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PRAISE FOR JIM COBB


“Jim Cobb is perhaps the most well-respected author in the preparedness community.”

—Joe Alton, MD, coauthor of The Survival Medicine Handbook

“Jim Cobb is one of the most practical, no-nonsense preparedness authors around. You can always count on him to cut through the nonsense of unrealistic advice and boil it down to logical, down-to-earth steps that will work for anyone.”

—Daisy Luther, founder of TheOrganicPrepper.com

“Jim Cobb is the voice of reason and experience with all things survival. If he says something works, then you know you’re getting solid, field-tested information from a respected leader in the survival industry who is constantly applying his skills and incorporating what he teaches into his daily life.”

—Tony Nester, author of Knife-Only Survival

“Jim Cobb is a master at what it takes to survive in the city or anywhere. He provides you with the basic skills and knowledge for handling challenging situations ethically, with the big picture in mind. Jim gives you the tools and the knowledge for finding your path of self-reliance, for surviving with a smile when others are panicking.”

—Christopher Nyerges, author of How to Survive Anywhere

“Jim Cobb has rapidly established himself as one of the leading authorities in the preparedness and survival field. He has shown time and time again that he knows his stuff and, most importantly, knows how to convey that knowledge to his readers.”

—Scott B. Williams, author of Bug Out, The Pulse, and The Darkness After

“If… you’re serious about prepping, you should seek out serious advice. That means seeking out the experts who have no particular political or religious dogma to sell, experts who are laser focused on what works. Jim Cobb is one such expert.”

—Mike Mullin, author of Ashfall, Ashen Winter, Darla’s Story, and Sunrise

“In the disaster-preparedness community, most people just talk the talk. Jim Cobb is one of the few who walks the walk!”

—Creek Stewart, author of Build the Perfect Bug Out Bag




PRAISE FOR PREPPER’S HOME DEFENSE



“Jim does a great job in laying out the options and helping the reader wade through all of the available weapons choices. I especially liked his improvised ‘hand spike’ fashioned from a hubcap removal tool.… If you like reading about prepping—especially defense—you will like this book. It’s a great compilation of security strategies to help protect your ‘fort’ and ‘family.’ ”

—Creek Stewart, author of The Unofficial Hunger Games Wilderness Survival Guide

“Two things I especially like about the book are that it is realistic and that I couldn’t find any really bad advice.… I feel Cobb tells readers what they should hear, which is a credit to him.”

—Charlie Palmer, author of The Prepper Next Door






PRAISE FOR THE PREPPER’S COMPLETE BOOK OF DISASTER READINESS



“Unlike many of the books in this genre, Jim’s does not resort to scare tactics—one of my pet peeves. I highly recommend this book. The information is well researched and just might save your life.”

—Arthur T. Bradley, PhD, author of Prepper’s Instruction Manual and Handbook to Practical Disaster Preparedness for the Family

“Jim Cobb has been a ‘go-to guy’ on the internet for a long time, and I think with this volume, he’s collected a canon of survival knowledge and training. The chapters on survivalism in fiction and the survival library section are worth it alone.”

—Sean T. Page, author of The Official Zombie Handbook, War Against the Walking Dead, and Zombie Survival Manual
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To my beautiful granddaughter Ollie: You bring us such joy and laughter, and we can’t wait until you’re old enough to go camping with grandma and I.






FOREWORD

In a world where unpredictability is now the norm, preparedness is no longer just a skill—it’s a way of life. When Jim Cobb first wrote Countdown to Preparedness, he gave us more than just a book; he offered a road map to self-reliance, resilience, and security. I’ve had the pleasure of knowing and working with Jim and following his work for years. His dedication to helping individuals and families become self-sufficient has made him one of the most respected voices in survival and preparedness today.

What sets Jim apart is his no-nonsense approach to readiness. He understands that preparedness doesn’t have to be overwhelming or reserved for extreme scenarios. Instead, he breaks it down into actionable steps that anyone can follow, whether you’re new to the world of preparedness or a seasoned expert. In this second edition of Countdown to Preparedness, Jim takes you through a clear week-by-week plan to equip you with skills, resources, and knowledge to face the unexpected with confidence.

Jim’s insights are grounded in practicality, a quality that resonates deeply with my own experience as an instructor and author. Like Jim, I believe that anyone—regardless of their background—can and should learn the basics of self-reliance. Preparedness is about empowering ourselves and protecting those we care about, and this book embodies that spirit.

As you begin this journey through Countdown to Preparedness, know that you’re in capable hands. Jim’s advice is grounded in real-world experience, tested strategies, and a passion for helping people. His expertise, presented in these pages, will prepare you for potential disruptions and build a mindset of resilience that extends far beyond the scenarios in this book.

I hope this book is a practical and inspiring guide to a more prepared and resilient life. It’s an honor to contribute to this work and to support Jim’s mission of helping others in their journey toward self-reliance.

—Craig Caudill

Director of Nature Reliance School, author, instructor, and professional in preparedness and survival training






INTRODUCTION

Back in late October 2011, the hype about the dreaded “Mayan prophecy” surrounding 12/21/2012 was in full swing. Although I wasn’t worried about these dire predictions, I did see them as an opportunity to get more people actively involved with prepping. The Countdown to Preparedness was born in December 2011 on SurvivalWeekly.com. I posted one lesson, complete with assignments, every week for the next year. I had it timed so the final lesson would post just before the predicted end of the world in December 2012.

While I’d hoped the project would garner a bit of interest, I was astounded at how popular it became. I fielded many emails and messages from readers who were loving the weekly lesson format. I got to hear how some folks had used these lessons to ease into prepping, which made things much easier with their less interested spouses. As time went on, more and more people seemed to be following the project. When we finally reached the end, I can’t say who was more disappointed, the readers or me. The whole project was truly a lot of fun.

Even before the final lesson was posted, I had people asking me if I was going to turn the online project into a book. I’d been thinking the same thing but was, at the time, eyeball-deep into final edits on my first book, Prepper’s Home Defense, and starting my second book, The Prepper’s Complete Book of Disaster Readiness. So while the idea interested me, I had to push it aside to work on other commitments.

As I tackled my various book projects and other endeavors, I noticed a few books coming out, mostly self-published but some from traditional publishers, that had a similar theme, that of getting prepared within a certain time frame. Often, it was thirty days, or four weeks, or some other ridiculously short length of time. Unless you’ve already done most of the work ahead of time, there’s no way you could reach any real degree of preparedness in a month. That’s sort of like saying you could take a couch potato and have him or her win the Boston Marathon after a few weeks of training. I suppose if one has an unlimited budget and twelve free hours every day, one might be disaster ready in a month… maybe.

Being better prepared isn’t, or at least shouldn’t be, just about buying stuff. Skills trump stuff every single time. The skills one needs to learn are vast and varied, from first aid to starting campfires, from weapon use and maintenance to food preservation. These aren’t things that can be learned overnight. It takes time, it takes energy, and, yes, it does take some money.

Finally, early in 2013, my awesome editor at Ulysses Press, Keith Riegert, and I talked about the Countdown project. At the time, I was working my way through my third book with Ulysses, Prepper’s Long-Term Survival Guide. I told Keith that I wanted to do Countdown as a book and that if we were going to do it, we should do it sooner rather than later.

The first edition of Countdown to Preparedness was released in 2014. It quickly gained a following as readers embraced the “slow and steady wins the race” approach to prepping. By breaking such a huge topic into bite-size chunks, people didn’t feel intimidated.

Over the years, I heard from many people who had followed the curriculum and found it helpful. I even fielded messages from a few who had used the material as a textbook to teach others.

As we were wrapping up the revisions for the second edition of Prepper’s Long-Term Survival Guide, I brought up the idea of revising Countdown to Preparedness as well. After all, it’d been about a decade, and during that time, I’d thought of other topics I’d wished I’d included in the book. The folks at Ulysses Press thought it was a great idea, so I went to work.

We kept the same format but swapped out several lessons for what I feel are even more relevant and important topics. I also went through every single page to check for information that needed to be updated. Along the way, I added a fair bit of content to many of the lessons.

The basic idea behind the project hasn’t changed. If you follow each lesson and complete all the assignments, by the time you’re done, you’ll be about as prepared as you can possibly be for any reasonably expected disaster scenario. With that in mind, don’t expect this to be all fun and games. There’s going to be a lot of hard work ahead, as well as some expense. Many of us preppers and survivalists have been at this for a long time now. If you’re brand-new to this whole thing, you have some catching up to do. But if you take it week by week, you’ll do just fine.

Now, quiet down. Class is about to begin.






HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Unlike most books you’ve read, this one isn’t designed to go cover to cover in page order. While you could certainly go that route, doing so will detract from the learning process.

You’ll notice the first section is titled “The Basics.” No matter where you are in your prepping journey, no matter what time of year it may be as you’re reading this, do the lessons in “The Basics” first. They lay the groundwork for many of the future lessons.

Once you’ve finished the first ten lessons and assignments, move to the section that corresponds to the current season. You’re welcome to skip around the book, if that’s your preference, but some of the lessons are rather seasonal. For example, it makes little sense to plan out your garden in late summer.

Each week will bring you a lesson to be read, absorbed, and incorporated into your disaster readiness plans. This lesson is followed by a short series of assignments.

I suggest that you pick a day of the week, say Sunday, and commit to visiting this book every week on that day. Have a notebook next to you so you can jot down notes for what you need to do that week. Don’t be afraid to dog-ear pages, use a highlighter on the text, or make notes in the margins. By the time you’ve finished the book, if it looks beat to hell, then you did it right!

ASSIGNMENTS


TASKS

Each lesson includes one or more tasks to be completed. These tasks relate directly to the lesson. Some tasks require nothing more than a pen and paper, while others involve some work and/or expense.

SAVINGS

Each week, you’ll be asked to set aside a certain amount of money in what I call the Prepper Savings Account. There will be a few higher-priced items you’ll be asked to purchase. Setting aside a little money each week will help you acquire those things when the time comes. If you can’t afford to set aside the suggested amount in a particular week, just do what you can and try to make up the difference later. It would be best if you set aside this money as cash, rather than sitting in a bank. Cash will give you the ability to make purchases as needed at rummage sales and such without needing to hit an ATM first.

WATER STORAGE

Water is a key element of any survival plan. Each week, you’ll be asked to store a certain quantity of water. While the amounts are small each week, they add up quickly.

GROCERY LIST

Each week, you’ll also be asked to purchase a few food items. Occasionally, they will be nonedible supplies. These purchases are in addition to anything else you’d buy that week for your overall disaster plans. On average, you should expect to pay under $20 for the groceries specified each week.



BUYING IN BULK


Shopping at a warehouse store will often stretch your buying dollar. But it comes at the cost of sometimes having to lay out a substantial amount of money at one time. Many people just don’t have the funds to spend on case lots of canned goods and other items. If you can afford it, feel free to visit one of these stores every month or so to stock up on the items listed in each week’s lesson. But by purchasing just a little bit each week, you’ll still be able to come out ahead in the long run.



A couple more things before you get started. First, if you reach a lesson where you’ve already earned the merit badge, so to speak, that’s fine, but don’t just take the week off. Either move on to a new lesson or revisit a past one. Idle hands and all that. Second, consider yourself free to work ahead, too. If a particular lesson and assignment take you only a short time to accomplish, go ahead and move to the next one, if you’d like. It’s far better to work ahead than to fall behind.

Finally, should you at any time need encouragement, have a question, or just want some guidance, you’re welcome to e-mail me: Jim@SurvivalWeekly.com. I’m happy to do whatever I can to help you achieve your preparedness goals.






SECTION I THE BASICS


[image: Close-up of a first-aid kit. The kit is marked with a cross.]

[image: A person packing an unlabeled can in a backpack sitting on a table. There are three water bottles and two packs of saltine crackers.]

[image: Sealed wide and tall mason jars with various foods are spread among three rows. The labeled jars contain either whole peaches, olives, or pickles.]







WEEK 1 LISTS, LISTS, AND MORE LISTS


To move forward, it’s best to know where you are now. After all, it’s difficult to give someone directions if you don’t know where he or she is starting out from, right?

Your first assigned task on your journey to preparedness is to make lists of what you already have in your home or what you otherwise have available to you. Some folks prefer to handwrite such lists in a spiral notebook. Others may choose to make some sort of spreadsheet on their computer. There are even apps for smart phones that will do this as well. I suggest going the pen-and-paper route. This way, you can still access the information during a power outage.

Below are the details about the lists I want you to make.


FOOD STORAGE

Go through every cupboard, each shelf, and even your fridge and freezer. Mark down every single edible item in your home, from individual spice containers all the way to that turkey you bought on sale before Thanksgiving. Next to each item on your list, write down how old it is, estimating as needed. Be diligent in your efforts; don’t overlook anything. The idea here is, what if a disaster hit and what you have on hand is all the food you have for your family? No emergency runs to the grocery store; all crops you may have are pulled. Naturally, this list is in flux, since it’ll change as you prepare meals and such. That’s OK, don’t worry about it. Just write down everything you have on hand at the time you’re making the list. The goal is simply to get a good idea of where you’re starting when it comes to food storage.


SAMPLE FOOD STORAGE LIST


	4 cans beans

	10 cans soup

	2 pounds flour

	1 pound sugar








WATER STORAGE

Next, list how much water you have stored. Include water bottles you may have scattered throughout the house and in the fridge. Find out the capacity of your water heater as well as your toilet tanks. If you have rain barrels and they’re holding water, go ahead and add them as well. If you have water-purification equipment, such as a Berkey filter or purification tablets, list them here, too.


SAMPLE WATER STORAGE LIST


	10 gallons bottled water

	50 gallons water heater water

	30 gallons rain-catch water

	30 water-purification tablets








FIRST AID/MEDICAL SUPPLIES

Adhesive bandages, alcohol, hydrogen peroxide, gauze, over-the-counter medications, anything medical related should all go on this list. For things that have a use-by date, such as meds, include that in your list.



SAMPLE FIRST AID/MEDICAL SUPPLIES LIST


	3 boxes (100-count each) adhesive bandages

	4 tubes antibiotic ointment

	5 packages rolled gauze

	1 blood pressure cuff








HYGIENE

Here, I want you to include how many rolls of toilet paper you have, how much soap and shampoo, and how many other basic necessities. Sure, humans survived centuries without deodorant, but it sure is nice to have, isn’t it? Especially if you have teenage boys in the house. Don’t forget toothpaste, toothbrushes, and floss.


SAMPLE HYGIENE LIST


	6 bars soap

	2 bottles shampoo

	2 packages baby wipes

	34 rolls toilet paper








TOOLS

Include hand tools as well as battery-operated or electric power tools. Keep in mind that anything that runs on power might be of limited use to you in a “grid down” event. Yes, duct tape is a tool and should be included. Other types of tape? Um, not so much.


SAMPLE TOOL LIST


	1 curved claw hammer

	1 straight claw hammer

	3 standard pliers

	2 channel-lock pliers

	6 slotted screwdrivers (various sizes)









MISCELLANEOUS

Here’s where you list the odds and ends. Include anything that you feel will be an asset during or immediately after a disaster and that wasn’t covered previously. Things like batteries, camping equipment, propane grills, that sort of stuff.


SAMPLE MISCELLANEOUS LIST


	1 gas grill

	2 propane tanks for grill (1 filled, 1 empty)

	2 bags charcoal

	1 tent



Please realize that making these lists isn’t something you can accomplish in just an hour or so. Like anything else, to do the job right takes time and effort. Once these lists are complete, take a well-deserved break.

The next step is to determine the shelf lives of what you have on hand. With some foods, that’s rather easy. But for many items, that can be difficult to figure out. And I’m not talking about the so-called best-by dates printed on the packages here, either. I’m referring to how long the items will actually last. Do some homework to determine how long foods and other items will last, then go back through your lists and determine as best as you can when the items you currently have will no longer be viable. Obviously, as you acquire more supplies, you’ll want to use the oldest items first.








WEEK 1 ASSIGNMENTS


TASKS

[image: ] Create your master lists—food, water, first aid, hygiene, tools, miscellaneous. Keep them handy and add to or edit them as you go along in your daily life. No, you don’t have to jot down a note every time you use a teaspoon of garlic powder. But as you use up supplies or add to them, adjust the lists accordingly.

SAVINGS

[image: ] Start your Prepper Savings Account by setting aside $20.

Total Prepper Savings Account: [image: ]

WATER STORAGE

[image: ] Begin storing water for emergencies. Either purchase a case of bottled water or fill two empty 2-liter soda bottles (2 liters is roughly a half gallon) per person. Put them in the back of a closet or in the basement, somewhere cool and dark, to inhibit the growth of bacteria, mold, and other nastiness on or inside the bottles.

Total Water Storage: [image: ]

GROCERY LIST


	3 cans vegetables, your choice

	2 cans fruit, your choice, but stick with those packed in water or juice, rather than syrup

	2 cans meat (tuna, chicken, beef), your choice

	2 cans soup, your choice, but not condensed (they require water)

	1 canister oatmeal or 1 box flavored instant oatmeal

	1 treat, such as a bag of chips or hard candy




	
WEEK COMPLETED
Date:____________












WEEK 2 OUT WITH THE OLD


Most of us would agree that we have… way… too… much… stuff. Clothes, books, movies, gadgets, paper clutter, the list goes on and on. The typical American home is just swimming in stuff we don’t need, don’t use, and could easily get rid of without ever missing it.

This week, you’re going to start purging. See, preps require not only investments of time and money but also space. Having a year’s worth of food on hand is wonderful, but do you want all of it sitting in boxes in your living room?

This is one assignment you won’t likely be able to accomplish in just one week. You’d quickly become overwhelmed trying to do that. Instead, make this an ongoing project and work on it a little at a time.

Start with your coat closet. My own rule of thumb when it comes to clothing and outerwear: If I haven’t worn it in the last year, away it goes. Naturally, you may have some specialized gear, and you don’t need to get rid of that. But you don’t really need six different winter parkas, five light jackets, and four pairs of boots. That vacuum cleaner that stopped working three years ago? Either fix it this week or get rid of it. The bags for the vacuum cleaner you owned ten years ago and don’t fit what you have now? Bye-bye.

From there, move through the rest of the closets in your home. If the clothes don’t fit right now, toss them in a box. The only exception should be if you have kids and you plan to pass down clothes from one child to another. Otherwise, get rid of them. The clothes, not the kids.

Eventually, you need to go through every closet, every drawer, every shelf in your home. Think about it like this—if you get rid of something, you no longer need to dust it, store it, or deal with it.

Supplies for a hobby you gave up years ago? See ya later!

Movies you’ve seen and realistically don’t plan to watch again? That’s precious shelf space right there! This goes double for those of you who still have VHS movies but don’t have a working VCR!

Books? OK, this is the one I struggle with the most. I have tons of books I haven’t read yet. I have boxes of books I’ve read and hope to read again someday. I also have shelves and shelves of books that I should get rid of. And I’m doing so, but very slowly.

What do you do with all this stuff that you want to go away? Movies, books, and other things that are still in decent shape you might consider selling on eBay or Facebook Marketplace. If you go that route, take whatever money you make and put it toward preps.

For stuff that isn’t quite as good, you might think about unloading it at a rummage sale in a couple of months. But promise yourself that anything that doesn’t sell still has to go, one way or another. Whatever is left can go to Goodwill, the Salvation Army, or the trash (which is probably where much of it truly belongs).




WEEK 2 ASSIGNMENTS


TASKS

[image: ] Begin wherever you like in your home and start purging. Get rid of the stuff you don’t need to make room for the stuff you do. Be vicious and cutthroat. Sell what you can and put the money toward prepping. If it won’t sell, it goes to thrift stores, recycling, or the trash.

SAVINGS

[image: ] Add $10 to your Prepper Savings Account.

Total Prepper Savings Account: [image: ]

WATER STORAGE

[image: ] Store 1 gallon (or two 2-liter bottles) of water per person or a case of bottled water for the household.

Total Water Storage: [image: ]

GROCERY LIST


	3 cans vegetables, your choice

	2 cans fruit, your choice, but stick with those packed in water or juice, rather than syrup

	1 can chili or stew, your choice

	1 package or jar gravy, your choice

	1 jar peanut butter (if allergies are an issue, substitute an allergen-free version, such as sunflower butter)

	1 box granola bars, protein bars, or equivalent

	1 gallon cooking oil (vegetable oil is preferred, for longer shelf life)




	
WEEK COMPLETED
Date:____________












WEEK 3 BASIC WATER STORAGE


Clean, potable water is a life necessity. Our bodies need it to survive. We use it to clean ourselves, preventing illness and infection. We also use it to prepare food. Having plentiful water after a disaster cannot be overemphasized.

Experts say that we’ll need 1 gallon of water per person per day. To my way of thinking, that’s almost absurdly minimal. I’d suggest at least 1 ½ to 2 gallons. More is always better.

The problem is that water is heavy and can be difficult to store in mass quantity. You can’t shrink it down, either. It takes up a lot of space.


CALCULATE YOUR WATER NEEDS

Regardless of where you live, at a minimum, your family should have ten days’ worth of potable or purifiable water per person on hand at any time. For a family of four, that amounts to 80 gallons of water. That’s four 20-gallon water bottles. If you have limited storage space in your home, that might be the maximum you can store.

If you live in an area that’s susceptible to catastrophes like hurricanes, blizzards, or earthquakes that could disrupt water supply for up to a month, you should plan to have even more water on hand.

Discuss with your family what you can realistically store in the space you have. If you follow all the storage goals in the weeks to come, you’ll end up with about 52 gallons of water per person. That’s potentially enough for three full months of off-the-grid (and pipes) living. If you don’t have the space to store that much water, simply come up with a realistic, safe goal and then cut off your storage there. Don’t forget to rotate your water supply if you’re not purchasing sealed water. That’ll keep your water safe and potable.

Look back to the list you made for how much water you have stored right now. Did you include the contents of your water heater? The average water heater holds about 30 gallons. That’s enough to last a family of four a few days, and it’s likely already there, without any planning on your part. Something to keep in mind, though, is that the last few gallons of that water are likely to be filled with sediment and such, unless your water heater is brand-new.

How many days could you last on the water you have stored right now? Do the math, I’ll wait. If you have four people in your family and you have 40 gallons stored, at 2 gallons per day, you have enough for five days. And that’s figuring nothing more than occasional sponge baths for cleanup.

What are the best ways to store water? I like to use cleaned-out soda and juice bottles. A 2-liter bottle is roughly a half gallon. I like them because they’re both easy to store and not too cumbersome to use as is. There are, of course, containers specially made for storing water. I know several discount retailers that sell 7-gallon containers in their sporting goods sections, and those containers are nice to have. Most of them have a built-in spigot, which makes them easy to use. But again, water is heavy, and even a 7-gallon container takes a bit of oomph to move.

You could, of course, purchase commercially bottled water. But this can be expensive, and the water isn’t much better than what’s available in many homes free from the tap. That said, for some people, this might be the most feasible option.

Some folks advise that you should fill up your bathtub if you have the time to do so in an emergency. Not a bad plan, but how many of you have bathtubs clean enough to drink from at any given time? Of course, the water from the tub could be used for other purposes such as cleaning. What you’ll want to do, though, is cover the filled bathtub to keep dust and other stuff out of the water. You can buy shower curtain liners at most dollar stores, and these would work well for that purpose. Just drape one over the tub and use books or something on the sides to keep it in place. If you do decide to fill your bathtub in an emergency, use only the cold faucet tap so you don’t empty your water heater.




STORING YOUR WATER SAFELY

Your water should be stored in an easily accessible location. A basement is OK, if you’re ready, willing, and able to carry that water up and down stairs. A better solution might be closets, pantries, that sort of thing. Someplace cool and dark is best.

Stored water also needs to be rotated regularly. Figure on a six-month schedule for rotation. Use the old water for houseplants, pets, and gardens. This doesn’t apply to commercially bottled water. Kept sealed, this water will stay fresh pretty much forever.
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