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DEDICATION

This book is lovingly dedicated to Carolyn Chellis, who brightened the lives of everyone who knew her, and whose passing made this world colder and darker. You live on in my heart and in my memories.


A PERSONAL NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

At some point in this book, you’re likely to be offended by something I’ve written as I attempt to make a point. With all due respect, dear reader, think of it as tough love.

There are so many misconceptions, so many myths—many of them surprisingly recent in origin—that a scarred, gray-bearded old woodsman who’s learned many a lesson the hardest of ways (short of actually dying) could go nuts just trying to dispel them all. Forget about trying to teach someone to survive; you could spend weeks just debating beliefs that are not only untrue, but often dangerous. In the more than quarter-century I spent teaching survival classes to people who came from all over the country, I turned away most clients who said “I already know a lot …” during our pre-contract telephone interview. I’m a survival instructor, not the captain of a debate team.

I’ve spent my entire life—almost sixty years—learning the nuts and bolts of staying alive under adverse conditions—both in urban and wilderness conditions—and it often was not my choice. My own education didn’t stop during the more than thirty years I took money in exchange for teaching the wilderness skills I’d learned to others.

My foray into the world of survival began as a way of life; I grew up the eldest of seven children in a dirt-poor household. Not in a metropolitan ghetto (although I did spend my infancy there), but in the Michigan northwoods. During the summer, you’d swear that the bugs would carry you away. In the winter, when the weather can (and sometimes does) kill a person just for doing nothing at all, you sometimes go into the root cellar just to see dirt.

The turning point for me, personally, came in the winter of 1964–65. We lived two miles outside of a tiny burg named Carsonville. When the blizzard hit, it was my mother (always a frail woman), sister, three brothers (two of them—twins, who were less than a year old), and me, the eldest. My stepfather was away, driving a truck, and nobody who would have cared could get to us down the snow-choked dirt road.

Days passed, then a week. The cupboards went bare and the powdered milk needed to be saved for the babies. We were eating rolled oats three times a day. Then the sugar ran out, and mealtimes truly became drudgery. We were surviving, but that was all. By the time a farmer who lived a mile down the road came putting through the snowdrifts that choked our hundred-yard driveway on his John Deere A tractor to check on us, we were on our second day of eating nothing at all.

That experience left a mark. My brothers and sister don’t remember, but my mother did, and for me it definitely left a lasting impression. I vowed that we would never go without food again, and we never did. There were hard times again, but I made sure there was always meat, fish, and fowl on the dinner table. Sport hunters who’ve never killed for more than some kind of fun have demonized my actions as somehow offensive to their magazine-instilled ideals, but my younger siblings never went without a meal. They’ll probably never appreciate that the good health they’ve enjoyed as adults is likely a result of eating more natural than “store-bought” foods, not just wild game, but from the truck garden and livestock we raised. We learned to can, dry, smoke, and jerk just about everything you could consider food.

I’ve often attracted people who want to prepare for the end of the world—or at least, the end of the world as they know it. They’re usually surprised that I don’t think in those terms. I doubt the world will end in a fiery Armageddon, but I’m sure that times can get tough—and then, they’ll get tougher yet. I remember the Associated Press photo of an old man, several days dead, in a wheelchair, desiccating under a hot sun, while a pair of toddlers played on the sidewalk next to him—and that wasn’t in Ghana or Peru, it was in New Orleans, Louisiana. After the 2010 Earthquake, decaying corpses were stacked like cordwood in Haiti, because there were neither resources nor a place to remove them from public view. Finally, for the sake of public safety and hygiene, those babies, wives, and grandfathers were unceremoniously bulldozed into a big hole, and covered over. How “civilized” a person might be is entirely dependent on how tough conditions are.

Because lessons are, by definition, stories, I’ve elected to illustrate some of those that I’ve learned with factual anecdotes. Some of these lessons have scarred me—a painful lesson is one that you’ll probably remember. I was fortunate to have absorbed many lessons vicariously, while on a few occasions the people who should have learned from their experiences haven’t survived to exploit the learning. It is my most sincere and fervent hope that by relating events from my own life, I can pass on information that I’ve obtained the hard way without costing you the blood and pain that I’ve paid. Sometimes, there are numerous pieces of wisdom to be gathered from a single misadventure.

No, I don’t believe that the world will end, per se—at least, not in the glorious and mercifully quick fireball that so many hope it will. But it’s a given that your world will end. A biblical proverb says that no man can know the time, but, according to the Department of Homeland Security, every one of us can expect to face some form of widespread catastrophe in our lives. It might be human-caused, it could be one of the increasingly common (and increasingly extreme) weather-driven calamities. Or, even something as improbable, but maybe not so impossible—according to some big names in computer design—as machines that get smart enough to become dangerous. Or maybe even a conquering army from another planet. The possibilities for our complete or partial destruction are almost endless.

Whatever the cause of a disaster, your objective is to live through it, if for no other reason than to continue our species. And it is the stated objective of this book to enable you to achieve that goal. However you choose to use the knowledge and wisdom I’ve worked hard to put into this book is up to you. Either way, good luck.


CHAPTER ONE

PHILOSOPHIES OF SURVIVAL

“A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly. Specialization is for insects.”

—Robert Heinlein

Attitude and Philosophy

A sudden screech of tires next to my open window sent ice water down my spine. It was a Friday afternoon in July, and the highway was bumper-to-bumper, jammed mostly with tourists who were fleeing their urban neighborhoods.

The reversed image in my mirror showed a Ford LTD sedan, brakes locked and tires smoking, skidding sideways in a desperate attempt to avoid the stopped traffic ahead. The driver missed the other vehicles, but his car slammed broadside into a molded concrete curb. The big car rolled onto its side like a mortally wounded beast, its exposed underside unsettling to me, and it continued over, impacting hard onto its roof before sliding to rest in a deep, grassy ditch.

I parked, then grabbed my truck’s on-board first-aid kit and ran toward the inverted car while my wife used our sideband CB radio to call a local REACT (Radio Emergency Associated Communication Teams) base station operator on Emergency channel 9. That operator in turn called the police from his home (there was no 911 in those days). From a hundred feet the air was thick with gasoline fumes—I could hear dripping fuel sizzling onto hot exhaust pipes.

On the passenger side, a thirty-year-old-looking man, one of the passengers, was pulling the right arm of a plump woman who was suspended upside-down from her shoulder belt. The driver was lying on his belly inside the opposite window, pulling on her opposite arm. Neither man was cognizant enough to understand the lady’s repeated complaints that she was stuck, unable to reach the belt’s release button.

When the man on the passenger side ignored my repeated comments to that effect, I grabbed his shoulder with enough grip to get his attention, and pointed out the problem. He released the woman’s arm and began yanking against the seat-belt strap. The woman, who could smell and hear sizzling gasoline, began to panic and wriggle wildly against her restraints.

This was stupid, and I lacked the courage to spend a second more near that car than I had to. I flicked open the large blade of my Buck CrossLock folding knife and told the man to move his fingers. He ignored me, pulling mindlessly against the strap until I laid the Buck’s polished edge against the belt next to his fingers. The man jerked his hands back automatically. A single slash later, the woman dropped heavily onto the car’s ceiling, scrambling out the passenger window even before she landed.

The woman ran to a little boy and a girl who were already out of the car. The three of them hugged and wailed uncontrollably while I tried vainly to ascertain if everyone was out. All three adult occupants were in a daze, and all had slipped away from reality for the moment. I smelled beer.

Terrified that the sizzling LTD might burst into flames, I ran back and tried to look inside. The front windows were open, but the car’s roof was crushed down onto the front seat’s back. (That meant that both of the kids outside had probably been in the front seat.) The back windows were not only closed, but tinted, and I could see nothing of the interior.

I grabbed the handle and pulled, but the latch was wedged tight. At least thirty motorists had gathered to gawk, their cars lining the highway on either side, so there seemed to be plenty of muscle available. I called out for a couple of big, strong guys to lend a hand and, incredibly, not one bystander even blinked. Like a herd of ruminating cattle, every one stared blankly, and I had the nauseating impression that they regarded what they were witnessing as reality television.

I braced a foot against the LTD’s quarter panel and heaved. The door opened. Huddled on the car’s ceiling was a little girl, about ten years old, with wide brown eyes. She was scratched and bruised, but seemed to have no real injuries.

“C’mon Honey,” I said, more calmly than I felt, “Your Mom’s right here waiting for you.” She took my hand, and I pulled her from the wreck. Without a word she ran over to the woman and two children, and now all four were sobbing hysterically. The driver and the other man were milling around in a stupor, but everyone was out of the car.

The overturned Ford was cloaked in a stench of gasoline and hissing like a Hognose snake. The mob of motorists who’d gathered to watch the show were within fifty feet of what I feared might become a fiery explosion at any second. When I pointed out the danger to them in a loud voice, the crowd backed up in unison (like a school of minnows, I thought), but only about ten feet. Disgusted, I dismissed them all with a wave of my hand.

A fleet of fire trucks immediately screamed onto the scene, so I shouldered my first-aid kit and headed back to where my wife sat, still talking with the REACT operator who had called them. Rubber-clad firemen hosed down the Ford as we pulled back onto the highway. I tried not to think about the toxins they were washing into the groundwater that ultimately fed into my house’s well.

There are several lessons to learn from that story—like how valuable it might prove to carry a first-aid kit and a fire extinguisher in one’s vehicle at all times. Or how having a sharp folding knife on your belt can make possible feats that would otherwise be impossible. I also made a mental note that today’s improved braking systems might not always be a good thing if the car behind yours doesn’t also have them.

The most disappointing lesson came from those motorists who had stopped to do nothing except witness tragedy, vicariously seeking a thrill they could use to remind themselves that they could still feel something in their numbed lives. However psychologists might try to explain the reluctance of this crowd of people to help, the bottom line is that not one person at the scene lifted a finger to aid a family who was clearly in need of immediate assistance. I pray that none of my loved ones are ever the victim in a similar circumstance.

Reality and Glory

Since “survivalist” became a byword of the late 1970s (ironically, about the same time that the song “Macho Man” appeared on the music charts), I’ve seen a whole spectrum of survival experts and heard more survival philosophies than I care to recall. In those days of the Cold War, there existed a universal social unease. Natural disasters seemed far-fetched; more likely were invading armies from that supposed pit of Hell, the Soviet Union. Or, worse, the appropriately coined acronym MAD—for Mutually Assured Destruction—by nuclear ICBMs, enough of them to bathe the globe in radioactive flames. Only in recent years, with the de-classification of governmental documents, do we realize how very close we came to incineration a couple of times. When the USSR collapsed, fear shifted to invasion by United Nations troops. Then Chinese …

Meanwhile, in Monroe County, Michigan, near Detroit, the Fermi II fast-breeder plutonium reactor’s core experienced a Chernobyl-style meltdown in 1966, and nobody noticed. In 1969, the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie were so polluted with petrochemicals that the water caught fire. In 1978, the super-polluted Love Canal in New York literally exploded under the community built atop it. In 1979, the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant near Middletown, Pennsylvania, partially melted down. And so on.

At the time of this writing, a legislative boondoggle by Michigan’s Governor Snyder has poisoned the drinking water of Flint, Michigan, turning it urine-yellow, even after treatment. It is not paranoid to maintain a survivalist attitude; it is naive not to.

Many people perceive the world around them as going to hell in a proverbial handbasket, and they feel powerless to make any effective changes to its progress. Their collective psyche needs to feel like it is not entirely vulnerable; they need to believe that a catastrophic situation that might not have yet happened—or even been identified—isn’t entirely hopeless.

So, people choose to prepare as they believe is wisest. Along with socially normal people, every neurotic with a psychological axe to grind is attracted to the “cause” of survivalism, or prepping, or whatever the most faddish catchphrase is for that week. The hard truth is that preparing to survive a disaster whose form and severity are unknown must be a theoretical exercise—in part, at least.

Not nearly as theoretical as some make it, though, because there exists a whole library of empirical fact—how knowledgeable any survivalist might be is in direct proportion to how willing he is to study. In the twenty-first century, there is no reason—and no excuse—for a survivalist to not know the boiling temperature of water, how many yards are in a mile (or meters in a kilometer), how to navigate from Orion’s Belt, or any number of commonly known empirical values. Although there are certainly individuals (sadly, maybe the majority) who live up to Hollywood’s image of the redneck ne’er-do-well who sits on a case of canned goods with a shotgun and a bad attitude, the genuine survival expert is indistinguishable from any good neighbor. He doesn’t sport a rebel flag or bring attention to himself unnecessarily, and he is generally well-versed in most topics. Not necessarily because he is a genius, but because staying alive, no matter what, is no less serious than studying to be a lawyer, and a genuine survivalist appreciates that knowledge is, indeed, power. The best part is that education, like good hygiene, is free for the taking.

A survival expert also knows that there will be nothing glorious or romantic in keeping themselves and their loved ones alive during a real-life catastrophe. That conclusion isn’t theoretical or hypothetical, but based on actual events from the past, present, and certainly future. For the Jews in Hitler’s Germany in 1939, there was nothing romantic, nor for refugees in Serbia and Bosnia when First World Yugoslavia suddenly descended into bloody anarchy, with caveman mentalities and twenty-first-century weapons. Even in the United States. The most amazing thing about the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, Louisiana, was the speed at which that city plunged into lawless chaos.

There will be no sudden burst of heroic magnificence, followed by a quick and painless end. Imagine those things that your mind refuses to think of. Watching your wife or daughter being gang-raped, then beaten to death, their eyes cut out with a knife, while you can do nothing but watch. Envision the slow death of a small child who’s been burned so horribly that her skin sloughs off, and you can do nothing, except pray that death comes like a merciful angel.

Are you thinking, “Oh my God, what is wrong with the SOB who wrote this book?” Good. Because as bad as you might think I am, I freaking assure you that if supermarket shelves go bare and amenities that we think of as necessities start disappearing, there are people out there who make me look naive.

This is not to invoke fear unnecessarily. Mad Max movies notwithstanding, the small percentage of people who have a sociopathic mental bent have never survived for long in a human society that has always striven to rebuild itself after an apocalypse. But be aware that they will exist; a minority of desperate, need-driven people who have always congregated together to form a common spine, as it were. They will be driven by fear, maybe hopelessness, because they have no survival strategy. They pose little danger to a well-organized party, but history has shown that they might present a danger to loners, and to groups smaller than their own.

As a whole, people will band together for the good of their communities, because that’s what human beings do. After the 2011 earthquake in Fukushima, Japan, and the subsequent tsunami that breached a large nuclear reactor there, citizens were remarkable in their communal display of calm. There was no looting, no one rioted, and no one martyred themselves before television cameras. Residents just quietly picked up and helped their neighbors do the same and, working together, they gave news broadcast crews—who thrive on tears, pain, and drama—little reason to even be there.

[image: images]

The earthquake/tsunami/nuclear disaster that triple-whammied Japan in 2011 is but one recent example of how planetary changes can destroy a person’s world between breakfast and lunch. (Photo courtesy API)

Toughness and the Survivalist

And that brings us to another truism that seems to be especially frightening: The toughest man who ever lived was pretty fragile. All of us like to believe that we’re able to withstand abuse on a superhuman scale, but the simple fact is that humans are pretty easy to kill, and not especially difficult to take out of action.

Even mentally, humans are easy to break. Every person who ever successfully served a hitch in the US military has been broken—most reduced to tears—and that especially applies to elite special forces. Military SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape) trainers are experts at reducing the toughest man to a blubbering mass, and the only soldier who might not have been broken is the one who washed out in boot camp. To quote Dirty Harry, “A man’s got to know his limitations.”

Gladiators of Old Rome trained hard so they would not kill an opponent, because gladiatorial exhibitions were, above all, entertainment. A soldier, battle-hardened—which is to say, experienced and still alive—knew that the secret to walking off any battlefield lay in taking an opponent out of the fight immediately. It didn’t really matter if the other fellow died, so long as he was incapable of inflicting harm. If that translated into a quick thrust and slash that left an enemy struggling to scoop his own entrails back into his abdominal cavity, so much the better. A gladiator knew that people were easy to kill.

A gladiator also knew that genuine sword fights were concluded in a matter of seconds, usually with a single blow; so the gladiator’s objective was to thrill a crowd, and that meant showmanship took precedence over combat skill. An uprising of gladiators in the Third Servile War (73–71 BC), led by the infamous Spartacus, easily swept aside the Roman Guard (police force); but Spartacus’s army fell to returning legions of battle-hardened soldiers who did not know how to sword fight, only how to eliminate an enemy.

Over the centuries, gladiators morphed into different types of less-deadly sport fighters. The bare-knuckled brawlers of John L. Sullivan’s day were still too dangerous to one another, so boxing gloves were adopted; not to protect fists, but faces. A friend who’d recently earned his black belt in Tae Kwon Do asked his sensei to demonstrate what he might expect in a street fight—the sensei knocked him down immediately.

The enemies most likely to lay low a survivalist aren’t big. They don’t even have teeth or claws. Mosquitoes and black flies have brought down the strongest of men—and not just in the woods; the worst epidemic of Yellow Fever in America occurred in New York City. A few years back, one of my friends actually knocked himself unconscious because of mosquitoes during a hurried midnight trip to the outhouse. Among lumberjacks of old, there was malady known as “swamp madness,” during which victims (primarily of exhaustion) temporarily lost their minds until they were returned to town.

In that same vein, some survival authorities have gone on record saying that it’s preferable to drink untreated water from a stream or pond, and to subsequently contract an aquatic parasite, than it is to be dehydrated. That is, to put it bluntly, some of the worst advice ever dispensed—and under the water section in this book, you’ll learn how to do neither. A case of cryptosporidium might not kill you (it does do just that in a few instances), but the diarrhea, stomach cramps, fever, and generally crippling flu-like symptoms that accompany the intestinal parasite are definitely not conducive to fending for oneself in life-threatening circumstances.

The crux of my message in this section up to now has been to convince you how tough you are not. Now, let’s address how tough you are—the real world proves that a typical human is tough enough to accomplish some pretty awesome things. When Lt. Ian MacHorton and his unit of British Chindits forged deep into Japanese-held territory in Burma during WWII, they accomplished their mission of destroying enemy rail lines. But in doing so, the unit was scattered throughout some of the most feared jungle on Earth. Thanks to their training and ingenuity, many of the lost chindits made it back to British-held India after surviving months in the bush. Lt. MacHorton was missing-in-action for 100 days before he walked out of the jungle, almost none the worse for wear.

During the decade of excavation before the 42-mile-long Panama Canal officially opened in 1914, malaria, yellow fever, dengue, and other insect-borne ailments ranked as the most feared hazards in the jungle. More than half a century later, the most advanced, best equipped soldiers the world had ever seen were being brought down by parasites in Vietnam. Even today, malaria is much-feared in places like Africa.

Yet, human beings have thrived in such “inhospitable” places for millions of years—without quinine, inoculations, and white-coated doctors. Survival isn’t about Kung fu and midnight firefights, it’s about being strong enough to resist the minuscule, everyday threats that are immediate dangers.

One secret to doing so is to remain healthy and physically strong, and that means that you do not tough-out any situation that you don’t have to. It’s imperative that you remain well-fed, hydrated, that you get sufficient sleep, and that you do nothing that might compromise or weaken your immune system. It isn’t about being tough, it’s about being healthy. Achieve that seemingly simple goal and you’ll find that you’re tougher than the guy who denies needing those things.

Why Survive?

In the aftermath of widespread devastation—a suffering on a global scale that, with today’s inflated human populations, results in a death toll the likes of which has never been seen in history—would you even want to survive? Do you want to raise your children and grandchildren in a world that is devoid of happiness, where the simplest pleasures—like clean water to drink and enough food to fill your belly—might be just fond memories of past generations?

The answer is yes. A fundamental of human survival, on an instinctual, even cellular level, is that you must continue the existence of your species. This is insect strategy; an instinctive reaction that goes beyond instincts like fear, love, and anger. It’s a soul-deep desire that drives us to continue the existence of our bloodline. It is why wolves began to take coyotes as mates at least two decades ago. It’s the reason that the Jews, Asians, and the American Indians, like every other conquered people, capitulated to their masters, rather than have their entire genealogies erased. When all else has failed, when a situation has fallen to that single-celled animal level, and you know beyond a doubt that doom and extinction are the inevitable results, the ultimate solution is to survive—scientists call that evolution.

The insect-level survival instincts operate all around us. It’s the instinct that makes locusts swarm over places where there is food, even though birds and small carnivores eat them until they can’t eat any more. The same force that drives mating fish to school upstream, in disregard of fish-eaters who massacre them by the thousands. The same impetus that compelled Japanese soldiers trapped on Guadalcanal Island to throw themselves at Marines who they thought were there to annihilate their race. Often mistaken for heroism, it’s the force that drives adults to shield children from harm with their own bodies. Even the “suicidal” migrations of lemmings are actually a representation of the drive to sacrifice some to ensure survival of the species.

So, when someone asks, “Why would I want to survive in a world that’s radioactive, or where the cities are in ruins?” The answer is: because that’s what we’re wired to do. No one wants to die—that’s our personal survival instinct—but if just one human being lives through whatever it is that’s trying to kill off our species, then we’ve satisfied our most profound drive to survive.

Misanthropy versus Conscience

Misanthropy is the hatred of one’s own kind. This cognitive feeling runs counter to our cell-deep, insect-like instincts. But like so much about the human condition, our species has evolved a hodgepodge of emotions that have created a whole industry of psychology and self-help from people who claim to understand what’s going on in our heads better than we can.

Being humans, we are cursed with mental processes that other animals have been spared. It has been argued that to be self-aware on the level we are is the very definition of hell on Earth. Our minds can translate what would be an idyllic life to those who are less blessed as a damnable existence.

Misanthropy is common in a catastrophic event. Someone must be to blame. Everyone else is to blame. You need to look out for number one. You need to make hard decisions, and to hell with anyone/everyone else.

But unless you truly believe that whatever is happening to you is indeed the end of the world, then it’s imperative that you maintain a positive attitude. That’s not a cliché. You need to have a plan to survive, and you need a clear head to form an intelligent plan. To have a clear head, you need to believe that there is a reason to live through another tomorrow.

Biased against that, you might be required to make tough decisions. If you have only enough water to keep your own family alive, you might have to watch while your neighbor’s children die of thirst. That’s only one of a thousand horrible, unthinkable dilemmas that can, have, and might occur.

There is no correct answer to such problems, there are no proper solutions. There is only the recognition that horrid things none of us like to even imagine might happen. Like survival itself, what a person does in response to any set of conditions will vary according to circumstances.

The best you can do is be aware and be prepared to meet as many contingencies as you can. Whether you will sacrifice humanity for continuation of life for yourself—or for a loved one—is a choice you could face, and you need to at least recognize that as fact.

Trust, Secrets, and Need to Know

The aim of survival is to be prepared to meet problems whose form you can’t prepare for. Put simply, that’s impossible. In today’s world, the potential problems are legion. More than that, the challenges might be very different from one region to another.

Begin with the generics. In most instances, you’ll need to establish a safe haven. Maybe not a place in which to spend the rest of your life, but a hideout where you can escape to at a moment’s notice with those you choose to take with you, and regroup until you can fully assess a situation. Leaping before you look is an age-old mistake, and life could well depend on having a respite in which to strategize.

Take, for instance, the turn of the millennium. It didn’t take a master in computer assembly language to know that the presumed Y2K bug was never going to be a problem in itself (most personal computers never even noticed), but AM radio scaremongers had half the country ready to panic over passenger planes falling from the sky, medical records disappearing, 401Ks vanishing, and Wall Street collapsing.

In reality, forewarned is forearmed, and every industry had been aware of the potential flaws in the 2-digit date system for more than fifteen years—time enough to ensure that any critical digital data was transferred onto an updated machine. Nobody was going to lose anything.

Still, I distrusted the generalized fear that I was hearing from friends and neighbors—or even overhearing in conversations between other people in supermarket checkout lines and elsewhere. I decided that it would be prudent to have an escape plan; a ready place to go to, should widespread panic ensue because of a glitch or two in somebody’s computer. It probably wouldn’t need to be a long-term haven—although I sure wasn’t going to rule that out by being unprepared for an extended stay—the fist-fights, riots, and even unsubstantiated rumors of investors jumping out of high-rise windows on Wall Street in 1929 stand as proof that panic by itself can be mindlessly lethal.

Since part of my job entails backpacking, no one thought anything of it when I left for a weekend in a million-acre state forest. When I got to where I was going, at the end of a miles-long, 4-wheel-drive-only 2-track, I took the 55-gallon open-head plastic barrel from the covered bed of my truck and hauled it a couple more miles back into the woods. When I reached the high-ground glacial ridge I wanted, in the midst of a deep swamp, I buried it deep enough that bears (hopefully) wouldn’t find it, and partially filled it with the contents of my backpack. Over the next few months, that barrel became a pretty impressive emergency cache.

Y2K passed with barely a hiccup, but that retreat site later became the place where I built a log cabin for my book The Log Cabin. It proved to be a good site because, although many have looked for the place since I moved out in 2002, no one has yet found it.

And it’s unlikely that anyone else will ever find it—especially since the forest has naturally changed to erase what little sign I’d left when I was living there. A well-stocked hideout like this one might be a lifesaver one day, but only if its location—indeed, its very existence—remains absolutely unknown. It has been said, validly, that two people can keep a secret if one of them is dead.

Best friends, lovers, wives, husbands, kids—none of these people need to know where your safe house is located. Not until the time comes when it is needed. For every head that contains this information, the value of the place decreases geometrically until it might very likely become useless. A drunken, angry, even innocent slip of the tongue can undo a decades-worth of planning and preparation, and it’s human nature to demonstrate one’s importance by revealing a secret—the bigger the secret, the more important its keeper must be.

But one cannot divulge secrets that one doesn’t know in the first place. And, as Butch Cassidy once observed about his famed Hole-in-the-Wall hideout, the only reason it hadn’t been found was because it wasn’t worth the trouble for lawmen to come a-lookin’ for it. Remember, a secret is not a secret if someone else knows about it.


CHAPTER TWO

THE NOT-NAKED APE

Tools and Equipment

One of the romantic, and patently unrealistic, notions of what constitutes a genuine survival expert is his or her ability to be dropped off naked into the backcountry, where they will not only thrive, but build a Wal-Mart Superstore.

It doesn’t work that way, folks. It has never worked that way. Since the appearance of Homo habilis—the “Handy Man”—in the evolutionary line of primates, humans have prevailed through the manufacture and use of tools. Denied the senses, natural tools, and weapons of so-called lesser animals, people owe their origins—and their continued survival, even (and perhaps, especially)—in the twenty-first century to an innate creativity. That, combined with opposable thumbs and long fingers, enables us to manufacture superior replacements for teeth, claws, and an infinite spectrum of other tools.

It’s true that a genuine survival expert, armed with thousands upon thousands of hours—not just an occasional weekend—might make his way, Rambo-style, with almost nothing. But that’s only because he possesses the experience and tactile know-how to create tools from whatever materials are at hand. No Apache, Bushman, or Aborigine ever willingly went into the wilderness without packing along as many comforts and necessities as circumstances would allow. An Athabascan wouldn’t even think about it.

Why You Need a Knife

“Can I borrow your knife?” I’ve heard that question with increasing frequency for the past thirty-five years, and often from people in a work environment, where a knife is needed on a daily basis; for everything from opening boxes and cutting tape to stripping wire and scraping away a layer of paint. You don’t need to be a back-assward woodsman to regard your knife as an invaluable tool of everyday life.

When I ask the would-be borrower why they don’t carry their own knife, the inevitable answer is “I don’t need one.” I won’t even address the hypocrisy of that statement. I say would-be borrower, because my answer to their requests is, also inevitably, “no.” That’s not to say that I won’t perform the necessary cutting task for them—if it’s not a ridiculous job that would damage or break my knife. But don’t expect my help when you ask for a knife in the same breath that you say you don’t need one.

You wouldn’t believe how many people will break your knife, if you let them, in part because not enough folks carry a knife these days to understand the tool’s limitations. It is not a prybar or a screwdriver, although I have sometimes pressed a knife into service for those tasks when necessary (I can do that with my own knife). I’ve personally seen too many sometimes expensive knives broken in the hands of a borrower who clearly neither knew nor cared about the blade’s almost religious value to an experienced woodsman.

Another reason that I refuse to loan my knife is that my personal knives are sharp enough to shave off a beard, and they’re kept that way. That’s not a boast, it’s a point of fact. A dull knife is a piece of scrap metal, a poorly designed prybar. I’ve lost count of the people who, before I was eighteen, had literally flayed themselves with one of my knives after I’d conferred upon them the customary warning to “be careful, that’s sharp.” Predictably, on their way to the Emergency Room, they blame me, saying something ridiculous like, “You don’t need a knife that sharp.”

The bottom line is that I sincerely recommend against handing your knife to anyone who asks to use it, or even to look at it. There’s no dividend, and there may be serious repercussions—especially if I’m successful in the following pages of conferring on you the ability to create a keen edge. An artery-deep gash is serious under the best of conditions; slashing oneself in the filth and rubble after a Magnitude 8 Earthquake is nothing short of calamitous.
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Common survival knife blade designs.

Ground Edges

How a knife blade is ground—sometimes called its geometry—has a lot to do with how it performs. In general, the thinner a blade the sharper its cutting edge can be made, and so the longer it will retain its sharpness. A wider blade enables a longer, narrower, and sharper grind. A longer blade flexes more than a shorter blade. A narrower blade penetrates more easily than a wide blade, and has historically been the choice for stabbing tools and weapons. A heavier blade generates more inertial force, and is better for chopping. A wider radius at the tip of a blade—called its “belly”—provides a longer cutting surface and is the choice for skinning knives.

There is no “wrong” knife, and the best survival or skinning knife is the one you have. Some knives have features that simply make them mechanically better suited for some tasks, but the ability to sever a rope, et al, is the important point. I once had to skin and quarter a deer with only a folding electrician’s knife; it was far from the ideal, but I made it work.

“Blood Groove” or Fuller

A fuller, known colloquially as a “blood groove,” isn’t necessary for draining blood. Nor is it needed to break the suction that urban legends claim makes it difficult to withdraw a blade from a stabbing victim (any knife that can cut its way in will also cut its way out). But a fuller, known as a “strongback” in the metal stamping industry, effectively increases the surface area, and makes a blade stiffer, stronger, and less likely to flex under pressure. With today’s stronger, tougher, more homogeneous steel alloys, and a variety of space-age hardening (tempering) methods, a fuller isn’t needed. Some knives, like the classic USMC Utility Knife, carried by American GIs in both World Wars and Vietnam, still feature a fuller, but it has become noticeably absent on most models since the 1980s.

All of the manufacturing and design options available today have resulted in a glut of readily available knives that make Jim Bowie’s legendary Iron Maiden look like a framing nail by comparison. State-of-the-art steels of yesteryear are being used in department store knives today, and steel alloys that used to be used to cut steel are themselves being blanked out as knife blades by modern dies. Even cheap knives boast an edge retention that would’ve impressed hunters of a couple generations ago, and the finest blades would have been the stuff of science fiction to our grandfathers.

Cutting Edges Defined

Like different sized or differently shaped spoons and forks, there exists a variety of blade shapes and types that are specifically designed to perform certain tasks better than the others. Recently, I happened upon a YouTube video in which a youngster claimed to start a fire “in the pouring rain.” It wasn’t raining, but that’s beside the point. My biggest exception to his purportedly instructional process was that he was using an Ontario-made Old Hickory kitchen knife as his outdoor knife—and he was beating it with a club through a section of green sapling to split it. This is exactly the wrong knife for the job on more than a dozen levels, and its manufacturer will tell you that (we won’t address the absurdity of attempting to make fire with green wood here).

The best knife can break under ordinary conditions, but equipping yourself with the best choice for the most anticipated jobs helps to ensure that you’ll always have this most critical of survival tools at hand, and ready for action, not broken, chipped, and too dull to cut a clothesline.

Saber-Ground

A saber-ground blade is ground to a cutting edge halfway down the width of its blade, leaving half of its width at full thickness for greater strength. As its name implies, this grind has been especially common for sabers and dirks, whose primary use might be as a weapon as well as for hacking, stabbing, or deflecting blows from another weapon. It is not the sharpest edge and it doesn’t retain its edge well enough to be preferred for, say, skinning an elk—although it can, and has, performed that task. What it can be counted on for is maximum blade strength.

Flat-Ground

The cutting edge of a flat-ground blade begins at its spine, tapering evenly down from there on a single plane to its cutting edge. Speaking generally, a flat-ground edge can be made very sharp, it resharpens easily, and retains its edge well. Drawbacks include an inherently weak cutting edge that can chip easily, but today’s stronger alloys have made flat-ground blades quite popular for field knives.

Hollow-Ground

A lot of knives nowadays are mistakenly referred to as hollow-ground when they are, in fact, semi-hollow ground. An actual hollow-ground design would be a straight razor, with deeply concaved edges that begin at the spine and extend down to the sharpened edge. This configuration results in an extremely thin and sharp cutting edge, but one that’s also very fragile and easily chipped or broken.

Semi-Hollow Ground

Semi-hollow ground is the classic hunting knife blade. Probably older generations recognize it as the classic Skagel-style hunting knife, with a handle made from stacked leather washers, a small, usually brass, finger guard, and a pinned- or screwed-on knob pommel. The edge can be made shaving-keen, it holds an edge well, resharpens easily, and has good prying strength because half the blade’s width remains at full thickness.

Double-Edge

Better known as a dagger, a typical double-edge knife has a slender, sharply pointed blade that has a sharp edge on both sides. There are, of course, various configurations—like the surprisingly versatile CUMA Tak-Ri from TOPS Knives. Designed by my friend Kung-Fu Sifu Johnny Tsai, this knife bears mentioning, because this broad, unconventionally-shaped, double-edged blade actually took me by surprise with its ability to perform remarkably well for everything from skinning deer and filleting fish to whittling tool handles and self-defense. Most double-edged blades are not so generic, however (or so ruggedly built), and they’re generally classed more as stabbing weapons than field knives.

A note about double-edged knives: These knives can be dangerous to their users; pressing down onto a blade’s spine to increase shearing pressure is a common practice with working knives, but this isn’t possible when both sides are sharp. Too, adding a second edge literally takes the spine out of it, halving its strength. For those and other reasons, a dagger-style isn’t a good choice for field use.

Types of Knives

Dirk

This is the traditional knife of a Scottish nobleman. Born in an era of violence, it takes the slender, penetrating power of a dagger, but usually has only one sharpened side, leaving its opposite (spine) at full thickness and strength. This enables it to be pressed into service as a skinning and butchering knife, but with the muscle to penetrate armor, usually with the length to “run through” an opponent. A dirk was the original sidearm, deft enough to be used in close quarters, where a full-length sword was unwieldy and it was decidedly lethal enough to be outlawed by name in some municipalities. Before creation of the knife that still bears his name (but might never have actually been owned by him, in the form we recognize), a dirk was the preferred weapon of James Bowie; used by him in the infamous “Vidalia Sandbar Fight.”

Stiletto Edge

Best known as the edge on a classic switchblade, a stiletto incorporates a narrow penetrating blade with a sharpened edge near its point that extends about one-third the length of the blade, leaving a full-thickness spine from there to the choil. This allows a slender, pocketable blade to maximize its stabbing power without sacrificing strength. Most popular as the folding switchblade of the 1950s used by James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause, the stiletto configuration has been used for designs like Gerber’s Silver Trident, but retains the air of weapon more than tool.

Serrated-Edge

If you aren’t skilled at resharpening your knife, a fully or partially serrated blade might be the answer. Unlike a “straight” or “plain” edge, a serrated edge delivers superior cutting power for some materials—like a rubber garden hose. The coarse, ripping cuts of a serrated edge more resemble the action of a saw than a knife. With about double the cutting surface, it seems that a serrated surface stays sharp much longer. That makes it a better choice for people who aren’t skilled at resharpening.

A problem with serrated edges is that they’re difficult to resharpen. With both protruding and recessed cutting edges, on two different planes, rehoning demands a conventional flat-surfaced hone for the former, and a round hone for the latter. As a manager in one hone-making company told me (off the record, because his company makes special round hones for resharpening serrations), the main objective is to sharpen the outermost “teeth” of a serrated blade, so most experienced sharpeners just use a conventional flat honing surface.

Steel Alloys

Most steels bear an SAE—Society of Automotive Engineers—number designation, because SAE was the original standard for identifying different metal (and plastic) formulae. In many cases, the same numerical and alphabetical designators have been carried over by the more recent American Iron and Steel Institute (AISI), which also recognizes designators for the same proprietary alloys made by other countries, as well as the growing number of metallurgical alloys that simply didn’t exist for previous generations. There is often considerable overlap. For example, Chinese-made 8Cr13MoV is a mirror of Japanese AUS-8, which is virtually identical to SAE 420J2. Try not to get too lost in the numbers.

It’s difficult to imagine these days, but production-manufactured steel is a product of the early twentieth century; before that, steel products were individually hand-forged by blacksmiths, and many tools were simply cast from iron—either cast iron, which is hard and brittle, or malleable iron, which is soft and bendable, depending on whether its mixture has a high or low carbon content. There are ancient tales of battles in which a warrior had to halt the fight long enough to step on his sword to straighten its soft blade—which was preferable to having a sword that was brittle enough to break in two.

Steel quality was entirely dependent on the skill of the blacksmith, his forging know-how, the impurities he added to his iron, and his hardening (or tempering) process. As with many manufactured materials, steels of yesteryear were, in fact, not all that great. Nostalgic myths aside, the famed Marine Corps KaBar was a rusty nail compared to many inexpensive blades of today.

The three general qualities of a steel are hardness, toughness, and strength.

Hardness determines the ability of a knife to take a sharp, polished edge. Too soft and the potential sharpness is limited; too hard and the steel tends to become brittle.

Toughness describes a steel’s ability to resist abrasion—that is, to hold an edge. Hard, tough steel is preferred for skinning knives, because nothing takes the edge off a knife like cutting through fur. Cast iron is very hard and it can be made very sharp, but it doesn’t resist friction well and dulls easily.

Strength is an alloy’s resistance to bending or breaking. Brass (an alloy of tin and copper) was the original cutting blade because it takes less heat to forge but flexed or broke easily. As a weapon, brass blades lost power through flexing when stabbed at even light armor, or they broke in two.

Steel was a great incentive for Romans, armed with brass-bladed Gladius swords, to try to conquer Celtic peoples, who had learned the arts of smithing steel tools and weapons. Even with steel, the line between strength and hardness has always been hard to maintain.

Common Blade Alloys

SAE 1095

The original modern knife steel. Known colloquially as “spring,” or sometimes just generically as the original “high-carbon” steel, 1095 made its real debut as a fighting knife in WWI, and it’s still one of the most popular blade steels today. Hard, tough, and strong, it will oxidize swiftly, especially around salt water, and nearly all outdoor-type knives made from it come from the factory with protective coatings. DO NOT sand off this coating, as so many neo-survival experts are wont to do. It was put there because a knife made to be subjected to the elements needs a protective coating. If it matters, a black or gray blade is also less reflective and harder to see.

SAE 440

The original stainless knife steel. Famed survival knife designer Blackie Collins told me, just before his tragic death, that if he had to choose just one knife to do it all, the blade would be made of “… one of the four-forties.” I personally would not make the same choice, but I’m far from qualified to argue with this master knife maker, and the fact that he made such a statement says a great deal about the capabilities of this alloy. There are variations in 440: A, B, and C grades, with harder and tougher—but more brittle—C being the most preferred choice for knife blades. Most flatware and steak knives are made from 440.

SAE 420

This alloy is essentially a variation of 440, insofar as its capabilities as a knife blade. The main difference is that 420 is suited to hammer-forging; meaning that, instead of being “blanked” from a sheet of room-temperature steel then ground to shape, it’s stamped under tremendous pressure while the steel is red-hot. The result is a blank that comes from a die nearly finished with little grinding or polishing needed to make it a finished product.

The 420 is often quite brittle (for example, the original M9 Field Knife, issued by the US Army), so knives made from it are kitchen cutlery, or, if it is used to make a field-grade knife, the spine is extra-thick to provide added strength. Blackie Collins was also a fan of the 420.

D2

This is a high-carbon (the general meaning of which is that it will rust) alloy that was once restricted to “tool” steel applications, like the dies that cut out parts from softer grades of steel. Problem was, it was too hard and too tough for dies of the time to blank-out into production knives until the late 1990s. So blades made from D2 were individually smithed, which ultimately meant that exploiting the real potential of this fine steel was dependent on the skill of the smith, and knives made from it were prohibitively expensive.

D2 is unmatched for edge retention, but is not a good choice for the typical survival kit. D2 is deucedly hard to resharpen when it dulls. It has been said that if you laid a dull D2 blade and $100 down in front of any roomful of people, few could ever collect the reward for making the blade sharp again. Even good knife-sharpeners have a tough time getting this steel to a keen edge—as one expert put it, “D2 takes a lousy edge and holds it forever.”

But it can be made razor-sharp—D2 is one of my favorite blades, and I won’t keep a knife that can’t be made shaving-sharp. Later, techniques will be discussed for resharpening this alloy, but since most of the necessary skill is tactile and must be learned, I don’t expect to deliver much success in this endeavor. Better just to stick with more easily sharpened alloys.

ATS-34

This stainless-steel alloy is only slightly less tough to sharpen than D2. Again, it holds an edge beautifully and offers the added advantage of being rustproof. Knives like Buck’s Strider are excellent examples of putting this fine steel to its optimum use, but they make poor field knives for most folks because ATS-34 is so darned hard to sharpen.

A1 (and A2)

These traditional tool and die steels can be made extremely hard without becoming unacceptably brittle, and they aren’t inordinately difficult to resharpen. I have several of these, all of them beautiful examples of what a field knife should be.

My main gripe is that most knives made from A1 are collectibles (or “tactical,” which generally means the same thing these days), not actually made for hard field use but rather as a status symbol for sport hunters who’ll never do anything more strenuous with them than gut a deer.

S30V

This is my favorite stainless steel alloy, and one of my all-around favorite steels. Like any alloy, it depends on who made the steel—especially how it has been hardened—but a quality S30V knife—like Benchmade’s extensively used, and sadly discontinued, RUKUS folder—is nothing short of incredible. As difficult to dull as you could ask, easy to sharpen, and extremely strong, properly hardened S30V is as near to ideal as you could get.

Protective Coatings

Probably most field-grade knives sold today have some type of Teflon-like coating applied to their blades. Although many stainless-steel blades are coated (more for esthetic than practical purposes), the protective coating on a high-carbon (i.e., rust-able) alloy is as necessary a feature as any found on the knife. DO NOT sand off or otherwise remove this coating. The “natural patina” that some buckskin-clad traditionalists claim offers protection is actually just a discoloration caused by oxidation (rust) and is essentially the same as the bluing on a firearm. Like bluing, it offers no protection against red rust that can quickly leave a polished blade pitted from corrosion. Knife manufacturers apply a protective coating to their high-carbon blades for good reason. Again, do not remove this coating; it does not contaminate food you cut.

Handle Materials

Bear in mind that your knife is likely to be wet, perhaps coated with animal fat and blood, maybe petrochemicals, and that it will probably be subjected to abuse and the forces of nature. Maybe you’ll need to pound on it, to drive the blade like a nail into some material. No knife handle is indestructible, but a survival knife worthy of that title must be tough enough to withstand abuse.
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Typical survival knife anatomy.

Molded rubber like Kraton is grippy when wet and resistant to weather extremes. Stag and bone are hard but textured, and these materials (even their molded plastic look-alikes) can be chipped, cracked, or broken. Hytrel is virtually indestructible. Grivory is a recent man-made molded material that has proven to be impressive. The smooth ebony of some popular hunting knives has proven to be downright slippery.
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