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  To survivors Peter Reiss and Jim Reiss. And to: Drs. Mark Mills, Bruce Klunzinger, Jennifer Gilmore; John Reiss; Attys. Clinton Canady and Eric Williams; Will Reiss, Kerry Fitzpatrick, Gail Brown, Mike Reiss, Dick Schneider, Sharon Azar, Marion Heider, Melinda Milheim, and David Reiss.




  –MARGUERITE REISS




  And—




  To all the survivors of extreme outdoor adventures, and to their courageous friends and family members who have helped save them.




  To my great-grandchildren and beyond, born and unborn, I dedicate this book and offer my hope that participation in the natural world will develop your survival skills and otherwise enrich your lives.




  –LARRY MUELLER




  INTRODUCTION




  THE WHYS, HOWS, AND MAYBES OF SURVIVAL




  DR. BILL WENNEN, a Fairbanks, Alaska, plastic surgeon who has done reconstruction work on numerous bear attack victims, sees a definite thread that connects people who survive extreme emergencies. “It’s attitude,” he told me. “It’s 90 percent attitude and 10 percent preparation. Those who don’t have enough will give up and die.”




  Survivors don’t even think about giving up, Wennen says. They keep trying to find a way out of their situation until they discover what works.




  That’s very similar to what Portland, Oregon, psychologist Dr. Al Siebert found in his study of survivors, which led to his book The Survivor Personality. Dr. Siebert found that survivors are those individuals who aren’t locked into single ways of doing things, and aren’t dependent on familiar support systems. When one thing isn’t working, they try something else.




  Survivors got that way by challenging themselves, seeing what they could get away with as they grew up and beyond. That required tolerant parents who were willing to put up with some cuts and bruises, and were able to pass along some sound advice, rooted in common sense. Good parents should be taking their children on safe adventures when they’re small. The outdoors is the perfect place for them. Adventures and challenges enlarge as the youngsters grow.




  I was too busy in the outdoors to have time to join the Boy Scouts. Football, however, provided me a foundation lesson that always comes to mind when I read about traits of smart survivors.




  In one particular high school football game, I was on the defensive line to the right of center. Two plays in a row, two opposite linemen were able to double-team and overpower me, as one dove behind me and the other pushed me over the first guy. As we lined up for a third play, I heard one whisper to the other, “It works on this guy every time.”




  That woke me up. When the play started, the same fellow dove behind me as I dodged away from him to my right. The guy in front lunged over to meet me, but I instantly dodged to my left and raced through an opening in the line to tackle the fullback. The life lesson I took away from that was, don’t do the same dumb thing twice, or have the same dumb reaction more than once, a match for some of Dr. Siebert’s findings.




  In his continued studies of survivors, Dr. Siebert found them to be more resilient than other people in general. He says they handle life’s setbacks better. They are optimistic, self-confident, psychologically complex, use creative problem solving, handle pressure with humor, and are less likely to experience frequent anger. Older survivors become accustomed to things working out well. Many don’t retire from their careers because they enjoy the benefits of doing important work.




  Seibert also notes that resiliency can be developed and increased at any age, but can’t be taught by standard training methods. Resilient people can only be coached into developing inborn abilities through self-managed learning. Challenging their own individuality works best.




  Another interest of Dr. Siebert’s is intuition. He says he developed his by listening to it. One morning he awoke at 4 A.M. with a strong urge to go to the beach, and was already at the door when a hunch told him to take his knife and gloves along. When he arrived, he turned north and felt he was walking in the wrong direction. Turning back south, it seemed right. At that point, he felt he was being led to something, and studied the shore debris until he saw movement. It was a “dark bird with an orange beak” entangled in monofilament fishing line with bobber and hook still attached. He touched the bird, then gently put his left hand around its neck. The bird relaxed. It took about five minutes to carefully cut it free. Another morning, he had an urge to carry a book of matches with him to the river, for no reason he could think of. Walking along the shore, he noticed a rather unkempt man coming toward him. As he got close, the fellow asked, “Do you have any matches?” Not at all surprised, Siebert produced the matches from his pocket and handed them to the fellow without even breaking stride.




  Clearly, as Captain Thorne Tasker, whom you’ll meet in Chapter 12 of this book, said, “The mind is a powerful thing. People underestimate it.” It took superhuman strength to do what he did as the crabbing vessel Nowitna was sinking in the Bering Sea—strength like those average, normal people who single-handedly lift cars off their injured loved ones. Although he wasn’t aware of it until the emergency had ended, Tasker understands that he was accessing a mental power, not just a physical one.




  After it was all over, and Tasker had rented a car, he reached out with his left hand—the same hand that gripped the down sloping steel cable so tightly that the rolling vessel couldn’t pitch him off into the sea—and tried to push the button with his thumb to open the door. He couldn’t. It was then that he remembered breaking that thumb a couple days earlier. Never once through that entire emergency at sea had his thumb ever hurt.




  Dr. Wennen says we know little for sure about how the brain could have doused the pain and caused superhuman power in that boat captain’s hand, but we do know that superhuman power probably couldn’t materialize in a body or limb that’s in pain on account of what it’s doing. He does, however, offer an explanation about how we seem to automatically “know” what to do in an emergency. That could come from an accumulated lifetime of experiences stored deep inside the brain. Those experiences are not normally accessible, but they’re released in an instant when we’re threatened by an extreme emergency. Also, some of the memories deep in the brain could be, in part, a result of the history of the species. The animal species have the same phenomenon, and we call it instinct.




  But could instinct be inheritable? A Russian study of DNA, in which linguists as well as geneticists were involved, found language patterns in the 95 percent of DNA that most geneticists think is useless and call junk DNA. The study generated speculation that this 95 percent could be a huge storage and communications area, making possible a stored species history or instinct. It would also make possible intuition, a mom’s “knowing” that her children are in trouble, twins in different places “knowing” what the other is going through, remote healing by prayer, and, yes, people in extreme emergencies “knowing” what to do. It could even house the trigger mechanism that shuts down pain, allowing seemingly super strength.




  As Outdoor Life magazine’s Hunting Dogs editor for twenty-four years, I always had a great interest in instinctual behavior. And as Reader's Digest’s Alaska reporter for twenty years, I did also. The pointing instinct, for example, was developed over the past 200 years, and based in wild canines’ already-present instinct to sniff out prey, stalk closer, and hesitate long enough to zero in on the prey’s exact location before leaping to catch it.




  By patient training, we made dogs stop wherever they were when they first sniffed the prey, and to stand there in hesitation until we flushed the birds. By selectively breeding those that train most easily, today we have dogs that instinctively point the first bird they ever smell. Is instinct, then, a collection of inherited memories?




  In just his own lifetime, my Virginia turkey-hunting buddy John Byrne did for his dogs what took 200 years in pointers. He had an English setter–pointer–Plott hound cross named Junior that he considered the perfect turkey dog. An Angus cattle breeder, John is very savvy in breeding techniques, and he inbred Junior until warning signs cropped up. Then he backed off and made an outcross to start a second line. Junior was sound stock, and his pups made it to 15/16 Junior without problems. That’s not 100 percent Junior and never could be, even if carried to 31/32 and beyond. Math and logic suggest that since the pups are never 100 percent Junior, they can never be Junior’s equal. The opposite was true. Over the generations, John noticed that these pups were becoming easier to train than Junior ever was. The 15/16 pups were “naturals” requiring little training beyond taking them hunting. To my mind, there is no way this could happen without an accumulation of inherited memory.




  Professor Marion Diamond at the University of California was one step from having the answer. Working with rats, she found that those that were mentally challenged actually developed thicker cortexes. And that does prove how challenging ourselves makes better survivors. Some of Dr. Diamond’s rats were fed and watered in plain boxes. The others had toys to deal with and learn from. These learned quicker how to get through a maze. They could also be placed in a tank of water with a somewhat submerged rock or mound and be expected to quickly find that resting place when they tired of swimming—and remember where it is. The unchallenged rats could not.




  Other universities have studied the greater cortex growth of challenged rats, but I have not found a study that focused on inherited cortex growth. In the interest of encouraging the development of greater numbers of humans with survival personalities, this is basic science that still needs to be done.




  We may never learn everything about the mind, but one thing is certain: the mind is our most powerful tool in survival. Use it. Challenge it. Be ready to improvise, adapt, and overcome.




  –LARRY MUELLER




  THE SPIRIT OF SURVIVAL




  Faced with a life-threatening situation and obviously terrible odds, basic human reasoning might say, “End of the road.” But survivors of these harrowing situations show that there’s something in us all that can greatly surpass empirical reasoning.




  Despite unyielding pain and horror, there springs up from seemingly broken and overwhelmed people a drive to take charge of one’s immediate destiny. I have heard the tone of this drive in the voice of a woman cleaved by an airplane propeller, far away in the Alaskan bush. I saw its glint in the eyes of two hunters disfigured by flames but who willed themselves to live. I have felt it myself when a rapist gripped my throat and I couldn’t scream. Indeed, my own experience has driven me to ask the question of many survivors I have interviewed: “What kept you alive?”




  “Guts,” responded a seventy-year-old torn up by a grizzly. “I had no choice,” a dying man said of his cancer. A woman who packed herself in ice to keep from losing her unborn child put her situation “in God’s hands,” she said, but she’s the one who made the first move. She delivered a healthy baby. An Air Force para-jumper, without a wetsuit and strapped to an injured seaman in a Stokes Litter on a fishing trawler, said, “I denied myself looking down and made myself look only where I was going, upward and outward, never looking where I had been,” as high seas swept the boat out from under him and he swung from the rescue cable attached to the helicopter above.




  When the six-foot-four rapist stepped into my kitchen right behind me, and turned to lock the back door he had just come through, an inner voice said, Crouch down and shove one foot out the screen door to the ground. I kicked the door open, and my foot hooked a trellis, and I dragged down a bird feeder, and several flowerpots and vines. The sudden crash of all that stuff gave me the fleeting moment I needed to struggle past my attacker and get outside where he threw me over three garbage cans, causing even more flowerpots to come raining down in a great dramatic commotion like something out of a movie. “Good timing,’ a detective later opined about my unthinking decision to throw a foot to the door. “In a case like that you are fighting for seconds.”




  At some point in our lives each of us faces devastation, a great deficit, or near-total defeat; not just a simple gash across our lives, but something approaching an amputation. We learn once again what we already know from far back in our evolution: that we have undreamed-of powers for demonstrating our coping skills when life turns drastic.




  There is a captivating enigma that distinguishes those who can cope from the casualties. The swiftness, grit, clarity of mind, and imperviousness of such people seem beyond a day-to-day reality. And yet, day after day, people prove the human mettle.




  This book is addressed to you if you might feel wounded by failure or stress, or feel that one day you could be, for whatever reason, standing in the way of a terrible blow. You can be armed with coping techniques that triumph, and by your sheer survival offer great encouragement to others who struggle themselves.




  –MARGUERITE REISS




  
1 THE SURVIVOR TRAIT




  Survivors enjoy taking risks to discover how they’ll handle it. It seems paradoxical, but risk-takers survive much better than those whose main concerns are safety and security.




  IMAGINE you’re dropped without warning into a wilderness disaster. You could be lost, injured, caught in a storm, threatened with hypothermia, or whatever your worst nightmare might be. Think quickly: What’s the key to your survival? Is it gear and things you might need? Perhaps layered clothes, a tube tent, waterproof fire-starting materials, extra food, a compass, water-purification tablets, or a first-aid kit? Or is it skill and technique? Perhaps knowing how to build windbreaks, shelters, and fires, staying put to be rescued, going hungry if finding food costs more calories than it provides?




  The lists go on and on. You find them in every article and manual on the subject. They’re valid and valuable. Heed their advice. But the lists don’t provide the real key to survival. That element comes from within. And nowhere is it more evident than among people who make their homes in the Arctic.




  Randy Crosby, head of the North Slope Borough Search and Rescue Center in Barrow, Alaska, hints at the key to Arctic survival when he says, “Hunters up here don’t even entertain the thought of not surviving in our worst weather.”




  Ben Ahmaogak, fifty-two, was alone on his snowmachine hunting caribou and ice-fishing for grayling and whitefish. Though he had started with a full tank for a planned ten-day trip, he ran into a white-out, became disoriented, and ran out of gas. He was two days overdue when his wife, Florence, called Crosby.




  “You have to understand,” Crosby responded, “here in the North Slope Borough we have 92,000 square miles, an area the size of Minnesota, and four planes and pilots to cover it.”




  Although the odds were slim, Crosby piloted a King Air twin-engine turbo prop to look for Ahmaogak. After three days of searching, he got a break. The plane was flying at 500 feet a quarter mile from the Utukok River in the foothills of the Brooks Range when one of the spotters on board thought he saw something. When Crosby’s plane circled, Ahmaogak flopped on his back to make himself more visible, kicking his feet for attention.




  Ahmaogak had made no fire; for heat he had used a Coleman stove. He was dressed in a lamb-lined parka and had pitched his 7-by-9-foot white canvas wall tent against a bluff for a windbreak. For additional windbreak, he had excavated snow and set the tent 3 feet below the surface level, an Eskimo trick. The tent stakes couldn’t be driven into the frozen ground, so he had gathered willows, bundling and burying them in packed snow to hold the tent ropes.




  “By the time we found him,” Crosby said, “Ben had been out there in zero to minus-10-degree weather for two weeks. How badly was he shaken by the experience? He simply told us, ‘Go get me some gas, and I’ll drive home.’ ”




  “I never doubted that I’d make it,” is a frequent comment from survivors. Those who endure being stranded in the cold believe that their survival is up to them. Help may come, but they know they have to do their part, as Ahmaogak did.




  “The will to live can keep a person going longer than almost anything else,” says Lieutenant Colonel Gene Ramsey, former commander of the 210th Air Rescue Squadron at Anchorage. Knowing this, professional rescuers in the North have learned to nourish that will in lost people. Doing so often means flying in forbidding weather at great personal risk. But they know that just the sight of a plane dropping flares is enough to restore hope and confidence, which will likely keep a lost person going. Rescuers can then parachute in later, when safer weather conditions allow.




  Experience convinced Colonel Eric Wheaten, former commander of the 71st Air Rescue and Recovery Squadron at Elmendorf Air Force Base in Alaska, that personality influences an individual’s will to live. Wheaten was assigned to take nine para-rescuemen on a three-day training exercise. They would be staged only 30 miles from Anchorage, but across an inlet in an isolated area. Temperatures would fall to minus 20 degrees at night.




  A flight surgeon, a quite capable doctor, decided to go along and see how his men performed in the field under survival conditions. Wheaten, the doctor, and two para-rescuemen were flown out first by helicopter, along with tents, a chain saw, gas, and food. The remaining gear would follow in the next chopper load. The seven other para-rescuemen would be dropped later.




  By late morning, Wheaten realized that the other men and supplies weren’t coming. He couldn’t know it, but equipment malfunctions had kept all of the other choppers grounded at Elmendorf. The sun was due to set at 2:30 in the afternoon, so Wheaten and the men cut wood, built a fire, and set up two tents over pine boughs to make softer, warmer beds.




  The flight surgeon was not helpful. He became cold almost immediately. His morale plummeted. He was clearly despondent. The men slept. Wheaten remained awake to keep an eye on the flight surgeon, who couldn’t sleep. That night the doctor bumped the ends of his fingers while adding wood to the fire. In the morning he mistook the blood under his nails for frostbite. This normally excellent doctor had become so distressed that he couldn’t make a simple medical diagnosis.




  “The problem was that the flight surgeon was heavily dependent upon a game plan, and that plan changed,” Wheaten says. “The rest of us kept the fire going, cooked in the little tin cups, and tried to keep his spirits up during a second night. Only on the third morning, when the HC-130 flew over and dropped an emergency kit, did he believe he would be rescued. There was never a real emergency, except in the flight surgeon’s mind. But because of his mental attitude, I’m convinced that by himself he would not have lasted twenty-four hours.”




  In contrast, Thomas Ruland, a fifty-nine-year-old Eskimo, was much less materially prepared when he was lost on a hunting expedition. Though hunting in fur mitts, down pants, snowmachine boots, and a homemade lambskin-lined parka with wolf ruff, he had no tent. He had a thermos with coffee and enough dried caribou for one day. Beyond that, he had only a caribou hide to ward off the elements when he was reported to be several days overdue on the North Slope of the Brooks Range.




  Rescuer Gilbert Lincoln remembers that the call came in at 10 P.M., and two snowmachines were dispatched from the Anaktuvuk Pass Rescue Center within the hour. Two more rescuers followed that night. Tracks were found but lost again in the darkness and blowing snow. Finally, in 50-mile-per-hour winds and minus-40-degree temperatures, the rescuers were forced to pitch a tent for shelter. Requests to Barrow for a spotter plane the next morning were denied because of wind conditions.




  Despite continuing severe weather the next day, the search up the Anaknivuk Valley resumed. That afternoon, one team discovered an abandoned snowmachine. “They looked around,” Lincoln says, “and suddenly, 100 yards away, a person appeared right out of a snowdrift!”




  Ruland had dug a small cave in the snow, placed his caribou hide on the ground, and curled up, protected from the bitter wind and cold. When snowmachine trouble had upset his game plan, he adapted without undue fear.




  ◆




  Part of the contrast in these stories lies in the fact that the flight surgeon had been camping just once in his life, and that was in Texas. Ruland was better trained to switch game plans. Traditional Eskimos teach survival skills to their children.




  Wheaten suggests that the ability to survive in extreme conditions requires more than conditioning. It also requires the mental ability to ignore reality. “I met a crusty old retired sergeant on the Yukon River who was prospecting for gold in the middle of the winter in minus-40 temperatures,” Wheaten says. “He lived in a cabin not much bigger than a large desk. He was ignoring reality in order to pursue his fascination for gold.”




  The inner key to survival seems elusive. The “will to live” is a necessity. But do those three words have a specific meaning? Can we explain what gives one individual more will to live than another?




  How about training? Knowing two ways to build a shelter gives you twice the options. Competence inspires confidence. Yet the competent doctor lost his most basic medical capability. That happens to many people threatened by disaster. Is the ability to “ignore reality” the real key?




  It’s real, all right. But this ability only buys time.




  The main factor that seems basic to every survivor is the ability to switch game plans. Indeed, according to Portland, Oregon, psychologist Dr. Al Siebert, “Survivors are those who can give up being one way or the other.”




  Siebert has been studying survivors since 1953, when he interrupted college to join the Army paratroopers. There, a strong personal interest in survival became wedded to opportunity. Siebert’s trainers at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, were from a unit that had been trapped at Inchon, Korea. Only one man in ten had lived through the experience. Siebert wanted to know the reason why.




  In studying survivors, Siebert first hypothesized that the best survivalist is the stereotypical male who fits the image, perhaps the stand-up hero who resolutely sticks with his beliefs, commitments, or guns to the bitter end. However, he found little in common among the survivors other than that each man who lived through the Inchon ordeal believed that his survival depended entirely on himself. Beyond that, the soldiers’ characteristics were full of puzzling contradictions.




  Eventually, Siebert unraveled the puzzle and wrote The Survivor Personality. In the book, which studies the psychology of survival, he explains that people with complex personalities were best prepared to survive in extreme conditions. The best survivors are not overly attached to objects, procedures, or beliefs. People who continue to need a plan to follow in life after they mature are not the best survivors, whether in daily affairs or wilderness disasters. The best way to develop a survivor personality, according to Siebert, is to challenge yourself. Survivors enjoy taking risks to discover how they’ll handle them, accepting mistakes as learning experiences. Though it seems paradoxical, risk-takers survive much better than those whose main concerns are safety and security.




  What some survivors’ minds can accomplish for them under extreme circumstances borders on miracle. In fact, when Dr. Janet Shackles, director of Maniilag Medical Center in Kotzebue, Alaska, heard what happened to Morris Sage, she said, “He cannot be alive.” Dr. Susan Klingler, who treated Sage, assured her that he was.




  Sage, forty-eight, and his close friend, Sayers Tuzroyluk, forty-six, had been hunting caribou on snowmachines for ten hours. Both eat traditional Eskimo foods on a daily basis—seal oil, whale blubber, caribou, polar bear, and so on. At about 8 P.M., with Sage in the lead by 80 yards, the two men were driving their machines on the ice along the edge of a lagoon. In the headlight, Sage saw gravel blown on the ice by the wind, so he turned his machine farther away from shore to avoid the rough grit under his runners. Twenty yards out, the ice shattered, and his machine dove toward bottom, pulling his homemade, flat-bottomed sled behind. Sage let go, losing his mittens, but he stayed on the surface, helped by the buoyancy of his lamb-lined parka.




  Tuzroyluk saw a flash of Sage’s headlight reflecting in the splash and slowed his machine. The ice was thicker where he was, just 10 feet from shore, but not strong enough to bear heavy weight for very long. Tuzroyluk heard the ice splitting and felt his machine dive out from under him. He swam desperately to reach shore before his heavy clothes became waterlogged. Soaked to the skin, he climbed out with nothing left but his wet clothes. The drop-off, even that close to shore, was so deep that his 10-foot sled vanished with the machine. It carried the extra clothes, long ropes with treble hooks for retrieving seals, and everything else that may have been useful for survival.




  The rear end of Sage’s sled bobbed back up. Apparently, the large amount of wood in the flat-sled structure, plus perhaps a mostly empty gas tank, had raised the snowmachine off the bottom. Sage grabbed the sled with one hand and struggled to keep it from twisting and turning while pulling his rifle sling off over his head with the other hand.




  Freed of the rifle’s weight, Sage tried to swim to shore. Not a strong swimmer, he got only a few feet when he realized that his heavy clothes were completely saturated. He felt as if he weighed 600 pounds. Doubting that he could stay afloat, he returned to the sled. With the lights of both machines gone, Tuzroyluk couldn’t see Sage, but knew he was in the water and feared he went down with the snowmachine. He started to panic, running up and down the shore crying out in anguish for his friend.




  “Hey, bro’, don’t cry for me yet,” Sage called. “I’m still alive!” Relieved, Tuzroyluk looked for something that might help reach Sage. His sled didn’t surface, so there was no rope. Tuzroyluk did find a 12-foot limb, though, and began wading out to Sage using the limb to sound the depth. Five feet from shore, Tuzroyluk was up to his waist, and the long stick poking ahead of him failed to touch bottom. There was no way he could survive the swim.




  “Morris! I can’t get far enough out to reach you!”




  Sage asked the Lord to forgive his sins, then called back. “You’ll have to go for help,” and after a pause added, “Tell my children I loved them.” Sage felt weak when he said those words. Tuzroyluk left at a run, but Point Hope was at least five miles away. Sage had faith in Tuzroyluk, but it would take hours. Meanwhile, he could die. As quickly as that thought entered his mind, however, he dismissed it. He remembered an old man telling a story of being on sea ice in January when it broke away from shore. Faced with drifting out to sea or swimming back to shore, the man had dived in.




  “Water is not cold,” the old man had said, “unless you think it’s cold.”




  Sage wedged his hands between underwater cross-members and rested his chin on the back end of the sled. He began to think about bears hibernating. Even though he did not feel cold, Sage knew his body temperature would fall. But it falls for hibernating bears too, he thought. Their body functions slow down, and they come near death, but they survive. Sage visualized himself as a bear entering hibernation. He would survive.




  Sage felt the wind pick up. The water was 28 degrees, 4 degrees below freezing, yet not frozen to the bottom because of salt content. The air temperature had fallen near zero. The wind rose to 20 knots. Sage shook briefly, probably in the first stage of hypothermia as the body temperature falls to 90 degrees. But refusing to believe that the water was cold, he found it didn’t feel cold to him. Sage was a bear going into hibernation. He fell asleep, with his chin still on the sled, so that he wouldn’t drown.




  Tuzroyluk ran as fast as he could, as long as he could. But he was tiring. And he was freezing. Tuzroyluk had experienced hypothermia before. That time he had given up, and if someone had not found him, he would have died.




  Halfway to Point Hope, Tuzroyluk’s legs began to cramp. Muscles become rigid when body temperatures hit between 90 and 86 degrees. The next step is stupor. But he wouldn’t allow that to happen. He was carrying Sage’s words: “Tell my children . . .” And Tuzroyluk kept thinking of his own eight youngsters. Tuzroyluk’s stiff-legged steps grew shorter. By the time he reached Point Hope, he was staggering to stay on his feet. A truck driver passed him by, probably thinking that Tuzroyluk was drunk. Finally, a man on a three-wheeler stopped and took Tuzroyluk to his brother-in-law, who immediately activated the search-and-rescue unit. Tuzroyluk couldn’t go along. He was immobile for another hour.




  Twice, Sage remembers waking up, taking a sip of water, and falling back asleep. It surprised him that the water didn’t taste saltier. He had watched the ocean overflowing into the lagoon all summer. He hallucinated, seeing Tuzroyluk and Tuzroyluk’s wife, Dianne, on the shore.




  When the rescuers spotted Sage in the headlights of their truck, he was frozen in, but still talking, though incoherently. They had to chop him out and cut off his frozen parka. Ten more volunteers came out on snowmachines. However, there was little to do but get Sage back to Point Hope, where a plane from the rescue center at Barrow would fly him to the hospital at Kotzebue.




  The bear survived his hibernation. But as Dr. Schackles said, survival in 28-degree water lasts 15 or 20 minutes, 30 at most. Sage was in the water more than three hours. How?




  “Maybe it’s all in your head,” Sage says.




  Dr. Siebert points out that our scientifically based culture, with its unwillingness to believe anything it cannot immediately prove, may inhibit a person’s mental capacity for survival. Native people find it easier to “become” (perhaps through self-hypnosis) another thing (an eagle, bear, and so on) and to think how it would think.




  “Our society reduces everything to numbers,” Siebert says, “so we lose that ability to imagine very early in school.”




  Sage thanks God, Tuzroyluk, the rescuers, and the medical people at Kotzebue, but his complete faith kept him alive until others could do their work. Certainly, the survivor, whether in the wilderness or otherwise, requires faith—if not Sage’s incredible 100 percent, at least conviction and self-confidence. The will to live is weakened when that confidence is shaken. A strong reason to live can help. So can an outside signal indicating that rescue is eminent. But the greatest strength exists, or fails to exist, in the complexity and flexibility of the personality. Survivors are able to recognize other options and adjust.




  ARE YOU A SURVIVOR?




  In his book The Survivor Personality, Dr. Al Seibert offers a quick test to identify survivors. Choosing from Columns A and B, select the traits that best describe your personality:




  [image: Column A Column B strong-willed easygoing gentle strong senous humorous calm emotional involved detached impulsive thorough stable unpredictable trusting cautious childlike mature sensible irrational individualistic conforming self-confident self-critical lazy hardworking shy bold]




  Did you most often find yourself on both sides of the aisle? If so, that’s good! No single or multiple personality traits are critical to survival. People with traits in both columns are complex and flexible. They adjust more easily to changing circumstances, which gives them a good chance at surviving in the wilderness.




  Most survivors got that trait by challenging themselves since childhood—seeing what they can get away with. Knees are skinned, toes are stubbed, and sometimes bones are broken, but the setbacks are accepted as lessons in where and when to be more careful. A boy hid a cut finger from view so his new knife would not be confiscated. A young man, who did not believe that fast, roiling floodwaters had undertows that could pull down a strong swimmer, challenged 40 yards of bank-full creek. He swam high in the water, did not fight the current, came out 50 yards downstream, walked 100 yards upstream, then swam back to the starting point without ever feeling a tug. More confident than ever in water, he joined the Navy and went to sea.




  It’s never too late to challenge your abilities and improve your survival skills. Afraid of snakes? Kill one and skin it. The fear is gone, and someday, in a survival situation, you’ll be able to kill another, and skin, roast, and eat it to stave off hunger. Just make your confidence-building challenges small, only gradually enlarging them to avoid a surprise disaster.




  
2 COUGAR ATTACK




  There was no time to think. Chris Brown just knew what he had to do—fight off, with his bare hands, the lion that was attacking his stepson, David Vaught.




  IT HAS LONG been an article of faith that healthy mountain lions never attack human beings. Yet here’s a case in which a healthy two-year-old cougar did its best to kill an eight-year-old boy. Thanks to the skill and the determination of a hunter and his hounds that cougar will never try to kill again.




  Kim Brown was crying. She had stepped on a column of army ants and one ant had crawled up inside her pants leg, biting as it climbed. Her sobbing in response to the stinging pain and the frustration of being unable to remove the ant quickly could have sounded like an animal in distress to the mountain lion. For whatever reason, the cougar chose to lie and wait just beyond a sharp bend in the trail where anything coming around would be too close to escape.
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