger, which can be a good thing or a bad thing.

Psychologically prepared people survive more often than unprepared ones in a true disaster.

How to Calm Yourself

If you have just a few seconds before you must act, do the following breathing exercise to help reduce your stress and improve your performance.


• Inhale slowly for four seconds.

• Hold that breath in for a full four seconds.

• Exhale slowly for four seconds.

• Wait four seconds before inhaling again.

• Do this one or two times before taking your next action.



This also gives you a few seconds to consider your next actions and broaden your vision.


5. EVALUATE

Think about where the situation is going and what your options are. Evaluate the risks of doing nothing versus taking various actions. Consider your own levels of health, knowledge, and resources. Will you have help, or are you on your own? Prioritize risk versus cost and consequences. I have seen “preppers” who bolted at every doomsday prediction. They would literally take to the hills every year or two, abandoning their homes and jobs while dragging their families off to the wilderness. In a few years they had no money, no job, no family, and nothing left with which to survive. I have also seen lots of people put off basic survival and disaster preparedness actions until it was too late, even when the hazard was obvious.

In an acute instant disaster, you have to use these principles immediately to determine your actions, but for slower-developing or anticipated disasters, you can use the following questions to evaluate risk levels and priorities for preparedness.


• How likely is this disaster? Do not be panicked by the big, spectacular Armageddon scenarios. They are possible but much less likely to get you than more ordinary disasters, such as a home fire, tornado, epidemic, or crime. Where you live, where you work, and your lifestyle and economic situation affect your vulnerability most. What kinds of things are happening in your area? What kinds of things are happening to those you know? What has happened in the past?

• How will it affect me? Will this event endanger my life? Will it affect me directly or through its effect on the economy, community, or associates? Almost all natural and man-made disasters have some kind of domino or trickle-down effect on everyone.

• How soon is it likely to happen? What are the odds of this happening within the next year, five years, or ten years?

• How prepared am I now? Do you have what you need? Do you have a plan? Do you know what you need to know? This is called “gap analysis”: I am here now, but I need to have this, know this, and plan for this in order to survive.

• What do I need to do, and how fast do I need to do it? From the above, you can set goals and establish budgets of funds and time to improve your readiness.



You will probably find five or six issues that you really need to be ready for soon. Some will be basic—e.g., personal health, home safety, storm preparedness—while others may include such larger issues as epidemics, financial collapse, and civil disorders. Remember that little disasters that happen just to you are just as deadly as big events that affect thousands.


6. DO THE NEXT RIGHT THING

Sometimes you can let the enormity of the situation panic you into taking inappropriate actions or giving up. You eat the elephant one bite at a time. Once you know what must be done to survive, focus just on how to take step number one. Don’t think too much about the other one thousand steps ahead. In the case of the ongoing shifts in the environment, society, and the economy, the next right thing may well be to shift away from dependency and vulnerability as fast as possible. In the case of an eminent threat (e.g., epidemic, civil unrest, economic collapse), the next right thing is either sustained home independence or effective evacuation of the danger zone to a secure area. The former is usually preferable, but the latter option must be available and well planned. For example, a climber was caught in a blizzard on a mountain. As he tried to get back down, he fell into a deep ice crevasse, breaking an arm and a few ribs. No one knew where he was or would be looking for him, and he would certainly freeze to death within a few hours. He didn’t think, OMG I have to climb fifty feet up the vertical ice wall, then descend down a steep mountain in a blinding blizzard, and then walk miles to help. No, he just focused on finding a foothold and a ledge to get a few feet up. Then another step and another and another. In this way he rescued himself without ever being beaten by the enormity of his situation.

When I present programs on preparedness, I often encounter people who are suddenly aware of how bad things can get and how unprepared they are. They feel that they will never be able to be prepared soon enough to make a difference. They have defeated themselves before trying. I tell them to go home and put water into some containers, designate a few cans of food for emergency use, and buy some candles. It’s not much, but it’s a start. Something is always way better than nothing. Once they have taken the first small step toward preparedness and self-reliance, they usually continue and build on that.


7. TAKE CONTROL

In survival, things are happening to you. In preparedness, you are preparing for things to happen to you. This is primarily defensive thinking. In an acute, fast-developing disaster, you have to start happening to the situation using your knowledge and initiative. The whole point of being mentally and physically prepared is to be able to take control and change the situation in your favor. If you find yourself in the forest without knowing how to get back to where you started, you aren’t lost. You know where you are. You are right here in the forest, and you own this situation. You have a plan, you have resources (natural and man-made), you have knowledge, and, most important, you have willpower. You may find your way out, be found, or become the guy who lives in the forest, but you’ve got this.

This same attitude must apply to developing threats for which you are preparing. By being proactive, you may be able to prevent or avoid the consequences. Pushing your life forward toward better education, financial security, and personal improvement always increases your chances when the worst happens. Building your strength is happening to the future before it happens to you. While there are all sorts of predictions of what will happen to us and how soon it will happen, this is no excuse for digging in and closing off. When I started advocating and teaching survival back in the 1960s, during the Cold War and the riots, I was told not to bother organizing because the end was coming within a few years at best. They certainly had plenty of evidence for that expectation, yet here we are fifty years later. I came a long way and got a lot done by happening to life instead of waiting for it to happen to me. We should own the future, not fear it. That’s the difference between being a survivor and a victim.


8. HAVE WHAT YOU NEED

That sounds simple, but it requires careful anticipation and awareness to have the right stuff where and when you need it. For example, having lots of food and firearms is not what you need when you have a house fire. You need good fire extinguishers now! Having a full nuclear-biological-chemical suit and mask at home will not help in the more likely situation of smoke or biological hazards encountered on the streets. It’s not what you have, it’s what you have with you that counts. Prioritizing and acquiring skills, supplies, and equipment based on personal and realistic expectations—not popular media scenarios—is critical. The objective is to have safe air, effective personal defense, adequate shelter, clean water, sufficient food, and essential medical care when and where you need it. Of course, we can’t carry a full survival pack around all day. Other sections of this book consider what you need to have in your pockets to help get through those first few minutes of emergency when you are on the street. This is the first rung of the ladder of survival materials. You should have more emergency supplies in your locker, desk, or vehicle to help get you through a few days, if necessary. If you can reach home, there is your survival pack if you must keep moving or your more complete supplies to shelter in place for an extended period. The specifics of what you need are addressed throughout this book.


9. USE WHAT YOU HAVE

The accumulation of stuff alone will not ensure survival. You have to know how to use it and use it effectively. You will also be faced with situations where you need to improvise and scavenge to create survival devices. Junk and scraps can be made into needed items. Nature provides food, shelter, fuel, and other necessities when we do not have other options. Survival training greatly increases your options and capabilities with and without manufactured equipment. In today’s world we have specially made products for every aspect of survival. This makes us complacent and dependent. A good drill is to take every survival item you have and ask yourself, “What if I had to do without this?” and then “What could I use in place of this?” Know how to use each item and know how to do without it—then you are a true survivor.

Another exercise is to look at common household items and ask what else this could be used for or made into in an emergency. Could it be a weapon? Could I make a light out of it? Could it be used as a bandage, splint, or tourniquet? Maybe a water or air filter or a shelter? Nature and man provide enough materials to solve most problems. Note, if you only have one item to start with, it should be a knife. The possession of a knife or a multi-tool greatly expands your capacity to modify, improvise, and manufacture things to meet survival needs. It may take multiple steps of improvisation to achieve a survival solution. Suppose you need a screwdriver to get out of a door. What can I fashion the screwdriver out of? What can I use to bend and grind that object into a screwdriver blade? You modify things you have into things you need. Our ancestors did this every day to survive, but we have lost a bit of this ability.


10. DO WHAT IS NECESSARY

That may sound obvious, but it is often the failure to do what was required that resulted in failure to survive. Civilized living has programmed us to adopt habits, fears, and reactions that may be counter to survival necessity. Will we plunge our hand into an open wound to pinch off an artery? Will we hesitate to pull the trigger on an armed assailant? Will we be too shy to strip off cold wet clothing in front of others to prevent hypothermia? Will we trash or abandon expensive equipment in order to escape? Pride, fear, revulsion, fatigue, pain, and false values are mental states that can result in bad decisions. This is not to say that the values of morality, loyalty, and compassion are to be abandoned. If you have abandoned those you have not truly survived as a human being, but surviving may require us to overcome emotional obstacles and mental blocks to solve problems.

During the siege of Leningrad in 1941–42, the residents chopped up and burned even their most precious antique furniture for fuel. Before long, all the dogs, cats, and even rats disappeared. One wonders how some spoiled, materialistic, and finicky Americans would handle these kinds of decisions.

Aron Ralston, whose hand was trapped by a boulder while he was alone in the wilderness in southern Utah in 2003, applied all the other nine principles and exhausted all other options but eventually did what he had to do: cut off his hand to escape and survive.

In the gravest extreme situations, we are forced to revise our values and inhibitions. Retaining valuables or having preserved your modesty or vanity will be of little use if you’re dead. Unnecessary death is just stupidity. True survivors, as well as those who succeed at anything, are flexible and adaptable. They bend instead of break.


11. THE ELEVENTH PRINCIPLE: NEVER GIVE UP

Those are my ten principles, but, of course, I have one more! The eleventh principle is “Never Give Up.” Having advocated preparedness and greater personal self-reliance for over forty years, I guess I have got that one down. Remember, survival is not about you. You survive for your mission and for what you do for others. Without the will to survive, all your survival skills and equipment will not save you. You must believe that your survival is important, because your family needs you, your friends need you, and your community needs you. You have a mission to complete in life. So your first step in survival is to give of yourself to others and dedicate yourself to a mission. Having done this, you have the foundation of the survival will. Without this, you are inevitably weak and susceptible. I recommend that you (1) write down a personal mission statement today and (2) work on a family mission statement. You can never succeed if you do not define what it is you are trying to achieve.

Several of the above principles are interpretations of concepts set forth in Laurence Gonzales’ book Deep Survival, published by W. W. Norton Inc., which I highly recommend to all serious survival preppers. Reprinted here with permission.



CHAPTER 2

Ten Disasters to Prepare For

The word “disaster” is derived from combining “dis” (negative or wrong) with “aster” (planetary or stars). So the ancient meaning was a misalignment of the planets. We generally consider disasters to be any events that have massive negative effects on our lives, property, or freedoms. Although the classification of disaster is most often applied to large-scale events causing massive damage and loss of life, any event that injures you or your family, or damages your personal property or life, is a disaster for you. Doomsday is not when the world ends—it’s when your survival plan fails.

Disasters can be caused by natural, geological, meteorological, and even cosmological events, or by the intentional or unintentional actions of humans. Many disasters are only recognized in the proverbial rearview mirror years after they have happened and only as their catastrophic effects have become evident. More often than not, a single disaster sets in motion events that result in additional small and large disasters in the days, weeks, and even years that follow. Disasters are classified as acute or chronic, meaning fast or slow developing.

Acute disasters happen rapidly with little or no warning. Tornadoes, hurricanes, fires, assaults, explosions, most epidemics, civil disorder, and power outages are examples of acute disasters that are obvious, immediate, and require effective preparedness and fast reaction to survive. Chronic disasters are often stealthy, developing slowly and lulling people into putting off countermeasures until it’s too late. A declining economic system, rising unemployment, increasing crime and corruption, shifting weather trends, developing shortages, increasing prices, and an emerging health crisis from resistant diseases are examples of what could be classified as chronic disasters. Take that annoying sniffle that turns out to be pneumonia or that distant rumble that eventually brings a killer storm. You can do a lot to lessen the impact of such an event before the worst effects are felt and you must prepare for them to become full-blown catastrophes combined with associated acute disasters as time goes on.
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