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INTRODUCTION


Mobility can be the key to survival. You only have to watch the current news to see how natural disasters, outbreaks of disease, acts of random violence, and terrorism and larger-scale conflicts overtake those who are unable to get out of the path of danger. Certainly there are times when staying in place and seeking shelter is appropriate; but there are also situations where your current location quickly becomes untenable and if you wish to survive, along with your family and other loved ones, you had better be prepared to leave—or bug out. At the most basic level, this will entail walking or running on foot. But with the huge array of machinery available today to move us from place to place, we have more and better transportation options than any of our predecessors in human history. This book looks at how you can use those options to survive in an emergency, as well as how some of the means of travel that we take for granted in everyday life may quickly cease to be viable. This information will enable you to consider the options and make the best choices to enable you and your family to be self-sufficient when it comes to mobility. Forget about any form of public transportation, as such systems will likely be inoperable or crowded beyond capacity. One only has to look at the lessons from a natural disaster like Hurricane Katrina to realize that those without their own means of evacuation can easily become helplessly trapped and at the mercy of whatever events unfold next.

People have always desired to move about on land and water, whether out of necessity or simply to satisfy their curiosity about other places, and have long endeavored to develop new and more efficient  ways of doing so. With our ability to travel at high speeds, long distances mean little today, and for many the simple act of being in motion is such an enjoyable experience that for them the use of vehicles is more recreational in nature than essential. Regardless of whether you drive a car, ride a motorcycle, pedal a bicycle, or operate a boat for pleasure or because you have to get somewhere, in the event of a major disaster or a change in conditions caused by a larger breakdown of society, the ability to get around that we all take for granted could suddenly become much more challenging. But unless you are reduced to the last resort of walking, chances are any planned or unplanned evacuation you might find yourself forced to undertake will involve some sort of vehicle. Choosing the one that is right for you is the main subject of this book, which is a logical expansion of one of the key elements of bug-out planning that I presented in Bug Out: The Complete Plan for Escaping a Catastrophic Disaster Before It’s Too Late.


The heart of that book focused on the “where-to” aspect of bugging out, and I wrote it because I perceived a huge gap in that part of the equation among all the excellent “how-to” survival books available at the time. Most discussions of the specifics of where to go if you have to bug out were vague at best, and I wanted to offer my ideas on the kinds of places I would choose in different regions if I lived there and had to find a safe refuge in a hurry. Realizing I had spent a large part of my life seeking out and spending time exploring remote places and wildlands throughout the Lower 48 states, I wanted to share my experiences with readers who may not have had time to do the same. Breaking the country down into eight distinct regions, I discussed the available resources, potential hazards, probable weather conditions, and other advantages and disadvantages of each, then pointed out some specific locations that were representative of each region. I also covered the basics of how to find your own bug-out locations by using tools such as topographical maps, Google Earth, and, of course, your own preliminary scouting trips. Then there was a chapter that presented an overview of transportation options, covering such bug-out vehicles as trucks and SUVs, motorcycles and ATVs, bicycles, a variety of boats from canoes to large cruisers, and even pack animals.

Because I had a lot of ground to cover on the main subject of that book—the bug-out locations—the material on preliminary preparations such as the bug-out bag and bug-out vehicles had to be limited. Because there is so much more detailed information on the subject of bug-out vehicles that I wanted to share then but could not, I have now put together this guide to the vehicles, boats, and additional equipment needed to help you effect a timely escape in the event of a catastrophic disaster or major Shit-Hitting-the-Fan (SHTF) event. My intention is to cover not only the usual options people consider in their preparations, but also some alternative ideas you may not have considered or may be less familiar with. Being well prepared to bug out doesn’t necessarily mean you must have the latest and greatest high-tech SUV, boat, RV, motorcycle, or bicycle. In this book, I will present lower-cost options such as fixer-uppers, do-it-yourself projects, or even build-it-yourself alternatives, wherever practical.

In addition, as the title suggests, part of this book also deals with bug-out shelters: some that are mobile, allowing your bug-out vehicle and shelter to be one and the same, and others that are prepared in advance in a fixed location that you will use one of these vehicles to reach. Many survivalists and prepping experts criticize anything that has to do with bugging out, saying that leaving your home is almost always a bad idea and that any kind of traveling after a SHTF scenario will make you a refugee, wandering aimlessly at the mercy of those who would do you harm. But in both this book and the original Bug Out I am trying to emphasize the concept of flexibility and leaving your options open. No one can predict when and where such an event will occur next. If you can stay in your home or expensive retreat in the country, that’s all well and good. But if you’ve put all your preparation time and money into one fixed location, then all your eggs are in one basket, so to speak, and if that place happens to be ground zero of the event, you’re out of luck. The fixed retreats described here are low-cost and simple enough that you could have more than one in different locations if you are concerned enough to make that much effort. If your bug-out plan is solid to begin with, you will have what you need to survive whether  or not you can reach your retreat. Having the retreat is just icing on the cake that will make survival easier and more comfortable.

When considering bug-out vehicles and shelters, an important factor will be your starting location, which will dictate how far you may have to travel to find a safe refuge and whether or not your options are limited to overland travel or also include water travel. Another major consideration in your bug-out preparations is whether you have only yourself to be concerned about or if you will be traveling with others. A young and fit individual unburdened with weaker companions can of course, choose among more travel options and endure more hardships than a family with small children or elderly parents or grandparents to take care of.

Because bug-out vehicles and shelters can be broken down into various categories, I have organized this book into four distinct parts for your easy reference. These categories are Escape Vehicles, Mobile Retreats, Alternative and Back-Up Vehicles, and Fixed Retreats. The following sections give a brief overview of each category and look at what is covered in that part of the book.




Part One: Escape Vehicles 

In this first part of Bug Out Vehicles and Shelters, I’ll discuss the transportation options that could be classified as “escape” vehicles. Certainly any vehicle or boat described in this book could be used to make your escape in a bug-out situation, and if you choose an RV, cruising boat, bicycle, or ATV as your primary means of travel, then it will be your escape vehicle. But for the purposes of this section, I’m defining escape vehicles as those vehicles that are suited for making a quick exit from a danger zone to your bug-out location while having the capacity to carry your bug-out bag and anything else you need to survive while you’re traveling and after you get there. This means you won’t be living in the vehicle, but rather using it as transportation, and if overnight stays are necessary along the way, you will be camping beside the vehicle rather than in it.

Chapter One looks at “Bug-Out Motor Vehicles: Cars, Pickups, SUVs, and Crossovers,” as these are commonly used for everyday transportation and are the vehicles you are most likely to own already. Any automobile can work as a bug-out vehicle in a pinch, though obviously some are better than others, and I will discuss ways to optimize them for this purpose. Most of these vehicles will work as transportation for individuals, couples, or small families and can carry the basic gear and supplies needed to make your bug-out plan work.

Larger, highway-capable motorcycles also fit in the escape vehicle category; they can be used in much the same way as four-wheeled vehicles and even offer some advantages that cars and trucks don’t. Motorcycles aren’t suitable for everyone, but in Chapter Two, “Bug-Out Motorcycles,” there is information on options in the two-wheeled category and how they can also be optimized for bugging out with your basic gear if you prefer them over automobiles. This chapter does not cover smaller off-road motorcycles that are not suited for high-speed, sustained travel on the road, as those are discussed in Part Three, which deals with backup and alternative vehicles.

Also in the escape vehicle category are options for making a quick getaway on the water. Escape boats are an excellent transportation option to consider if your everyday living or working location is near a navigable river, large lake, or seashore, and/or your bug-out location is reachable by water. As I pointed out numerous times in the original Bug Out, in many parts of the U.S., especially in the more populated eastern half of the country, sometimes the best nearby bug-out locations can only be reached by a boat of some sort. Chapter Three, “Bug-Out Boats: Escape Watercraft—Power and Sail,” looks at smaller powerboats and sailboats of the type many people already own and use for recreation. Boats in this class can carry sufficient gear for bugging out in the same way that an automobile or motorcycle can, but are not big enough to have sleeping accommodations like the self-sufficient cruising vessels that will be discussed in Chapter Six.




Part Two: Mobile Retreats 

This second part of Bug-Out Vehicles and Shelters covers vehicles that merge transportation out of a danger zone with a shelter or retreat that can provide long-term support for you and your family while you’re on the move or after you get to a safer location. One key difference between mobile retreats and escape vehicles is that you can live or camp in them, rather than relying on a tent or other extra shelter. The ability to sleep inside the vehicle means that it can be set up for more comfort as well as more security, and you don’t have to stop and unpack everything to set up camp or repack it to get back on the move again. The smallest mobile retreats have at least as much storage space as the largest escape vehicles, and the larger ones have many times more. Some can carry everything you need for months of self-sufficient travel or living.

I have further broken mobile retreats down into three distinct types. In Chapter Four, “Recreational Vehicles and Other Manufactured Mobile Retreats,” I’ll look at the suitability of various recreational vehicles (RVs) of the type that many people use for weekend or vacation travel and camping. These prefab mobile retreats are common and easily obtainable in a variety of configurations, sizes, and price ranges, both new and used. They include pop-up campers that can be towed behind most any vehicle, larger camper trailers that are always ready to use but require bigger tow vehicles, and motor homes that travel under their own power and can in turn tow many types of escape vehicles, including automobiles and boats.

Chapter Five looks at the “DIY (Do-It-Yourself) Mobile Retreats” option. This includes converting a vehicle such as a work van or old bus into a customized survival platform. The DIY option is usually cheaper than a prefab retreat and can be uniquely your own, set up to meet your specific requirements. This category also includes structures you can build from scratch, starting with a flat-bed truck or pickup and converting it to a “house truck,” or starting with a basic utility trailer and building your own camper or cabin onto it.

The final type of mobile retreat is the “Liveaboard Boat,” the subject of Chapter Six. Many people have the misconception that all larger boats are luxury yachts obtainable only by the privileged few, but this is not the case; this chapter looks at a variety of vessels that you can buy cheap and fix up, or build from scratch in your backyard using basic tools for less than the cost of a new car or truck. Boats in this category include houseboats and shanty boats, motorcruisers, and ocean-capable sailboats. Depending on the design you choose, such boats can allow you to bug out on rivers, marshes, or swamps, along coastlines or bays, or even across oceans to safety beyond the horizon.




Part Three: Alternative and Backup Vehicles 

This section is devoted to the discussion of alternative and backup vehicles that do not fit in the other categories. Most of the smaller vehicles in this category can be carried with you on a larger escape vehicle or mobile retreat, making them useful as a backup in the event that the main vehicle fails or can’t be used because of traffic jams, lack of fuel, or other problems. Other vehicles in this category are more specialized than motor vehicles and require a higher level of physical fitness to use, making them less useful to families with children or disabled or elderly adults.

Chapter Seven, “Off-Road Motorcycles, ATVs, and Snowmobiles,” covers small motorcycles that do not fit in the escape vehicle category of Part One because of their size or unsuitability for long-distance travel on roadways. Four-wheel ATVs are also discussed, as many of these vehicles can traverse much rougher terrain than any other motor vehicle and all are small and lightweight enough to be carried in the back of pickup trucks or on small trailers pulled behind other vehicles. Snowmobiles are included here as well for those living in areas where they are useful in the winter months.

Chapter Eight, “Bicycles as Bug-Out Vehicles,” takes a thorough look at pedal-powered machines as bug-out vehicles. I pointed out the suitability of bicycles for this purpose in the original Bug Out, but this  chapter goes into more detail about choosing and outfitting various types of bikes for carrying your bug-out gear. There is also information on the tools and maintenance needed to keep them going, as well as the riding techniques and fitness preparations necessary if you intend to cover long distances on a loaded bicycle.

The final category of alternative vehicles is “Human-Powered Watercraft,” which are covered in Chapter Nine. These vessels include canoes, sea kayaks, and various small rowing vessels and they can be a vital part of your bug-out plan or even your main bug-out vehicle, depending on your particular situation. In this chapter you will learn what you need to know to choose among many options in this class of boats. I’ll also cover operating and outfitting such a boat for this purpose and the skills needed to use it efficiently, so that like a bicycle, it can carry you long distances under your own power.




Part Four: Fixed Retreats 

The last section of this book is not about vehicles at all, but covers the “shelters” mentioned in the title, dealing entirely with temporary and semi-permanent shelters that you either build or move in advance to your pre-planned bug-out location of choice. In the original Bug Out, I focused primarily on the type of evacuation people think of when they prepare a bug-out bag to keep at home or in their vehicle: an emergency that requires leaving in a hurry with just what you can carry on your back. This is an important part of bug-out planning, and the basic bug-out bag and its equipment should always be ready for you to fall back on in case all your more elaborate plans fail. But because bug-out planning should take place well in advance of when it might be needed, it doesn’t have to mean a last-minute dash for the hills with nothing but a backpack except in the worst-case scenario. That is where Part Four of this book comes in: fixed retreat shelters prepared beforehand at your bug-out location can be stocked with extra gear and supplies in advance, giving you much more security and comfort than most people could find living out of a backpack.

Chapter Ten, “Site-Built Natural Shelters and Longer-Term Portable Shelters,” discusses the simplest forms of fixed retreats—those that are found naturally, such as caves and rock overhangs, and those that can be built on-site from natural materials. Such shelters can serve as excellent hideouts in a remote bug-out location, because they don’t require you bring in outside materials, cost little or nothing, and can be made to blend nearly invisibly into their surrounding environment. Also included in this chapter are prefab primitive shelters such as teepees and old-school wall tents that you do have to carry in but are still portable enough to be moved into the most rugged terrain if you do the work in advance. They offer better long-term accommodations than ultralight backpacking tents, particularly in cold climates or in winter in the mountains, as they can be heated from inside with an open fire or wood stove.

Chapter Eleven, “Secure Bug-Out Shelters,” covers the next level up in fixed retreats. This kind of retreat requires more pre-planning and more work to build or set up, but can offer even better living accommodations and security if you know for sure where you will be bugging out and feel confident that you can get there when you have to. Retreats in this category include prefab sheds and other small buildings ; converted shipping containers; small, simple-to-build cabins and micro-cabins; and underground structures and tree houses. In most cases, secure shelters of this category will have to be built on land that you own or have permission to use for this purpose.




Finally, Bug-Out Vehicles Are Fun 

One thing to keep in mind as you read through this book is that bug-out preparations don’t have to be all about impending doom and constant fear of catastrophe or even TEOTWAWKI (The End of the World As We Know It). Although other aspects of survival preparation can be enjoyable, to most people researching, acquiring, and setting up various bug-out vehicles is nothing less than fun; this is one reason survival forums, blogs, and related websites spend so much time discussing the subject. There’s nothing wrong with having fun with these vehicles.  Get the vehicle you fantasize about if you can afford it and it is practical for the purpose, and customize it to your heart’s content. If a camouflaged Jeep makes you feel more prepared, then get out the spray paint. If you prefer a customized KLR or old Harley chopper that looks like it belongs on the set of The Road Warrior, then build it to your taste. Maybe a big battleship-gray sailing trimaran right out of Waterworld is more to your liking. Just because the S has not yet HTF does not mean you can’t get a lot of enjoyment and experience out of getting outdoors with that four-wheel-drive jeep, dual sport motorcycle, sailboat, bicycle, or canoe. If you are using it this way for weekend fun, you will be more familiar with it when and if the time comes that you really need it, and the use you get out of it now will justify the time and money invested even if that time never comes.


Important Note/Disclaimer 

I would like the reader to keep in mind that this book covers a vast range of vehicles, boats, alternate transportation, and retreat shelter types. It would be impossible in a single volume to go into great detail about specific models, so I have chosen to focus instead on the key considerations for each type of vehicle or shelter, including the advantages and disadvantages and how you can incorporate them into your bug-out plan. While I do give a few examples at the end of each section, it’s certain that I’ve omitted a lot of favorites, so I want to make it clear that this was not deliberate, lest some readers say I overlooked the best choice or their particular favorite. Please use this book as a set of guidelines and basic principles to make your own choices that fit your specific needs and environment.

My hope is that the real value of this book will be to make the reader aware of the key advantages and disadvantages of each type of bug-out vehicle and how important it is to perform the necessary maintenance and/or modifications to make sure it will get you to safety. Having your vehicle fail along the way could put you and your family in even more danger than you would be in if you had stayed at home.





Part I

Escape Vehicles





1

BUG-OUT MOTOR VEHICLES

Cars, Pickups, SUVs, & Crossovers


In this chapter I’ll discuss the class of vehicles that is in everyday use by the largest number of people and will likely be the first option the average person will consider if they have to get out of Dodge in a hurry alone or with the family. For the purpose of separating the different types of motor vehicles available for consideration, this chapter covers passenger vehicles with four wheels (although some of the larger pickups in this class have dual rear wheels). Vehicles that meet this definition include cars, pickup trucks, SUVs, and the newer class of “crossover” vehicles that blur the line between cars, SUVs, and pickups.

More automobile options are available today than ever before, and anyone shopping for a new or used vehicle will be faced with a mind-boggling array of choices to consider. If, like many people, you’re not in a position to purchase another vehicle to set up as your bug-out vehicle, you won’t have to worry about all these choices and can focus on optimizing what you’re driving now. Depending on your particular situation and your personal bug-out plan, you may not need a specialized vehicle at all. In many cases just about anything will do, as long as it’s well maintained and will be reliable when you need it.




How Does Your Bug-Out Vehicle Fit into Your Overall Plan? 

To determine what you need in a bug-out motor vehicle, first you have to assess your particular situation in terms of where you live or work every day and how far those locations are from safe bug-out locations that you consider viable in the event that you can’t stay where you are. Will you be starting from within a large city, among the sprawling subdivisions of suburbia, or from a smaller city or town? Have you assessed a variety of potential evacuation routes to determine if your everyday car or other vehicle can negotiate them in any weather or traffic conditions? Will reaching your chosen bug-out location require driving on unpaved surfaces or in other difficult conditions, or do you plan to switch to alternate or backup transportation once you get to the end of the pavement? Will the backup transportation be hoofing it with your bug-out bag, or will you need racks to carry a bicycle, canoe, or kayak, or perhaps a trailer hitch and the capacity to tow a boat, ATV, or motorcycle trailer? Will you be traveling alone, as a couple, or as a family? How much luggage space will you need for everyone’s gear, considering that the minimum will be a well-packed bug-out bag for each person, plus additional food, water, and other equipment if possible? When asking yourself such questions, it doesn’t take long to figure out whether you can make do in your convertible sports car or if something like a four-wheel-drive, full-sized SUV is in order.




Disadvantages to Traveling by Road 

Before you begin thinking about buying or customizing that perfect bug-out motor vehicle, stop first and consider the reality that in a true SHTF scenario, particularly in a big urban area, there will be many real drawbacks to any kind of travel on public roads. The main such drawback, of course, is that practically everyone else will have the same idea of attempting to drive out because that’s all they know to do. But all you have to do is watch the news reports of a major hurricane evacuation on the Gulf or East Coast to see the problems that ensue when a mass exodus from a big population center is attempted by road. There  will inevitably be traffic jams slowing movement to a crawl or complete gridlock just from the sheer number of vehicles. On top of that will be more chaos caused by mechanical breakdowns, vehicles running out of fuel, carjackings, and possibly even road blocks set up by the authorities (or worse, those who would take advantage of the situation).

Travel by road of course limits you to known, defined routes where it could be hard to avoid those who would stop or ambush you along the way. This sort of concern would be more relevant in the later stages of the aftermath of a major SHTF event, but it’s something to think about. If you are going to bug out by road, be prepared to make your escape early, before the potential for such trouble develops. Since escape vehicles are the focus of this chapter, I will address the kinds of issues you need to think about in choosing the vehicle and keeping it ready at all times to make such an escape. First, here are some key points to think about if, after considering the disadvantages of traveling by road, you still find a motor vehicle best for your particular needs.




Key Bug-Out Motor Vehicle Considerations 


Gasoline vs. Diesel Gasoline is by far the most common fuel used by the motor vehicles of the class discussed in this chapter. Diesel is the only viable alternative, as electric motors and other experimental technologies are not sustainable options in a bug-out scenario, at least for the kind of full-sized vehicles discussed in this chapter.

One advantage of gasoline engines over diesel is that because they are so common, more people are familiar with them and they are easier to repair in the event of a breakdown. They are also cheaper to purchase initially, reducing the total cost of the vehicle as compared to the same model equipped with a diesel engine. Other advantages of gasoline engines include lighter weight for a given horsepower and more horsepower than a comparable-sized diesel. Gasoline engines also generally run more quietly than diesels.

A disadvantage of gasoline as a primary fuel, however, is that it is harder to store for long-term use, because it is more volatile and dangerous than diesel and must always be properly vented and kept in approved containers to reduce the risk of fire or an explosion. Gasoline also degrades over time unless it is treated with conditioning additives like STA-BIL to keep it fresh. And if your vehicle is powered by gasoline, once you exhaust your supply and it becomes unavailable in a post-SHTF scenario, it cannot be improvised at home, unlike diesel.

Diesel is most commonly used in work trucks, construction and farm machinery, and larger vehicles designed for a long, hard service life. Diesel engines are expensive and require more knowledge to maintain and repair, but tend to require less maintenance over a much longer lifespan than the typical gasoline engine. Diesel engines also get better fuel mileage. Perhaps the greatest advantage of diesel engines in the aftermath of a long-term grid-down scenario would be that biodiesel can be made from cooking oil and other organic byproducts, allowing you to keep using your vehicle even if gasoline isn’t available.

Choosing between gasoline and diesel boils down to what kind of scenario you are preparing for—long vs. short term. For most people who already drive the vehicle they will likely use to bug out if needed, and for most bug-out situations that will probably be relatively short-term, a powerful and economical gasoline engine will work just fine for an escape vehicle.


Blending In There are many advantages to remaining inconspicuous and blending into your environment in your bug-out vehicle. In the urban environment and on the highway, a vehicle that obviously looks like a bug-out vehicle will attract a lot of unwanted attention. This is where an ordinary four-door sedan can be the best camouflage of all. It will be so plain and nondescript that it will be almost invisible among the traffic. This is especially true if you choose a model with no status-symbol branding and no especially attractive styling or color. A plain beige Toyota Camry or gray Ford Taurus comes to mind. There are so many such cars on the road that no one gives them a second glance.

On the other hand, if you are driving a massive four-wheel-drive SUV loaded down with backup vehicles like bicycles, canoes, ATVs, or boats, everyone who sees you will assume you are well equipped  with supplies and gear. This can make you a target for those who are desperate. You should take every reasonable effort to cover or hide obvious supplies, especially those highly desirable jerry cans of extra fuel, until you get away from the city.

Once you get out of town, blending in is more about the ability to hide the entire vehicle. In the backcountry, earth-tone colors like green, brown, tan, or black are easier to hide. Flat paint is even better, and chrome and other shiny parts should be taped or painted over, or you should consider carrying camouflage netting of the type used by the military to drape over the vehicle once you have it parked. This can be supplemented with vegetation from the surrounding area.

One other point to consider is that if your plan involves traversing remote country or primitive roads at night, especially in the desert where lights can be seen at a great distance, you may want to wire in a manual interrupter switch so you can disable your brake lights in such situations. On many nights out in open country, you can see well enough to drive slowly without your headlights, but if your brake lights give you away, there’s not much point. Some newer vehicles also have headlights that stay on all the time and this will have to be fixed as well. If your vehicle does not also have a switch to disable the interior cabin lights when the doors are open, you may want to wire one in or simply remove the bulbs of any lights that may come on at an inconvenient time and give away your position.


The EMP Threat Much has been written on the subject of the vulnerability of modern motor vehicles to a possible EMP (electromagnetic pulse) event. Whether caused by a deliberate attack involving a nuclear burst in the atmosphere or possibly extreme solar flare activity, a strong enough electromagnetic pulse is said to have the potential to render most modern motor vehicles totally inoperable. The reason is that such vehicles rely on complex electronic circuitry for their ignition and a variety of engine controls, and once this sensitive circuitry is destroyed it cannot be repaired short of complete replacement of the affected parts.

Survivalists concerned about the EMP threat advocate choosing an older model, usually pre-1980, because such vehicles do not have onboard computers to control ignition and other vital functions. Whether you base your bug-out vehicle choice on this advice depends on how real you consider the EMP threat. In the spectrum of all the possible SHTF scenarios that could cause you to need a bug-out vehicle, the likelihood of a man-made or natural electromagnetic pulse powerful enough to shut down modern vehicles is relatively slim. Still, if you are confident in your mechanical ability to maintain an older vehicle, it wouldn’t hurt to have all your bases covered by taking the EMP threat into consideration in your choice.


Old vs. New and Proven Reliability Aside from the remote chance of an EMP attack as described above, better technology and fierce competition among auto manufacturers has resulted in vehicles that are much more reliable than those of 30 or more years ago. While some people may enjoy rebuilding an old American truck or utility vehicle from the 1970s or before, the fact is that such vehicles were forever breaking down even when they were in their prime and most had an average life expectancy of well under 100,000 miles, usually with many repairs required to get even that far. An influx of Japanese cars and pickups in the 1970s and 1980s that routinely ran 200,000–300,000 miles or even more changed the way all automakers built vehicles, and thanks to that change it’s not unreasonable to expect that kind of mileage from most any modern vehicle, especially those built in 1990 and later.

With 20 years worth of such vehicles on the used market, you don’t have to buy new to take advantage of this improved reliability, but it certainly pays to do your research because some models have a better track record than others. In the used market, popular and proven vehicles that have enjoyed a long production run are the most desirable, as any common issues with a particular model will be well-known, along with the fixes for it. Parts for such models will also be easy to come by, whether used, rebuilt or new. Today, it’s easy to find reliable information about specific models on the Internet and read the owner reports and reviews to get a good idea of what you’ll be getting into when you buy. The more popular models also will have online owners groups or  forums where you can find solutions to any common problems or help with any modifications you may want to make.


Standard vs. Automatic Transmissions Though they have fallen out of favor with most of today’s drivers, standard transmissions are simpler and less likely to fail than automatics, especially in older vehicles (today’s automatic transmissions are much improved). Standard transmissions are easier to repair if they do fail, and cheaper and easier to replace if necessary. The typical vehicle equipped with a standard will also get better fuel economy compared to the same vehicle equipped with an automatic. Another important advantage is that vehicles with standard transmissions can be push-started in the event of a battery or starter failure.

A possible disadvantage of standard transmissions is that they require more coordination and both feet and both hands to operate, at least when you are starting off or shifting gears. This could become a problem if you are injured, or if you need to do other things while driving, such as the worst-case scenario of having to return fire to defend yourself from the occupants of other vehicles or would-be carjackers.


Four-Wheel-Drive (4WD) and All-Wheel-Drive (AWD) Four-wheel drive and high ground clearance are essential if you plan to drive to a remote bug-out location that requires traveling over rough terrain or long distances on unpaved, infrequently maintained roads. They may also be invaluable in an urban evacuation scenario where the roadway is blocked with various obstacles and you need to drive on the shoulders or across curbs, medians, or ditches. The disadvantages of four-wheel-drive vehicles are that they more expensive to purchase initially and will likely require more maintenance and repairs than simpler, two-wheel-drive vehicles.

Most four-wheel-drive vehicles allow the driver to switch from the four-wheel-drive mode to two-wheel-drive for traveling on the pavement. This is the arrangement used in most SUVs and in trucks designed for some off-road ability. But all-wheel-drive (AWD) systems are becoming increasingly common in passenger cars and car-based crossover SUVs. Whereas regular four-wheel drive can cause problems on dry pavement, all-wheel-drive vehicles use a center differential that allows the axles to turn at different speeds. All-wheel drive can make for improved handing on the road, particularly in adverse weather conditions.


Maintenance, Tools, and Spare Parts Any motor vehicle that is part of your bug-out plan should be mechanically sound to begin with and regularly maintained. All machinery is subject to breakdown at inopportune times and if your bug-out vehicle fails you when you need it, you could be in as much or more danger than if you had stayed put.

Long periods of slow driving in stop-and-go situations such as you might encounter even in the most orderly evacuations of a city are hard on engines and cooling systems. To prevent overheating, one of the most common causes of failure, make sure your radiator is topped off with fresh coolant and that all radiator hoses are in good shape. Drive belts should also be inspected and replaced when they show signs of age or damage. Many newer vehicles have a single belt that drives the alternator, air conditioning compressor, cooling fan, and water pump. Losing this belt will render your vehicle inoperable, so it’s a good idea to carry a spare. (Recommended spare parts and the tools to change them are listed in the “Bug-Out Motor Vehicle Checklist” at the end of this chapter.)




Motor Vehicle Modifications and Optional Equipment 


Towing Packages If you plan to pull any kind of trailer for carrying extra gear or large backup vehicles such as boats, motorcycles, or ATVs, you will need to make sure your vehicle has adequate towing capacity and is equipped with a trailer hitch that can handle the load. Even small cars can pull lightweight trailers, needing nothing more than a hitch and a signal light connection kit. Some hitches are a simple do-it-yourself bumper installation, or you can take the vehicle to a shop and have a frame-mounted receiver hitch installed. Large SUVs and pickup trucks are rated for much higher towing weights and often come standard with a heavy-duty tow package that includes a receiver  hitch, surge brake connections, and a beefed-up cooling system for the engine.


Cargo and Utility Racks Even the smallest economy car can benefit from the addition of cargo or utility racks on the roof. The most versatile racks are the removable crossbar systems such as those sold to carry canoes, kayaks, skies, bicycles, and other sports equipment. Such a rack makes it easy to carry your backup bug-out vehicle as well as additional gear and supplies or other awkward loads that will not fit inside the cabin space. Racks like this are available for practically any style of car, SUV, or pickup truck. Make sure they are rated for the weight you intend to carry on them. Another option is to have a welder fabricate custom racks of the sort that construction contractors frequently install on their pickup trucks for carrying ladders and building materials. You can also build sturdy wooden racks for pickups or other vehicles. Needing canoe racks on a van I owned at one point, I built some sturdy mounting blocks and crossbars out of teak lumber and bolted them directly to the roof, using marine adhesive sealant to prevent any possible leaks.


Carrying and Storing Additional Fuel Other than mechanical breakdown, running out of fuel will be your biggest worry when bugging out by motor vehicle.You can’t count on being able to obtain more fuel after the onset of a SHTF scenario, so you should make it a habit to always keep your tank topped off and to keep on hand enough jerry cans of fuel for a complete refill for when you burn through your first tank. This extra tank of fuel will give you quite a long range in most motor vehicles and allow the reserve you need for long delays in traffic jams and other unforeseen events.


Clearing Obstructions and Getting Unstuck In addition to spare parts for your vehicle that you need to carry to ensure that you can keep it running, there are few other items specific to bugging out by motor vehicle that you should carry to improve your chances of getting where you want to go. In the aftermath of a SHTF scenario, you may find that you need to get through a locked gate or a barbed-wire, chain-link, or other type of fence. Heavy-duty wire cutters will work on many types of fences and a pair of 36-inch or larger bolt cutters will  defeat most padlocks and chains. You may also encounter a roadway blocked by fallen trees or other obstructions. These may be the result of hurricanes or other storms, or deliberate man-made attempts to close the road. A chainsaw in your vehicle will allow you to open up all but the worst of these, but if you choose not to carry one, at least take along a large handsaw or axe. Likewise, a powerful bumper-mounted winch or a handheld come-along can be used to clear broken-down vehicles and other obstructions out of the roadway. The winch or come-along will also be essential for pulling the vehicle out if you get stuck in mud or other soft conditions off-road. Don’t forget to include a shovel as well; if you get stuck while traveling off-road or in snow, a good shovel can make all the difference.


Vehicle Armor If you are willing to spend the money, there are companies today that can transform most types of ordinary cars, pickups and SUVs into bulletproof armored vehicles. This type of business has expanded exponentially in response to terrorist attacks, drug-related violence and kidnappings for ransom. Materials such as Kevlar, steel, and composites can provide varying levels of protection up to the ability to stop rifle rounds, and can be incorporated so that the vehicle appears ordinary. Although you may be able to fabricate some level of DIY armor protection for your vehicle, it won’t likely be as effective as a professional job done by companies that specialize in building vehicles to protect heads of state, business executives, diplomats, celebrities, and other individuals at high risk of attack. One such company is Texas Armoring Corporation. Learn more about the possibilities at their website at www.texasarmoring.com.
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