
Survival

Always tell someone where you’re going and when you’ll be back.

Be prepared. Pack carefully. Familiarize yourself with a map of the area and print or
download it. Check the weather forecast.

Rule of three: you can survive three minutes without air, three days without water, and three
weeks without food.

Stay put. In a survival situation, it is usually a mistake to travel. Hazards can be hidden by
bad weather, increasing the risk of injury. Moreover, a disabled vehicle is easy for rescuers
to spot and can provide shelter and resources.

Calm down and think before you act. Force yourself to sit and think through the situation.
Everyone makes mistakes; problems come from compounding one mistake on top of
another.

Illustrations in this survival guide by grafixo.
Star maps from US Army Field Manual 21-76.

Knots by erfontus.



Water

You can only live for three days without water and you will have less time where you are
sweating. If given the choice, ration sweat, not water. Never drink urine or seawater,
although these can be distilled in a solar still (below). In nature, running water is better than
still water, although even running water may contain harmful substances.

There are several ways to obtain drinkable water:

1. Rainwater. Rainwater everywhere is drinkable. Set up as many collectors as you
can.

2. Boiling. Boiling is an easy way to purify water. Bring water to a rolling boil for at least
one minute or, at altitudes above 1,000 meters, three minutes.

3. Plants. Water can be obtained from many types of plants, including certain types of
bamboo, cacti and vines. On the other hand, many plants are poisonous and finding
safe plants is a matter of local knowledge and trial and error.

You can also obtain a little drinkable water from plants by tying a plastic bag around
the branch of a tree or shrub. Then wait for water to condense in the bag.

4. Dew and condensation. Dew and condensation are drinkable. For example, you
can walk through a field with rags tied to your ankles, and then wring the moisture
from the rags.



5. Solar still. You can help the condensation process by building a solar still. One
method is to:

(a) dig a big hole in the ground where the sun will shine on it,
(b) place a water collector in the middle of the hole,
(c) place vegetation in the hole around the collector, and
(d) cover the hole with plastic sheeting. The sheeting must be arranged so that
condensation from the vegetation and the earth itself gathers on the underside of the
plastic and drips into the water collector.

It is difficult to do, requires effort and materials and the water yield is small even in
the best circumstances. In particular, you have to take care that the water actually
drips cleanly into the water collector rather than running down the wrong side of the
collector. You might arrange for the water in the collector to flow automatically into
another cup, so that you don’t need to disturb the solar still every time you drink the
water.

On the plus side, water collected in this way is drinkable and needs no further
treatment.

Even seawater can be distilled using the same principle: set up the still so that
seawater evaporates in the sun and then condenses on the underside of some
plastic sheeting. The clean water should then drip into a central water collector.



6. Chemical treatment. Water can be made safe to drink by adding a few drops of
household bleach or iodine. Use 2 drops of unscented bleach (6% sodium
hypochlorite) or five drops of iodine (2% tincture of iodine) per liter of water. Double
the amounts for cloudy, colored or cold water. It takes time for the chemicals to kill
the microorganisms, so you should wait at least an hour per liter of water and
overnight is ideal.

7. Filtration. A filter can be used to clean water. Commercial filters are highly effective
and can be used with confidence.

You can make your own less effective filters with charcoal, sand, fabric, coffee filters,
fabric or whatever you have to hand. Cut the bottom off of a plastic bottle and poke
holes in the cap. Then layer in the sand, charcoal, etc. and pour the water through
the layers. It should come out of the cap clearer, although you will likely need to filter
the water several times using this method.

Homemade filters will not filter bacteria or microorganisms, so the water should still
be boiled or treated chemically.



Fire

Finding fuel. Look up for dry wood: many trees have dead branches that can be used as
firewood.

For tinder, anything dry and crisp will do: dry leaves or straw, newspaper, cotton swabs, lint,
bird down, fir cones. Keep an eye out for tinder over the course of the day and store it in a
waterproof container.

Laying a fire. Clear a circle of earth two meters in diameter, removing all plants and debris. It
should be a good distance from trees and stumps to prevent forest fires. It should be
sheltered from the wind; build it against a rise in the earth or dig a fire pit. Always have water
on hand to extinguish the fire.

Lay tinder on the ground and build kindling in a teepee around it. Put the smaller sticks at the
bottom and the larger sticks on top of them. Light the tinder and tend the fire actively. Once a
good hot bed of embers has been established, larger logs will burn too.

Starting a fire.

1. Matches or lighter. Light the tinder in several places and blow on the flame until a
steady fire is established. To conserve matches as you work on the fire, light a candle
and put it where it won’t blow out, like inside a cup.

2. Flint and steel. These can be bought in camping stores, and can be used even if they
get wet. Use the steel to strike down on the flint into the tinder, so that the sparks
light the tinder.

3. Battery. Carefully connect a wire between the positive and negative terminals. Hold
the tinder to the metal of the connected wire until the heat sets the tinder alight.

4. Magnifying glass. Focus the beam of light on your tinder, trying to make a point of
light as small and bright as possible. Shelter from the wind and blow on it gently as it
starts to smolder.



5. Fire bow. Find a piece of bone-dry, soft, flammable wood like poplar and use a knife
to cut it into a rough board. Use the tip of your knife to carve a small depression on
one side. Now flip the board over and, on the other side of the depression, carve a
cavity. Put the board on the ground with the depression facing up and the cavity
facing down. Put your tinder in the cavity.

Now cut a spindle of the same soft, flammable wood. It should be 2 centimeters in
diameter and 25 centimeters long. The straighter, the better - if it’s crooked, it won’t
spin nicely.

Now find a socket that will hold the spindle, like a shell, a rock or a piece of
hardwood. You use the socket to press the spindle into the board as it spins.

Finally, you need the fire bow itself - a curved stick about 75 centimeters long. Tie
some string on both ends, so it looks like a bow from a bow-and-arrow. The line
should be taut enough to hold the spindle firmly but not so taut that the bow is about
to snap. Put the spindle in the string and twist it once so the string holds the spindle.

The idea is to spin the spindle very quickly in the depression on the board. The
spinning will bore through the hole and simultaneously create little flecks of sawdust.
The boring should create enough heat that - at the moment you finally bore all the
way through the board - the tinder catches light.

It takes a long time, so having a comfortable position is essential. Hold the board in
place with your foot or knee.

Putting out a fire. Let the fire burn to embers if possible. Pour water on the area until there
are no more embers and the remains are cool to the touch.



Shelter

1. Tarp tent. Run a line at waist level between two trees and hang the tarp or poncho on
it. Then fasten the four corners of the tarp to the ground with pegs or lines. Many
variations are possible.

2. Lean-to. Find a log or a rise in the earth. Lay sticks across it to create a shelter.
Cover the sticks with grass or earth.



3. Quinzhee snow shelter. Mark out an area big enough to sleep in plus 30 to 50 cm for
each wall. Place spare backpacks in the center of the area and start piling snow on
top to a height of two meters.

When you have made a big snow pile, leave it to settle and sinter for two hours. Then
push in a few evenly placed sticks 30 to 50 cm from the edge to indicate where the
wall begins.

Dig out an entrance 90° from the wind. Then dig through the snow to retrieve the
backpacks, stopping when you reach the sticks.

Finally, punch a 5cm hole in the top for ventilation and plug the door with a backpack
or a snowblock.

Ideally, there is a well to trap cold air and a sleeping shelf slightly higher than the
door. Light a candle for a little warmth and light.



Navigation

There are several ways to find the cardinal directions without a compass or GPS.

1. Sun. The sun rises in the east and sets in the west, even in Australia.

In the northern hemisphere, the sun is south at noon. At other times, point the hour
hand of your watch at the sun. South is halfway between the hour hand and 12
o’clock.

In the southern hemisphere, the sun is north at noon. At other times, point 12 o’clock
on your watch at the sun. North is halfway between 12 o’clock and the hour hand.

The clock face method is just approximate. Close to the equator, the sun won’t be to
your north or south at all times of the year. Also, time zones and daylight savings
affect this method. However, in most places, it should be good enough to give a
general orientation. If you only have a digital watch, visualize a clock face instead.



2. Moon. If you are facing a full moon, then the sun is behind you. If it is shortly after
sunset, then you know where west is.

If there is a crescent moon, imagine a line that connects the two horns and then
extend that line to the horizon. That point on the horizon is roughly south if you are in
the northern hemisphere. If you are in the southern hemisphere, that point on the
horizon is roughly north.

3. Stars. In the northern hemisphere, the bright star Polaris is north. You can find
Polaris by imagining a line from the pointer stars in the Big Dipper or the “M” in
Cassiopeia.



In the southern hemisphere, you can use the Southern Cross to find south. Imagine a
line going down from the Southern Cross and then extend it four times the length of
the Southern Cross. That imaginary point in the sky is south. Try to fix it against a
landmark on the horizon.

4. Other. Television satellites usually orbit the earth around the equator, so satellite
dishes in the northern hemisphere face south and satellite dishes in the southern
hemisphere face north.

The altar in old Christian churches is often in the east and the main entrance is in the
west.

The compass on your phone might be working even if your GPS and internet are not.

Maps. If you don’t have a map, then draw one and gradually improve it. Include the cardinal
directions, big landmarks, roads and rails, water and resources.



Signals

Use a signal mirror or any shiny surface to catch a pilot’s attention.

To signal “message understood”, a pilot will tip the wings of the plane back and forth or, in
darkness, flash green lights.

To signal “message received but not understood”, a pilot will fly in right hand circles or, in
darkness, flash red lights.

Air to ground signals



Universal distress signals are “SOS” and three of anything - three signal fires, three
gunshots, three whistles.

You must clean up your messages when you have been rescued. If you don’t, they will
continue to draw would-be rescuers into danger.



Knots

1. Bowline. A strong, secure loop.

● Make a little loop high up on the line. The loop is on your right. The line runs on top of
itself as it goes down.

● Thread the end of the line back through that loop.
● Go around the neck.
● Thread the end back through the loop again and pull tight.

2. Clove hitch. An easy and adjustable knot. It’s useful to begin lashings.

● Wrap the free end of the line over the post.
● Cross the line over itself in an “x” and go over the post again.
● Thread the line under itself and pull tight.



3. Reeve coil. A tidy and accessible way to store your line.

● Lay the line in a “z” shape with the bottom two segments short and the top segment
long.

● Holding the two short segments together, wrap the long segment around the two
short segments starting from the top.

● Continue to wrap the long segment around the short segments moving downwards
and forming a coil.

● When finished, thread the line through the loop at the bottom.

4. Sheet bend. A bend for fastening together two ropes of different widths.

● With the first line, make a half loop so the end faces down.
● Thread the second line through the loop and around the two ends. Start down and go

up.
● Now bring the second line under itself. Both loose ends should be on the down side.
● Tighten by pulling all four ends.



5. Square knot. A fast and simple knot for fastening two lines of the same width.

● Cross one length of line over another, right over left, and then under once to make a
half knot.

● Cross them over again but this time left over right, and under again.
● The two lengths of line should emerge together through the loop.
● Tighten by pulling all four ends.

6. Tautline hitch.

This knot allows you to adjust the length of the rope. It’s useful for fastening a tent to its
pegs.

● Bring the line around the post and under the taut line.
● Bring the line back towards the peg and loop it under and over the taut line once

again.
● Loop the end under the taut line at the side far from the peg and thread it under itself.
● Pull tight and then move the knot up or down the taut line to lengthen or shorten the

line.


