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Foreword



 

If you think about it, and you won’t have to think for very long, you’ll see that the term “survival situation” is redundant. If you’re in a situation it’s a survival situation.

One thing I’ve run into a lot lately, particularly among women, is a quest for the feeling of safety. To me the feeling of safety is an illusion of safety, but in actuality the only place safety exists is in the grave. If you’re dead, nothing worse is going to happen. Life is tough for everybody, but it’s deadly for the complacent.

Americans live in comparative safety. I live in Southern California, where we have a much better chance of surviving an earthquake than people in Guatemala. In the area where I live we’re surrounded by woods, and the place could go up in an hour, starting from any time at all. So, we might be isolated by an earthquake or roasted by a forest fire. Am I afraid? No. Am I concerned? You betcha. We have a first aid kit, thirty gallons of water, enough gas in the car to get out of Dodge, and a bunch of other sensible stuff.

Do I feel safe? No. Are we safe? No. Are we relatively safe, and are we prepared. Uh huh.

A.G. Hawke has written a really valuable book here, not because it’s packed with surefire survival techniques. It has some of those, but mostly it’s about attitude, and I believe that attitude is necessary for all of life, not just extreme situations. What it’s about is awareness, preparedness, and being ready to take every aspect of your situation back to zero, to look at everything around you for threats and tools. It’s about being calm when all about you are losing their minds. It’s about looking at things as they are, and not how you wish they were or how you fear they are.

A few years back I was getting ready for a flight to Texas from Kennedy in New York. The flight was delayed for an hour. My companion, who was a real dish, and moreover in the movie business, stomped her little foot and said, “This is unacceptable!”

Imagine, humanity longs to be able to fly for the entire 5,000 year history of our “civilization” and this one hour delay is “unacceptable.” This is not the attitude to take into a survival situation.

Actually my companion was just playing the role of “Cherokee American Princess.” She could ride and she could shoot. Other than the fact that she’d probably be wearing heels and an Armani suit, there’s no one I’d rather be thrown into a real survival situation with.

But I digress.

Point is, you need the survival attitude for every aspect of life. They’re all survival situations to one degree or another. What we call “survival situations” are sudden, unexpected survival situations, being downed in the arctic or the desert, having your safari overtaken by a civil war in some third-world hellhole.

But your home is a survival situation, your car, your job, a day in the park. Every one of those has potential threats that you’d be better off to be aware of and prepared for, better off to keep a cool head and an open mind.

That’s what my friend Hawke is about. Read this book carefully. The journey will be fun on one level, and instructive on another. If it makes you one-tenth more aware it may well have been the best investment you ever made.

—Jim Morris



 

 

Preface



 

A bit of background before we begin. . . .

I was born a po’ boy in Kentucky. My Pa was a soldier and my Maw was a waitress and we didn’t have squat. That’s it.

We lived like lots of soldiers’ families in the 1960s, especially the young ones like my folks: very, very poor. We literally had outhouses and well water. But hey, it wasn’t bad. And like a lot of families during the ’60s when the free-love and war-time mentalities separated the nation, my folks split up when I was young. So most of my childhood was spent living all over the Southeast with many different friends and relatives, whoever could take me in for a while.

What this meant was a lot of poverty and lot of hardship for my family, and a lot of time for me to try to escape all of that and explore the world away from all the troubles at home, whether it was in the country woods or the city areas not safe for the general public, let alone a child.

Now, much of the time, I’d be with my mother, back and forth in between spells with relatives, boyfriends, neighbors, sitters, and other friends or co-workers. My mother and father were both good-hearted people, but both had a rough childhood themselves and so, as very young parents, there were a lot of things they could’ve done better.

Many times, we had electricity or gas or heat or water cut off, or were evicted from our home. We lived in shacks, cars, and trailers with no utilities. We even lived one winter in a house under construction with nothing working, no doors or windows, buckets to catch the rain in the bedroom which only had one bed that we all slept in under one car blanket in all our clothes that we’d then wear to school the next day and all week.

So, many days I spent trying to scrounge food for my brothers and sisters since I was the eldest and the adult(s) were often nowhere to be found. Sometimes we’d have gas and water—shoot, if we only had flour, I’d make flat bread—and sometimes, I’d just go steal some food from the local store. Can’t count how many times they caught and kicked me out of stores, haha! But when they found out what and why I was stealing, they’d usually just let me go.

Now, I could speak a lot about falling in with wrong crowd and all that, but that is another story. The key in that part of my growing up was that I had a lot of near-death experiences, from car crashes to shootings, stabbings and a whole lot more. In all that, I developed an approach to life that comes down to this: Never Quit.

But what really set me on the path to cultivating a deep interest—and eventually, expertise—in survival, was the winter my mother went away.

I was 14; it was late fall in Virginia. I had started working at eight years old, doing yard work for folks around the neighborhood, then paperboy, dishwasher, and grocery bagger, before a great job came along. A friend was working for his stepfather doing high-water-pressure washing of trucks. They got a contract out in the country to use their water to clean the paint off a building and it was short notice; the money was good so I left that day.

Now, I wasn’t in school, and I’d often be gone days at a time. I’d tell my Maw I was at a friend’s and that would be fine by her as she’d have one less mouth to feed. So, it wasn’t too big a deal when I didn’t show up for a few days, but this job was two weeks, and it just so coincided with a time when  she was evicted and had run out of options in Virginia. She got an invite from a friend to move to Texas, and she took it, leaving with my li’l bro and my two sisters, and without me.

Since we never had a phone, there was no way for her to reach me. When I eventually did return home, full of joy at the proper money I had earned, it was nighttime. It wasn’t unusual for the doors to be locked so I broke in. I went for the lights and the power was off; again, not too unusual, but when I called out and got that hollow echo of an empty house, I knew something was wrong.

I slept on the cold floor and, come daylight, I saw the house had been vacated and there was a note on the kitchen counter for me. Something to the effect of, “Dear Myke, I had to go to Texas. Sorry. Love, Ma.” And with that, I was on the streets. Winter was coming on hard and I had nowhere to go, but at least I had some money in my pocket.

I exhausted the good will of my friend’s parents after a couple of weeks, and there were no more regular homes and couches available to me, so I took to the streets in search of food, water, shelter, and warmth.

It was during this winter, when I had nothing, that I became a student of and believer in survival. Not that I knew it at the time; I was too busy trying to survive and being angry at my circumstance, in between bouts of sadness as well. I didn’t like it, but I could understand my friend’s inability to help me. I learned I could rely on no one but myself. On the whole I guess I did alright; heck, I survived.

I slept in dumpsters and hallways, broke into cars, homes, and offices—anything I could find. I found food in trash cans and behind grocery stores, ate lots of ketchup and mustard  from fast food places, drank water from mall water fountains, took baths in public toilets, found heat in the form of homemade fires and the old fave: the heat cranked out from the refrigerator units behind grocery stores. I had to keep slapping rats that were trying to nibble on my head, but the need for heat made them only a small nuisance.

Spring came and I got a real break with a job at a grocery store, saved up enough money, and soon ran into my mother’s number-one fall back guy, Earl (R.I.P.), and he took me in.

From there, it’s just a story like many others—joining the service and growing up.
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What I will say is that many men in the Elite Forces are just regular guys with a little extra drive. Some come from a background that pushed them a little harder; some come from the stock of being a little more gifted. But most are just regular folks who wanted something they believed in, tried, didn’t quit, and they made it. That’s all.

When it comes to career military pursuits, some try to be the best at what they do. For example, one man might get into hand-to-hand fighting and become expert. Some focus on the shooting, or scuba, or skydiving, or other such skills. For me, the thing that always held my interest was basic outdoor survival. So, whenever we deployed, that’s what I was interested in and developed. And over time, it became my area of expertise.

As to military background, my service started in the U.S. Army in 1982 and I’ve seen service in Active Duty, in the Reserves, in the National Guard, and later as a defense contractor as an operator and manager. I spent time in the Cavalry and Rangers before joining Special Forces. I qualified as a Special Forces Communicator, Intelligence Operator, and Medical Specialist attaining the enlisted rank of Sergeant First Class before being Commissioned as a an Officer in the Medical Branch. After 9/11 I was activated to report for the Special Forces Officer course, almost 20 years after first joining the Army. Upon completing this Detachment Commander course and all Officer Advanced courses required until reaching Lieutenant Colonel rank, I served in the Global War on Terror both abroad and at home. All told, my accumulated experience was gained in African, Asian, Latin American, Eastern European, and Middle Eastern theaters seeing combat in eight conflicts including over 80 actual engagements. An “engagement” in my experience was defined as folks actually shooting at me, unlike the current trend of counting a trip to the market as a “combat” mission. What it all means is that I gained a lot of real experience all over the globe under high threat—very risky and very real threats to my life with death a real, constant possibility.
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As it was then, so it is now: I still have a job and family to tend, so you won’t catch me traipsing off to live a life in the  Alaskan wilderness for a year at a time. I find that to be a luxury only afforded to people with lots of money or lots of time. And that’s not most of us. So I learn, do, and share what I can as I can in hopes that it will be useful for other folks like me: not the extremely rich or just plain extreme, but regular folk who have an interest in but not a consuming lifestyle in survival.

And my brand of survival could not be called “fancy camping,” nor is it an interesting academic pursuit of lost traditions and ancient primitive practices. It surely isn’t like some of the survival shows on TV these days that teach crazy stuff that might be able to be done by someone when things are extremely bad, but isn’t the best thing for most, most of the time. For most, doing some of those TV drama-survival acts will get you killed. And finally, my survival teaching isn’t some extension of all those military survival books out there, talking about techniques geared towards soldiers and the kit they have issued and available at all times. Heck, if you have even just a parachute kit for survival, you pretty much have everything you need.

Nope, this book is about a fusion of all these things. Using some real experience both from study and living, with some military aspects like the discipline and drive, with some good old fashioned common sense and, most importantly, the one thing we all have—the “will to live” no matter what it takes, to draw from everything around you to make it out alive and get home safe.

That’s what I hope to instill in anyone who reads this book—the belief that you will survive, and the knowledge that will help you to survive. I want you to believe that just  because you don’t have all the goodies and supplies, or the training and experience, doesn’t mean you won’t or can’t make it; it only means it will not be as easy and you’ll have to try harder. But that’s ok, because lesson one is the most important lesson of all: NEVER QUIT!



Introduction:

The Hawke Teaching
Methodology



 

When it comes to learning, I am not a natural genius or gifted with a high IQ. What I do, and do very well, is work smarter, not harder. More times than not, this actually serves better than having big brains, as those who do often know too much and perhaps think too much.

Within my company SPECOPS (www.specops.com), we train civilians in the skills of survival with a focus on medicine, mental and physical fitness, self-protection, food, water, shelter, navigation, and basically how to get out of simulated survival scenarios alive and well. These scenarios can border on the extreme, but our teaching methodology always remains simple: provide the most useful information and skills, and do so in a way that our students will be able to comprehend and apply the knowledge quickly and accurately.

When it comes to teaching, I try to reduce everything down to its simplest components. Then I place those components in order of their importance or sequence. I reduce these key concepts to one word each, then I use the first letter of each word to give me an acronym. Each word within the acronym reminds me of a phrase, and each phrase helps me to remember what I need to do or know. This method helps me retain complex information without feeling overwhelmed, and enables me to act effectively without becoming subdued due to the sheer volume of information.

An example is the common term “ABC” as it applies to basic first aid—Airway, Breathing, and Circulation. I, however, jumble the acronym to “CAB” for Circulation, then Airway, then Breathing, since most folks in dire situations  are suffering from wounds and bleeding more than airway issues. Also, we can go a minute without air and be fine, but we can bleed out in a minute and be dead. So, I remember CAB, and if I don’t tend to these elements in that order, the victim will be catching a CAB—to the afterlife. I’ll expand on this lesson inside the book.

For now, another quick example of my teaching methodology is the “K.I.S.S.” principle: Keep It Simple, Stupid! That’s exactly what I always try to do, and encourage you to do the same when in a survival situation.

So in this book I will normally reduce everything down to one word. Those will lead to other words, then other phrases, then other concepts and ideas. In this way, you will have a mental survival kit containing the smallest, lightest things with the most uses.

You might also notice as you go along that I stay away from using names. I don’t say use this tree or that plant as you never know where you are going to be. I don’t give a rat’s butt what a thing is called by scientists or other experts. What I do care about is universal principles. There are always exceptions, but for most things there are general rules that will serve you well. For example, it’s not important to know the scientific or common name of every hard wood—if I can’t stick my thumbnail into it, it’s a hard wood. If I can, then it’s a soft wood. I will then use it according to my needs. If a wood is light and floats, maybe I’ll use it for a boat. If it’s hard and tough, maybe I’ll use it as a weapon handle or tool.

I suggest, as you go about learning, that you ask questions of folks wherever you are. Don’t mind so much what they  call something, but rather note how it looks, feels, smells, etc. Then note its purpose and uses, as food, medicine, tool, or poison. And then give it your own name. This is how you’ll retain it best, and be most likely to recall it when necessary and apply as required. For example, I don’t recall the name for a plant, instead, I’ll name it the medicine plant, like the “tummy ache leaf” or the “fever root” or the “roof-tile leaf,” etc. This way, I’ll be able to identify a familiar plant and associate it with its purpose. After all, that’s all I really need—to see it and to use it.

With all my subjects, I teach that you should try to know about 10 options. Master one, be very good at two more, have tried three more, and be familiar with four more after that. If you have about 10 options for food, water, fire, and shelter, and master at least one in each category, you will be able to do whatever you need with the one you master and the other nine will serve you in various situations should circumstances change or preclude you from doing the ones you know best.

So, these are the basic things that everyone should learn, know, and be able to do with nothing but your bare hands, the clothes on your back, and your knowledge:

▪FIRE: Know how to make fire in at least one way with sticks only.

▪SHELTER: Know how to make one type of shelter from scratch that stops wind, rain, cold, and predators with no tools to assist you.

▪WATER: Know how to get water with no tools in at least one way, in the primary area where you live, work, and travel.

▪FOOD: Know how to make at least one simple trap or snare very well, and/or at least one fishing technique, with nothing but what’s around you.

▪PLANTS: Know at least three plants that are edible, nutritious, filling, plentiful, and easily identifiable in the area where you live, work, and travel. Learn them by their leaves, stalks/stems, and roots as all three are part of the plant, might have use, and will confirm identity of the plants. Take into account the seasons when they grow and soils where they grow, and any relative plants that are around that might lead you to them. Also know at least three plants that are medicinal in some significant way and that are easily identified, readily available, and most useful based on your needs.

▪WEAPONS, TOOLS, INSTRUMENTS: Know how to make at least one weapon that can defend your life or take an animal’s. Know how to make at least one tool that can assist you in improving your quality of life.

When you finish this book, don’t put it down. March right out with it into the woods or whatever your environment is, right now, today, or as soon as possible. Do this at least once, if never again, for the sake of your future survival and for those whom you care to return to should you ever become separated. Do it for life.

Finally, know that this book will NOT save your life. Let’s just set the record straight right up front. This book will give you some vital information that will serve you in a difficult time. But at the end of the day, should this hardship come your way, there you’ll be and then . . . YOU will save you. That’s all I have to say on that.

Happy Survivalin’!

▪WARNING: If you are a survival expert or outdoor professional, this book is not for you! (Although you may learn something useful which you may have considered beneath your skill set.)

This book is for every housewife, businessman, weekend adventurer, and any other person who is exactly the opposite of the typical tested survivalist. It’s for anyone who may one day find themselves in a dire position between life and death, where survival comes down to will and certain skills that you may not otherwise have. And my primary goal is to impart to you both the supreme importance of developing your natural will to survive, while also providing you with enough simple skills to make it happen.

Myself, I didn’t ask for this and didn’t necessarily want to ever be in the position where survival was my only option. But it came to me, and I learned from it. And now, I feel it’d be wrong of me not to share what I’ve learned. And that is the simple fact that anyone can survive even the harshest circumstance; they need only choose to do so. The rest is simply details that will help along the way. This book is meant to provide the simplest means to that end—everything you really need to know to survive, and nothing else.



Chapter 1:

The Psychology
of Survival



 

It happens to thousands of people every year, and it could just as easily happen to you. Your airplane goes down in the wilderness; or the train you’re riding derails miles from the nearest junction; or your car breaks down in the desert; or you get lost while hiking in the woods; or a snowstorm strands you in the mountains unprepared . . . the possibilities are endless.

In any case, you may survive the initial trauma event only to quickly realize that you are now in a terrible, dangerous predicament. It’s possible that everyone who was with you has died, including your spouse, child, or friend; or maybe some have also survived. It’s likely that you or others have sustained bad injuries; injuries that would make you vomit to look at. You may find that you have little-to-no resources available—no food or water, no tools, no communication device, and no clue where you are or how to get to someplace safe. But the biggest question of all is whether or not you will be able to handle the reality of the situation in your head and heart: Do you have the will to survive?

This book is for anyone who would hope to be prepared should they find themselves in such dire straits. The general survival situation I talk about inside this book is the kind that no one chooses to place themselves into—in other words, this is not for hikers or mountaineers or skilled outdoorsmen. And the information and skills I provide are meant to be grasped and applied by anyone. By far the most important factor in anyone’s survival in these cases is not only the topic of this first chapter, but it is something that anyone can develop and carry with them at all times. That is, a strong psychology for survival—the will to live.

Now I am not the smartest, strongest, toughest, baddest fella in the land. But I am the most dedicated to the commitment that I will fight death in all its forms; I will cheat it every chance I get; I will take every advantage I can get away with; and I will never, ever, EVER give up. Even if I should perish, I vow that my very cells will never quit and will fight even as the maggots eat my flesh, grow into flies, get consumed by birds and so on up the food chain until my cells make it back to civilization and home to those I love. It is my mission and my purpose to face down my fears and to fight for my survival with every fiber of my being. I will do everything and anything it takes to stay alive and to keep going with every ounce of my physical and spiritual energy, and I will do this until I get back home and into the hearts of the ones I love.

I am telling you right now that this is the single most important lesson in this book: NEVER QUIT!

No matter what your circumstance, the most important aspect of survival is psychology. This, ironically, is the easiest and simultaneously most difficult part to teach, because it is the only thing that absolutely must come from within. As a survival expert and teacher, I can open doors to your own survival psychology, and I might even find a trigger to release a trap and allow some crucial part of you out, but at the end of the day, this is the one thing that you must find within yourself, and you must allow it to take control in the worst of situations. Most of my survival courses, since they are usually with regular folk and not woodsmen, take the form of helping students to find this key element within themselves—the “will” to survive. All of the other skills and  knowledge I teach are useless without it.

As we’ll discuss in this chapter, there are several elements you need to develop a strong psychology of survival—get prepared by learning and practicing the skills and knowledge offered here; build confidence that you’ll always make it; learn to face the negatives; always use your head and your heart; know the reasons why you must survive; and, of course, NEVER QUIT!

Preparation at
Fort Living Room

The general rules of life clearly state that if you’re ready for something, it won’t happen; and if you ain’t ready, it sure will happen! This phenomenon is sometimes called “Murphy’s Law” (or “Sod’s Law” in the UK) and I have found that it also translates perfectly into “Hawke’s Law of Survival.” So when I travel, I always have a little chuckle to myself thinking, “If this plane goes down and anyone survives, it probably won’t be me, but rather someone who wouldn’t even know how to use half my travel survival kit, providing they even thought to look for it, haha!” I’ll be the dead guy with all the handy stuff on his body, so search me well if you happen to be on my flight!

Okay, this gives you a feel for my sense of humor. You’ll see that I apply it throughout the book, and heck, throughout my life for that matter. You’d be surprised at how a sense of humor can benefit you in the worst of situations.  Look at it like this: it’d be pretty funny to survive a plane crash or boat sinking, and then die from lack of food or water! But look at the upside—either way, if you die fast, there’s no suffering; if you die of starvation or exposure, well, at least you had time to make peace with your maker. You see, either way and in all things, I suggest you always look for the positive, and don’t dwell on the negative any more than you need to in order to identify it and learn not to repeat whatever caused it. If something you’re doing or thinking ain’t fixing or improving your situation, it’s wasting your time. And the clock is always ticking towards your death, so don’t squander one moment in unproductive depression or self-pity or any of the other things that only serve to drain your energy without benefit.

Now, don’t get me wrong: of course you should take some time—after you’ve done all you can to handle the immediate disaster and are having a well-deserved and well-timed break—to give things a think, even have a cry. This is healthy if controlled, and even necessary for your psyche. We must mourn if we experienced loss, and usually with a survival situation, there is loss. Make peace with that concept. And accept the possibility that more anguish may be on the way—otherwise, you will fear it, and fear will beat you down faster than anything and spread like a virus. It will consume you in a heartbeat and even spread to others very quickly if you’re in a group.

That is why combat commanders cannot tolerate fear in the ranks. I have literally seen an entire battalion running in fear, to the point they attacked my troops in mad panic when we came to assist. Fear is that dangerous, and you should  view FEAR as your worst enemy in any survival situation. The way we as commanders manage it, is to keep the troops busy and productive. All that apparent “busywork” that soldiers always seem to be doing has a purpose—commanders are making sure the men don’t have time for fear to set in. You should do the same.

You see, most fear is a result of ignorance; it’s a fear of the unknown. By sitting down in Fort Living Room, right now, learning techniques and gaining confidence in your knowledge of what to do, you are putting yourself in a better position to handle a survival situation when you’re in a real hurt box. So, good on ya’!

Now, reading and thinking about it is better than nothing, but nothing is better than hands-on experience when it comes to the survival arts. So GET PREPARED by reading this book, trying many of the skills and techniques within, getting good at the ones that feel most natural to you, and practicing them every once in a while. This will give you the hard skills and confidence that will keep you prepared for anything. And that is the number-one way to fight fear—to know what to do.

I will refer to psychological and even spiritual concepts as we go. Some might not see this as befitting a down-and-dirty guide to survival. But let me dispel this myth right up front. In all my years of training and fighting, I have learned one thing is always true—human spirit is what counts the most when all else is equal and all else fails. It is what one believes in, including one’s self, which makes the difference between those who make it and those who don’t.

In fact, many of my best fighters have been fat old guys or  scrawny runt guys or lanky big guys who were flat-out brave in firefights and other dangerous situations. They used their head and hearts to compliment their skills. The only men I ever relieved for cowardice under fire, happened to be young, fit guys. The lesson to me was the reinforcement of that old adage, “You can’t judge a book by its cover.” I’ve seen more pretty-boy bodybuilders quit and more fat, skinny, short, tall, old, and young guys make it—always based on their heart and mind first and foremost. In a nutshell, attitude is everything.

No matter whether you are a man, woman, child, old, young, fit, or even disabled—I don’t give a rat’s butt, frankly—you can make it as long as you work on your basics, know what you want to live for, and never quit. Heart, Mind, and Skills (in that order!) vanquish fear. This is the key to survival.

So you didn’t grow up as an Eagle Scout. So what? Get over it! I ain’t a billionaire either, but I eat every day. And in a survival situation, even without tons of skills and experience, you can make do with a few basics and some common sense. The most important skill you can have and develop is simply good old-fashioned common sense. And before we get into what it takes to be prepared, let’s talk for a moment about not being prepared. As in Murphy’s Law of combat, you’ll likely find yourself in a survival situation right on the day you decide to go to the store to buy a bunch of survival stuff, haha!

Ultimately you need to be mentally prepared for the harsh realties of surviving. Death is real and a real possibility always. One of the big things I teach in all my survival classes  is that it ain’t a game; it ain’t TV or a movie; it’s real, and lots of folks bite the dust simply because they don’t comprehend this. It’s no joke, and it sure ain’t camping. The key is, if you find yourself in a bad situation and you have nothing:

You lock it in your head right now that you will survive, you will not quit, and even if they find your dead body, there will be no mistake that you were fighting the fight right to the end!

When you have nothing, this commitment is all you have, and, more times than not, this can actually be enough. My combat base camp has been overrun by the enemy a few times, and I’ve been in a lot of firefights, and there were days I could see the bad guys all around and the bullets were whizzing. At times I could even see some of them smiling, they have been that close, and I just knew in those moments that this was it, I would not see the end of this day, and like so many bodies I had looked upon, I wondered how they’d look upon mine. But despite all this, I kept on with my job and my mission, whether it was moving or rescuing or what have you. You don’t stop to think and let the fear get a grip, you just keep driving on and never quit. Keeping a grip on one’s courage has carried countless many through almost certain death in battle, and so it can serve you, too, in the battle for survival. I cannot repeat or stress enough the mantra: NEVER QUIT!

Of course the survival situation is quite a different reality than that of the combat soldier. However, the potential end result is the same. Dead is dead. And it is in this way that the psychology of survival is applicable both to soldiers and survivors.

Tools & Toys

Obviously, most survival scenarios happen instantly and without warning, so it’s unlikely that you will have any tools at all on your person to help you through. Or is it?

I always carry at least a minimal “survival kit” most places I go. I’ll discuss these in detail in Chapter 10. But for now, let’s look at some of the most practical survival tools—or “toys” as we sometimes call ’em—you should consider carrying whenever you travel.

COMMUNICATIONS

First and foremost is communications. Let’s face it, the best way outta trouble is the most direct and easiest—pick up the bat phone and call for the rescue limo service.

▪SATELLITE PHONES. Sat phones are the best thing to have when travelling above or across great expanses of wilderness. They’re not much bigger than a modern cellular phone. So, get a sat phone if you’re into flying, boating, or doing anything where you’re in remote areas on a regular basis. Heck, even if you’re going somewhere remote on a one-time basis, it’s good to borrow or otherwise get your hands on one. It could mean all the difference in the world should the unimaginable befall you. They’re not as expensive as one might think, but the usage rates can be. Of course, when it comes to life saving, it’s best to spend a bit if needed. Like all items in your survival kit, play with it and  make sure you know how to work it before you go. It’s also smart to know how to do it in the dark. Get into the closet or slap on a blindfold and practice. Sounds crazy, I know, but it works. Also, think about trauma, and protect it with a solid, waterproof, shock-resistant case.

▪CELL PHONES. I go with a service provider that covers the whole globe. I can get a signal in any major town anywhere in the world without switching service or falling off the radar. However, out in the hinterlands, I have found my major provider lacking. A good back-up plan is to either have a world phone and buy a local sim card in the area of your travels for a few bucks, or just buy a cheapo local phone as soon as you hit the ground in any country. Again, just being able to make commo might save your life. But do yourself a favor when you buy these phones or sim cards: take a second to ask how to dial for help. Even better, I line up three medical evacuation companies capable of air or sea rescue in the area and have three hospitals lined up with the best level of care for trauma and disease just in case, whenever I travel. And finally, while you’re doing your area study, look into who are the official SAR (Search and Rescue) folks in that neck of the woods. Good to know, better to make contact in case.

▪RADIOS. If I’m going to be somewhere for a while, and can carry extra gear, I always have an HF (High Frequency) radio. These can broadcast around the world with very little power and no license, and they operate in almost any weather. Now, there are some tricks to frequencies and  antennas, wave theory and propagation, etc., that throw people off. But it’s not as tricky as one might think to master the basics. They’re worth their weight in gold if you are going to operate somewhere remote. So, plan these into your supply list and get familiar with them. Much more on this later.

Next are the hand-held radios. There are some good ones now that combine GPS with radio and even help you find the other radios near you if you’re in a team on “walkietalkies.” These are great, but at best, they have a two-mile range. The marine band radios for sea only have about a five-mile range. So, while handy for daily operations, it’s not really something to bank on in a survival situation.

SIGNALS

There are all kinds of laser lights, strobes, beacons, transponders, flares, etc. on the market these days. It’s good to get something for daytime and night time signaling. There’s even a nifty watch that has a beacon transponder built into it. The key when it comes to signals is to do some research and find the ones best suited for your needs. I always look for size and weight first. The reason is simple: if it’s too big and bulky, it becomes cumbersome and eventually gets left behind. Murphys’ Law of Combat states: “The day you leave it behind, even after years of carrying it without use, will be the very day you need it most.” So, with that rule in mind, I try to carry everything all the time and that is why I go for size and weight as priority criteria. Always test these devices before you leave home.

KNIVES, TOOLS, AND OTHER GIZMOS

Everything you can get, and carry, is good. And anything is always better than nothing. But make it count. There are lots of products out there that I’ve bought and tried and found either to be wholly lacking or downright worthless! Much to my chagrin and surprise in some cases. So, I always like to experiment with new things, and first thing after I buy them, I actually try them. Don’t make the mistake of keeping it in the wrapper and thinking that’s the best way to keep it new and ready. Check it out.

I once bought a really cool fire starter, this impregnated-wax product. In the old days, we’d take cotton balls soaked in Vaseline and put them in foil, then in a ziplock baggie, and this made a good fire starter material for rainy days when you didn’t have a lighter or match. So, I thought, great, someone finally made a commercial version of it. I bought it, tucked it in my emergency rucksack and forgot all about it. A few months later I got tasked to do a TV show and we went to start a fire (the fire wasn’t part of the show, just cooking up some bugs and roots) so I tried the fire wax. Not only did it not work, I had to use other methods to start the fire, and after a few hours of cooking and eating and filming, when I put the fire out and went to sterilize the area, the dang thing was still there, completely intact, un-melted and not worth a darn. How bad would that have sucked if my life depended on it?

So, try new things, but TRY them after you buy them and before you need them!

And remember: keep it light. If you are stranded in a survival situation and have to walk out, that might make all  the difference in the world. We used to joke in Special Forces that we had 100 pounds of lightweight stuff. But guess what, it was still 100 pounds of weight in our rucksack, which we affectionately called, “the life-sucking tick.” Think light.

That’s all I’m going to go into at this point for gadgets and gizmos.

As for knives and tools, for every pro there is a con. A big knife is great for whacking down trees to make a shelter, a raft, a sled, etc. But, they not only make it really hard to do small stuff like make snares and traps, they can actually be dangerous.

The same goes for knives that are too small. These are great for most jobs around the camp for surviving, but they sure make it hard to build a shelter. Try for a middle ground. But knives are for another chapter, too. Just want to address the, ahem, “point” that they are a gadget to be considered. I have many different kinds to choose to carry. Some for when I’m in a suit, some for when I travel by air, some for when I do medical or communications work, some for when I go into heavy bush, or just field camping. I even have a specific one for when I walk the streets of London, as they have very strict laws about what you can carry. I learned about this the hard way when I was almost arrested for a one-inch locking-blade knife.

The number-one tool in survival is the knife. Always carry one or have one available and/or accessible. And learn a few ways to make or improvise different knives.

Whatever the size or quality—and quality is important when it comes to blades—I always make sure that one principle holds true for all of them, and that is that I have one!

The Positivity
of Negatives

Most folks will tell you that personality is the most important trait. Looks, smarts, strength, skills, all these are important, and contribute, but when it’s all said and done, personality is what matters most, as it is an outward observable manifestation of one’s attitude towards life and those in their life. So, it is in life, it is in death.

Your attitude towards your newfound survival situation—really, your potential demise and death—is going to be the dominant internal factor determining your mission success or failure. It will get you through more things than you can imagine.

But the external factors—the elements of your circumstance—will always vary. In this book, and in real survival situations, I refer to these as the Negatives. The negatives are part of your reality. There are always negatives in life, and rarely are they so immediate and significant as when one is truly surviving, facing the potential for death. So, I will always address the negatives, but note that I address them first, and then the positives. I do this for a reason. You must always face the negatives, and that means to acknowledge them, identify them, define them, and find ways to deal with them. You cannot negate or mitigate the negatives if you do not address them. Basically, you must confront your demons. No one can or will do it for you. To ignore or pretend they’re not there, to wish or hope they’ll go away, is to do nothing more than open the door and wait for them to do all that you fear. So, face your fears, stare them  right in the eye, and smile, saying, “Ahh, I know you’re there, and can get me, but not yet, not yet!” Then you count your positives—or in other words, your options—and take what seems to be the best of them at the time.

This is a key component of my survival philosophy—working effectively within your reality. I’ve seen people freeze in the face of fear and death. Very rarely has this served any good that I have observed. Both in street fights and in trauma when I worked as a paramedic, I have seen people freeze in some way, not willing to open their eyes. Although their eyes were wide open, they simply did not want to accept what was happening right in front of them and they froze.

You must not fall into this trap. The best and easiest way is to do some thing, almost anything, and it will snap you out of the shock and horror that beset you in the first place. When there is no one around to pimp slap you back to reality, you must do it yourself. Action is the answer.

I call this approach the “positivity of negatives.” Look for all the negatives you can find, and then figure out the best ways around them. When you do, you feel better because you have a plan, you have considered the negatives, you are aware of them, and you know what they mean or could mean. But now that you have calculated them and factored them into your plan, you’ve effectively neutralized your negatives! How’s that for survival algebra.

In essence, I am a “yes man.” I want to hear and see all the “no’s” and ask why and how? When I find out “why” I can’t do this or that, I then look for and find out “how” I can get to “yes.” In fact there can be only one answer: yes I can  survive, yes I will survive, yes I will try and do and go until I need not do any longer, yes, this I can do and will. Yes!
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Okay, the rest of the book will get more into basic stuff for those who don’t care to wax philosophical on the subject. I don’t sweat that too much, as everyone who has been and anyone who will be in a real survival situation, will find themselves touching the esoteric anyway; even if they are reluctant to indulge me here and now, they will later.

One of Murphy’s/Sod’s Laws is that there are no Atheists in foxholes. That means, when you’re in battle and bullets are flying, folks who do not believe in God or some spiritual entity by any name, tend to find themselves making prayers to someone or something when it looks like death is an imminent potentiality. And the same holds true for those surviving: all of a sudden, you figure out what matters to you most and what you believe in, if you hadn’t before. I’ve seen it happen plenty of times, so I don’t fret it when folks say to me, “Hawke, shut up about the philosophy; tell me how to survive.” Even though I am telling them the most important thing, I shut my trap, smile, and start talking about something else. . . . They’ll see.

Murphy’s Laws of Combat
and Hawke’s Laws of Survival

Let me share with you a few of Murphy’s Laws of Combat, as they’re extremely relevant to Hawke’s Laws of Survival. For you vets, these will remind you of the tickle you got the first time you learned them in practice. For those of you not familiar with them, they will give you a great insight into the realities of survival, since survival really is combat between you and nature, a fight to live. And nature is always stronger, you never defeat her, you only overcome her challenges. Respecting the laws of combat is tantamount to respecting the laws of nature. You will be better off for it in both instances.

MURPHY’S LAWS OF COMBAT (JUST A FEW, AS THERE ARE MANY)

• If it’s stupid but it works, it ain’t stupid

• No plan ever survives first contact with the enemy

• The enemy attacks on two occasions—when he’s ready, and, when you’re not

• No inspection-ready unit ever passed in combat, and no combat-ready unit ever passed inspection

• When you are short everything but enemy, you are in combat

• When the battle is going your way, you’re in an ambush or trap

HAWKE’S LAWS OF SURVIVAL (FOR STARTERS. . . .)

• Never quit

• Everything you plan and pack, will be lost in the event that causes the survival scenario

• Survival situations happen to those who haven’t studied, or have but aren’t ready

• The best-trained, most-equipped survivalist will be the first one killed in the crash

• The person least likely to survive will be the one left to face surviving

• When you lack everything but misery, you are surviving

• When you think you got it all handled, you’re in the biggest trouble

Instructors
& Instruction

The first rule about instructors and instruction is that no one owns the market on survival. It is innate in every living thing on the planet. Man has been doing this as long as we have existed, and it is inherent within each of us. Remember that.

Do not be misled by any claims to mastery of survival by anyone. Most people who teach survival have never been in a situation in which they had to survive or die. And most folks who have overcome a survival situation either never studied survival before, or, after their ordeal, never wanted any more to do with it.

I teach my style, which is simple and basic. Hawke Survival is for when you have nothing but a knife, the clothes on your back, your wits, and heart. (And if you don’t have a knife, you make one!) That is what I learned in those hard winters on the streets as a kid with no money, and I enhanced that education with much army and Special Forces training later. All the goodies are good, but what if you don’t have them? Then what? That’s what this book is all about: “Then what?!”

In all my hands-on survival training, I combine the techniques and methods and devices I’ve learned to impart the most practical information, along with my own influence and experience.

The US Air Force (USAF) has a great survival school. Since pilots have always flown across borders and risked being shot down, survival training has pretty much been a part of their preparation from the early days. But know this—their instructors start off as kids like any other military enlistee. No one is a born expert. These men and women go to a course, and then presto, they are instructors. Granted, if they get into their work and do it long enough, they become pretty good. But, USAF teaches a very different type of survival. Designed for pilots, with military survival items and that makes a huge difference. So, if you want to learn how to use lots of gadgets and travel with a vest full of military kit, this is great training. The premise is that a pilot need only survive until rescue, as most of the time his location and the time of his downing is known precisely. In short, a one- to three-day time frame is the key component of the USAF survival school mentality.

The US Special Forces (SF) is a bit different, in that they mostly use seasoned folks to teach their courses. (The British Special Air Service (SAS) and a few others fall into this category as well.) Some of their instructors are retired SF men who practice their trade as a passionate hobby when not instructors, so their practical skills are as sharp as their teaching skills.

The basic SF course was set up by a famous SF survivor and escapee, Nick Rowe, who spent five years as a POW in Vietnam. The focus of the course is geared toward actually living and operating behind enemy lines for extended periods, often with no gear, as an escapee, which is very different from USAF training for pilots who would have a vest full of the best government-issued survival stuff available.

Many of the early Army SF S.E.R.E (Survival, Escape, Resistance, and Evasion) instructors were POWs or escapees from internment camps during the cold wars. Many retired from active duty at the school and continued to teach long afterwards as civilians. This gives the graduates of USSF SERE school some distinct advantages in survival skills. But again, it is only a school, with limits on time and instruction. Like learning combatives, you can get a lot out of 30 days of training, but unless it is practiced and applied, it is just another course, just theory.

However, it should be pointed out that despite my obvious bias towards SF survival training, the SF training still often had instructors who only knew their own specific area of survival, and did not know many other elements. Furthermore, just because a man went through survival  school, does not make him a true expert on the matter. It just means he’s been through a pretty good course to give him some skills in case he ever needs it, yet most never do and therefore they cannot give you any idea of the reality of survival situations since they don’t know it themselves.

But in all Special Operations Forces (or SOF, a blanket name covering any unconventional force, and often mistaken for SPECIAL FORCES which is the unique elite force specializing in unconventional/guerrilla warfare) there are people who take an interest in a specific skill set and seek to develop that niche. Some focus on shooting or sniping; some get into scuba and underwater training; some concentrate on alpine or arctic knowledge; others specialize in skydiving; some become world class martial artists.

It is in this way that I took an interest in survival training. Because I had lived it as a kid, always scrounging and improvising to procure food, clothing, and shelter, this topic became my natural area of interest. And one thing I learned very quickly was that because we travel so much, to so many different locations on too short notice most of the time, it’s virtually impossible to really develop an in depth knowledge of all the factors in all areas—for example, which plants are poisonous, edible, and medicinal in every region of the world. In fact, one could spend a lifetime studying and earning multiple degrees in plant life and still make a fatal mistake and eat the wrong thing. So, it became apparent to me early on, that what was needed was a set of UNIVERSAL SURVIVAL PRINCIPLES that I could take with me anywhere and apply in any circumstances. This was to become the foundation of my core survival techniques.

Besides SOF trainers, there are many civilian instructors out there teaching great stuff. One of the advantages of a civilian instructor is that they usually have only one thing to focus on—teaching, learning, practicing survival. Most military folks do not have that luxury; they have other jobs and missions that require most of their attention and skills. But they have to learn and master to one degree or another, survival, as a potential reality in their occupation. Civilians need only to do one thing. Often in SF we went to a civilian to learn a particular skill, as he or she might have been the best mountain biker or alpine skier in the world, as that’s all they do. And often that civilian might have grown up in that specific area, know it inside an out, might even be a native or local tribesman and that’s great, especially if that’s where you want to learn your survival craft as that’s likely the only place you’ll use it. In these cases, I highly recommend going to local talent for local knowledge.

ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT

Another element I constantly encounter in the comparison of the civilian instructors to military instructors is the consideration of the land and animals. First off, many civilian courses teach to pack food, and otherwise eat roots, plants, nuts, and berries—now that’s all fine and good. But it takes an immense amount of knowledge to know which ones to eat in the first place, and it actually takes a ton of effort to attain these things, too.

The military teaches specifically to kill and eat animals. To kill takes some skill and work, but actually, far less than  finding and digging up the edible roots. Some plants can’t be eaten, or else. But most animals can be eaten. Also, some roots need to be boiled to get out the toxins. (Do you know which ones? You’d better!) Most meat can be eaten raw if eaten right away. Finally, the fat and protein of the animal will give you more bang for the buck than any root, fruit, plant, nut, or berry when it comes to nourishment for surviving. And so, we kill to live.

I am constantly surprised by the number of people who have never killed for their own food. Even though they are meat eaters at home, they flat refused to kill, like they are somehow better than that or above it. Let me tell you right now, survival is the great equalizer in that rich or poor, smart or not, if you don’t do what you have to do, you won’t live.

Unfortunately many civilian survival classes skip this piece of training, and that is a shame. If there is no killing, you are merely camping!

Another difference is that many civilian classes teach you to how pitch your tent and set up your sleeping bag. Now, I love my “wubby,” a.k.a. the army poncho liner, our equivalent to a lightweight sleeping bag, but more on that later. For now, I will say this, if you have a tent and bag, you’re camping! Survival is when you don’t have these things. How do you make a shelter or a blanket from the cold and wet environment? Bottom line, you chop a tree or kill some plants. Survival is brutal, make no mistakes about it. Like war, it is a fight to the death; something must die for you to live. Many civilian courses disapprove of this element of survival training, and do not want to harm the environment. And I agree, to a degree. I was raised with  many Native American ideals, and to live with nature is one of them. But I also know that man has always taken what nature has had to offer and used it for his needs. It is seen as a gift as long as it is respectfully done. Only take what is needed, and always being humble and thankful. But, cut a tree or kill an animal to survive nonetheless, this is the only way.

One superior element of SF survival training is that it teaches you to live off the land, specifically behind enemy lines where you may have to do so for long periods of time. We are schooled and constantly tested to understand one thing: we are there for the duration. If that war goes on for ten years and we can’t get out and they can’t get to us, we must be prepared to settle in for the long haul. If we do get out, most likely it will be by walking a mighty long way—like across the country, a few countries, or even a continent. What it means is that we learn to ration, to be constantly aware of surroundings, and to live behind the lines with trackers and dogs looking for us. So we live “small,” leaving as little a footprint as possible for them to track and find us as we know what awaits us if we’re caught.

However, such eco-minded survival—leaving no trace—is not for this book, and not for the lay person to consider when in a real survival situation. In that case, you want to leave as big a mark on the ground (or at sea) that you can, so that ground or air rescuers can see your mark. Heck, make it so that even a satellite will find you if it passes overhead!

What it all means is this: when I encounter people who don’t want to chop a small tree for their shelter in the cold, or they don’t want to kill a small mammal for their meal,  then I hand them a pencil and paper. I ask them, “Who is the most important person alive on this planet that you love and care for?” Then I tell them to write this letter:

“Dear Jonnie/Janie,

I love you very much, but I love this tree or this critter more than you, so, I refuse to kill it. Therefore, I will lay down here and die. But know that I love you, very much, just not as much as this rabbit or bush.”

They always chop or kill after that. . . .

So these are all the factors to consider when you are deciding what survival class and teacher you want to train with. One area where the military instructors tend to be a lot better is exactly the opposite of the localized instructors—they must be prepared to deploy and operate anywhere in the world, so they train to survive likewise. No one else does this, simply because they don’t need to do so.

Now, I’m not taking anything from anyone. What I am saying is that learning survival is the same as learning a martial art—you must learn what the differences are, then find the right art for you and the right instructor for that art. Consider that when choosing to further your education in survival. And no matter what you study, with whom, where, when, or how, the most important thing is to get out and do it. Go to your yard, do it in your house, go camping, pull off the roadside, anything—just go and do is the key.

Should I Stay
or Should I Go

The second key decision you will have to make after a tragic event leaves you in a survival situation is: Should I stay or should I go? (The first, of course, is: “Do I want to live, or am I gonna give up right now because it’s all just too much.” By now, you know the answer to that question. Hint: NEVER QUIT!)

Before you can start considering food, water, fire, shelter, and other necessities, you must first assess your immediate circumstances. If your life is in peril, you must remedy that condition. If someone else is in peril, too, and you assess that you can get them and yourself out at the same time, then do not hesitate to snatch them up and scoot. However, if you got a snapped arm, and they’ve got double broken legs, then it’s not heroism but rather foolishness to try and pull them and you out, if the plane is about to go over a cliff, for example. In the first moments, it’s all about heartbeat assessments and split-second decisions. Many folks can and will second-guess themselves later, but that is for then, not now. If you’re a fitness stud and conditions are right, go for the heroism. If you’re hungover, or sick, or otherwise weak, and you just know you can’t get them too, then get yourself out—otherwise, there is just one more dead person and that would be a tragic waste as you might have saved ten people later if you had lived. Now if your child or lover is in danger, and you’d rather not live without them, what the heck, go for it—do all you can to save them regardless of your position or the situation. Either way, your problems will be solved.

But once you have yourself and others out of immediate harm’s way, and you’ve treated yourself and others—as FIRST AID is the real first priority of survival—then you make the decision to STAY where you are and wait for help, or GO, evacuating the immediate area and looking for ways out.

This decision will determine everything that follows. What to bring, what to leave, what to use now, what to ration; these are all answered based on this one key decision—to stay or to go.

Now sometimes you won’t even have an option. If your ship sinks, you’re pretty much stranded right where it sunk unless you have a lifeboat. But without it, you’re stuck at the mercy of the seas, currents, winds, and other elements at play. In these cases, you just start working on improving your situation, seeking refuse, debris, other survivors, etc.

But when it is an option to stay or go, the general thinking is most of the time it is better to stay put. Especially nowadays when most aircraft, sea vessels, and other forms of transport are tied into radio, satellite, and navigation systems that tell others back in civilization where that transport is and where it isn’t, when it should have reported in, and when it didn’t make its last required communications.

For these reasons, most of the time, the right answer is to stay put. Even when you are alone in a broken down vehicle or at a campsite, these things have a larger footprint than a lone individual walking around by themselves. This means it will be easier for someone to find you if you are lost or stranded. Staying put near a crash site will highly increase the chances of being found and ultimately surviving.

In these cases, figure out what the priorities are. In most cases, water will be the very first priority, but, if you’re in a harsh environment, shelter might be the top priority. And if very cold or wet, fire might be more immediately important than water. But in all cases, make water a priority and when not number one, keep in mind that it is always a close number two unless you happen to have plenty of it on hand.

Of course, there will be situations in which you will come to realize that your best chances of survival will be to pack up and start walking. In some cases, the place you’re at will be so inhospitable that extended survival there doesn’t seem likely. In other cases, you may do all you can to survive for several days or even weeks at the scene of the disaster while hoping that rescuers are on the way, and then finally decide that no one is coming to save you, in which case you would have to seriously consider making a plan and heading out to find your own rescue.

Whether you stay or go, the priorities of survival remain the same. The constants are: shelter, water, food, and fire. Their order is variable, but these factors are not. Remember the acronym: S.W.F.F. In other words, you need to think and act “SWiFFly” in all things survival.

We’ll discuss these things in detail in each specific chapter. For now, it is enough to know that you must make a decision early on to stay or to go. The rest of your dramatic story will unfold and be told as you go from that fork in the road.

Reason
to Survive

Let’s go back once again to very first question you will have to answer when facing death: “Do I want to live? Do I have what it takes to do whatever it takes to make it out of here alive?”

In fact, you will probably find yourself asking that question more than just once, until you either die or get rescued. As I said before, survival ain’t a TV show. It’s real, just as your potential death is extremely real. And the challenges you will face in a survival scenario—mentally, physically, and spiritually—are greater than anything you could ever imagine. That’s exactly why you need to draw on things from within yourself that trump every one of the obstacles you will come across.

Mentally, picture your spouse back at home. Picture your child, your parents, your siblings, all the people you love. Make a pact with them that you will do everything in your power and then some to keep yourself alive and get home to them safely. Draw energy and strength and commitment from them. Though you may be in the darkest place imaginable, they can be a beacon to keep you going.

Physically, trust your body to take on all you ask of it and more. The human body—and especially the mind/body connection—is capable of accomplishing vastly more than the average person imagines. As I’ve said before, some of the most successful soldiers I’ve experienced have been of the fat, skinny, too tall, or too short variety. But they fought with all their heart and got more out of their bodies than could  be expected. There will be plenty of moments during your ordeal in which you think you’ve reached the end. Ignore those thoughts and push through it—and don’t be surprised when your body actually delivers what you ask it to do. When you feel pain or you’re extremely tired or starving or dehydrated or generally depleted physically—and you just want to stop and sit down, or lay down and go no further—tell yourself: “Keep Going!” Your body will respond, you will keep going around each new obstacle until, hopefully, you turn a corner and find rescue.

Spiritually, some pray to their God for help. Others speak to something like the Native Americans’ “Great Spirit.” Others simply ask Mother Earth for protection. And some start to pray to God even if they never have before. Whatever your beliefs, now is a good time to tap into them and use them for support as you work your way through the ordeal. Throughout time people have reported gaining amazing advantage through mysterious powers. Now, I’m not going to preach about God or the spirit world, but in a survival situation, I’m all for someone going to God or gods or spirits or what have you for help, strength, and the power to go on.

Whatever it takes for you to keep trying to make it, works for me and should work for you. Use your innate powers of the physical, mental, and spiritual in every way you can to drive home to yourself the number one point of survival: NEVER QUIT!

Plan Man versus
Semper Gumby

Always make a plan, no matter what. It gives you (and others, if present) a starting point. It helps you to keep focused and on-track when things happen to confuse or interrupt your efforts.

But remember Murphy’s Law: No plan survives first contact with the enemy. The same is true for you in a survival situation. Rarely will anything you plan work out just the way you think or envision. In fact, it is best to plan on having numerous changes in the plan!

What I have found—and this helps me when I get frustrated or thwarted in my endeavors—is that when things aren’t going my way, it is often because I need to stop, step back, re-think it, and find a better way or solution. If I’m working too hard, usually it means I’m doing it wrong.

Secondly, I’ve seen over time that when things don’t go according to my plan, it usually ends up turning out far better than I could have ever hoped by revising the plan on the fly and doing what I need to do in the moment. So when things don’t go right, I try not to get too upset and don’t take it to heart; I simply back up, give myself and the situation some space and time, and things just work themselves out.

So, the bottom line is to always make a plan, and have a plan, but to never expect that plan to work out exactly the way you expect. Do your best and do all you can, rest and relax when you must, and things will be alright. There is nothing more you can do than all you can do, then, let go and be flexible.

You probably know the famous 1960s claymation cartoon called Gumby. And you probably didn’t know that the name became part of an oft-chanted exclamation by US Marines whenever a planned changed, which was nearly always in war time: “Semper Gumby!” This makes sense, as their motto is Semper Fidelis, or shortened to Semper Fi, which means “Always Faithful” in Latin. So, in the humorous way of soldiers, always with a bit of bite, Semper Gumby means “Always Flexible,” just like Gumby since he’s made of clay and can be stretched into anything one can imagine.

So, make a plan, but always remember, “Semper Gumby!”

And when it comes to initial decisions and moves, remember the acronym “D.A.P.R. S.o.G.” In other words, “Dapper before SOGgy.” This relates to four elements:

▪DANGER: Get out of harm’s way, and get others out of harm’s way if you safely can.

▪ASSISTANCE: Provide first aid to yourself and others.

▪PRIORITIZE: Assess the situation and prioritize the SWFF constants (shelter, water, fire, food).

▪REALITY: Decide to stay or go.

Ration and plan for the long haul, no matter what your circumstances and decisions, as it is the case more times than not that folks are stranded far longer than they ever anticipate. Whether you opt to stay at the site or make a move, rationing is the smart move.

Ancient Chinese Wisdom:
Expectation Is the Source
of All Unhappiness

I have one more thing to say along the lines of the “foo-foo” philosophy of survival according to Hawke. And it’s about expectation.

Some people expect people to give them things, like they are owed by the world for no other reason than being born. Some people expect people to sacrifice for them without reciprocation. They expect that even if everyone else dies, they will get out. Some call these people winners, but I call them takers.

Some people expect to have to share, they expect have to lose something just because it is the way and it happens. They even expect to die in some cases. Some folks call these people losers, but I call them givers.

These are very critical points to understand about humans if you find yourself in any survival situation with people other than yourself. “G&T.” That’s the quick label to help you figure out who’s who and how they’ll likely jump in a pinch. Givers and Takers are who you’ll be with—know the difference.

Again, there are no easy answers, not black or white on grey and shades in between. Both have their merits and faults. The key is to recognize them in others and yourself and work with these natural traits, not against them. That is to go against nature, and the number one Hawke principle of survival is to accept the ways and go with the flow of nature.

One of the fundamental keys to your survival is to not  expect anything.

Do not expect to be rescued; you will only be let down, disheartened, and disillusioned if it doesn’t come to pass. Do not expect to have any creature comforts; you will only become angry, frustrated, and fatigued when you don’t have them. Do not expect that anything will go right or go your way or be easy; you will only lose interest, drive, and motivation at every corner when they don’t.

Expect nothing. Expect no one to do anything for you. Expect no one to find you. Expect not to live. This is your reality. You must accept this and live in this very moment this way. To expect to get out and walk away is to fear the opposite if it happens. To fear is to freeze, and to freeze can be the very thing that causes what you fear to happen.

The point of this Asian concept is to live right here, right now, in this present moment.

If you see a poisonous snake, do not expect it to pass you by without striking, but rather see it for what it is at that very moment—a potentially deadly threat to your life in that exact instant. Then, look at it for what it is—simply an animal with a purpose, to weed out the weak animals in its environment, and to survive itself. Its intention is merely to live, the same as yours. It does so by killing, same as you will need to do.

Simply living in the moment without expectation allows you not to fear but to see the potential to make the most of the situation and maximize its potential. Without fear of death or expectation of being left alone, you merely strike the animal and make it a meal. You’ll never know if it was going to strike you or not. You don’t live in the past or future of “what ifs”, you only live in the here and now, without  expectation, only action or inaction.

Expectation is different than hope. Hope for everything. Believe in yourself. Dream of your return to better times, see it and envision a happy ending. Do this in the slow moments, or the quiet, cold, wet, or hot moments when you can do nothing else but think. But then, when that time has passed and it’s time to work or move, put those thoughts away and hold no expectations of their fruition. Keep all of these alive and within you, and nurture them every day and re-kindle them when doused, so as to never let them fade and pass. BUT DO NOT EXPECT.

As the ancient Chinese wisdom says, expectation is the source of all unhappiness. It is true. It is a false seed that will not bear fruit. Do not plant it; do not let it take root. Rip it out if it does begin to grow in you, and do this with a vengeance.

Expect nothing. Hope for everything.

REMEMBER: Choose Life; Kill to Live; be DAPR before SoGgy; think SWFFly; and above all, NEVER QUIT!

This is all I have to say on Survival Psychology. Now let’s do stuff!



Chapter 2:

Shelter



 

Easiest first is the rule for shelters.

Look around you and make what you have work for you. If you have a broken down vehicle, aircraft, sea vessel, or any wreckage or building debris, use it.

Be very aware that building a shelter takes time, and a good one takes some work and therefore energy—especially to make it windproof and waterproof. If you are lucky enough to have all that sorted out for you, or if you’re in such a pleasant climate that you can do without, then maybe you would consider not even making a shelter. Forget that! In the best of conditions, I still recommend using something for cover. Weather can change quickly, night temperatures may be very different than daytime temperatures, and most of all, you never know what critters and creepy crawlers are about.

Just don’t risk it.

And don’t fool yourself by thinking you’re tough and try to suck it up and go without a shelter. I read in a book once where a guy slept in the snow, so I tried sleeping out in the cold one night without anything but my clothes. . . . I was sick with a cold for a week, ha!

Thinking you’re tough is foolish thinking. Preserve your health and energy like a precious jewel. It is your life savings at this point, and it just might be what saves you. Guard it in all you do, and let common sense and concern for unnecessary risk be a major factor in all your decision-making criteria.

So, first use what you have. If you don’t have a ready-made shelter, use what is readily available in your surroundings to make the easiest thing first. Of course, the situation dictates. If you need to keep dry from the rain or heat or snow, cold, and wind, then do what you need, but just past the minimum is what I recommend the first night. You will have plenty of other things to do.

▪THE TIME FACTOR Give yourself at least one hour to make a minimal shelter if you have good stuff around you. If there’s not much around, give yourself two hours. Shelters take time to build. Build time into your plan. If it’s early morning, great, you have time; if it’s afternoon or evening, move shelter higher on the priority list. Even if you have something for shelter already, get in it and test it before dark. I’ve had great shelters in cars, dumpsters, hallways, caves, and in bushes, but at times still had a bad night of sleep because I was too confident in a particular shelter, and little things like a few holes or lumps caused me more grief than I bargained for.

I have also taken all day to make a very good shelter, but only after I had food and water sorted out. In some shelters I have slept as good as I ever have in any bed anywhere. In these I took the time to get it off the ground and protect it well from wind and rain and critters, and made sure that I was well padded and covered while inside. With every shelter, be sure to gather lots of cushion for sleeping and lots of leaves and foliage to cover yourself for warmth.

But on Day One, you need only to create a shelter that’s just good enough. Otherwise, hydrate, eat, keep dry, tend wounds, make fire, make tools, make signals, or do anything productive if there is plenty of daylight once you’ve made the shelter.

▪OTHERWISE, SLEEP! Sleep as much and as long as you can the first night. You have likely just gone through hell. You are more tired than you know, and scared, afraid of the uncertainty of your situation. This is normal. Everyone is concerned when they are not in control. But you can control yourself.

Start by getting rest, or “recovery.” It is necessary for your machine, your body, to have down time to recover its strength and maintain its health. Do not underestimate the power of sleep to do this, and do not neglect it as a mandatory part of your planning in all phases.

It is a fact that airborne troops who parachute into a tactical scenario are often at just fifty percent of their fighting capacity when they arrive, as compared to ground troops who were transported by other means. This is because the airborne troops went through hours of strenuous preparation and then a stressful jump where risk of death is real for every jumper, every time (I personally have broken my back and neck, dislocated my femur, and cracked ankles during jumps). And that adrenaline surge takes a tremendous toll on your mental and physical reserves of energy.

The kind of event that leads to a survival situation is also usually an adrenaline surge. So your energy stores must be replenished, and the only way to do that it by sleep.

I know it doesn’t sound like tough-guy thinking, but sleep is imperative to your survival.

If you’re fatigued, you’ll likely pass out until daylight wakes you; if not, you’ll likely find the first night to be the longest, and that works on people’s heads. Just remember: the first night is the roughest, and odds are good that the rest won’t be like that. So, do not let yourself become demoralized during the next day, and instead, focus on remedying the situation by making your shelter good enough to ensure you get a good night’s sleep the second night. The whole world will seem better to you after that.

▪STAY OR GO? After you’ve rested you can make a more informed decision to stay or go. If you decide to go, then having spent too much time on a shelter would have been a waste of time and energy, and one that could cost you dearly later. This is another reason why you should only make a just-better-than-needed shelter for the first night.

Also, even if you do decide to stay at your location, you might find your actual shelter site might not be the best one available in your immediate vicinity. You might be in an opening to the prevailing winds, or be open to a trickle of water if the rains pour.

So, SCOUT! If you’re staying put, scout around and see what you have available. I call it shelter shopping. If I can find me some super digs that are already dug, I am all about being lazy. I’ve only ever found one great cave—that is, that a critter hadn’t already made home. But I’ve found lots of natural holes, indentures, or concave pieces of terrain suitable for building up into a nice low-level hooch. And I’ve found many nicely leaning trees, large-rooted trees, and well-placed boulders, all good for turning into a nice shelter.

If you decide you need to go, as you walk, always be on the look out for a good deal, that bargain shelter waiting for you to pay a visit.

I have stopped a long trip short simply to exploit a nice target of opportunity when it comes to shelters. If you’re making a movement, you have no real idea how long you’ll be going. I always plan for a long time, so I get my head around the fact that “I’m here . . . until I’m not.” So when I see Nature offering a nice natural place for shelter, I accept her courteous offering graciously. Like in POW survival, it’s all about small victories. Every little break Mother Nature gives you, bask in it and enjoy.

Bottom line, the function of a shelter is to protect you from the elements when necessary, and to protect you while vulnerable during sleep. Its quality level will affect your sleep, which in turn will affect all your decisions, judgement, and reaction time.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR SHELTERS

▪THE BASICS. First of all, let me say that there is no exact “right way” to build a survival shelter. You will be making your shelter out of the materials available to you, and so each shelter you build will look different. However, there are basic principles that you should know and practice that will enable you to make fine protective shelters in practically any environment, regardless of what tools or resources you may or may not have. Some terms describing the most basic shelters include A-frame (a stick frame shaped like the letter “A”), tepee (shaped like a common Native American tepee and made from sticks and foliage), and lean-to (basically, a wall of sticks built on a leaning angle to protect from elements). You can also burrow out a shelter, make a shelter from rocks or logs, dig into snow, and so on. Let’s get into the details. . . .

▪BOX OF ROCKS. That is, do not be as dumb as a box of rocks and sleep on rocks! They’re too hard and will cause body parts to fall asleep resulting in aches and pains that may wake you or cause pain the next day. They’re also too cold, and will zap your energy and you’ll wake up fatigued. Be careful in the desert, as rocks feel warm by day but by night get very cold. It’s also wise not to sleep under rocks, either. I’ve seen big rocks fall for no reason, like they waited a millions years just to fall when I was around. And critters like to get in there under low-hanging rocks, sometimes the dangerous kind.

▪GET OFF THE GROUND. The first rule in all cases, really, is to get off the ground. I always look to the trees for shelter first when I need shelter fast. It gets me off the ground and keeps me safe from most things—flash floods, mean beasties, and bad bugs. No shelter is perfect, and there is always risk of something like a snakes or insect, but rarely is this more likely in a tree than on the ground.

In a worst-case scenario where you have no tools or little time, simply find two good branches—one to sit on, straddle, or otherwise hold you up, with another one close enough to wedge yourself in so you won’t fall out. And then let the rest of your body lean against the base of the tree. I call this “airplane sleeping.” You’re high up, and you can almost sleep, but not quite, like in the economy seats on airplanes.

But it will get you off the ground, provide you some shelter (if it’s bushy enough, and not too windy or rainy), and it is safer than nothing unless you’re so high that a fall would be harmful or fatal. In any case, it’s wise to use a belt or shoe strings or an extra item of clothing to “tie in” so you don’t fall completely. For one example, you can tie your arms or legs together and, if you should fall, the tug will hold you up while you quickly respond. It’s up to you to picture and figure out the best way to tie yourself into the trees that you choose; I’m just giving you the basic principles.

▪IMMEDIATE ACTION DRILLS. I always rehearse my “immediate action drills,” or IADs, before I go to sleep. If in a tree, I practice a few times, preferably before dark, by reaching and seeing where I’d grab if I fell this way or that. So if something happens or gives way, my response will be rehearsed enough that I’ll react appropriately and immediately, even from a dead sleep.

I practice IADs if sleeping on the ground, or in a cave or rock shelter, or anywhere for that matter. I imagine what could happen, make a plan, rehearse it in my head, and practice it if it’s something that requires a physical response. It’s a good starting point for any exigency.

I also always have some sort of weapon for defense, whether it’s a stick or rock or something else, and I rehearse reaching for it and using it, so that if I’m disturbed from slumber, something is going to get a strong and painful response.

So, tie in and rehearse IADs before going to sleep.

▪BUILDING A TREE SHELTER. When picking a tree or trees, I first look to see if it is easy in and out, or in this case up or down. All things considered, I try to find an easily climbable tree with a nice fork of two very strong branches so I can lay some other branches between them as a platform—and now I have a pretty good start point for a shelter. It helps to lash these branches down before building up on them. I also look for a nice third branch as my roof center-piece, above. The height of your shelter off the ground will be dictated by the trees you find, but ideally you’ll be at least shoulder height, and not so high that a fall would be fatal.

If I’m among trees that are simply too big, too high, or just not right for a shelter, I look for groves of smaller trees, ideally three or four close enough together that I can, again, lay some other small log-like branches across their branch joints near the base to give me a platform off the ground.

Think of these strong branches laid across as your bed frame. Try to make them as level as possible. Using the trees’ forks in this way will save you from having to make and apply lashings, which is especially handy if you don’t have any.

Also, don’t be self-restricting in your preconceived ideas about how things should look. If you can’t make a square bed like back home, maybe because you only have 3 trees close together, then make a triangular bed and sleep curled up. Or if you have many trees, like five or six, but they can be linked together by your branch poles, then make that situation work. Getting yourself off the ground and on a fairly flat platform upon which you can rest safely is the key. Outside of those two criteria, there are no limits to what you might make and no number of drawings can cover all the possibilities.

Once I build my bed frame, whatever its shape, I lay more branches in between and parallel to the outer structure. Think of these as the slats for the bed frame. Then I put down lots of soft bushy stuff for my mattress, actually about two-feet thick since much of the green stuff will mat down as I sleep on it and none of the slats I laid will be exactly flat and smooth.
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Tree shelter

I then fashion a roof in the same manner. Use the higher-up branches to lay slats and cover, if available, and if not, you can make a pyramid roof by angling long loose branches starting from the four corners of your platform and connecting at the center point above. Leave the open side away from the wind direction as best you can, and stack as much foliage as possible on the roof as the more there is, the less chance of wind and rain getting in.

The main concepts for the tree shelter are that it’s off the ground, you have a strong platform, and there’s a decent overhead cover. A lot of times it will end up looking just like a bird’s nest, but these things are easy to build, require nothing but the trees around you, and they’ll protect you and help you sleep well. The only thing is that they do take time, so make time.

▪SWAMP BED. A swamp bed is sorta like the tree shelter, except instead of using standing trees as the “legs” that hold your platform, you create the legs by hammering three or four logs into the ground and then creating a platform frame on those. Many survival books encourage you to build these, but I’m here to tell you now, that is a nice fiction. Unless you have incredible tools or amazing strength to drive the log-legs into the ground, they will give and sway sideways until you end up on the ground—exactly where you don’t want to be. You will also be more depleted from all the effort needed to make it in the first place.

▪GROUND-BASED SHELTER. Let’s say you don’t have trees nearby, or they’re so huge or tiny that they won’t work for shelter purposes. No problem! The ground is where most mammals live, and so can you. Just get comfortable with the idea and apply common sense to your situation.

So, we’re on the ground, but we’re not. We want to get ourselves as separated as we can from the ground. If we have to find logs, rocks, piles of vegetation, even a stack of flat cacti can be used (make sure you tamp down the spikes if your boots are solid and the spikes aren’t too long and hard!). After you’ve laid down your sticks or logs or rocks, soften the base by covering it with sand or topsoil or more vegetation.
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Ground-based shelter

There are no limits to what you might find and use; the key is to look at everything around you as a resource and see it not for what it is and what you know of it, but for what you need and how it can be made to serve your purpose. Survival situations are all about imagination and creative problem solving. This is why I find it one of the best ways to teach leadership and family counselling as it forces you to search for new and different ways to solve common problems.

Once you’ve got the platform laid out, start to fashion walls and a roof—IF you have the time, energy, and materials available. (You can just sleep right on the ground platform if necessary.) Again, many survival sources instruct you to build a classic “A-frame” structure, which is all well and good. In reality, anything you can come up with that makes sense in your surroundings, works. Now, the A-frame is simple to make. Start by angling two long branches from the ground up (about three to five feet apart), meeting at a center point a few feet off the ground, and lash them together, creating what looks like the letter “A.” This is the front end of the frame where you get in. Then make another “A” for the back of the shelter. Then lash one end of a long thick stick to the top of one A, and the other end to the top of the other A, and you’ve got the basic structure. Then lay many sticks on an angle from this top beam down to the ground on either side, and cover with as much foliage as you can find.

Remember that you can also use existing trees, rocks, ledges, and anything else to help create walls and a roof above your platform—just make sure you SCOUT the area and make best use of all resources available.
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A-frame shelter

Once you’ve got the platform and walls/roof set, if you’re in a cool climate, fill your hooch to overflow with leaves and burrow into them; it’s kinda like a big comforter blanket, and will do much to keep you warm and make you feel cosier. If you’re in a really hot spot, try to give yourself more space in your hooch for air flow, like a higher roof or wider walls or edges, so the breeze can get in and you don’t trap your own heat.

▪ON, NOT IN. On the ground is typically better than In the ground for numerous reasons. First, if it rains, you likely won’t be flooded out. Second, creepy crawlies just naturally seem to find holes in the ground, and you don’t wanna wake up with bug bites or worse. Next, the ground is colder and more wet if you dig into it, not usually a plus for the survivor. And finally, the biggest factor—it takes hard work and energy to dig into the ground! Ask any infantryman who has had to dig a trench, only to pick up and move out shortly thereafter. And without a decent tool, this can be a very tasking endeavor. So, unless you have the tools, time, strength, and necessity, it is better to go on the ground. But of course, there are exceptions. . . .

▪IN, NOT ON. If it is excruciatingly hot or cold, try to get into the ground. Usually in such environments the ground tends to be very hard, so look for the soft spots.

If you are in a desert area that is all sand dunes, you’re in a bad place. Be exceedingly frugal with all energy and make conservative decisions. The key is to save water, so, dig into the sand to get to a little cooler spot and then use something to shade you from the sun. Even if you have to get naked to use the clothes on your back as the layer that separates you from the sun, do it. Make a small hole, lay your cloths across it and put more sand on the edges to hold them in place, then get into the hole and rest by day and work or move by night.

In a non-sand-dune desert environment that is also extremely hot by day and cold by night, dig in. Fortunately, most deserts have a rich variety of terrain. So, again, scout about, find an area that is more sandy or soft and dig in there. Always try to use a tool if you can to prevent scratches and small injuries which could lead to infection easily and quickly.

In cold mountains environs, like mountains or forest, look for areas covered in snow to dig a cave. Do so right away—as heat will surely cook you, cold will quickly freeze you. Get out of it. Just digging into the snow and burrowing in will be surprisingly warmer than the outside air around you. Also try to put something between you and the snow; as your body warms it, you’ll get moist if not in waterproof clothes. When all else fails, at least keep your torso dry and head warm.

If there isn’t enough snow to burrow into, but there is some, then try to fashion it into some form of shelter, like an igloo or a couple walls with sticks and branches on top. I’ve found igloos are hard to make without a snow shovel to cut nice blocks. But you can make large snowballs, place them as you would bricks, and then fill in the holes and gaps with snow and pack it in. I find a pyramid shape works best because, as you stack your walls, each one a little closer in, the last row of snowballs will make your roof.

But again, this takes time and, without gloves, it can be very difficult. So, weigh out the time and energy expenditure with the value added you expect. If planning to hold tight for a spell in the cold, it might be worth cold hands the first day while the strength is good to make a snow hooch.

Again, the point here is if you don’t have a shelter or something to make a shelter with, and it’s really cold, don’t stay on the ground—get into it. It will give more warmth as it reduces your exposure to wind and precipitation. In the worst-case scenario, just scrape a burrow into the snow, lay in it, and cover up. This will buy you some time to rest and regroup. Then decide if you need to build up or move out.

▪TIME TO ACT. It sounds hateful, but when you’re really surviving, everything is out to kill you. Remember that in all things. Always take a moment to think and question before you take an action. What could go wrong? Can I do this in a better way? Do I really need to do this at all, or are there other options? When you have time, take time!

Now, if you don’t have time, then make a decision and go hot! Often in urgent circumstances, where time is not an option, some decision is better than no decision. I can not tell you how many times in operations I have seen a person die unnecessarily because someone couldn’t figure out whether to start an IV, apply a tourniquet, or dress a wound. Sometimes, because people are in shock, afraid, or busy trying to call for a medic, they simply don’t apply common sense and reach down and plug the hole to stop the bleeding, then do whatever else needs to be done. And in survival, the same thing applies—more times than not, inaction to an immediate need will cause more harm or loss than a poor action, but action nonetheless. In other words, you might spill a lot of water by trying to catch a falling bucket, for example, but you will lose all the water if you don’t try to reach for it.

▪THINK ABOUT “SITTING.” This is another handy acronym that relates to survival shelters, and it makes sense since “sitting” is something you’ll be doing a lot of inside it—sitting, thinking, working, planning, doing, and making things.

“S” is for “shelter.” Always find, build, and use one based on your environment.

“I” is for “improvise.” Use wreckage if available, and improvise all other materials from what’s around you.

“T” is for “trees.” Always look to trees for shelter, whether as a quick sleep spot, as a frame with two or three trunks, or in a cluster.

“N” is for “nature.” Use all that Nature provides, including caves, holes, logs, fallen trees, ditches boulders, foliage, dirt, rocks, and so on.

“G” is for “ground.” Make a platform on the ground at least, as a last resort, and go underground in extremes.

Now let’s look at typical survival shelters in specific environments.

JUNGLE

The best types of shelters are the store-bought kind that are a combination of a hammock, rain fly roof, and mosquito net. There are great lightweight ones available on the market. Of course, if you’re in an unplanned survival situation, you won’t have this. But if you’re travelling into, over, or through a jungle region, it’s good to pack one of these in case. The concept is that these set the standard for you to strive for as you go about improvising your own shelter in the jungle environment.

Tents simply are not a good idea in real jungle as it’s hard to find a clear, level, dry place to put one down. Any rain or critters pose more of a hazard to tent shelters as well. Best to think hammock and get off the ground.

But when it comes to jungle survival, I find old-fashioned is best. I go for the jungle trio “HiPiN” (Hammock, Poncho, Net)—and I prefer these to be separate units. For hammocks, I prefer the old-fashioned US Army jungle hammock. Not because it’s the best; in fact, I often get a snag or button caught in the netting during the night. But I prefer them for their multipurpose utility. I can make them into a rucksack for carrying things or a litter for a wounded person or a trap for animals or a net for larger fish. They just make a good generic tool for a lot of uses. But I mostly use them as a bed, as opposed to the “survival” nets which can be used for everything and a bed, but they don’t make the best bed, as they’re not primarily a bed. Best to have a true bed that can also do other things, than to have a multi-purpose tool that serves as a bed secondarily.

I also like my rain fly to be separate. Again, I prefer the US Army poncho. The reason is the same as with the hammock: I can use it as a poncho for shelter against wind, rain, and sun; I can make a raft or a huge water-catcher with it; I can use it to smoke meat; and any number of other uses.

The general rule in survival packing and planning is to get the most use for the least weight and space.

Most of the expensive specialty items that are designed for one specific thing offer less practicality when surviving, as the basic day-to-day needs of a human require many implements to fulfill. Therefore, your best tools are those you can rely on to handle a variety of jobs.

If I’m going to take the time to buy, pack, and carry stuff, I want to make sure I really get all I can out of it. And so it goes with my mosquito net. I like a separate mosquito net as I can use it in so many ways. Besides being a must-have item for sleeping, it can be used as a bird trap or a fish net. Sometimes you can get enough tiny minnows in them to make a nice simple meal all by itself.

Sometimes it’s so sweltering hot and humid, that poncho is just a huge heat retainer. If it’s not pouring rain, I’ll skip the poncho and just spread the skeeter net and have a bug-free slightly cooler jungle night’s sleep. Let’s say it’s late, dark, and I’m too tired to build the three-part jungle hooch of poncho, hammock, and net. Then I will use the net as insulation, the poncho as a blanket to protect from rain and bugs, and the rolled-up hammock as a pillow—I’ve had many decent nights’ sleep this way.

▪JUNGLE SHELTER WITHOUT GEAR. Now if you don’t have any gear, it gets back to the beginning on shelters—take to the trees.

The swamp bed comes to mind here. But the smart way is the easiest way that works. Don’t bother with the classic method of making a swamp bed described above. Instead, take three smaller sticks/logs about one-foot long each, hold them in a bundle, and tie them with cordage (shoe string, ripped cuffs off your pants, natural material, whatever is available) and make one lash and a granny knot. When securely fastened, open the sticks like a tripod and place them down on the ground. Make four tripods and you got a swamp bed stand that you can take with you. These will set on the ground sturdily, no force needed, and they’re easy to adjust as well. Once the four tripods are down, lay two long “poles” (branch, limb, thin log, etc) lengthwise onto the tops of the tripods, and two shorter poles as your width, and then lay slats, and then lay foliage to lay on and under.

As for the lashings needed to put this all together, if you have no manmade cordage available, find some flexible vines, or pliant young sapling branches, or tough longer roots of small trees or plants, and wrap them into bundles; these should hold as a temporary lashing. It all takes a bit of feeling it out, but that’s what it takes. Some getting used to your environment, opening your mind to your new surroundings, and taking in what is available to you and seeing how you can make it do your will.
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Swamp bed

If you have nothing, and it’s dark, or you’re zapped of energy, you can always grab a few large-leafed plants and make a sort of blanket over yourself while leaning against the dry side of a tree. Try to find a tree that rises on a bit of an angle, and always look above for loose branches that may fall. Be sure and lay a lot of foliage underneath you for that ever-important elevation, and you’ll make it through the night.

▪THE BENEFITS OF BAMBOO. Of all the great materials the jungle offers with which to build impressive structures, bamboo has to be the all-time best thing growing out there in nature—always be on the lookout for it. Not only can you make a bed or shelter from bamboo, you can also make utensils, weapons, canteens, pots, pans, cups, and more—heck, you can even EAT it! In short, you can do almost anything with bamboo. It’s even great for starting fires. So, if you find a clump of bamboo growing, it’s a good idea to consider making a home nearby as you’ll have plenty of supplies in the store for building.

One of the coolest uses of bamboo is to make a rain-gutter roof. To do this, split a number of bamboo shafts in half, and lay them all tightly together with the curved part facing up. The shafts should be vertical to the ground; not horizontal. Then lay other halves on top so that one edge is sitting in the groove of the upward facing pieces on either side. This make a wonderful waterproof roof in that most of the rain is blocked by the bamboo and then caught in the upward facing cups of the first row, allowing the water to run down to the edge.

It’s important to make the roof plenty long so that the rain falls off the edge far enough away from you. I prefer a lean-to type roof as they’re faster and easier to build. I make it at least two feet more around the edges than I need, and have it sloping downward in whatever I think is the best direction to block the rain.

If it’s rainy season, and you’ll be holing up for awhile at your site, best to make an A-frame roof with your bamboo, and lay one long fat piece of bamboo across the top to keep the rain from coming down the middle. You should also consider improvising a gutter to channel rain away from you and into some water-holding vessel. Even if it’s just a hole you scraped out with a stick and then line with leaves to make a reservoir, it’s a good way to save water and energy.

Bottom line in the jungle: you need to get off the floor, mind the bugs, and do all you can to stay dry. Think of these things when it comes to shelter building.
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Bamboo roof with gutter

DESERT

The desert is a funny place. It can be scorching hot or downright freezing, even snowing.

There can be long periods of drought, and then a sudden flash flood. So, the first thing to do in the desert is to get rid of any preconceived notions of what it is or isn’t. The desert can kill you quick if you’re sloppy or disrespectful.

Most likely, you won’t have a poncho or parachute or anything else besides the clothes on your back. Every time I’ve been in the desert, I’ve had virtually nothing and it is a real challenge to get shelter in pure desert without a cover of some sort.

Start by looking at what is available. There will likely be some sort of physical terrain that will give you shade for a period of the day—find it and use it. In the middle of the day when the sun is at its blazing hottest, if you can’t find any natural cover, then sit down, take off your clothes and use them to create a shade above yourself. If you can find or make a hole or depression to get into, and then use your clothes as a cover above you, all the better. The key is to not leave your flesh exposed. Sunburn is fast, painful, and potentially deadly in the desert, and the resulting blisters only serve to suck even more water out of your circulatory system.

But when you do have a tarp of some form, use it as a shelter during daytime. Place it a few feet above you to allow more heat to radiate off of it. If you have two covers, use one as the sun shield higher up, and the other a few inches under it to create a space that will trap heat while you remain remarkably cool underneath. However, this can be difficult if you don’t have enough workable lashings and poles to keep your cover in place. So, operate on the principle of simplicity and simply get one cover high up. That will do you just right.

At night in the desert, expect the temperature to drop dramatically. If your overall plan includes trying to walk toward safety wherever it may be, then you may consider doing your travelling at night to avoid the crippling heat of the day. If you need to sleep at night, then be sure to scout a good location long before dark, and to gather the materials that will keep you warm. Small caves, the underside of rock ledges, thick brush, and other natural formations can serve as cover or shelter. In the desert, if you have nothing else, a rock ledge with a small fire can provide enough warmth and safety to get you through the night.
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Desert shelter

ARCTIC

When you’re in the Arctic, or any sub-zero climate for that matter, the first order of business is to get out of the cold as soon as possible. As far as priorities go, water, fire, food, and all but immediate life-saving first aid, all come second to seeking shelter and getting out of the cold. Every moment you spend exposed reduces your physical and mental capacities, which leads to poor decisions and, ultimately, quick and final breakdown.

If you can find a field or cluster of rocks, seek shelter in them. There will likely be good pockets of space between the snow and rocks, and they’ll block the wind better than trees can. If there are no such rock resources, get into the trees. Often there is space under the snow-covered tree boughs that make for a really nice, ready-made snow den. If the snow isn’t deep enough, then use the tree as temporary shelter for breaks from the wind as you build up a snow or debris wall.
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Snow shelter

Debris includes anything and everything around you that you can simply grab, drag, pull up, break off, and gather around yourself to fashion a rudimentary shelter. It ain’t pretty, no two ever look alike, and they’re not ideal shelters as they don’t completely protect you from wind, rain, sun, and critters. But the very notion of having even a rudimentary shelter is extremely comforting, and psychologically, that mental security blanket can go along way in reinforcing your will to live. But even debris shelters take a lot of time and energy to make, so plan on the time to make even this simplest of shelters.

The simplest and quickest technique of getting out of the cold in an arctic or snow-covered area is simply to dig into the snow and cover up. This will buy you time while you think about your next moves. Also, it is remarkably warmer inside a snow cave—even a small one that you quickly dig out—than you might imagine.

Ultimately, anytime you are stuck in a sub-zero environment, trying to stay and wait might not be your best option unless you have materials to sustain yourself for a long wait or you are fairly confident that a search party will be looking for you. Without resources, merely waiting alone can do you in. So, without resources or imminent rescue, quick shelters and quick movements are your keys to survival.

SEASHORE/ISLAND

The seashore is a relatively easy environment for survival. You can pretty much get all you need in most cases on the seashore. I call this easy living.

Unless you’re stuck on a tiny islet with zero growth, you can usually fashion a decent shelter when on or near a beach. There is always debris floating up on the shore that can be used to make an elevated shelter. Combined with a small burrow and your clothing as a cover, this will suffice to keep you out of the elements of sun.

Whether you choose to build a swamp bed or an A-frame shelter or some such thing, always first look above your chosen location to ensure that nothing is above you that might fall on you, such as coconuts, loose branches, rocks, etc. Coconuts are especially dangerous, ironically, as they are also lifesavers when in such a locale since they provide water and food. I’ve seen them just drop at anytime, and an unexpected number of folks die every year just from coconuts falling on their head!

Also study the ground near your potential shelter location. Look for grooves in the ground that could have been made by flash streams of water. Also search for signs of animal life in the immediate area, such as tracks, holes, nests, or droppings, and if there are many such signs, find a different place to put down. Another consideration in selecting a location is tidal movement—check the shoreline for signs of recent tidal activity, and notice whether the tide is moving in or out, and determine if it will soon cover the area you are considering for a shelter.

One good thing about seashore survival is that the leaves and branches often found near beaches are great for making a shelter. The best leaves for making a shelter are the ones that require the least amount of work to use. For this, I prefer “elephant ears,” which look exactly as the term implies. If they are not around, I’ll reach for palm fronds or any other large-leafed plants. Round palm fronds work well just as they are; other elongated fronds work better if split down the middle. All require a stick structure with slats, such as a lean-to, tepee, A-frame, etc. to build upon. If you have time, weave the leaves into the slats for extra sturdiness and weather protection. When there is no time to do so, simply lay enough slats to hold the leaves without falling through, and then lay a few more slats over all the leaves to give them security in bad weather.
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Leaves woven into slats

In the simplest of terms, find the right location, make a frame, lay the fattest leaves, anchor them, and rest. If you’re going to be in such an environment for weeks or longer, you will have plenty of time and materials to construct a very fine shelter.

WOODLANDS

The type of shelter you can create in woodlands is relatively more sturdy as the environment produces stronger resources. In most woodlands there are many branches on the ground that still retain a lot of their original sturdiness and, unlike equally sized branches in the tropics, they have not been corroded by the fast-decaying tropical climate. Also, the vegetation in woodlands is easier to deal with than jungles, as it doesn’t grow as thick. Another helpful aspect of woodland survival is there isn’t a real need to get off the ground; therefore the logistics are quite simple. Just lean some sticks together in an A-frame or teepee structure, or construct a basic lean-to, or use a tree as a lean-to, and start stacking pine boughs, various leaves, soil, and/or other resources, and you’re sorted.

If it’s still daylight after you’ve made your shelter, perform a quick “sun-spot check.” Just lay inside your shelter and look up, and if you can see any sunlight, that’s an area that will be susceptible for rain to come in—so quickly fill those spots in with more debris. You can also do a similar leak-check by building a small, safe fire in your hooch and look for smoke leaks coming out. With the smoke-check technique, you’ll have the added benefit of repelling bugs.
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Woodland shelter

MOUNTAINS

Mountain-area shelters are about the same as the woodlands, except you might incorporate boulders as walls against which you can fashion your lean-to. You may also find clusters of boulders to be your walls and you’ll just need to make a roof and fill in any gaps in your walls with brush and branches.

If there are no boulders to work with, there will likely be plenty of stones or rocks you can stack to make a good wall. Another technique is to make a shape of stones—square, circular, or triangular—simply piled one or two high. Then use them as a form against which you can wedge your sticks and make a nice little shelter.
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Stone and stick tepee shelter

Often a fallen tree or log can be found in the mountains, and these make a nice starter structure for a shelter, or even a good self-contained temporary shelter if you’re wounded or too ill or depleted to make a shelter in time. Just pull up some soil or debris for coverage and get as comfortable as possible.

In fact, whenever you’re building a shelter, make use of all your effort. What I mean is, when you dig up dirt or break apart sticks or rip up leaves, there will be debris from that activity. Use that debris! Put it to use by forming it into a small wall around your shelter, or as an insulator to keep out bugs, or as a stopgap to prevent leaks of water and wind, or as a small rain ditch around any ground shelter. The basic idea is to use all resources available in your situation, and to maximize all your efforts.

Another trick to handling rain is to tie a piece of string where it is entering and angle it so the water will be diverted away from you. Or, for the edges of a roof or the top joint of an A-frame, have your foliage overlap a good six inches or more so that the rain is dispersed long before it gets to the joint and then flows down the side walls instead of dripping into the middle of your home. If despite all that, it still rains into your hooch, dig a little channel and direct it out the door and sleep on the opposite side. You’ve got nothing better to do but home improvement in these cases, or conduct personal hygiene and take a bath instead!

SWAMP

The swamp can be pretty tough going. If you get stranded there, be prepared for a mental battle as it can be very intimidating as you’re frequently submerged, which reduces your body temperature and softens the skin which increases exposure to damage and infection. Also, swamps are often filled with gators and snakes. However, like the jungle, mountains, or island settings, one can survive there a long time—unlike the desert and arctic. But the chances of being found in a swamp are extremely slim unless a plane wreck left a good imprint in the ground. Even then, the marsh usually just swallows these up and the traces of a wreck are very hard to find for rescuers. So, staying in the swamp is not a real good plan. What that means here is that you don’t really want to spend a lot of time making a shelter here. Therefore, swamp shelters should be the minimum needed to get through the night, and then you should continue moving by day unless you’re ill or injured.

The ultimate rule of swamp shelters is to seek high ground. Often you’ll find small patches of drier, harder ground to make a shelter on. It’s still good to get off the ground even if it is harder, it will often moisten very quickly as you work around your site and turn into quite a muddy mess. If you can get off the ground, take extra care and time to stack a very high pile of grass and padding to keep you dry at the top.

I’ve spent days in knee- to waist-deep water, and it isn’t fun. In these cases, start early and make a swamp bed. Forget the method of driving poles into the ground, and instead tie into some trees. The ground here is often so wet and sloppy, it’s pure foolishness to try making a platform of sticks stabbed into the boggy ground.

Again, like the nest platform described earlier, chop or break some strong branches, lay them into the forks formed by branches of a closely grouped set of standing tree branches, and build a platform to get you up out of the water. Hang everything off the trees around you to dry while you rest, and do all you can to keep yourself dry as well.

Once you have a platform constructed to hold you up and get you out of the water, try to fashion a roof over your structure in case it rains. But if you don’t think it necessary, don’t spend the time on a roof. The platform alone will take longer than you think. Again, the key is that you won’t be staying long and therefore, it’s more like a roadside motel instead of a nice vacation resort. Just get dry, get rest, and then get moving.
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Swamp platform shelter

URBAN

Some may ask, why bother even covering urban survival in this book? And I’ll explain. If a war breaks out or a coup d’etat occurs, or there’s a natural disaster, you may find yourself in a city with no way out and not wanting to be found. In this sense, it actually is important to teach and learn about surviving in an urban environment.

The first priority tends to be shelter in terms of staying hidden from anyone who might be a threat. Warehouses, abandoned buildings or vehicles, particularly trucks and trailers, are good places. Containers and dumpsters can be if they’re not in a highly populated area. The main thing is to be sheltered from harm by remaining unseen.

A significant factor here will be time. If unfriendly people will be looking for you, you don’t have time and so you must make a movement. Or if you don’t think anyone is coming to your rescue, you don’t have time and must make a movement. Either way, you may have to move around often and find various shelters until you can make a movement out of the urban environment and start living off the land.

There are a few key elements to consider for urban shelters:

How much space it gives you to loiter and rest during daylight, as you’ll likely be making any movements at night.

Does a shelter offer an escape route, or would it become a death trap if the entrance was blocked?

Are you able to eat, drink, and utilize the latrine, if there is one, without compromise?

The fact is you won’t be constructing anything, but rather, you’ll be exploiting objects based on availability and isolation. We’ve all seen hobos and homeless folks turn boxes into homes, and newspapers into beds, and the tools of their trade is good stuff in urban survival.

Also, think about all the places to hide in plain sight. Overpasses, railroads, bushes in the middle of a highway exit ramp, even sewers and under houses are good places to hole up for the day. I have slept in every one of these at one point or another, and it’s amazing to me how many people simply don’t look at what’s right in front of them. You can even sleep in the row of bushes outside of a mall or corporate building as everyone is so busy there during the day, they never think to suspect someone might be hiding in the bushes in broad daylight right in the public view.

Sewers are rough and smell, but they have the advantage of being overlooked by most, and you can discreetly track what’s going on around you, and often you’ll have an egress route.

The other thing I have learned, having been discovered in a few hide sites, is that dogs and kids will always find you. When we would build a hide site to overlook a drug field, for example, the exact places we seek to make a hidey hole are the same things kids look for to play in. Likewise, if you’re close enough to people, you’ll be close enough for their pets, and pets are always sniffing around for places to defecate or urinate.

I’ve had two dogs, one teenager, and one adult use the latrine right next to my hole over the years, and it never ceases to amaze me how that works. Think about this if you ever find yourself in an urban survival situation and need a place to hide. Better to go right in public than near public.

In plain sight, will serve you right; Public too near, much to fear.

Two of the most important factors for urban improvised shelters are to always have an egress or escape route, and to set up early-warning alarm systems by placing bottles or twigs or leaves or gravel around your sleeping area. This way, if anyone happens to walk near you, they will make a crunch or other noise to wake you. At that point you have to decide whether to utilize your egress, or freeze and wait. Often the sound will distract them, too, and they’ll be less inclined to notice you.
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