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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my wife, Debbie, who got me started writing in the preparedness and survival field many years ago, and my children Dan, Jimmy, and Mary—all of you are the reason I prepare for whatever emergencies might happen.

I also appreciate the lessons learned with my siblings, Joan, Linda, Karla, Carmen, Elaine, Susan, and Michael—growing up on an Iowa farm taught us the value of self-sufficiency for a lifetime of the unexpected—nobody ever had a more supportive backup group or better friends.

Because of my group of cousins, aunts, and uncles, I had a wonderful childhood. And if I could have picked out my nieces and nephews, I could not have done better. The in-laws added later have immensely enriched my life.

Finally, to the memory of James “Jimmy” Patrick Pantenburg, April 21, 1994 to July 3, 2009, I think about and miss you every day. See ya later!

And thank you, Lord, for the many blessings you continually shower upon me.
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A survival situation can occur during the most typical times of your life. Whether you’re riding home from work and disaster strikes, or you take a wrong turn on a remote road, your life will depend on your reaction.
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INTRODUCTION

WHY I STARTED SURVIVAL COMMON SENSE
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I’ve been an outdoors enthusiast for as long as I can remember. I’m outside year round, and my favorite season is whichever season it happens to be at the time.

My wildest dreams never included editing a bushcrafting and wilderness survival website.

I’ve been an outdoor enthusiast for as long as I can remember, and was a Boy Scout leader and Girl Scout volunteer for years as well. In those capacities, I taught or helped to teach bushcrafting, wilderness survival, and various outdoor skills. I did this for fun and never thought about how my teaching skills might be important down the road. During this time, I learned a tremendous amount from other skilled instructors.

Before I retired from my day job in November 2017, I was an instructor and mentor for communications students at Central Oregon Community College in Bend, Oregon. I spent most of my career as a journalist, writing feature stories about interesting people and places, and for years I was an investigative reporter.

Indirectly, that background led to writing a survival blog. In 2006, I was working for The Bulletin newspaper in Bend. Within a one-month period, two people died of hypothermia after becoming lost in the backcountry. Subsequently, I was given an investigative assignment to write a winter survival guide for Central Oregon.

This research opened my eyes. I couldn’t believe the widespread misinformation and just plain “fake news” and articles that were promoted as fact. The result of my assignment was my Winter Survival Guide that was published in 2007. It went over very well, and received several awards.

Concurrently, I was helping teach scouts and kids basic wilderness skills. After one session, a parent commented:

“What you teach is so simple and easy. Survival is just common sense.” At that instant, I knew that was a title or name for something.

Also, I grew increasingly concerned about the proliferation of reality “survival” shows on TV. While the shows do get people interested in the concept of survival, most of these programs sacrifice valid information for higher ratings. Some of the participants’ shenanigans are dangerous, and provide a very bad role model for inexperienced viewers.

My wife, Debbie, tired of hearing me rant and rave about dangerous advice, non-realistic programming, and charlatan survival instructors. She lined up an initial website, and essentially said to me, “Put up or shut up.” So, I stopped ranting and started writing.

My survival blog, SurvivalCommonSense.com, came online in October, 2009, a few months after my middle son died of cancer. It was a grievous period and I buried my head in writing. The website was a way to focus my thoughts and, hopefully, help keep someone else’s family from suffering through a tragedy.

Initially, the website was intended only as a resource for scout volunteers, and I figured a small, select group of scout volunteers might occasionally view it. To my continued amazement and appreciation, people from all over the world follow the site, and now SurvivalCommonSense.com receives thousands of page views daily and has reached hundreds of thousands of people. The “Survival Common Sense” YouTube page has more than 250 videos with more than eight million views.

Here’s why it works. I never claim to know everything. But I do know a lot of experts on survival subjects, and my interviewing skills and investigative experience means my “bull alarm” is finely-tuned. I question and test everything.

I truly love learning and teaching wilderness skills, and I hope this book gets you interested too!
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CHAPTER 1

WHERE TO BEGIN

“Do the difficult things while they are easy and do the great things while they are small. A journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step.”

–Lao Tzu

Hurricanes. Flooding. Tornadoes. Earthquakes. Forest fires.

It doesn’t matter where you live. Chances are there are some potential natural disasters that could change your life. And we are seeing this happen more and more all the time.

So how do you prepare for these epochs? Can you prepare for them? Most importantly, ask yourself this question:

Can I dunk a basketball?

I can’t. Never could. But watch any NBA game and see the guys slam the ball home at every opportunity.

Here’s the point: If you watch the survival and bushcraft “reality” shows you may see incredible techniques done routinely, under the worst circumstances. So what? Use your common sense filter.

Just because somebody can dunk a basketball or perform wondrous bushcraft techniques on TV doesn’t mean you can, or can learn just by watching others. Don’t rely on gee-whiz technology or esoteric aboriginal survival techniques. The idea is to survive during a disaster: There is no time for on-the-job training!
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A natural disaster may disrupt electricity, natural gas and water, and shut down road infrastructure for days. Always prepare to walk home and shelter in place.

You’ve just started to prepare by reading this far. You have acknowledged that you may need to know more and this book is a good first step. Until you know what event or situation you need to be prepared for, you can’t know what you don’t know.

There are instances where bushcrafting and survival skills may prove invaluable in rural and even urban and big city disasters.

For example, being able to make a campfire and rig up a tarp shelter are great bushcraft skills to know in the wilderness. But how about in the aftermath of a flood, hurricane, or tornado where you may be isolated because of high water or downed bridges and power lines?

Imagine an earthquake. Your high rise is evacuated, you’re out in the parking lot, and nobody can get in or out. You might be stranded in the rain or foul weather, and a campfire and tarp shelter might be just what you need.

So, city dwellers need wilderness survival and bushcraft skills too.

And bushcrafting and preparedness go hand-in-hand.

Five Bushcrafting Skills for Urban Survival

Emergency preparedness bags had already been set up for my daughter, wife, and son at our home. Then my daughter started college near Los Angeles in 2014. I beefed up her bag with more food, water containers, extra flashlights, and batteries.

I’ve always been paranoid about the potential for a major earthquake in the Los Angeles area. Then, in an instant, I went from being a slightly-weird-but-harmless dad to a visionary as a 6.0 earthquake rocked Napa, California.

That was a great segue into a common question:

“What wilderness survival skills will work in an urban emergency situation?”

I believe bushcrafting and wilderness survival skills will work anywhere. Emergency situations—anywhere—have several things in common. These include:


• Survival situations are unexpected and can happen in an instant.

• Everyone’s initial response will probably be one of disbelief, something like, “This can’t be happening.”

• The situation could escalate into one of chaos and confusion.

• The situation may become life-threatening if people react wrong.

• Most people won’t have a clue about what to do next.

• Widespread panic is always possible.



Any survival skills training must be accompanied by a survival mindset. You have to make up your mind to prevail, and be able to make a plan that will sustain you through the disaster. So, let’s say an earthquake, hurricane, tornado, forest fire (or fill in your particular local disaster) has occurred. You have to evacuate your office building and end up in a parking lot with a lot of other people. The weather is nasty; it’s raining and the temperature is dropping. The roads are blocked and there is no help in the immediate, foreseeable future. What skills do you need?

Here are five wilderness survival skills that could help you survive an urban emergency:


1. Shelter: Your first consideration might be getting out of the elements. Do you know how to tie effective knots? Can you make a tarp shelter if you have to? Can you improvise some sort of refuge from the elements, using available materials?

Maybe the best place to find shelter materials is in the nearby dumpster. Look for anything that can insulate you from the elements: plastic sheeting, newspapers, cardboard, etc. Or you might want to take shelter in the dumpster itself.

Check out trash cans—if it has a 42- or 55-gallon plastic bag liner, you can make a quick shelter out of it. The smaller trash can bags can be useful for a myriad of tasks—keeping tinder dry, as a container for gathering wood, as a head covering in the rain, for gathering rain water for drinking, etc.

2. Water: Any water you might find should be suspect, unless it is bottled or otherwise sealed from contamination. A water purification filter or chemical purification materials could be worth their weight in gold. (I have used the Polar Pure chemical purification system extensively, and recommend this product.)

3. Fire: You should know how to build a campfire using whatever flammable materials are available. Many of the people in the parking lot might need a place to warm up, and as it gets dark, light will be greatly appreciated. Also, boiling water is usually the quickest way to purify it. Make sure to grab any containers from the dumpster—you may need them later.

Obviously, if you smell gas or the situation seems dangerous, don’t play with fire!

4. Navigation: Maybe you have to leave the area because staying would be dangerous. Do you know where to go, and how to get there? Can you read a city street map and use a compass? During a storm, or in the darkness, you may not be able to determine directions. Know how to read a map, and be able to orient it by using streets and visible landmarks.

5. First aid: Everybody should take a basic first-aid class. You don’t have to reach EMT or First Responder expertise, but a rudimentary knowledge is important. After any sort of disaster, somebody will be hurt, and you may be the only one available to help. So grab the first-aid kit from the break room on the way out of the building!



Obviously, there are a lot of other skills that you should know or learn. If you practice and prepare for an earthquake, for example, that means you’re pretty well set for other disasters. You can’t prepare for every eventuality, but you can come close!
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Get the appropriate maps for the area and know how to read them. Bridges and other infrastructures could be damaged and you may need to make detours around bottlenecks on the roads.
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My friend, Matt Banton, and I took a Wilderness First Aid Class together. Among other skills, we learned how to splint a broken limb.

Recommended Reading

A library of reference books is a great idea, and it may be the first area you need to work on.

Here are my fifteen favorite books that might help you on your bushcrafting and preparedness journey:

1. Surviving a Wilderness Emergency by Peter Kummerfeldt

Peter Kummerfeldt has walked the talk in the wilderness survival field for decades. I met him at an outdoor expo about fifteen years ago. Peter was doing a session on outdoor survival myths and I sat in out of curiosity.

This led to a “Born Again” wilderness survival experience. I went to every other session Kummerfeldt did that day, and followed him back to his booth to talk some more. That night, I went home and threw away three items I had been carrying in my backcountry survival gear for years.

Kummerfeldt was born in Kenya, East Africa, then came to America in 1965 and joined the US Air Force. He is a graduate of the Air Force Survival Instructor Training School and has served as an instructor at the Basic Survival School in Spokane, Washington, the Arctic Survival School in Fairbanks, Alaska, and the Jungle Survival School in the Republic of the Philippines. For twelve years, Kummerfeldt was the Survival Training Director at the United States Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, Colorado. He retired from the Air Force in 1995 after thirty years of service.
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A library of survival, bushcraft, and preparedness publications should be part of everyone’s preparedness equipment.

He has addressed over twenty thousand people as the featured speaker at numerous seminars, conferences, and national conventions. He is a featured writer on my website SurvivalCommonSense.com.
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Surviving a Wilderness Emergency by Peter Kummerfeldt is one of my go-to bushcrafting and wilderness survival books.

2. Build the Perfect Survival Kit by John D. McCann

I believe everyone should have a survival kit handy at all times. But what if you don’t know just what to include in a kit, or how to make one?

This book will solve that quandary. McCann draws on a wealth of experience and skill to help the reader craft a kit that will work for their personal situations and ability levels. This book is on my survival shelf and I frequently refer to it.

3. The Unthinkable by Amanda Ripley

Suppose that your significant other isn’t into preparedness. What is the first thing you can do to get them thinking about the possibility of the “unthinkable” happening? The answer: hand them a copy of this book.

The Unthinkable is not about disaster recovery. It’s about what happens in the midst of one—before emergency personnel arrive and structure is imposed upon the situation. It’s about the human reaction to disaster and how you should act if you want to survive.

The book is not about stockpiling food, tools, weapons, or prepping. You must understand what goes on in your head during a disaster before you can use your tools. You’ll need information and techniques to respond correctly, which is provided in The Unthinkable.

4. Survival Psychology by Dr. John Leach

Some thirty years before the rash of “reality” or “survival” shows, came this book about people’s reactions to emergency situations based on psychological studies.

Survival Psychology by John Leach, PhD, of the University of Lancaster, England, was a groundbreaking text, which today is a reference source for many bushcraft and survival bestsellers. If some of Leach’s writing or thoughts sound familiar, it is because you’ve read or heard them before!

Leach found that in any emergency, eighty percent of the people present won’t have any idea what to do, ten to fifteen percent will do the wrong thing, and only ten to fifteen percent will act appropriately. The small group of people who will survive react based on prior training.

Until you know what might happen in your mind, or in the heads of the people around you, there’s no way to come up with a plan to survive.

5. The Survival Medicine Handbook by Joseph Alton, MD and Amy Alton, ARNP

Better known as Dr. Bones and Nurse Amy, the duo is widely regarded in the preparedness industry as the go-to couple for all things medical. Their stated goal is: “To put a medically prepared person in every family for any disaster.”

First aid manuals are common, and come in all shapes, configurations, and sizes. There is a plethora of information about taking care of injuries on the trail. But most of the ones I’ve seen, including those designed for Third World areas, always end up recommending that readers seek modern medical help.

That’s where this manual is different. What happens if a disaster overwhelms emergency responders? Or if a catastrophe, such as a flood or earthquake, prevents entrance into an area?

6. Food Storage for Self-Sufficiency and Survival by Angela Paskett

There are some very good how-to books for food storage. But Food Storage for Self-Sufficiency and Survival by Angela Paskett stands out from the rest, and it bears looking into further.

I met Angela Paskett several years ago at a Food Insurance gathering. It was evident that Paskett knew her stuff when it came to storing and preserving food. At the time, Paskett mentioned she was working on a food storage book which has since been published.

Food Storage is not a cookbook (though there are some great recipes in it) or a complete survival manual. It is a nuts-and-bolts guide for storing food.

It is informative, an easy read, and packed with information for newcomers and experienced prepper types. Paskett writes in an engaging, informative style that is very appealing, and you’ll find yourself drawn into the subject.

7. Deep Survival: Who Lives, Who Dies, and Why by Lawrence Gonzales

I read Deep Survival in a few marathon sessions. The fast-paced accounts of real life survival situations are mesmerizing. It’s a good read to get you started on creating your own survival mindset.

This book features useful information for anybody who practices survival common sense, since a survival mindset must be established before you can use any tools and training you might have acquired.

In the book, Gonzales mentions twelve points that disaster survivors seem to have in common. These points are definitely worth contemplation, even if you don’t get anything else out of the text.

8. Call of the Mild: Learning to Hunt My Own Dinner by Lily Raff McCaulou

The book traces Lily Raff McCaulou’s journey from being a big city dweller with no hunting experience to becoming an enthusiastic hunter. It is the story of her personal evolution.

Reared on the east coast, McCaulou is the daughter of anti-gun parents who thought hunting was, at best, an odd hobby. McCaulou was a meat-eater, but didn’t make the connection between a live animal and the packages of meat in the grocery store. Just out of college, she was working in the Indie film industry and living in downtown Manhattan when she decided to move west for a year or two.

She ended up in Central Oregon as a reporter at the Bend Bulletin and that’s where we met. I was freelancing for the Bulletin at the time, after several years as a staff writer and photographer. McCaulou got my old beat covering La Pine and Sunriver.

9. Snow Caves for Fun and Survival by Ernest Wilkinson

Wilkinson is a former Search and Rescue member, and an experienced Colorado mountain guide, specializing in snowshoe treks and winter camping. This backcountry experience led Wilkinson to develop his own shelter-making techniques that save time and energy while also increasing comfort and safety. Igloo and lean-to construction are also discussed, as well as avalanche danger and how to avoid them.

10. Staying Found: The Complete Map and Compass Handbook by June Fleming

Any bushcrafter worth their salt should know how to use a map and compass. Forget GPS for long-term survival—any electronic device is only as reliable as the batteries in it. This book takes you from the basics of choosing a compass to advanced orienteering skills. It should be in every bushcraft and survival library.

11. Desert Survival Skills by David Alloway

Much of the American West is considered desert, and sometimes the towns are few and far between. Alloway, a veteran desert traveler, offers information on how to survive when stranded in a desert environment, focusing on the Chihuahuan and other North American deserts.

The book discusses survival priorities, emergency kits, water, fire, vehicle repairs and uses, plant and animal resources, tools and weapons, first aid, and other topics.

12. Northern Bushcraft by Mors Kochanski

The late Mors Kochanski is a legend in the wilderness survival field. His expertise spans well over fifty years. His specialty is survival in northern boreal forests.

This book provides practical advice on skills needed for extended stays in the wilderness, using a minimum of materials and tools. Information included is on shelter construction, fire technology, proper care and use of axes, saws, and knives, and much more.

13. A Reference Guide to Surviving Nature: Outdoor Preparation and Remedies by Dr. Nicole Apelian and Shawn Clay

I have been following Dr. Nicole Apelian for years, on the reality series Alone, where she has appeared twice, and from reading her blog. I met her at Flintlock 2 in the Ozarks in June, 2019, and Apelian is as engaging in person as she is on TV.

In this latest publication, the authors cover the basics of emergency preparedness, including what gear you should carry on you. Learn the basics of fire, shelter, water, food, first aid, and signaling with this text. Various plant, insect, animal, and weather threats are covered, coupled with color photos for easy identification. Modern and natural suggestions for field medicine are also included.

Good fiction can teach and be a call to arms. And a good adventure book may get people thinking about the need for learning survival and preparedness skills. Here are several works of fiction to recommend to that person who might need a subtle nudge to start learning about preparedness.

14. One Second After by William R. Forstchen

This novel deals with an unexpected electromagnetic pulse attack on the United States as it affects the people living in and around the small American town of Black Mountain, North Carolina.

The realistic scenario and superb writing can provide a wakeup call to those people who scoff at the idea of preparedness for disasters.

15. Alas Babylon by Pat Frank

This 1959 novel was one of the first apocalyptic novels of the nuclear age and it is the first book of such ilk I ever read. Even as a teenager, the book grabbed and held my attention.

The novel deals with the effects of a nuclear war on the fictional small town of Fort Repose, Florida, which is based upon the actual city of Mount Dora, Florida. The title is derived from the Book of Revelation: “Alas, alas, that great city Babylon, that mighty city! For in one hour is thy judgment come.”

Remember This:

The current state of the world makes it easy to get discouraged. Maybe you wonder what the point might be of preparing for emergencies. You’re not alone, and historically, people have always prepared for the unforeseen. Joseph, in the Old Testament, had seven years of bounty, but he still prepared for a potential famine.

Today, the task may seem overwhelming at times. But start with little steps, and work toward a long-term goal of being ready for whatever emergency might come. Don’t get discouraged—you’ve already taken some of the first steps by reading this far!
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CHAPTER 2

DEVELOPING A SURVIVAL MINDSET

A survival mindset is necessary for enduring anything. It doesn’t matter if you’re in a wilderness environment, practicing bushcraft skills, or in a big-city, high-rise building when an earthquake hits. You must develop a survival mindset, and know how to use it if you intend to survive.

So, where do you start?

A good place is to understand what you’re up against. Just what will you do if confronted with an emergency? How might you act? How will the people around you, most of them strangers, react?

This is knowable.

Preparedness is not a new science, and there is nothing new about the way people react to emergency situations. Survival Psychology by John Leach can help you understand what you may be up against during an emergency.

Leach studied survivors’ reactions, including those of Union prisoners at the horrific Andersonville prison during the Civil War; to shipwreck survivors; to people who made it through plane crashes and natural disasters. Distilled down to one sentence, here’s what Leach found: Psychological responses to emergencies follow a pattern.

One of my goals is to help you develop the survival mindset needed to stay alive. Until you know what might happen in your mind, or in the heads of the people around you, there’s no way to come up with a plan to survive.

So, we’ll start with the baseline knowledge of what happens to people, mentally, in a survival situation. Survival situations bring out a variety of reactions—including some that make the situation worse.

Leach’s studies show that only ten to fifteen percent of any group involved in any emergency will react appropriately. Another ten to fifteen percent will behave totally inappropriately and the remaining seventy to eighty percent will need to be told what to do. The most common reaction at the onset of an emergency is disbelief and denial.

Here’s the typical disaster reaction progression, according to Leach:


1. Denial: The first reaction will probably be: “This can’t be happening to me!” But an emergency, disaster, accident, or crash can happen to anyone, and it can put your life at risk. This disbelief causes people to stand around, doing nothing to save themselves. The eighty percenters in any survival situation will have to be instructed to help themselves.

2. Panic: Once you get past denial, there is a strong chance you may panic. This is when judgment and reasoning deteriorate to the point where it can result in self-destructive behavior. It can happen to anyone. To avert this problem, realize it may happen and use the STOP mindset exercise. (Explained in detail in the next section.)

3. Hypoactivity, defined as a depressed reaction; or hyperactivity, an intense but undirected liveliness: The depressed person will not look after himself or herself, and will probably need to be told what to do. The hyperactive response can be more dangerous because the affected person may give a misleading impression of purposefulness and leadership.

4. Stereotypical behavior: This is a form of denial in which victims fall back on learned behavior patterns, no matter how inappropriate they are for the situation. The Boss may decide to continue in that role, even though they have no idea of what to do. Sadly, the underlings may also revert to those subordinate roles, even though they may be better prepared mentally.

5. Anger: A universal reaction, anger is irrational. Rescue workers frequently come under verbal and physical attack while performing their duties.

A few years ago in Central Oregon, the Deschutes County Search and Rescue team rescued a man who had dumped his raft just before going over a waterfall on the Deschutes River near Bend. Miraculously, the rafter saved himself by clinging to a mid-stream boulder. During the whole rescue effort, he denied he was in trouble. After being plucked from the rapids, the rafter flipped off the rescuers as he walked back to the parking lot. He never thanked anyone for saving his life.

6. Psychological breakdown: This could be the most desperate problem facing a victim, and this stage is characterized by irritability, lack of interest, apprehension, psycho-motor retardation, and confusion. Once this point is reached, the ultimate consequence may be death.



So, according to Leach, one key to a “survival state-of-mind” is to be prepared and confident that you can handle an emergency. This brings up another deadly behavior pattern: lack of preparation.
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