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PREFAGE

We loped through the valley, two barefooted,
suntanned boys, feeling a true levity of being. We
stopped under the spreading branches of a large
sycamore tree, and Sylvan reached up and
snapped off a dead branch. Where it had broken
was a split that he exploited with his knife to make
a board of sorts. With another broken branch, a
pine knot, some cordage, and a bow, he soon
found his hand gliding back and forth with the
new bow and drill set. In no time he had a coal
glowing and smoking in a cedar tinder bundle
that he dropped at my feet as it burst into flames.
Collecting the bow and drill, he handed them to
me with a joyful smile playing on his young face.
I knelt down, determination fairly oozing from
my pores. I was going to repeat the miracle I had
just witnessed. Little did I know then that it would
take two years of unguided determination and
frustration before I would realize my goal. I was
twelve years old.

With no books or teachers, I worked on that
bow and drill, often becoming livid with anger
and hurling the set into the woods or across my
basement. For some reason I always stopped short
of breaking the bow, and never did I leave the
pieces of the set where I had thrown them.
Instead, I listened to some inner wisdom suggest-
ing that I collect them and leave them on the shelf.
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Within two weeks, give or take, I would once
again return to the set and another session of
determined practice. Why I kept at it I do not
know, but I knew that it was important; this
determination has helped me ever since.

As a youngster, I only wanted to learn enough
skills to survive. At least, that is what I told myself.
But with the introduction of each new skill came
a clear knowledge that there was so much more to
learn. As my proficiency grew with a skill, I
learned how little I actually knew; it was both
depressing and heartening. Now I revel in the fact
that I never will really master any of these skills.
Even if I learn more than any other person on the
planet, I will only be a master if I am graded on
the curve. However, in relation to what there is to
know of it, I will continue to be a student, and
that is exciting.

What is the point in learning wilderness
skills? Some people have a genuine interest in
knowing how to interact and function in the wild,
whether on a camping trip, taking an extended
stay in the backcountry, or being unexpectedly
stranded between populated areas. Others may
expect to find themselves in a situation requiring
these skills for the short term and want to be pre-
pared. Still others want to know their place in the
world or where their food comes from, and how
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to go without the benefits of the modern world.
And there are those who, in combination with all
of the above, merely enjoy knowledge.

The question of what gear to bring on a trip
into the backcountry is not addressed in this book
because of the constant changes in materials,
styles, and techniques of employing said gear.
How to modify clothing is covered, although it is
recommended to get the right gear for a trip via
an expedition outfitters or other knowledgeable
organization.

Some people are happy in their preparedness
with a purchased survival kit in their car, home,
or pack, while others want to know what to do
should they be stripped of all modern tools and
amenities. Which group you fall into is the first
step in learning survival skills, because knowing
this will show you how best to proceed. It must be
noted that modern survival skills and tools can
be augmented by the skills of the past peoples of
the world and vice versa. Use both to further your
knowledge in whichever bent you follow. It is true
that survival situations appear to arise infre-
quently, but the bulk of the ones that make the
news end poorly or are close calls, while those
that are averted through correct action seldom
make the headlines.

I encourage all people to get out into the land
and work on skills of survival, not because I
believe that they will someday need them, but

because we have become aliens on our own planet.
We don’t speak the language, we don’t want to
learn it, and we don’t realize that our TVs, cell
phones, tires, blenders, shoes, and countertops all
come from the natural world. We as a species
need to know how to take the pulse of our home.
If we never take interest in its workings, we will
continue to cause damage and forever change the
world in which our children and grandchildren
will dwell.

My hope is that those who can will not only
visit the natural world but bring children and
friends with them, building a reservoir of good
memories and connections involving the
outdoors.

If you wish to further pursue the skills of sur-
vival and/or primitive living, I urge you to learn
from many schools, people, and books. All have
something to offer, and the worst mistake that
students can make is to cut themselves off from a
source of knowledge. Form an allegiance with a
source of knowledge if you will, but not to the
exclusion of others.

Practice what you know. You do not need to
be in the Alaskan wilderness to do this, because
survival skills can serve you in any environment.
Break a task, skill, or tool down to its simplest
components so that you can come up with
improvements on existing techniques plus redis-
cover those of old.
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INTRODJGTION

The commonly accepted “survival situation” is
one in which people are involuntarily detained in
a potentially hazardous setting. A plane crash, a
shipwreck, a broken-down vehicle far off the
beaten path, or becoming injured or lost while
hiking are just a few of the more common ways in
which survival situations arise. These scenarios
are usually resolved within a week—often in as
little as three days—due to rescue or death.

“Wilderness living,” on the other hand,
implies a longer-term stay far outside of settled
society, undertaken intentionally. Strictly con-
strued, the term may differ from “camping” only
in the duration of the stay, but to me, it has addi-
tional implications. It means relying upon natural
resources and learned skills to satisfy all of your
needs. It means avoiding modern camping and
hunting gear like nylon tents, gas stoves, and
rifles. It means the practice and appreciation of
what are commonly called primitive skills—the
skills practiced by aboriginal peoples of any part
of the globe, from any period in history or
prehistory.

This book is divided into two parts. Part I:
Seven-Day Survival addresses the short-term
needs of individuals who find themselves unin-
tentionally stuck in the wilderness and looking to
get out or get rescued as quickly as possible.
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Because none of us know when we might encoun-
ter such a situation, this material is for anyone
who ever travels beyond the borders of their city
or rural residence.

Part II: Beyond Survival: Primitive Skills for
Wilderness Living is for readers who have a
deeper interest in the natural world and man’s
role within it. Although this section is not a camp-
ing manual, it will inevitably improve the outdoor
skills of anyone who does camp, hike, hunt, or
otherwise intentionally spend limited amounts of
time in the wilderness. But it goes much beyond
that in attempting to teach how to live a complete
and comfortable material life not merely “off the
grid” but out of sight and sound of the grid
entirely. To gain, through these skills, an under-
standing of how aboriginal people lived is to gain
a deeper appreciation for what it means to be
human and a resident of the earth.

Wilderness survival and wilderness living
overlap in many ways. The skills needed to sur-
vive in the short term can come into play when
you are living for longer periods outside of society
and vice versa. Regardless of your situation, man
requires the same things to maintain comfort,
health, and life.

While there are exceptions to every rule, the
Rule of Threes is a good way to remember the pri-
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orities with regard to what the human body can
handle in adverse wilderness settings: three min-
utes without air, three hours without shelter, three
days without water, and three weeks without
food. Sure, some people can hold their breath for
more than three minutes, and three hours naked
in the wilderness is not necessarily a death sen-
tence. But step outside on cold day in winter with
only your indoor clothes on and see how long it
takes for you to lose the ability to touch your
pinky fingertip to the thumb tip of the same hand.
When you can't, say hello to the early stages of
hypothermia!

Assuming, then, that you're not in imminent
danger of drowning, the first and foremost need
is to maintain your body temperature. This is
done by providing an insulating barrier between
the body and the elements, be they heat or cold in
their various forms (wind, water, direct sun, etc.).
Sometimes the insulation may be clothing; other
times the protection is offered by the walls and
roof of a building or other structure. Addition-
ally, in warmer climates, nights can be cold, and
the cumulative effect of trying to get all of your
chores done at night or in the daylight when you
are not sleeping will soon leave you exhausted
and prone to accidents and miscalculations—
with potentially deadly results. Among other
things, shelter can keep you warm and dry, pro-
vide you with a place to sleep in comfort, and
allow you to recover valuable energy.

Water is available in many ways. Our very
surroundings are loaded with it, but knowing
how to capture it and make it potable is critical,
and you must be able to do this on a regular,
ongoing basis.

Inserted into the Rule of Threes is the ability
to make fire. In the right configurations, fire can
act as a shelter against cold, it can prepare foods

for easier digestion, and it can purify water. The
heat can be applied to tools for fire hardening, or
the coals can be used in direct contact to fell trees
or shape wood. The power of fire to raise morale
should not go unnoticed either, because that is of
great importance if you are to survive.

It is possible for a healthy individual to last
quite some time without food. Yet the idea of
hunger often consumes us after missing our first
meal. (People with diabetes or who have low
blood sugar must keep much better track of what
and when they eat as well as have ready access to
food and are thus in a much more dangerous situ-
ation in any survival scenario.) Unless you hunt
or harvest wild edibles as part of your lifestyle
now, chances are that, if you were in a survival
situation tomorrow, you would use far more
energy in the pursuit of food than you would gain
from what you found, if in fact you found any-
thing. This is why I chose not to discuss food in
Part L. For the short-term survival scenario, food
should be lowest on the list of priorities, and
actively seeking game or forage should be
avoided.

That said, being ready to harvest or kill game
that presents itself is something that I do advise.
Whether you are sitting tight and waiting for res-
cue or trying to find your own way out of the wil-
derness, there is no harm in grabbing a couple of
stones or rabbit sticks and keeping an eye out for
a dinner guest or gathering easily accessible, edi-
ble plants, including fruit.

Regardless of where I am, I take note of all
kinds of resources as I move over the land. These
include food and water resources but also sites of
available shelter and shelter-building materials,
wood for tools and fires, and other useful raw
materials like pitch, clay, certain types of stone,
and natural fibers. Not only does this give me an
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idea of the frequency with which I can expect to
encounter them, I can also go back and collect
them when and if they are needed.

Through practice, I know how much time is
required to construct a shelter in almost any situ-
ation. A warm and waterproof home in the pine
forests of the U.S. Southwest takes me less than an
hour to build; an igloo, when I am working under
prime conditions, takes me three hours or less,
depending on the snow-cutting tools I have at my
disposal. If I am hoping for rescue, I'll still make a
shelter just in case 'm not found before nightfall.
If I am intent on staying out for a few weeks or
more, I'll build a simple, temporary shelter to stay
in while I'm building something more perma-
nent. In any situation, simple shelters are better
than no shelter, and in dire situations, they are
the fastest and easiest to build.

Over the years, as I have pursued my love of
wilderness survival along with primitive technol-
ogy, I have been disturbed by the acrimonious
relationships that seem to prevail between the dif-
ferent bents and different schools or programs. I
hold knowledge above the petty allegiances to one
instructor, book, or school and urge all people
who are interested in these skills to read many
books, attend different schools, and learn under a
variety of instructors. We all have our prejudices,
bad habits, gems of knowledge, and skills back-
grounds. I believe that, from around 1500 A.D.
back to the dawn of man, we have perhaps
retained 10 percent of the myriad skills that we

developed. To me, this means that we should be
collaborating to unearth many of these lost tech-
nologies and forge our way forward to the past.

No book on this subject can be truly complete.
The skills that I have chosen to include were
attained through much personal experience and
consultation with many outdoor, wilderness, and
primitive technology instructors, and they were
informed by what readers of this type of book ask
for in their reviews. In this book, it is assumed
that you are dressed for the climate—and there is
guidance on that subject in Chapter 1. Some skills
will cover what to do if you have less, while other
skills will require additional items; for example,
orienteering requires a compass as well as a map
of the area, and some fire-making techniques are
greatly eased with a reliable cutting edge like a
knife.

A topic that is covered to a lesser degree is that
of wild edible plants. The reason for this is two-
fold. While I know about plants and their uses, I
am not as well versed in this subject as would be
necessary to give the plants their due diligence for
all of North America. Second, there are a number
of great books on the subject that I would be hard
pressed to top, and these are listed in the Appen-
dix. In a nod to the value of plants as part of a
survival diet, I have included ten plants found
widely in North America. These plants were cho-
sen for two reasons: their widespread availability
and their nutritional value, primarily their high
content of vitamin C and carbohydrates.
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(amping equipment, cookstoves, tents, sleeping
bags, and the like are not addressed in this book

because, well, then it would be a book on camp-
ing. If you practice surviving only with a tent, a
sleeping bag, and all of your other camping ame-
nities, then you will suffer if you find yourself
without one or more of these items. If you prepare
for the worst, then anything short of that is a
bonus. Clothing, however, is covered, because
most people don’t leave home without it, and if
you are putting together a survival kit for your
car, boat, plane, pack, or home or are venturing
into areas in which any of the aforementioned
survival situations is a possibility, then dressing
appropriately is a wise move. Whether I'm in an
arctic or a desert environment, with a car or on
foot, I make sure that I have clothing, including
footwear, that is sufficient for dealing with local
weather should the need arise.

CLOTHING

Different climates and weather conditions call for
a great variety of clothing. It is to this end that I
strongly recommend that you pack for any excur-
sion, short or long, with the most severe weather

the region can offer in mind. It may be warm now,
but what will the temperature drop to at 2:00 or
3:00 a.m.2 Or at seven thousand feet? Do you have
enough clothing to change into if you become
soaked? Are you prepared for any eventuality?
Keep these questions in mind as you prepare for a
trip.

For colder weather, this includes an outer shell
that effectively blocks the wind and repels the
rain and an inner layer (or layers) that creates
plenty of dead air space that can be heated effec-
tively by your body. In cool weather, just the outer
shell may be all that is required, but as the tem-
perature drops, more of the insulating layer is
called for in order to slow the heat exchange with
the outside air.

In warmer areas, the outer shell is called for,
but this time it is to protect your skin from the
sun. The insulating layer used in cold-weather
garments will provide no benefit here, because
the goal is to promote heat exchange. Thus, loose-
fitting outerwear is the name of the game. In
excessively hot and humid climates, forgoing
underwear is sometimes a good idea, as jock itch
and heat rash can become issues.

I have been surprised, when spending
extended periods of time in hot climates, at how
quickly my body has adjusted to the high temper-
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atures. While living in Australia’s western des-
erts, I seldom wore short pants and instead
preferred to go in jeans, a long-sleeve, button-
front shirt, and a wide-brimmed hat unless the
thermometer hit 52°C (125°F) in the shade; then
shorts were nice and water was necessary.

The clothing options available for today’s out-
door enthusiasts easily outstrip those of the past,
so I’ll touch on some basic rules and describe
how to improve inadequate clothing if that is all
you have.

A common expression in outdoor apparel is
“cotton kills.” Why? Because cotton loses its insu-
lating qualities when it is wet and holds moisture
next to your skin. Water pulls heat from your
body twenty times faster than air, so between that
and cooling through evaporation, it should be
clear that cotton is only a fair-weather friend.
Wool, on the other hand, retains heat when it is
wet, and while this may be uncomfortable, it is
certainly preferably to developing hypothermia.

Layering

There are places on this fine planet of ours where
shelter is not to be had, the ground is too hard to
dig into, there is little or no vegetation, and no
loose stone is available with which to create even a
simple windbreak. The likelihood of getting
stranded with nothing in such a place is nonexis-
tent for the bulk of the population, and I cannot
imagine the scenario that would place anyone in
it. Adventure racers regularly traverse extreme
terrain with little in the way of supplies, but most
are carefully watched and teams are closely scru-
tinized before being allowed to participate. While
accidents do happen out in the field, others hap-
pen in the planning stage—inadequate clothing,
poor route planning, or no emergency plan.

Clothing is easy to carry and can offer protection
when the environment cannot. Keep clothing
clean for better insulation and to avoid odors
when you are hunting. Many thinner layers are
preferable to a few thick ones. Even in subzero
weather, a moderate amount of activity can get a
person sweating. This causes the clothing to
become moist (even with a wicking layer next to
the skin, the moisture will freeze in your clothes
before it makes it to the outside) and often results
in dangerous cooling of the body. The key to
maintaining the viability of the insulation pro-
vided by your clothing is to keep it clean and dry.
Therefore, as you increase your aerobic activity,
take off layers to prevent overheating and exces-
sive perspiration. Mountaineering suits come
with plenty of closable vents but sport a pretty
high price tag, and for rigorous activities like
building snow shelters or snowshoeing, the vents
of these suits are often inadequate.

Covering Your Body

For cooler climates, I wear one to three pairs of
thin wool or polypropylene (poly-pro) long
underwear with a couple of fleeces—either wool
or synthetic—over them. A jacket and/or a wind-
breaker up top and snow or ski pants below leave
me well prepared for anything from about 75°F
down to -40°F. Large boots that allow for at least
two pairs of wool socks to be worn at a time keep
feet warm and blister free. Mors Kochanski (see
the Appendix) recommends wearing three pairs
of thick wool socks inside boots. Coats with a tie
at the hem and at kidney level (like the U.S. Army
coats) can make a great difference in maintaining
warmth, because they prevent cold air from com-
ing in and hot air from going out as movement
creates a bellows effect inside your coat. As you



