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INTRODUCTION

Think for a minute about where you live and where you spend most of your days, whether at work or school or just out and about. For most of us these places are in cities or suburbs, or other populated areas surrounded by lots of other people; such is the reality of modern life in the United States. We’ve spun a web of interconnected networks of communication and transportation, and rely on a vast and complex infrastructure to hold it all together. Getting around, staying sheltered, and finding nourishment are easy, requiring little effort on an individual level, so long as all of this is working as it should. But the price of this convenience for most people is a disconnection from the land and the basic resources that sustain us. With this disconnection comes a loss of knowledge of what to do and where to go in the event of a major disaster or other disruption of our interdependent lives, so insulated from the realities of nature.

Do you know where you would go if disaster struck near you? Have you studied the exit routes that will get you out of congested areas when they become gridlocked in the event of a major breakdown? What would you take with you if it all had to fit in a single bag or pack that you could carry on your back? More importantly where will you go if you do survive a mass exodus and make it to the surrounding countryside? Are you familiar with the uninhabited areas of your region? Are you aware that no matter where you may be in the lower 48 states, there are still remote tracts of land within a reasonable distance that offer safe hideouts and everything you need to survive for the short term, and possibly longer? If you’ve thought about these things, you’re far ahead of most people, who will be clueless if they are ever tested in times of real trouble.

Bug Outis not another “how-to” manual on the subject of survival or living off the land. A recent surge of interest in the subject has already resulted in many excellent and comprehensive books, as well as popular television documentaries such as Man vs. Wild and Survivorman  and instructional DVDs where viewers can see survival techniques demonstrated and explained. Those who want to delve more deeply into survival can choose from a variety of qualified instructors offering hands-on courses at every level.

Rather than repeat the “how-to” information, my focus here will be the “where-to” of survival. First of all, I am not assuming the usual scenario of a lost hiker, downed pilot, or other unfortunate individual who is involuntarily thrust into the wild and must survive while awaiting rescue or attempting to find a way out. Instead, I will look at voluntarily getting away from other people and finding a place sufficiently isolated to provide the essentials for short- or long-term survival using the resources nature provides.

The first step in this sort of preparation and in gathering the knowledge you need in order to know where to go is to accept the possibility that such preparation and knowledge might be needed. What could possibly happen that would require you to abandon everything you know in your comfortable surroundings? What would it take to make you head off to the nearest swamp or mountain wilderness, reduced to trying to live off the resources of the land?

The reality is that our present way of life is more susceptible to disruption or total breakdown than most people care to acknowledge. Several events in recent years bear this out and show that nothing is certain, other than uncertainty itself. The unprecedented terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, revealed that enemies who are creative enough can find a way to strike, despite our seemingly impregnable military defense systems. Natural disasters, while usually local in impact, can cause utter chaos, as was seen when Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast in 2005.

As a resident of southern Mississippi living in the impact zone of this huge storm, I witnessed first-hand the devastation it left in its wake. This was an event that completely shut down the infrastructure of a large part  of two states (Louisiana and Mississippi). Thousands of miles of roads were washed away by the storm surge or rendered impassable by fallen trees. Phone lines and cell phone towers were destroyed, erasing all communications in the region except for the few agencies equipped with satellite phones. The power grid was shut down not only in the coastal areas, but hundreds of miles inland, and it stayed down for weeks.

For those with a preparedness mind-set, the real lesson of Katrina was the desperation it caused among those left with nothing in the days and weeks that ensued. The authorities were caught unprepared and unable to respond to an event of such magnitude, and the result was a good example of what can happen when all the comforts of modern life are stripped away in the midst of the suffocating heat and humidity of a Gulf Coast summer.

Many people recognized the need for self-reliance and cooperation with their neighbors and worked together to survive and improve their situation. Others waited on outside help that was slow in coming and did little to help themselves or those around them. Still others took advantage of the situation by hoarding what they had and reselling it at exorbitant prices to those less fortunate who were left with nothing. This included food, generators, tools, and especially gasoline. Gasoline was in short supply with all stations either sold out or unable to pump what they had because of the power outage. Lines stretching for miles formed at the few stations that did have fuel to sell, leading to impatience, arguments, fistfights, and even a few shootings.

In another category altogether, beyond the impatient and overstressed victims of the disaster, were those who deliberately took advantage of the situation to pillage, loot, and rob in the lawless and mostly abandoned communities left in the storm’s wake. Most of the world saw some of what was happening in New Orleans on television, but many more incidents across the region went unreported. It was a dangerous time for anyone who had to travel in the area, and it remained that way until the streets were once again lit by electric lights and order was restored along with supplies of food, fuel, and drinking water. In some areas security was not reestablished until large numbers of armed National Guard soldiers were sent in to take control.

Hurricane Katrina had a tremendous impact in the limited geographical area it affected, but those who had the means to get out of its path or leave the area shortly afterward could simply travel far enough inland to avoid all the inconvenience and danger of the aftermath. Imagine a scenario, though, where this sort of breakdown is much farther-reaching-it could happen. History has proven time and time again that no society no matter how advanced, is immune from failure or destruction. Living in a time when life is easy surrounded by an incredible array of technology and presented with more lifestyle options than individuals have ever enjoyed in human history it is easy to get complacent. It is easy to forget how thin is the veneer of civilization that separates us from our ancestors and how quickly many will revert to savagery if it is all stripped away

Dedicated survivalists have been talking about such a breakdown for years, and although it hasn’t happened, it’s certainly within the realm of possibility. Recent failures of corporations and financial institutions, followed by government bailouts, as well as high unemployment and a dismal economic outlook in general, have added more cause to be concerned. Some fear that a worsening economy will lead to fundamental changes in government, loss of many freedoms, and a possible declaration of martial law. Such changes could lead to widespread civil disorder and even more chaos—in short, the kind of scenario frequently discussed on Internet forums as SHTF (when the Shit Hits The Fan). These forums are abuzz with discussions on what to do if the SHTF. In fact, the topic has so dominated many firearms and survival forums that the moderators have had to resort to banning any threads dealing with SHTF or TEOTWAWKI (The End Of The World As We Know It).

Such an event may never happen your lifetime, but if you acknowledge the possibility that it could and want to do something to prepare yourself to survive, what can you do? Although many survival and preparedness experts tout the idea of buying a remote parcel of private land somewhere and building a retreat—usually stocked with supplies, guns, and ammunition to last a year or more—this is not my focus in this book. While that kind of detailed planning and preparedness is fine for those who can pull it off, most people will not have the financial means,  the time, or the desire to make such a big investment in preparing for some calamity that may not come to pass. Most of us have other interests and financial concerns that preclude purchasing second homes or parcels of land somewhere in the country Even if you can afford it, putting all your resources into one fixed location may not be desirable in many scenarios, because of the difficulty of hiding and defending what you have so carefully built and stockpiled. And without such stockpiling, small land holdings are not viable as there will not be enough resources on the land to make it self-sustaining.

It is human nature to want to hunker down in the comfort of your own home and surround yourself with the familiar, including your everyday possessions as well as the gear and supplies you’ve stockpiled to get through bad times. But these very possessions and carefully planned “bug-in” preps can be your undoing if you are reluctant to leave them behind when the situation dictates that moving on would be wiser. History is full of examples of people who stayed behind and died because they were not willing to pack their bags and leave. This has happened both in natural disasters such as Katrina and in times of unrest and outright war.

Most of us would be better off to learn to survive on the move and to adapt as needed to changing circumstances. This is the strategy commonly referred to as “bugging out.” To bug out is to get out of Dodge quickly, carrying with you only the survival essentials that fit in a “bugout bag,” hopefully one that you have carefully packed in advance. But bugging out is useless if you don’t have at least some idea of where you will go—hence the need for a handy guide to bugging out in the lower 48 states.

Note that I am deliberately not including Alaska, because residents there will likely already know where to go in a state that has more wilderness than inhabited land. I’ve also omitted Hawaii, because as an island state so far removed from the mainland it will most likely not be involved in the same scenario affecting the rest of the nation. But residents of those states can still use the principles in this book for planning if they are concerned.

Even in the continental U.S., it is not my intention to attempt to cover every possible location in the 48 states where someone could go into the wild and survive. There are simply far too many such places. However, by presenting enough representative bug-out locations for each region, I can provide you with the knowledge of what to look for and what to avoid so that wherever you live, you can begin finding and exploring the best possibilities nearby

The good news is that despite an ever-increasing population and all the concrete that seems to be spreading and covering everything in sight, vast tracts of land in the United States are still uninhabited. Many of these areas are designated parks or other public recreation areas, and many more are simply undeveloped, unused, or abandoned lands that are owned by federal or state governments, corporations, or private individuals. Some of the most remote and most inaccessible wilderness areas in this country have remained practically unchanged since the first frontier explorers penetrated them. The most outstanding of these, of course, are protected as sanctuaries by the National Park Service or the National Forest Service. But many lesser-known wilderness areas are equally wild, whether they enjoy federal protection or not. And a trend away from small family farms in recent decades has resulted in many agricultural areas reverting to woodlands or tree farms as populations move to cities and suburbs and away from the land.

Proponents of the “bug-in” strategy would have you believe that there is not nearly enough land to go around and that people flooding out into the countryside would quickly consume or scare away what game there is. While that would be true if everyone in America’s large population centers actually attempted to bug out, you have to remember that most people will not even try preferring instead to wait for outside assistance while remaining helpless in their inability to take responsibility for their own survival. As a result, there will be places to go, and certainly most of them will not be overcrowded. And no matter where you bug out to, you can always move on again if need be, unlike those who have based their entire plan on one fixed location.

While I can appreciate what our cities have to offer, I’ve spent a large part of my life seeking out and exploring as many of the above-mentioned  places as possible. Maps fascinate me and hold my attention the way most people are swept up in the plot of a gripping novel. I can spend hours studying the details and intricacies of road maps, county and state maps, forest service maps, topographical maps, and nautical charts. Maps to me are possibilities, and I find myself drawn time and time again to the empty spots on them, interspersed as they are between the roads, towns, and cities of the present reality of civilization.

The empty spots on maps have seduced me into so many hiking, backpacking, canoeing, sea kayaking, and sailing adventures that my life has been reshaped by them. I’ve felt a need to go and find out what was in the blank spots since I was a small boy exploring the woods near my family home. Even then I looked for the deepest hidden hollows, forgotten streambeds, and overgrown ridges where I thought I could hide out and live in the wild by hunting and fishing.

I never quite got up the nerve back then to carry out my plan to run away from the rigid rules and suffocating confinement of school, but as soon as I became an adult, I ranged far and wide whenever I had the free time. In my mid-twenties, I “checked out” for a few years when I sold all my possessions and lived and traveled out of a sea kayak in the Caribbean, Canada, and many places in between. Later, I made countless road trips throughout the country, parking my truck on the edge of wilderness areas throughout the Appalachians, Rockies, and desert Southwest and taking off on foot for weeks of solo backpacking. I experimented with the principles outlined in this book, carrying what I needed to survive and supplementing my supplies by hunting small game and gathering edible plants. I practiced evading other hikers and hunters, and bushwhacked far off the established trails to find those hidden canyons and valleys that few ever visit.

In planning my journeys, I researched places and studied maps with the idea of specifically seeking out those locations where it might be feasible to “disappear” for a while and live a life in the wild as I had dreamed of doing as a boy. I looked for the most remote and inaccessible places I could find, and then set about figuring out how I could get there and how I would get around in the area once I did. I learned a lot in my years of such travels. I found some aspects of wilderness travel  and survival much more difficult than I could have imagined, while others things came quite naturally and proved easy to implement. Some of my trips were exceedingly difficult and I would not want to repeat them; I experienced frustrations with faulty gear that didn’t last or work as it should, as well as disappointments in places that promised to be virtual paradises until I actually got there. Other experiences I think about often and look forward to trying again if given the chance. Few things in life can match the feeling of complete freedom that learning to travel and make yourself at home in a wild place can impart, and I feel that every moment I’ve spent in the wilderness was time well-spent that has helped me in every aspect of my life. The logical result of all this planning and backcountry travel was, of course, the book you hold in your hands. Hopefully what I’ve learned will be of use to you, and serve as an inspiration for you to do your own survival planning—and better yet, to get out in the wild and see for yourself what it’s like to live there, if only for a few days at a time.






Part I

Bug-Out Basics





1

THE FANTASY & THE REALITY OF LIVING OFF THE LAND

Americans by nature have a propensity to turn to the wilderness and start over when things get bad. After all, this country was explored and settled by a steady stream of dreamers, individualists, fortune seekers, malcontents, and assorted outlaws striking out into the untamed frontier to escape the oppression of the overly restrictive societies they left behind them to the east. The need for wilderness is embedded in our national psyche, and for many, just the idea that it is there to provide a last resort is comforting. Never mind the fact that there are no more “new frontiers” and that there is certainly not enough wilderness left anywhere on Earth to accommodate a mass exodus from the cities and suburbs. It is enough that there is wilderness at all, and most people are content to know it still exists, even if they never set foot in it. The idea that they could escape to the nearest forest, mountain range, desert, or swamp is a popular fantasy and many people who have read a survival book or own a few items of camping gear and a knife feel that they would be okay in the event of the SHTF.

It took a long time for modern humans to progress from Stone Age hunter-gatherers to the creators of an artificial environment almost completely insulated and protected from the uncertainties of nature. As a result, you cannot expect the transition in the other direction to be much easier. Knowledge has been lost, skills that are necessary to thrive in the wild are difficult to learn, and senses and instincts are dulled by lack of daily use in a world where survival of the fittest is no longer the rule.

 FANTASY VS. REALITY

If you get your survival how-to information from television shows, movies, or adventure novels, you too might think all you need to survive in the wilderness is a good knife. Everyone knows that fictional heroes from Tarzan to Crocodile Dundee can be cast out into jungles, deserts, and mountains with nothing but a knife and not only survive but dominate their surroundings. Similar powers are often attributed to real-life figures like legendary mountain men and other frontier explorers, Native American hunters and warriors, and elite Special Forces operatives such as the Navy SEALS.The knife is portrayed as the key element that gives an otherwise helpless human the ability to overcome the odds when pitted against nature in a life-or-death struggle.

While there is certainly some basis for truth in these stories, and there are indeed a few contemporary experts who can pull this off, it is hard for most people to separate the fantasy from the reality of survival in the wild—at least until they have tried it. It’s one thing to read a detailed description in a how-to book about how to carve out a bow stave and make a set of arrows to hunt with, but it’s quite another experience to actually try to do this when you’re deep in the woods and hungry. Watching Bear Grylls on Man vs. Wild demonstrating how to build a fire without matches makes it appear that anyone can do it, but how many people have tried it in a rain-soaked forest while shivering from the onset of hypothermia?



Although many people today engage in outdoor pursuits like hunting, fishing, hiking, camping, and canoeing, they often do so with the help of expensive high-tech gear like satellite communication and navigation equipment, sophisticated ultra-lightweight stoves, freeze-dried foods, and clothing and shelter systems made of synthetic fabrics. Unfortunately much of this equipment will eventually fail and may not be replaceable. This is not a problem in times of normalcy when re-supplying or returning to civilization are viable options, but in an SHTF situation, you will far better served by cultivating skills and knowledge. Our ancestors would be amused, to say the least, at the sight of a modern  backpacker struggling along under the weight of a bulky pack almost as large as the bearer. They, like the few remaining bands of aboriginal people still living in isolated groups today in places like the Amazon Basin and New Guinea, could get by with practically nothing but what could be found in their environment.

To approach the prospect of bugging out into the wilderness from a realistic perspective, you have to strike a balance somewhere between the naked native adept and the overburdened recreational outdoorsman when it comes to equipping yourself for survival. It’s also important to have realistic expectations about what life in the wild will be like, whether it is just for a few days or for a period of weeks or months. Most people, especially overconfident males who are outdoor-oriented and may already be competent sport hunters and experienced campers, tend to overestimate their abilities when it comes to wilderness skills. After all, according to writers of popular literature and screenplays, manly men are supposed to be able to survive in the wilderness. Admitting to inadequacies in this department will be hard for some, but unless you’ve actually tested your skills beforehand, you won’t really know your limits and which areas of knowledge need improvement. It’s much better to test your skills now, in a situation where your life is not in the balance if you fail, than to find yourself in for a rude awakening if the time ever comes for real-life bugging out.

If you are not already an outdoorsy sort of person but are now beginning to sense the need to acquire survival skills and knowledge, you will have an advantage at least in the fact that you don’t have too many preconceived notions about your abilities. Successful students of survival courses frequently come from all walks of life and from environments far removed from contact with the natural world. Anyone with a desire to learn these skills can do so; after all, they are our common heritage if you simply go back far enough. But many urban and suburban residents are now so far removed from the process of actually procuring or producing their own food that the idea of getting it in any form other than plastic packaging at the supermarket is utterly foreign. Some of these people will have a hard time adapting to digging for edible  roots, identifying and gathering wild greens, and especially hunting, killing, and butchering animals for meat.

This is not meant as a comment on vegetarianism, only a statement of the fact that your life in the wild will be easier if you are flexible enough to take advantage of whatever resources you can find. In Part Two of this book, where specific bug-out locations for each region will be described, I will provide information on the types of animals and edible wild plant foods that can be found in each location. Fortunately in most of these areas in the lower 48 states, there is an abundance of both if you know what to look for.

THE OMNIVORE’S ADVANTAGE

Meat-eating in general is going out of fashion at a surprising rate as vegetarian and vegan diets continue to gain converts. These finicky eating habits are easy to sustain in a comfortable environment where foods from anywhere in the world can be purchased in the store or ordered from the menus of an endless variety of cafés and restaurants. But in a wilderness situation, where the search for sustenance is a daily struggle, the omnivore is at a tremendous advantage.

The “hunter” in the “hunter-gatherer” way of life is there for a reason. No primitive culture past or present has found a way to subsist off what the land provides without including some form of meat in their diet, whether red meat, fish, or fowl. Completely vegetarian diets are possible only when a culture becomes stable enough to engage in dependable agriculture. Small bands of people on the move have always had to depend on a mixed diet that includes anything nutritious they can find. If you have to bug out to the wilderness today and stay there after you exhaust whatever food supplies you bring with you, you had better be prepared to hunt a variety of animals and birds, catch fish, and eat reptiles, amphibians, bird’s eggs, insects, mollusks, grubs, or whatever else you can find that contains protein. Animal protein in one form or another is available in any environment you might realistically bug out to.

If you utilize all the edible parts of the animal, including fat and internal organs, you can remain healthy on animal foods alone. Finding an adequate variety of plant foods for a balanced diet can be much more diffcult, depending on the location and the season. If you are squeamish about eating creatures not usually thought of as food, or killing cute, furry animals, don’t worry—several days or more of real hunger will convert you right back to an enthusiastic hunter and carnivore.
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Here are some examples of protein-rich omnivorous foods found in the wild.

In discussing the hunting of animals for food, it should also be pointed out that much of what is recommended in this book is illegal in normal times and that I’m not advocating the breaking of game laws or laws against taking protected species of animals, or in some cases, plants. In addition, in some of the federally protected lands recommended as bug-out locations, such as National Park Service lands, any form of hunting or gathering of plants is forbidden. You have to be careful about breaking these laws if you are out scouting bug-out locations or honing your skills before a disaster occurs. There are plenty of species you can take legally in season and with the proper license, as well as some that are not regulated or protected by regular hunting laws.  Some tracts of public land, such as National Forest Service lands, allow hunting and fishing, and on private lands you can often get permission from the owner. If things ever get bad enough that you have to bug out for real, however, wildlife laws will be the least of your concerns. The only laws that will matter are the laws of nature and survival. If you are hungry, you have the right to eat, just like a hungry coyote or any other predator in the wild.

In Chapter Two, I will discuss tools for hunting and food-gathering in more detail as I describe bug-out bags and the equipment you should think about including in them. For the rest of this chapter, to put more perspective on the fantasies and realities of living off the land, I think it will be helpful to look at the lives of some who have actually done it. In recent years there have been a few accounts of “modernday mountain men” who have turned their backs on civilization and sought out lives in the wild. Even as you are reading this, it is likely that somewhere in the big wilderness areas of North America someone is attempting this. Some of these people are so disillusioned with modern life they simply decide to leave it—just as Henry David Thoreau in his time rejected the life of his peers by building a cabin and living alone in the woods.




American Survivors 


Chris McCandless 

One of the most publicized accounts of a young man who no longer wanted anything to do with money material possessions, and other trappings of modern life is the story of Chris McCandless. After he perished in the Alaskan bush during his final experiment in living off the land, his story was brought to a wide audience in Jon Krakauer’s best-selling book Into the Wild, which in 2007 was made into a successful movie.

McCandless came from a well-to-do family and was attending college when he started taking longer and longer trips into the wilderness. Soon after, he gave away most of his possessions, abandoned his car in the desert, and burned his remaining cash at the beginning of a multi-year  odyssey of drifting about in the American West, hitchhiking, working odd jobs, and exploring the wild. His longing to leave everything else behind him eventually took him to Alaska, where he hiked to a remote, abandoned hunting camp and took up residence for the summer.

In the journal entries he recorded up until his death, he describes how he successfully lived as a hunter-gatherer, foraging for edible plants and hunting with a .22 caliber rifle. Although he mainly shot birds and other small game with the rifle, he also took down a moose with it at one point. McCandless was by no means an expert at wilderness survival, as is pointed out in Krakauer’s book. That he fared as well as he did indicates what someone with more skills and the right equipment could accomplish. That he was able to kill big game, as well as small animals, with the .22 illustrates the versatility of his choice in firearms. But McCandless didn’t know how to preserve the meat he’d secured, and so most of it was wasted. At one point he was satisfied with his experience and tried to leave, but the small stream he had crossed months earlier on the way in was now a raging torrent, barring his exit, so he had no choice but to return to his camp. He later made a fatal mistake when he misidentified what he thought was an edible root, inadvertently eating quantities of a toxic look-alike that soon rendered him too weak to hunt or even leave his camp. He died of starvation, alone in the wilderness, because of this mistake. But as Krakauer points out, other than this one mistake, McCandless was succeeding in his wilderness living experiment, and up until that point he was well-fed and healthy.


Martin Price 

In the 1980s, another man who felt as if he was born 150 years too late attempted to recreate a mountain-man lifestyle in New Mexico’s Gila Wilderness, one of the wildest areas in the lower 48, and a first-rate bug-out location that will be described in Chapter Eleven. Price learned some of his survival skills in the military while serving as a paratrooper with the 82nd Airborne. He liked the training, but hated the discipline. Before taking up residence in the Gila, Price put what he’d learned to use by living for months at a time in the Chiricahua  Mountains and Mazatzal Wilderness in Arizona, and in the Sawtooth Mountains of Idaho. In the Gila he survived by spearing fish, building fish traps in the streams, and hunting with a .22 rifle, a .270 rifle, and a .41 Magnum revolver.

Martin Price became a legend in the Gila Wilderness for a number of years, occasionally spotted by hikers and pursued by law enforcement for his survival poaching. He might have succeeded in living the lifestyle he chose there had he been a little more low-profile. The main reason for his undoing was not the poaching of deer and other wild game, but his occasional killing of the free-range cattle from ranches neighboring the Gila. He was arrested and jailed more than once, but none of this deterred him from heading back into the wild to live his chosen lifestyle each time he was released. Years after his prolonged stay in the Gila, he once again took up a wilderness lifestyle near Prescott, Arizona, resuming his deer poaching and cattle killing. When local sheriff’s deputies went to arrest him, he refused to surrender and go back to jail, and died in the ensuing shootout.


Kayak Bill 

Like the rugged and game-rich Gila Wilderness, the coastal islands of the Pacific Northwest from Puget Sound to Southeast Alaska are an ideal place for living off the land. The diversity of edible plants, game, fish, and other sea life makes hunting and gathering relatively easy For about 30 years, this rich environment along coastal British Colombia was home to a solitary wilderness dweller known as Kayak Bill.

Kayak Bill had a family and sometimes returned to civilization, but spent most of his time alone, with everything he needed fitting into a sea kayak—the ideal vehicle for traveling and living in this island wilderness. Kayak Bill lived off the land from his kayak, moving between a series of hidden camps that he established on the most remote and inhospitable shores of these forested islands. From sometime around 1975 until his death in 2004, he drifted like a ghost on these waters, occasionally letting himself be seen and talking with recreational kayakers transiting the area. Prior to discovering the kayak as his ultimate escape vehicle, he is said to have lived for a year and a half in the  Canadian Rockies, hunting with a bow and arrows. Kayak Bill’s story came to light not long after his death in a feature article in Sea Kayaker magazine.


Tom Brown Jr. and Jim Corbett 

Some wilderness wayfarers have been more interested in spiritual quests than escaping from a society they did not fit into. Many of these have written their own first-person accounts of their journeys into the wild, though it is often hard to distinguish the facts from embellishments that make for more interesting reading. One such writer is Tom Brown Jr. (also known as “The Tracker”), who has written several field guides to survival skills as well as narratives of his personal vision quests and his apprenticeship under an elderly Apache medicine man. If half of what he claims is true, Tom Brown Jr. is certainly one of those few modern masters of wilderness survival who can go into the woods with nothing but a knife and come out well-fed. He claims to have done just that when he turned eighteen, walking naked into the New Jersey Pine Barrens and living off the land for more than a year with Stone Age tools he made himself. His books are quite popular among those studying survival skills, and he also operates a survival and tracking school he established to pass on his knowledge.

A lesser-known spiritual seeker and desert wanderer is Jim Corbett, who wrote the fascinating book Goatwalkng: A Guide to Wildland Living. Corbett writes of spending long periods of time wandering in the deserts of the southwestern U.S. and northern Mexico. What is unique about his approach is that he wanders alone or sometimes with a few companions, accompanied by a small herd of milk goats, like the ancient desert nomads of the Old Testament he so frequently references in the book. He claims that the milk and occasional meat provided by the goats, along with few wild plants, were all he needed to survive this harshest of environments. The goats are completely self-sufficient and can find forage in places no other large mammal can survive. According to Corbett, “goatwalking” is the surest way for an individual or small group of people to disappear into terrain so inhospitable that no one would think to look for them there.


Eric Robert Rudolph 

The other men described in this chapter chose to live in the wilderness in search of solitude or spiritual solace. A much different case is that of accused domestic terrorist and abortion-clinic bomber Eric Robert Rudolph, who was the subject of a highly publicized, five-year-long manhunt.

After being named as a suspect in the 1996 Olympic bombings in Atlanta, Rudolph was listed on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list in 1998. Evading capture, Rudolph disappeared into the Appalachian mountain wilderness of North Carolina and was hunted by federal police, the U.S. military local law enforcement, and amateur search teams without success. He may at times have had the assistance of anti-government sympathizers during his lengthy years of evasion, but in his writings he tells of eating acorns and salamanders, raiding vegetable gardens and even dumpsters on the outskirts of small towns, and retreating to hidden camps on the thickly wooded ridges. Rudolph was, by all accounts, no expert wilderness survivalist, but his success at such long-term evasion under the stress of an intense manhunt illustrates how a willingness to suffer the discomfort of hiding out in the wild can allow even those with marginal skills to survive and avoid capture for long periods of time. He was eventually apprehended by a local policeman while on a dumpster raid in the wee hours of the morning behind a small-town grocery.

Rudolph’s arrest is typical of what happens to most wilderness fugitives, who are caught because they can’t stand the isolation and either turn themselves in or let their longing to be near other people put them in situations where they are more likely to be discovered. A determined individual or small group with the right skills can avoid detection in a big wilderness area almost indefinitely if the temptation to return to civilization can be resisted.

Since the premise of this book is that you will bug out to the wilderness because you have a very good reason to do so, it will likely be easier for you to adopt the proper mind-set to stay away from places that could mean trouble. And unlike the lone fugitive, you may be able to ally yourself with other individuals or small groups who are in the  same predicament. In all likelihood, if the situation is bad enough for you to leave town to begin with, either you will not want to go back or there will be nothing to go back to. And since going back is not an option, you will be wise to bring what you need with you when you first bug out. The specifics of this will be the subject of the next chapter.
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THE BUG-OUT BAG & STUFF YOU’LL NEED TO SURVIVE

The subject of what to include in a survival kit or bug-out bag comes up frequently in books, articles, Internet discussion forums, and campfire conversations about wilderness survival. People have a tendency to become fixated on the gear that they imagine they will need much more than the skills that will enable them to succeed with or without help from their equipment. Skills require a lot of work and large investments of time to learn; gear can be bought off the shelf or ordered through the mail. Gear is impressive to show off and talk about with your friends, while skills are intangible and may not be apparent until they are needed.

There is no end to the development and marketing of new survival gadgets and gear. This is a lucrative market for outdoor equipment manufacturers and they know how to take advantage of it. Some of these new developments may actually prove to be useful tools for the serious survivalist. Others are more useful for separating you from money that could be better spent on tried-and-true essentials. In this chapter, I will stick with the basics when describing items that I feel you should have ready at all times to take with you if you have to bug out to the wild.

My suggestions here are based on my extensive personal experience during long forays into many different types of wilderness environments. I realize many readers will also have extensive outdoor experience and will have other preferences regarding some of my choices of equipment. If you have a bug-out setup that works well for you, I’m  not attempting to convince you to change it. But for the many that do not have such experience, I hope this will provide food for thought in gathering the essential gear. Keep in mind also that in this chapter the focus is on a basic kit of gear that can be carried on your back in a worst-case scenario where you must bug out on foot. If you are evacuating by vehicle, boat, canoe, on horseback, or by other means, you can, of course, carry more equipment and supplies. These transportation options will be discussed in Chapter Four. If you can carry more, you will have the option of carting along many extras that will be nice to have in a survival situation. But the basics as described in this chapter, if you have the skills to use them properly will be enough to keep you alive.




Considering the Bug-Out Bag Options 

In the process of acquiring your gear, I would urge you to carefully consider every single item you include in your bug-out bag, think of exactly how you will use it, and decide if it is indeed essential or not. For this reason, I also advise against buying any of the generic prepackaged “survival kits” you will often see for sale. These kits will include things you may not need for your specific area and omit other essentials. It’s much better to research and collect each item one at a time and test it in the environment where you expect to use it, if at all possible.

The concept of the “bug-out bag” means different things to different people. To some, it is a 72-hour emergency kit that will include food, water, and other essentials to see you through the first 72 hours of some disaster where you have to leave your home and head for a safe haven. For other survivalists expecting disorder and breakdown on the scale of Armageddon, it includes not only survival essentials, but combat gear such as flak jackets, assault weapons, and enough loaded magazines to equip a soldier on patrol in Afghanistan. Here, I will not assume you can find safety and comfort again within 72 hours, nor will I encourage you to prepare to engage in firefights with a heavily armed enemy In the first case, you might be severely disappointed, and in the second, you will likely be killed before you even begin to test your survival skills.

For the purposes of this book, the bug-out bag will be a way to carry those things that will enable you to more easily escape to and live in a remote, wild area without outside help, whether for just the first 72 hours or for a much longer period of time. The focus will be on items that are durable and dependable, and not easily manufactured or duplicated from anything you will find in nature.

The bug-out bag and the things inside it should be the minimum a prepared person always has close at hand and ready to go. If you keep it at home or in a vehicle during normal times, you can keep additional clothing, food, or gear alongside it, but the bag alone should allow you to be self-sufficient in case it is impossible to take anything else. It is a good idea is to add a small belt or fanny pack that is always kept with the bug-out bag, containing a few smaller items of the most essential gear that can be worn at all times in case you are ever separated from the main bag. This pack can be worn in front at the waist while carrying the main bag on your back. The contents of the bug-out bag will be adjusted, of course, for your specific area of operation. Part Two of this book, where I describe bug-out locations, will discuss any specialized or location-specific items of gear that you may need.


Choosing a Bug-Out Bag 

What you use for the bug-out bag itself can vary widely depending on your needs and preferences, but it should be rugged enough to withstand the abuse of hard backcountry travel and designed to be easily carried for long distances and over rough terrain. This narrows it down to some sort of backpack, but there are so many different kinds that making a choice can be difficult. Many of the backpacks advertised as “bug-out backpacks” do not even come close to meeting the most important requirements: number one, that everything you will need will fit in it, and number two, that it has a well-designed system of straps and a hip belt to correctly distribute the load so that it can be carried long distances. The small, mostly square-shaped daypacks you frequently see billed as bug-out bags do not have deep enough compartments for longer items, such as a sheathed machete and a take-down or folding stock-equipped survival rifle. This is important, as these will attract unwanted attention unless they are hidden inside your pack, so  you need an undivided internal compartment that is at least 24 inches deep. Many of these smaller packs also omit the hip belt, so all of the weight is carried on your shoulders, which is not a good idea for any but the lightest loads.


Military Surplus Bags 

Items of military gear or copies of military designs are popular with some survivalists and have a “tacti-cool” factor that sells, but contrary to popular belief, much of this gear is not of optimal quality or design compared to other options on the market. Military gear, especially camouflaged backpacks and clothing, is also commonly associated with the heavily armed paramilitary type of survivalist and will attract undue attention from law enforcement and others in the aftermath of a bug-out situation.


Backpacking Bags 

The best-designed backpacks are produced by a few specialized manufacturers catering to the extreme outdoor recreation market. These are the companies that outfit mountaineering expeditions and other serious outdoor enthusiasts who depend completely on their equipment. For a good bug-out backpack, look hard at some of the medium-sized internal frame packs designed for summit attempts. More compact than a full-sized pack designed for long backpacking trips, these packs are designed to carry enough stuff to bivouac for a night or two if a climber is caught by bad weather and can’t get back to the base camp. They are also increasingly popular with hikers subscribing to the ultra-light, go-fast philosophy

These packs have the right shape and profile to keep you balanced, and will not protrude far enough from your body to snag brush or other obstructions as you move through the woods. They are typically long and narrow, to fit the profile of the back, so they usually have the necessary deep compartment to conceal your longer items. Internal stays that create the frame and padded hip belts allow you to carry heavy loads without strain. These backpacks can be found in high-end mountaineering shops, discount outdoor equipment retail stores like REI, big general sporting goods stores like Bass Pro Shops,  and online. They are common and do not attract attention. Although many come in bright colors so they will photograph well on white glacial slopes, most are also offered in dull shades of green, gray or brown that will blend into the environment. You don’t have to purchase a top-of-the-line model, either; several companies offer reasonably priced alternatives based on the designs of the high-end models that are built just as well for the requirements of a bug-out bag. I recently examined a selection of such backpacks that ranged in price from under $100 up to about $250. Though you don’t have to buy top-of-the-line, I would recommend sticking to name brands and spending a little more for quality


Filling Your Bag 

Once you decide on the pack that will become your bug-out bag, the next step is to think in terms of the pressing needs you will have once you’re on your own away from the safety net of civilization. It helps to remember the “rule of threes” when thinking about the priorities of survival: It takes about three hours to die without shelter (assuming a cold enough climate), three days to die without water, and about three weeks to die without food. By this rule, depending on where you live, you can see that shelter—meaning some way to keep dry and keep your body temperature regulated—is the top priority when it comes to outfitting your bug-out bag.

Shelter for bug-out purposes will be a combination of the clothing you wear and purpose-designed gear, such as tarps, tents, and the tools to build shelters from natural materials. Working from the inside out, we will first take up the subject of clothing.




Clothing 

Assuming that in an emergency bug-out situation you may not be wearing clothing suitable for outdoor living, a complete change of clothing should be in the bag ready to go, or strapped to the outside of it so you can quickly change at the first opportunity This clothing should include footwear and headgear, as well as the appropriate layers of cold weather protection you will need depending on the climate of your location and the time of year.


Footwear 

Footwear can range from heavy insulated and waterproof boots to lightweight hiking boots—again depending on the terrain you expect to have to traverse. The main criterion when selecting footwear is to chose boots or shoes of durable construction that you can depend on to last for an extended wilderness stay Far too many so-called hiking boots will fall apart after a short time, especially if they are repeatedly soaked in stream crossings. In addition to your boots, I also strongly urge you to consider a pair of quality river sandals or river shoes of the type used by whitewater rafters and kayakers. They will take up little space and weigh little, but will prolong the life of your boots if you wear them for crossing streams and around camp, while keeping you from having wet boots and socks that will take hours to dry


Socks 

nder the boots or shoes, you should be wearing wool and synthetic socks, the layers depending on the temperature. There are many types of synthetic inner socks available today that wick moisture away from your feet and help prevent blistering. Wool is a time-tested material that still keeps you warm even when wet. Have at least two complete changes of whatever socks you choose so that one pair can be drying out while the other is in use.


Headgear 

Head protection should include a pull-over wool watch cap or balaclava (ski mask) for cold climates and a crushable canvas hat with a decent brim for sun protection. One piece of military gear that may prove useful is the classic “boonie” hat in plain khaki, which fills the bill well for sun protection. It’s inexpensive, yet durable and comfortable.

Bandanas can be tied in various configurations to protect the head and neck in extreme sun exposure conditions, can take the place of the sun hat if you happen to lose it, and take up almost no space.
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Boonie hats, such as this one, provide important protection from the sun.


Pants 

Other than the boonie hat, the only other item of military surplus that I prefer over commercial alternatives is the standard ripstop BDU (Battle Dress Uniform) pants. BDUs have all the attributes of good outdoor pants: They are lightweight yet tough, loose fitting for easy movement, and offer big cargo pockets, a button fly and drawstring cuffs to close off the leg openings. For years they have been my standard outerwear in the wilderness. They dry fast when wet, and are not too hot in the summer when I would otherwise be wearing shorts, and are surprisingly warm in cold weather. Because of their baggy fit, you can wear under-layers of synthetic long underwear or polar fleece. Like the boonie hat, BDUs are available in a wide variety of solid colors and camo patterns. Solid khaki, olive drab, or brown will allow you to blend in outdoors without attracting the kind of unwanted attention drawn by a military backpack, for instance. Ideally you will be wearing, or will change into, a pair of these pants along with your boots when bugging out, so you should have room for a spare pair as well as the under-layers in your bug-out bag. You should also add a final layer of lightweight outer pants with a wind- and waterproof breathable membrane like Gore-Tex if you are bugging out in winter or in high mountain country
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Belt 

Don’t forget a sturdy belt to go with your pants. A good belt will come in handy for carrying all sorts of things you will need close at hand later after you have reached the wilds. You can then use it to openly carry things like a sheathed knife or machete, multi-tool, and holstered handgun and spare magazines.


Upper Body Wear 

For upper body protection, I don’t really like the fit of BDU tops and prefer a loose, heavy cotton-canvas long-sleeve in hot, buggy environments and wool sweaters or polar fleece over long underwear for cold conditions. If conditions permit, a T-shirt in a color that blends in with your surroundings is the most comfortable option.


Waterproof Outerwear 

If conditions require it, the final layer of protection over your shirt or sweater should be a good waterproof but breathable parka—the kind that comes down well over your hips and has a hood incorporated in the collar. This parka is perhaps your most important piece of clothing in cold or wet weather, and you should choose a high-quality one with a Gore-Tex or equivalent membrane.

With the wool watch cap worn under the hood of the parka, and a layer of synthetic long underwear under a wool sweater and the lightweight Gore-Tex pants over your BDU pants, as well as wool socks and good boots, you will have protection from all but the worst weather. Since you can only carry so much in a small bug-out backpack, if conditions deteriorate worse than what your clothing can protect you from, you will have to find or make a temporary shelter.




Shelter 

Aside from the clothing you wear, shelter for protection from the elements falls into two categories: what you carry with you for the purpose and what you can find or make in the wilderness. Utilizing natural shelters such as caves may be an option in some locations, and in most environments you can build rudimentary shelters from natural materials found in your surroundings. Drawings and explanations for these shelter types can be found in any basic wilderness survival book, but if you are on the move and already exhausted or weak from hard travel, life will be much easier if you have with you the basics of making shelter anywhere.


Blankets and Sleeping Bags 

Beyond clothing, your next line of defense against the elements will be a heavy-duty emergency space blanket, a sleeping bag, or a bivy sack. A good space blanket is the most compact and inexpensive option, but not much of a long-term solution. Sleeping bags are the bulkiest option, although some of the really good ones pack down to a surprisingly small space. In really cold regions a good sleeping bag will be essential, and this is no place to skimp when purchasing equipment. The bivy (for bivouac) sack is an outer bag designed to allow you to sleep on the ground while keeping you warm and dry In the coldest climates, a bivy sack with sleeping bag inside and a self-inflating sleeping pad beneath could make the difference between life and death. Carrying all this, however, will force you to choose a bigger backpack or cut down on supplies and other equipment. In warmer regions or in the summer season, you can get by with just the bivy sack or a compact polar fleece blanket that zips up to form a sleeping bag.


Tents 

In normal backpacking or recreational wilderness camping conditions, a small tent is standard equipment for most people. But even lightweight tents made for hikers are bulky when packed, primarily because they require poles to stand them up and hold their shape. The other downside of backpacking tents is that, by design, they are constructed of lightweight materials and include things that don’t last—like zippers. I’ve had firsthand experience with how poorly even the most expensive tents perform over time. On one of my longest sea kayaking trips, a top tent manufacturer provided me with their best “expedition-quality” tent. They had to replace it twice because of broken poles, failed zippers, and countless other problems. Any tent that is lightweight enough to carry simply will not last in a long-term bug-out situation.


Other Options 

For a shelter that will fit in a bug-out bag that will be carried on foot, it will be wise to look at simpler options than tents. An ordinary tarp can be the ultimate shelter in many environments, and its versatility allows it to be set up in many different ways. The key to making a tarp work for  a portable shelter is knowing how to rig it and having adequate line, as well as a knife or machete for cutting poles and stakes. The best tarps have many tie-down points in the form of reinforced grommets along the edges and in the corners. For packing in a bug-out bag, avoid the cheap poly tarps sold in home-improvement stores and look instead for a higher-quality tarp made of lightweight, coated ripstop nylon, of the kind used in the best tents. Tarps made of this material weigh little and fold compactly They will also last longer in the sun’s UV rays and better withstand the strain of high winds. An even more compact option in milder climates and conditions is a poncho made of the same coated nylon. A large poncho can serve as your rainwear, allowing you to forgo the parka and weatherproof outer pants described earlier, and double as a tarp shelter when you set up camp.


Hammocks 

The only problem with tarps and ponchos as shelters is that they do not incorporate insect netting—leaving you with no protection from pests such as mosquitoes or more dangerous crawling things such as scorpions, spiders, and snakes. If you expect to be bugging out in one of the southern desert or swamp regions, this is an important consideration. It’s worth looking at the highly refined jungle hammocks such as those manufactured by Hennessy Hammocks, a relatively new alternative on the market. These one-person shelters weigh in at around two and a half pounds and do not require poles, only trees or other structures from which to suspend them. The Hennessy Hammock design allows easy entry and exit through the bottom, and includes mosquito netting and a well-designed rainfly This is one innovative shelter that is more than just a gimmick and could be a serious alternative for your bug-out bag shelter. Such a hammock is not ideal in cold weather, but it can be set up on the ground and rigged like a tent, and in these conditions insects and other crawling things won’t be an issue.

Whether you carry a tarp, poncho, or hammock for your primary shelter, you will also need the tools to clear brush, make poles or stakes, and build a fire—the final component to a comfortable home away from home.




Axes, Machetes, and Knives 

In North America, the traditional woodsman’s tool is the axe. With an axe, a skilled person can literally carve a home out of the wilderness, as was often done by frontier settlers. But the shorter, lighter hatchet that is so commonly substituted in modern camping is no replacement for a good axe. The hatchet came into widespread use because it’s more convenient to carry than an axe, but it is far less useful. I’m not suggesting that you carry an axe in your bug-out bag, or give up the hatchet if you are skilled and comfortable with it. What I am suggesting, though, is that you consider a far more versatile tool that is used in the tropics around the globe in one variation or another: the machete. With a quality machete, you can do anything you would do with a hatchet, and much, much more. The machete will also be lighter and will hardly take up any room in your pack if you choose one with a blade from 18 to about 26 inches long, depending on your preference. Longer is better in areas of dense undergrowth and thickets. Unlike the hatchet, the machete is an excellent tool for cutting trail, its broad swath easily taking care of vines, springy branches, and the like that would be hard to even hit with an axe-type blade.

A machete can enable you to get at many difficult to harvest edible plant foods, such as the inner bark of trees, palmetto hearts, and the edible parts of various cacti. You can cut firewood, shelter materi-als, and wooden parts for making hunting weapons and animal traps. The machete can double as a large utility knife and can be used for skinning and butchering game, peeling fruits, and many intricate tasks you would not normally associate with such a big blade. In jungle regions throughout the world, the machete is a tool of a thousand uses. In my travels in Central America and the Caribbean, I have often been amazed at the innovative ways I have seen it put to use, and I have since carried one on all my outdoor journeys.
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A quality machete is lighter and more compact than an axe.

A good machete can easily be kept razor-sharp if you include a small mill file in your kit. And since the blade is so sharp, it should always be carried in a sheath so that you can keep it inside the bug-out bag when you need to be discreet. Since a long, sharp chopping blade like a machete is also a formidable weapon in the right hands, you will want to keep it out of sight while still in urban areas and around officials on your way out of town.

The machete will also help you in making fire, enabling you to get to dry kindling and tinder in the wettest of conditions if you keep it sharp. If you have no other means of making fire, the machete will make it easier to cut and shape the parts for a bow drill as well. But since fire-making tools are so lightweight and compact, and easily carried in a belt pack or a pocket if you don’t have your bug-out bag, there is no excuse for being out in the wild without some means of making a fire.




Fire-Making Tools 

If you are really serious about wilderness survival skills, you should study and practice with primitive fire-making tools such as the bow drill until you are confident you can build a fire with them in any conditions. But even if you can do this, modern methods of making fire are compact to carry and much easier to use.

The simplest of all tools for making fire are disposable butane lighters, which weigh practically nothing and will last a long time if you use them conservatively. Kayak Bill, the solitary paddler mentioned in Chapter One, is said to have purchased a hundred dollars worth of these at a time—not a bad investment for someone living full time among the rain-soaked wilderness islands of the Pacific Northwest. I  suggest distributing a good supply of these throughout your bug-out bag in various compartments, in your belt pack if you have one, and in the pockets of your clothing. They are cheap and take up so little space you’ll hardly notice they are there.

Despite the convenience of butane lighters, you need other alternatives, especially for longer stays, during which time you will eventually exhaust your supply of them. The combination of flint and steel has a long history as a reliable wilderness firestarter, and now you can buy improved variations of the concept in the form of “fire steel” firestarters that utilize a ferrocerium rod instead of the flint, and include a steel scraping blade for generating sparks from the rod. These tools produce a shower of hot sparks that will readily ignite dry properly prepared tinder. They are small and lightweight, and are rated for thousands of strikes. Plan on carrying at least two of these in addition to your butane lighters and you will be set for a long time. You’ll also want a few of those square, cigar-sized “firestarter” sticks that are sold in camping supply stores or some cotton balls soaked in melted petroleum jelly These are great to aid in quickly getting an emergency fire going in cold, wet conditions when you might need it in a hurry

[image: 006]

Rubbing flint against steel is a primative, yet effective, way to start a campfire.

Although fire can save your life in many situations and is nice to have in camp anytime, for warmth and light as well as for cooking, it can also be a dead giveaway if you are in a bug-out situation that requires evasion and keeping a low profile. If you know others are nearby or that someone is looking for you or following you, it may not be safe to build a fire at all. Otherwise, you can greatly decrease the risk of detection by keeping your fires small and burning the driest wood possible to reduce the smoke. Smoke is also diffused better if the fire is built under dense, overhanging branches. A very small fire will provide all the benefits of a large one; you just have to sit closer to it for warmth.  If the fire is only needed for cooking, you can keep it small and hot by using dry twigs about the size of a pencil instead of larger branches and logs. A twig fire like this will burn hot and fast and can be quickly extinguished when you’re done.




Water 

Beyond the immediate need for shelter, next on your list of priorities will be finding water. Unless you are in some of the driest desert regions of the Western U.S., water will be infinitely easier to obtain than food, and that is a good thing as you will need it much sooner to stay alive. In many parts of the country rivers, streams, lakes, and swamps will be found in abundance and you will never be far from a source of water. The best places to look for sources of drinking water, including in arid regions where it is scarce, will be discussed in more detail in each regional chapter where specific bug-out locations are described. For the purpose of this bug-out bag discussion, what is important is that you have a way to carry some water with you and a way to purify that which you do find, which in all likelihood will be unsafe to drink as is.

No matter how clear a creek, brook, or remote lake may appear, chances are it is contaminated with either man-made pollutants or naturally occurring biological pathogens such as Giardia. Only springs at their source are safe to drink from as is, and you will not likely find many of those while on the move, so you will have to treat or filter any ground water you find. One of the most effective ways of purifying water is simply bringing it to a boil. But this is time-consuming and requires building a fire when it may not be safe to do so because of the risk of detection. Today there are better options that fit into two categories: chemical treatment to destroy any waterborne pathogens, and micro-filtration systems that remove these as well as some inorganic pollutants.


Chemical Purifiers 

In my bug-out bag, I have one simple solution that has always worked for me, from every part of the United States to the jungle rivers of Central America where there are many more exotic parasites than are found in  North America. That solution is in the chemical purifier category—an iodine water treatment called Polar Pure. Polar Pure is a small glass bottle of iodine crystals, specially designed with a particle trap so that they cannot come out when it is filled with water to make a treatment solution. You simply fill the bottle with any water, pure or contaminated, shake it up well, and let it sit for an hour. This concentrated solution is then measured into your quart drinking bottle by the capful; the number of capfuls required is dependant upon the temperature of the water in the Polar Pure bottle, which has a built-in thermometer. Polar Pure is simple to use, the bottle is tiny and weighs little, and the supply of iodine in it is enough to last for many years of water treatments. For approximately 15 dollars, it’s really hard to beat. If you want to carry an alternative, backup means of chemical purification, several varieties of tablets are available, such as Potable Aqua and Micropur. The disadvantages of these is that the tablets dissolve and so the amount of water that can be treated is much more limited.


Filtration Systems 

Some people prefer the excellent water filtration systems that are available, such as those made by Katadyn. These are especially useful on the shorter trips they were designed for, but the filters will eventually need replacing, and the pump and filters are much bulkier and heavier than a bottle of Polar Pure. The one situation where filters are better than chemical treatment is where you have to drink from larger streams and rivers that are muddy and turbid with lots of particles in suspension. Iodine will do nothing to clear up water like that, but in most areas you can avoid taking your drinking supply from major waterways and instead find small tributaries or standing rainwater. For extra insurance in areas where pollution is more prevalent, you can carry a compromise of sorts in the form of a compact drinking straw filter such as the Aquamira Frontier. Then you can treat questionable water with Polar Pure and use the straw to filter it through for an extra measure of safety An even more specialized type of water filter is the reverse-osmosis desalinator, which can render seawater drinkable. These are expensive and require expensive filters, but could be invaluable if you plan  to bug out to places like remote barrier islands where there is no fresh water supply.


Water Bottles 

Regardless of how you purify your water, you will need a way to carry some with you. I highly recommend the l-quart-sized Nalgene water bottles that are found everywhere camping supplies are sold. These are leak-proof, sturdy and will last for years. Get the wide-mouth models for easier filling, and carry at least two in your bug-out bag—four or more if you are in one of the arid regions of the country Needless to say they should be filled with pure water from the beginning when you are packing your bag, so you will have a ready supply of water when you first move out.




Food 

Finding food while on the move is going to be more problematic than finding water. Remember, if you have to bug out in the first place, you will probably be doing so because you have a good reason to get out of town in a hurry. You will be under stress and will need energy to keep you going. This is why it is essential to have a supply of high-energy food items in your bug-out bag to sustain you during the early stages of your evacuation. Think in terms of calorie-to-weight ratio and choose the highest-calorie foods that you can pack into a small space. You can choose from a vast array of high-energy sports bars, meal replacement bars, lifeboat rations, or military MREs. Some of the lifeboat rations such as Mainstay or Datrex come in daily supplies of 1200, 2400, or 3600 calories, allowing you to budget calories for a given number of days. Like MREs, lifeboat rations are designed to have a long shelf life, and taste is of secondary importance.

There are also options for high-energy foods that are available in any grocery store. I always carry a trail mix I make up myself from ingredients such as almonds, sunflower seeds, raisins and other dried fruit, and semisweet dark chocolate chips. (These mixes are not suitable for long-term storage, but I use them regularly for day trips and such, so I always have a fresh supply available for the bug-out bag.)  Granola bars and many types of “breakfast bars” can also be found at the grocery store, along with specialized energy bars such as Power Bars and Clif Bars. You can add a few small packages of beef jerky to your bug-out bag as well, and just about anything else that has a high calorie-to-weight ratio. For bugging out, you will want to have foods that can be eaten right out of the package. But since hot food can be extremely comforting when you are under stress and are tired, it can’t hurt to have a few items that can be quickly prepared with hot water—such as some oatmeal (which can also be eaten uncooked), packages of flavored instant rice, and a small supply of hot chocolate or coffee. Once you reach a sufficiently remote area, there will be plenty of time for foraging and hunting for more substantial meals that require cooking.


Cooking Pot 

On the subject of cooking, one veteran desert traveler said that if he could take only one item from civilization on an extended stay in the wilderness, he would choose a metal pot above all else—even over a steel knife. His reasoning is that you can make a variety of cutting blades from flint and other stones that can be broken into sharp flakes, but making a cooking pot from what nature provides is much more difficult. A metal pot allows you to utilize many plant foods such as roots, leaves, and stalks that would be inedible raw. It also allows you to boil water, not only for drinking, but also for making soups from scraps of meat and bones you may have left over from a kill. In addition, it provides a way to render other animal parts into usable materials such as hide glue.

All you need is one simple pot, made of good stainless steel so that you can cook in it using fire. The ultra-light backpacking cookware sold for use with stoves will not last long used this way. I prefer a stainless steel pot of 4-quart capacity which is sold in any department store’s cookware section. I remove the handle and throw it away to make the pot more packable, and likewise remove the plastic knob from the lid. You can handle the pot with a spare T-shirt or bandana, or the pliers in a multi-tool (more on these later).

While I was sea kayak camping on a remote stretch of tropical coast in the Dominican Republic, some local coconut growers taught  me a super-simple trick for cooking with a metal pot over a tiny fire. They simply cut three green stakes of equal size from a small sapling with their machetes, and used a rock to pound them into the ground at converging angles, creating a sturdy tripod that supported the pot about four inches off the ground. A twig fire using sticks about the size of a pencil had the water boiling as fast as I could have done it with my Coleman gas stove. I’ve since used this trick everywhere I’ve traveled in the wil-derness, though in some rocky areas where the ground is too hard to drive stakes, large stones can be substituted for the wooden tripod. Whatever you do, don’t leave out a suitable metal pot and lid when packing your bug-out bag. It doesn’t take up space because the interior of the pot can be packed with small items, such as your energy bars, trail mix, ammunition, or whatever.
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How to set up your cooking pot over the campfire.




Firearms for Hunting and Defense 

Now it’s time to look at everyone’s favorite subject of discussion, debate, and argument when it comes to survival gear: firearms. Unfortunately when it comes to firearms you can choose from for a bug-out situation, compromise is the operative word. For survival hunting and self-defense, there is no perfect solution and no one gun—whether pistol, revolver, rifle, or shotgun—that can do everything best in all situations.

Like many outdoors enthusiasts and wilderness travelers, I feel a deep affinity for my guns and own many more than I could ever use in a given situation. Growing up in a small town in Mississippi with woods just a short walk from my door, I started hunting at an early age and learned to shoot and handle guns of many different calibers and  configurations. I learned the advantages and disadvantages of different weapons by carrying them in the field, and over the years I have owned a wide variety of rifles, shotguns, and handguns designed for small- and big-game hunting, as well those suited for self-defense and combat.

To optimize your selection of firearms to take with you in a bug-out situation, you must first balance the priorities of food gathering versus defense against threats of the two-legged and four-legged variety you may encounter in your bug-out location. Then, you must realistically assess how much weight you must carry in other essential items besides firearms and the weight of the requisite ammunition to keep them useful for the longest period of time. This can be a complex equation to work out. I’ll go right ahead and state my personal choices, then explain my reasoning for them and provide some alternatives that may suit some readers better. Keep in mind that we are talking about bugging out, not remaining in a fortified bunker armed with AK-47s and stacks of loaded magazines in preparation to fend off waves of attacking zombie hordes. I love my semi-automatic, military-style rifles dearly but none of them will be my first choice if I ever have to bug out to the wilderness.


The .22 Caliber Rifle 

If I could only take one firearm and nothing else, it would be a compact .22 caliber rifle. The rimfire .22 rifle is one of the most versatile weapons you can own when it comes to survival hunting, and the cartridges for it are tiny and lightweight, allowing you to carry 500 or more rounds in the same space and weight as just a couple of boxes of larger-caliber ammunition. A good .22 in the hands of a skilled shooter can be used to bring down a wide variety of small game such as birds, rabbits, and squirrels, and can also be used for larger game at close range with carefully placed head or neck shots. Because it is more effective for this purpose than many people realize, the .22 rifle is a favorite choice of professional deer poachers, as the report is much quieter than any center-fire rifle more commonly used for deer hunting. I’m not suggesting the .22 as a deer rifle in normal hunting circumstances, but in a survival situation you can make it work if it’s all you have. On numerous trips in the jungles of Central America, Indian guides I have traveled with routinely hunted everything from small to turkey-sized birds, monkeys, iguanas, and deer, even shooting submerged fish near the riverbanks with the battered old veinte-dos rifles they always carried in the bush.
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Bolt-action .22 caliber rifle

On my own voluntary experiments in wilderness survival, I’ve had much success finding meat with my .22 rifles. At various times I’ve carried the Marlin Model 60, the Ruger 10/22 with folding stock, the Marlin Papoose take-down survival rifle, the AR-7 Explorer survival rifle (now made by Henry Repeating Arms), and the Winchester 94/22 lever action carbine. All of these met my needs when I depended on them. My current favorite is a compact Ruger 10/22 with the short, 16-inch barrel and a shortened wooden stock. By removing one screw I can take it apart into two pieces less than 24 inches long and conceal it in my bug-out bag. I feel that the purpose-made survival rifles like the Marlin Papoose and the AR-7 compromise too much for the sake of portability. Many standard rifles like the Ruger 10/22 can be fitted with folding stocks or simply taken down by removing the stocks. The HenryYouth lever action .22 is another lightweight, handy carbine that is 33 inches long and can be shortened for packing to 24 inches by removing one screw that secures the buttstock.

Quality .22 caliber pistols or revolvers can serve as an alternative to a rifle for skilled handgun hunters, but in my experience the ease of shooting accurately with a rifle makes it a clear winner. Small game can be elusive and difficult enough to hit even with a rifle, but compared to hunting with a pistol, most people will see a higher success rate with a long gun. In a bug-out survival situation, even more so than sport hunting, you have to make every shot count if possible, and get something to show for each precious round expended. When  it comes to rifle sighting, open sights are simpler and more compact than scopes, but may compromise accuracy somewhat.




Weapons for Defense 

When it comes to defense against human or animal attackers, .22 caliber rimfire weapons are woefully inadequate, but are still better than nothing. One advantage of the semi-automatic Ruger 10/22 is that it will accept high-capacity magazines of 25 or more rounds, allowing you to get off a lot of rapid-fire shots if need be. Some people make the mistake of totally disregarding the killing power of the .22, but it has in fact been used at one time or another to kill just about every species of animal on the continent, including bears (with lucky, well-placed, shots of course). It is certainly capable of killing humans and because of its low report that so appeals to poachers, it has seen use by assassins, snipers, and criminal hit men around the world.

Despite this, to be totally prepared for self-defense as well as hunting, it is best to have a larger caliber weapon as well as the .22 rifle you will use for most of your survival hunting. To keep the weight and bulk down as much as possible, as well as making it easier to conceal the fact that you are armed, I recommend a center-fire handgun in addition to the .22 rifle if you are bugging out with only two weapons. A handgun can be concealed in a ready-to-go location, unlike the rifle, which will be disassembled and stored in your pack, making it too slow to bring into action.

Although I would always prefer to be armed with a semi-automatic AK-47 or other rifle with high-capacity magazines if I knew I was going to be in a shootout with armed aggressors, for a bug-out situation where avoidance of trouble is top priority, I would not feel unarmed with a reliable handgun. Caliber choice again must be based on the weight of the ammunition and how much of it you can reasonably carry Good choices for bugging out to the wild include the venerable .45 ACP, the .357 magnum, the .44 magnum, and the 10 mm Auto. I’ve had several scary encounters with bears, so if I were bugging out in any area where they were present, I would choose my handgun cartridge accordingly At the least I would carry a .357 magnum revolver or a  Clock Model 20 in 10mm Auto. These are adequate for black bear and for mountain lions, another predator that has been responsible for quite a few recent attacks on humans. The Glock 20 with its 15-round magazines also provides plenty of firepower if you run into bad guys. In big bear country such as the Northern Rockies where you might encounter a grizzly, the .44 magnum is much better insurance and serious big-game chamberings like the .454 Casull are even better.


The .357 Magnum 

Although I switch back and forth from time to time between my Glocks and my revolvers, I’m currently in favor of the .357 magnum revolver for the purposes of bugging out as described in this book. This round carries plenty of punch, yet the cartridges are relatively compact and lightweight. Most weapons chambered in .357 magnum can also fire the cheaper and lower-powered .38 special as well. These are popular calibers and can be found everywhere. A good revolver in this caliber with at least a 4-inch barrel can do double duty as a hunting weapon, and many handgun hunters routinely use them for taking deer. Firing .38 specials, it can take smaller game such as rabbits without destroying the meat. Revolvers are rugged and simple, rarely failing under harsh conditions, and have the advantage of not requiring magazines. The disadvantage, of course, is limited capacity and slower reloading, but having a few speed-loaders ready to go negates this somewhat.
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The .357 magnum is a versatile weapon for hunting and defense.


The Pistol-Caliber Carbine 

Another reason I’ll be carrying a .357 magnum is that it can share ammunition with my favorite rifle other than the Ruger 10/22—a Winchester .357 magnum lever action carbine of the “Trapper” variety, with the 16-inch barrel. This handy rifle is only 34 inches long overall, weighs just 6 pounds, and easily can fit in the bug-out bag with the buttstock removed. I’m not suggesting that carrying three different firearms is the right way to go for everyone in every situation, but the fact that the  carbine and revolver share ammunition simplifies matters somewhat. The lever-action carbine is fast-handling and much more accurate than the revolver, excellent for hunting and for self-defense. It’s also less conspicuous and less threatening in appearance than the AK-47 or AR- 15, making it less likely to be confiscated by the authorities in a disaster scenario. Once you’re in the wilderness, the little carbine can be slung on the outside of the bug-out bag or easily carried in hand, ready to be put into immediate use. With this combination you are ready for just about anything when it comes to close-range survival hunting. And again, if you are in big game and big bear country like the Northern Rockies, the revolver and carbine can still be had in a matched pair in .44 magnum or .454 Casull.


Ammunition 

How much ammunition should you pack in the bug-out bag? I would suggest a minimum of 500 rounds of .22 long-rifle cartridges for the survival rifle, and 150 rounds for your handgun. More would be much better; it just depends on how much total weight you’ll be packing, the terrain, and your fitness level. These numbers can be greatly increased if you bug out by vehicle, boat, canoe, or kayak, or if you utilize caching techniques in your advanced planning, as will be discussed in the next chapter.




Knives and Multi-Tools 

Other than the machete, already described, you should carry another good knife of high-quality steel that can be kept razor-sharp for skinning and dressing the game you take while survival hunting. Avoid the oversized “Rambo” survival knives that are often marketed for the purpose, as most are poor quality and too big to be useful. Remember, the machete will meet all your needs in a larger blade. I prefer a folding or fixed-blade Bowie or drop-point style blade of about five inches in length for my main wilderness knife. This size is handy for detail work, yet still big enough to be deadly in hand-to-hand combat if you are ever were forced to that extreme. My favorite that goes with me everywhere is my Cold Steel Voyager, a five-inch folding Bowie with a strong pocket  clip and easy one-handed opening. It’s more concealable than a fixed-blade knife of the same length, but if you don’t mind wearing a belt and sheath, fixed-blade knives can certainly be a good option and are less likely to break in extreme use. Just as you should carry a small file for sharpening your machete, you should also carry a sharpening stone or diamond sharpener for keeping an edge on your knife.

One other tool in the knife category that you should not be without is a good quality multi-tool, such as the Leatherman Wave. This tool includes two knife blades, one plain and one serrated, a saw blade, and a file and rasp combination. It also features needle-nose pliers with wire cutters, screwdrivers in plain and Phillips, a can opener, and mini-scissors. Although at first I dis-missed these multi-tools as gadgets or toys, after receiving this one as a gift and using it for a while, I realized that it was a quality tool and extremely useful. It comes in its own sheath that can be worn on a belt alongside your main knife.
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A good quality multi-tool can be extremely useful,




Survival Fishing and Trapping Gear 

There are many ways of obtaining animal protein other than hunting with firearms. If you expect to be bugging out in any but the most arid of desert regions, it goes without saying that your kit should include hooks and line for fishing. These take up little space but can provide rich returns if you know how to use them. You can carry a selection of sizes from the smallest bream hooks with monofilament line to heavy catfish hooks with nylon trotline to set out “drop hooks.” Artificial lures are not required, as you can bait hooks with everything from berries to insects, worms, and grubs, or in the case of scavenging catfish, chunks of meat or organs from other fish or game you take. In a bug-out camp situation, drop hooks can be set up to work for you round the  clock while you are busy doing other things. If your bug-out location will be along a river, large lakeshore, or seashore, you should also consider carrying a cast net. A small one of the type used by fishermen to catch bait will easily keep you well-fed on small fish if you know how to use it.

Just as you can set hooks for fish, you can also catch a variety of animals from squirrels and rabbits all the way up to deer if you have some snares available, or wire or strong cordage to make some with. It’s much simpler if you carry two or three pre-made wire snares with you, preferably sized for small animals, as these will be the easiest to catch.
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Hooks can be made from cord and found materials like wood and bone (left) or a nail (right).

While simple snares, bare fishhooks, and line are easy to carry there are also many great designs for fish and animal traps that you can build in nature once you are in a secure location. Most of these were derived or copied directly from proven Native American or other aboriginal designs, so it is worth the time to study their construction and use. A small field guide to survival skills that illustrates traps of this nature is a worthy addition to your bug-out bag if you don’t already have a working knowledge of building them.




Navigation 

Navigation will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, which focuses on choosing suitable bug-out locations. The minimum navigation gear that you should always have on you is a high-quality reliable compass, ideally of the orienteering type so that you can easily take bearings and navigate a course. In addition to a compass of this type, I have recently come to rely on a multifunction Casio Pathfinder watch that has an accurate electronic bearing compass as one of its primary functions. This watch also features an altimeter, which is another useful navigation tool in mountainous terrain. The watch is solar-powered, so  batteries are not a concern. Having a compass on your wrist at all times is a great advantage and a good backup.

The only electronic device that I would suggest including in a bug-out bag is a small handheld GPS receiver, preloaded with topographic maps of the region you will likely bug out to. Although you can’t carry enough batteries to use such a device indefinitely, and there is the possibility of the entire GPS system crashing in times of a real crisis, it will be invaluable in the early stages of bugging out. With the GPS you can confidently move at night through unfamiliar terrain and be assured of finding your preplanned bug-out location, and any prearranged caches of supplies you may have hidden in advance.
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A watch with a compass function can be an invaluable tool.

Whether or not you carry a GPS with electronic maps, you should also carry paper topographical maps of your most likely bug-out location. Although you may end up having to go somewhere else, having a map of where you intend to go will give you a lot more confidence as you are fleeing into the wilderness.




Other Important Gear 

There are many other assorted and miscellaneous items that you will probably want to include in your bug-out bag. I won’t go into detailed discussions of all of these, but a sample checklist that you can work from can be found in the appendix of this book. These items include sunglasses, first aid supplies, any special needs medications or prescriptions that you will need to keep you alive (such as the Epipen syringe I carry because of my allergy to wasp stings), an Extractor snakebite kit, documents such as your passport and driver’s license, and a supply of cash or even a few gold coins that may allow you to barter your way out of trouble or trade with other survivors. A basic survival manual has already been mentioned; make sure it also includes information on edible plants in your region, as well as basic  first-aid techniques. A simple sewing kit consisting of a few needles and some strong Dacron thread such as that used in canvas work will go a long way toward keeping your backpack, shelter, and clothing repaired and in usable condition. A supply of 550 paracord (preferably 100 feet or more, as it is lightweight and compact) is invaluable. It can be used as is or unraveled to provide smaller cordage and thread. A mini-flashlight or headlamp is a useful luxury. You can’t carry enough batteries to use it indefinitely, but if you choose one with LED lamps it will last a long time if used with discretion.

When choosing an item to pack in your bug-out bag, remember to always favor the proven wilderness basics over the latest innovative gadgets. The old ways, in both methods and tools, are often better than the new when it comes to the unchanging realities of life in the wild. In closing this chapter, I strongly suggest that you go out and test your equipment to see for yourself what works, what doesn’t, and why Have someone drop you off on the edge of a wild place for a weekend or a week. Give the bug-out bag a real shakedown and then come home and throw out the things that either didn’t work or weren’t needed, and add anything you discovered that you really wished you had.
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