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Introduction

What does it mean to have “shelter,” and why is it such an important survival commodity? Even further, does your dwelling have to possess an asphalt-shingled roof overhead (and a big fat mortgage payment), or can this refuge be something far simpler and more expedient?

If coziness is the measure of shelter, then the average modern home is the benchmark to hit. With insulated windows, lights that come on at the flick of a switch, and climate-controlled air that we can adjust on a whim, the typical house is a place of great comfort and a haven from the extremes of nature. Whether this home is a condo, townhouse, or mansion, each one has systems in place that create a highly comfortable atmosphere, especially when compared to the rude cabins, shacks, and huts of our predecessors. But what if I told you that you could survive without that comfortable home? It’s true. In fact, you can subsist with a lot less than you’d expect.

When it comes down to a question of survival over comfort, all we really have to do is keep our body temperature close enough to a healthy range and receive protection from the hazards of the area. These parameters make the term “shelter” much broader and allow it to fit a wide range of protective structures and assets, both natural and man-made. Again, if comfort takes a backseat to basic survival, a damp cave, a cheap tent, or an abandoned car are all capable of providing us with shelter. That’s a good thing, too.

Shelter can come in many forms, and unless you’re in imminent danger (such as bleeding heavily or having a respiratory problem), acquiring shelter is going to be your top priority in an emergency situation. Certainly, if a bear is about to eat you, or you’re sliding off a cliff,, you’ve got bigger problems than “exposure” to heat or cold; however, when you’re not under the threat of beasts or bleeding out, shelter is the thing you need most. And even though food and water may seem just as vital to the average person, or even more important than shelter, we have to put it all into perspective. While we can go without a drop of water for days, we can also go with only water (no food) for weeks before Death comes to collect us. Yet in extreme cold, or high heat, we may not last more than a few hours—even if we had all the food and water in the world. In the first chapter of this book, we’ll discuss the dangers of hypothermia, hyperthermia, and other environmental hazards, but for now, understand this: Shelter doesn’t have to come in the form of a mansion. All you really need is something to block the elements that would take your body temperature out of a safe range and can defend you from any creatures or conditions that would cause you harm. Thankfully for us, these simple protections can come from a surprising number of sources. Get ready to think of “shelter” in a whole new way!
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Understand the Threats

Before we worry too much about survival shelter architecture and improvised building materials, it’s important to understand all of the reasons we need shelter. As a species, we tend to think of ourselves as the dominant creature on this planet, and we often ignore our physical limitations (thanks to our abundant technological props, which make up for areas we are lacking). Yet truth be told, we’re actually pretty fragile animals. Our teeth and claws are pitiful. It takes our young forever to mature. We can’t climb, run, or swim very fast. To make matters worse, we are thin-skinned and relatively hairless (for mammals, anyway), and even if our waistlines are “robust,” we don’t have the kind of blubber that keeps other mammals warm in frigid conditions. Without the intelligence and creativity to create shelter and clothing, I doubt our frail species would have ever left the global Goldilocks zones of tropical temperatures that are “just right” for naked humans to live year-round. But we didn’t let our limitations stop us; quite the opposite, we turned to the natural resources that made up for our inadequacies. Over time, we turned furs into clothing and learned to seek shelter in caves. This technological growth made it possible for us to venture into less hospitable climates. Eventually, our clothing and home-building skills progressed to a level that has allowed our species to live anywhere on the planet, regardless of the hazardous conditions. But even with our countless inventions and innovations, our bodies are still under the same threats that have dogged our ancestors since the dawn of time. Without the vital necessity that we call shelter, the cold, wind, water, and heat can all take their toll on the human form. Below are some conditions that present the most threat to our bodies.

Hypothermia

Hypothermia is a medical condition in which the environment steals away our body heat faster than our body can produce its own heat to rewarm itself, and this condition is often our greatest threat in the outdoors. The direct translation of this medical term is from the Greek words hypo (under) and thermia (heat), which we interpret as “low temperature.” Normal human body temperature is somewhere around 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit (it can vary in certain individuals), but when that core temperature drops to 95 degrees or lower, any of us would be considered hypothermic, officially. Hypothermia can be caused by cold air, getting wet, windy conditions, or all of these together. Exhaustion, age, body weight, drug use, prescription medicine, alcohol, medical conditions (like hypothyroidism), and other factors can increase a person’s risk of hypothermia. To treat it, there are various forms of “rewarming.” Passive rewarming is used for mild cases, and it involves supporting the body as it naturally rewarms itself. Dry clothing, blankets, sips of a warm beverage, and calorie-rich foods can all help. Active rewarming is used in more serious cases, and it involves the use of warming items against the trunk first and later to the extremities. Heating pads and warm, forced air are often used in hospitals, along with careful monitoring for heart issues and shock.

There are three main stages to hypothermia:

First stage: Mild hypothermia victims start with mild shivering, which can progress to violent shivering (sometimes so extreme that the victim cannot strike a match to light a fire or zip up a sleeping bag). This shivering is the body’s attempt to generate heat through fast twitch muscle contractions, but this typically does little to raise the body temperature. The reduced circulation of stage one can also manifest as ice-cold extremities, which are the result of the body rerouting blood to keep the head and core warm.

Second stage: Eventually the shivering stops if the victim’s body temperature continues to drop. This starts to affect the heart, brain, and other organs and can be classified as moderate hypothermia. The victim may have a slow or weak pulse. Their breathing is also likely to be slower. As their cooling brain begins to affect their performance and behavior, it’s common to see clumsiness, irritability, slurred speech, confusion, and tiredness. Many victims have reported that the idea of lying down and “taking a nap” seemed like a great idea at the time.

Third stage: This is also called severe hypothermia, and it can get weird. The victim may barely show respiration and pulse (thirty to forty beats per minute is common in victims with body temperature in the low 80s Fahrenheit). Victims may also have one last surge of energy, with which they perform some strange acts. In 20 to 50 percent of hypothermia deaths, victims remove clothing (it’s called paradoxical undressing), and this only worsens their situation. The victim may also bury themselves in snow, soil, sand, or vegetation. Known as terminal burrowing or “hide-and-die syndrome,” it’s likely to be some autonomous process of the brain stem, creating a primitive burrowing behavior as a last-ditch attempt for protection. Weird, right?


Fight These Heat Loss Mechanisms

In cold weather exposure, these are the four culprits behind heat loss and the resulting condition of hypothermia:

Radiation: This is often our main form of heat loss. When the air is much colder than our body temperature, the heat radiates away from us to be absorbed by the cold air.

Convection: Even when the wind feels still, convection still steals our body heat. This is the process of losing heat to the air or water molecules that move across the skin. The faster the wind is moving, the faster the wind removes your body heat. And if it’s raining on you or you fall into cold water, you’ve got major problems!

Conduction: When we’re still and touching something cold (like lying on the frozen ground), we’re losing heat through conduction. Never sit or lay on the bare ground without some insulation to block conduction.

Evaporation: It takes heat to turn liquid water into water vapor. As cold wet clothing dries out, the moisture in the clothing will stay cold due to evaporative cooling. We see this when our sweaty or damp clothing dries in the wind, making us feel even colder.




Be Gentle with Hypothermia

CPR may be necessary to keep a severe hypothermia victim alive, but be careful with that chilly heart. Striking the chest of a hypothermia victim (or dropping them during transport) can cause a dangerous cardiac arrhythmia (irregular heartbeat). Even a gentle rewarming can induce this potentially fatal heart condition, so don’t go making it worse by beating your fists on their chest and screaming “Live!” as if you’re on some kind of soap opera. Various arrhythmias are quite common during accidental hypothermia rewarming, and this is why you need to get your hypothermia victim to a hospital, rather than trying your DIY remedies. And don’t even consider dunking your hypothermia victim in a hot tub or shoving them into a sauna; you’ll send your patient into shock with such aggressive tactics.



Hyperthermia

On the opposite side of the exposure spectrum, we have hyperthermia. This can be translated from the Greek as “high temperature” and can manifest as several different medical conditions. Hyperthermia cannot be compared to having a fever (the body elevating its own temperature, usually to fight off a virus or bacterial infection). Hyperthermia is a higher-than-normal body temperature due to the inability of the body’s heat-regulating mechanisms to cope with a high heat environment (like a burning hot desert with no shade). Forms of hyperthermia include heat fatigue, heat syncope (dizziness after lengthy heat exposure), heat cramps, heat exhaustion, and heatstroke—the last two being the worst of the bunch.

Heat Exhaustion: Heat exhaustion can begin when a person’s body core temperature starts to go over 100 degrees Fahrenheit. This commonly happens in air temperatures higher than 100 Fahrenheit, but it can happen a little below that when high humidity is present. It’s easy for heat exhaustion to occur when a person is exerting themselves heavily in hot conditions, and it’s aggravated by a lack of hydration and certain medical problems. When symptoms such as dizziness and fatigue coincide with heavy sweating and clammy skin, it’s time to get out of the heat and recover. Lie down—ideally in the shade—elevate both feet, and take plenty of cool drinks until you feel completely better. If a potential heat exhaustion victim is elderly or has medical issues, call 911 if that is an option. Make sure you stay alert to this threat in hot weather and catch heat exhaustion before it turns into heatstroke.

Heatstroke: While most hyperthermia issues are not that dangerous in a healthy adult who can remove themselves from the hot environment, heatstroke is another matter. This form of hyperthermia can kill, and it can do that with surprising speed. When a person transitions from heat exhaustion to heatstroke, their body temperature is usually at or above 104 degrees Fahrenheit, and they will typically have stopped sweating. The victim may also suffer from confusion and dizziness, which may be accompanied by a headache or even a loss of consciousness. From all these symptoms, their hot, dry skin is the easiest to notice. In conditions hot enough for a heatstroke, everyone else will be sweating except for the person having a heatstroke. In everyday conditions, call 911 immediately if someone went from being sweaty to having hot, dry skin. In a survival setting, you may have to treat them yourself. Get your patient out of the sun and have them lie down in the coolest place available. Raise their head (which is opposite from the foot elevation you’d do in heat exhaustion cases). Use a cool, wet cloth or clothing around their body (especially armpits, groin, and neck), and fan them to lower their temperature. If you have chemical “ice” packs in your first aid kit, you can use these for additional cooling. These single use-pouches create an endothermic reaction when you pop the inner packet and the chemicals mix. Work as best as you can to lower this temperature quickly, since body temperatures over 105 degrees Fahrenheit can cause brain damage and a host of other major medical complications. However you do it, once your patient’s temperature gets below 104 degrees Fahrenheit, switch out the wet fabric with light dry fabric, and monitor for signs of shock. Get your patient to medical care ASAP, or lead first responders back to the victim.

Other Exposure Risks

The dangers of hypothermia and hyperthermia aren’t the only threats you’ll face in emergency situations. A ragtag assortment of heat and cold-related injuries can accompany hypothermia or hyperthermia or be present as standalone “injuries” or create their own unique combination of suffering.

Chilblains: This cold exposure condition occurs when the victim has repeated skin exposure in air that is just above freezing. Chilblains will occur with repeated damage to small blood vessels in the skin, and unfortunately, it’s long-lasting damage. The itchy red skin discomfort will return after each additional cold exposure. This skin malady frequently affects a person’s cheeks, nose, ears, and digits.

Frostbite: Plain and simple, frostbite occurs when a person’s tissues actually freeze, destroying those tissues. The loss of toes and ears are common after severe cases, though any exposed skin or extremity can be injured in this way.

Frostnip: Less harsh than frostbite, frostnip is a superficial tissue injury without the deep cellular destruction of frostbite. It’s more like a mild burn, and it’s common on cheeks, nose tips, ear lobes, and other exposed skin. Wind chill can also play a major role in both frostbite and frostnip. The higher the wind speed, the faster these conditions progress in sub-freezing conditions.

Immersion foot: Also called trench foot, this tissue damage is caused by prolonged or repetitive exposure to cold water (but above freezing temperatures). Being unable to change out wet boots and socks during a cold weather emergency would cause this. The skin of the feet becomes shriveled, pale, and suffers circulatory damage.

Sunburn: Probably our most familiar outdoor injury, sunburn is essentially radiation damage from the UV rays of the sun. It feels a lot like a thermal burn once the damage is manifested, but it takes several hours for the damage to your skin cells and your DNA to show up. When a person doesn’t wear UV blocking sunglasses in sunny snowy conditions, the sunburn can even occur in their eyes. Known as “snow blindness,” this painful yet temporary condition can blind a person for roughly twenty-four hours (until the eyes naturally heal themselves).

Dehydration: While this is a little different from the other hazards, it’s still on the list. Hot, dry winds and other atmospheric conditions can dry out our bodies (particularly our skin, nasal passages, and mouth), leaving us more vulnerable to dehydration. This may not seem like a shelter-related issue, but when a shelter can prevent additional water loss in an arid climate, it becomes a big deal.
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Don’t Double Your Frostbite Exposure

In an emergency setting without proper shelter, never thaw out a frostbitten body part if there is a chance it will refreeze. Firstly, it’s going to hurt a lot when the damaged tissue thaws out. Secondly, and more importantly, you could do double damage to that tissue when the part freezes again. So if your toes are frozen inside your boots but you still have to hike twenty more miles to get rescued, wait until you reach professional medical care to thaw out. They can pretreat for pain (it’s going to be agonizing as your flesh thaws and the nerves begin to inform you of all the damage). Hospital caregivers can also rewarm your tissues gently and in a controlled way. (What were you going to do, roast your feet over the campfire?)



Defend against Scary Things

Sometimes our shelter isn’t protecting us from an icy wind or the blistering sun. Sometimes it’s defending us from threats that aren’t so obvious or predictable. For one simple example, consider your shelter needs in areas with venomous animals. The thin nylon walls of your tent might not seem like much protection, and they wouldn’t be if you were facing a bear attack. However, that lightweight layer of nylon fabric might be the thing standing between you and a lethal snakebite in the middle of the night. (Some deadly snakes are attracted to warmth and they like to slither into occupied sleeping bags when the nights get chilly.) How about another example? For thousands of years our ancestors have used rock overhangs as shelter to get out of the weather and create a defendable encampment against opposing tribes and dangerous animals. Today, this same rock overhang on a mountainside could protect us from falling rocks that might randomly tumble down the mountain and roll through our camp while we sleep. Want another example? That abandoned cabin you found in the mountains may look like a film set for a slasher movie, but in reality, the thick doors and walls (and the small windows) are enough to protect you from the grizzly bear attack that a nylon tent could never withstand.

At the end of it all, shelter is about more than just getting away from the heat and cold or hiding from the wind and rain. A shelter might protect you from the weather, creepy crawlies, dangerous animals, and even some of the bad guys. That’s right, two-legged predators can be a threat. In such very rare situations, the right shelter may hide you from unfriendly eyes thanks to its placement or camouflage.

However you look at it and whatever the situation, survival shelters are about protection from harm, in all its different forms.


Double Your Defenses

In general, the elements are your worst foe. Yet in the occasional and odd situation, a bad person or predatory animal could pose a real threat to your safety. I hate to burst your bubble, but the cost of the tranquility of nature is a very real vulnerability. Away from other people and removed from law enforcement, you’ll need to provide your own security. That’s why I recommend bringing a friend to all possible outdoor excursions. You have to sleep sometime, and with the “buddy system” in place, you can take turns watching in the night if anything seems “wrong” out there. This second set of eyes and ears can double your defensive capabilities and make any shelter more secure.
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