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LETTER FRO M  THE EDITO R

H ow  to Survive

W H E N  I W A S in fourth grade, m y teacher suggested a book to read over the
sum m er: M y Side of the M ountain, the classic novel by Jean C raighead G eorge
about a teenage boy w ho runs aw ay and ends up living in a hollow ed-out tree
and training a haw k. I never ran aw ay from  hom e, but I alw ays w ondered if I
could have survived the w ay the boy in the book does.

R ecently m y w ife and I read the book and show ed the 1969 film  version to
our tw o boys. W e asked them  if they thought they could m ake it out in the w ild
‍ one said yes, the other w asn‒t so sure.

Survival m eans different things to different people in different situations.
Throughout its existence, w hich spans 115 years and counting, Popular
M echanics has regularly published stories about all kinds of survival: in the
w oods alone; stuck in a m ountain crag w ith no w ater; m arooned on an iceberg as
polar bears approach; trapped in a car by a fallen tree. Survival can m ean sim ple
self-sufficiency‍ living off the land, relying on only oneself for food, shelter,
and w ater. It can m ean digging a bunker in the backyard and stocking it w ith
candles and Spam . O r there‒s m y friend Eliot. The other day he found him self
locked in his ow n bathroom  in his apartm ent in N ew  York C ity w ith no phone.
A fter tw enty m inutes he w as able to dism antle the entire door knob and lock
using only a nail clipper.

Survival.
For this book, w e‒ve com piled our very best survival tactics, secrets, stories,

firsthand advice, and gear recom m endations in one place. The inform ation in
these pages w as as relevant a century ago as it is now , w hen everything from
clim ate conditions to global politics is rife w ith uncertainty. K eep it on the shelf
in the basem ent next to your go bag, in the garage w ith your flares, or in the
bunker out back. Study it. It contains not just know ledge about the m ost reliable
w aterproof fabrics but also w isdom  on how  to approach any situation in w hich
survival is a question. Even if you‒re not the doom sday type, w e all have in the
back of our m inds those three w ords that m ake a book like this indispensable:
You never know .



G ood luck out there.

RYAN D‒AG O STINO
Editor in Chief







A re You Prepared?
H U R R IC A N E S, FL O O D S, W IL D FIR E S, TO R N A D O E S‍
D ISA ST E R S C A N  T U R N  A  R E G IO N  U PSID E  D O W N  IN  A
D AY. A N D  FO R  SO M E  U N L U C K Y  FA M IL IE S T H E  C R ISIS
M AY  L A ST FO R  W E E K S, IF N O T M O N T H S, U N T IL PO W E R
A N D  C L E A N  W AT E R  SU PPL IE S A R E  R E STO R E D . SM A R T
D ISA ST E R  PL A N N IN G  C A N  H E L P Y O U  T H R IV E , N O T JU ST
SU R V IV E , IN  T H E  A FT E R M AT H .

 
O N E  M O N T H  O F M R Es and dehydrated m eats and vegetables have their
place, but you can m aintain a com fortable stockpile of food w ithout treating it
like a culinary last resort. The strategy is called ―store w hat you eat, eat w hat
you store‖ and it m eans creating a rotating buffer of food that can be built up
over tim e. Surprisingly, there‒s little consensus on how  m uch of a buffer is
necessary, but w e suggest at least four w eeks‒ supply. This photo show s 315,000
calories of food, plus the w ater needed to cook it‍ that‒s enough to keep a
typical fam ily of four fed for a m onth. It‒s a com bination of carbs (rice, beans,
pasta) and easy-to-eat canned goods (soup, fruit, veggies, tuna, peanut butter), as
w ell as sanity savers such as chocolate and coffee. So hunker dow n and dig in.

LO NG -TERM  PLANNING
D isaster planning begins before you even choose your hom e, w ith a sim ple
investigation of the risks that you w ill face. Is the house in a flood zone? Is there
a history of hurricanes, w ildfires, tornadoes? Then, once you‒re settled, you
steadily build up resources, secure w hat‒s im portant to you, and turn your hom e
into a survivable system . A nd w hen disaster hits, you‒ll be prepared.

FILL UP EVERY BASIN: FEM A  suggests you store at least one gallon per
person per day in the event of an em ergency‍ 28 gallons per w eek for a fam ily
of four. B ut that w asn‒t nearly enough for C onw ay Yee‒s fam ily in W eston,



C onnecticut, after H urricane Sandy knocked out pow er lines and disrupted his
w ell-w ater supply for a w eek. To keep hydrated and clean, ―w e w ent through 20
gallons a day‖ for drinking and w ashing, he says. They ended up driving to the
local high school to refill their supply. ―If a storm  is approaching, I suggest you
fill up every tub, sink, and w ater bottle in the house,‖ says survival instructor
and star of TV ‒s D ual Survival C ody Lundin. A  standard bathtub holds 109
gallons. Stuck w ith a stand-up show er? You can purchase 55-gallon plastic
drum s online for $70 and up.

SAVE YO UR BYTES: The best w ay to protect your data from  a natural



disaster is to back it up to a rem ote location. M ozy, one of several online backup
solutions, w ill store 125 G B  for $120 per year. (D ropbox and G oogle D rive give
aw ay a few  gigabytes of storage for free.) If you‒d rather store your data w ith
som eone you trust, buy tw o 2 TB  netw ork-attached storage drives and split them
both into tw o equal partitions. G ive one drive to a relative w ho lives in another
state and then have the drives back up to each other over the Internet using rsync
softw are. B oth you and your relative w ill get local backup and a m irrored rem ote
backup.

 
AquaPail 1000
Pour filthy water through the pail filter and clean, bacteria-and virus-free water drains out the
bottom . No pretreatm ent is necessary. This m odel is good for up to 1,000 gallons.

BE FUEL SM ART: Storing large am ounts of gasoline to run your car and
generator is dangerous and expensive. The gasoline m ust be treated w ith fuel
stabilizer or used and replenished every few  m onths. Instead, store six to 10
em pty five-gallon cans and fill them  at the gas station in the days before a storm .
A nd don‒t forget propane for your outdoor grill. W hen utilities go dow n, the
barbecue becom es your m ost reliable cooking tool.

A Brief G uide to Prepper Jargon

BO B: Bug-out bag

G ENNY: G enerator. Just say it.

HARDENED ELECTRO NICS: Im pervious to the effects of particle radiation or
electrom agnetic radiation

M AD: M utually assured destruction, e.g., nuclear war



W RO L: W ithout rule of law

YO YO : You‒re on your own. No relation to YO LO .

EDC: Everyday carry. Can be a phone or lighter or a knife or m ultitool.

BALLISTIC W AM PUM : A stockpile of am m unition that can be used for trade or
as currency

G O BLIN: Som eone who will start looting or com m itting other crim es in a
survival situation

BIB: Bug-in bag. Everything you need to ride out an em ergency at hom e.

M ARAUDERS: People who collect guns rather than supplies. Their plan: to
raid the prepared and elim inate the com petition.

BUDDY BURNER: A hom em ade stove for cooking

DEEP LARDER: Long-term  food storage

G O LDEN HO RDE: The m ass of helpless city dwellers who will pour out of
m etropolitan areas in an em ergency

O PSEC: O perations security. Sharing your survival plans with other people is
weak O PSEC.



BEYO ND FIRST AID: A  basic first-aid kit m ay not be enough to get you
through the w orst of a disaster. It‒s a good start‍ you do w ant bandages, gauze
pads, aspirin, hydrocortisone, antiseptic w ipes, etc.‍ but unexpected
em ergencies dem and unconventional rem edies. W e asked M ykel H aw ke, form er
G reen B eret m edic and host of Elite Tactical U nit on the O utdoor C hannel, w hat
he w ould add. H is list: duct tape‍ great for w ound closure, splints, and casts.
Superglue‍ excellent for sm all, deep w ounds. U se tape to hold w hile drying.
Tam pons‍ an unexpected tool for stanching heavy bleeding. N eedle-nose pliers
‍ use for rem oving large splinters or nails.

SAFE DEPO SIT DO CS: K eep copies of your insurance papers, household
deed, and birth and m arriage certificates in a safety deposit box. A lso include a
hom e video docum enting your house. If your house gets destroyed, those
docum ents are vital for reconstructing w hat you‒ve lost.

NEAR-TERM  PLANNING /AFTERM ATH



W ithin 72 hours, a storm  can evolve from  rem ote possibility to life-altering
event. M ost disasters give a bit of lead tim e‍ w ith a tornado, that‒s just long
enough to get to the basem ent; w ith a hurricane, there‒s often enough w arning
for the unprepared to em pty a w hole region‒s superm arket shelves. B ut w hether
you‒ve got m inutes or days, use the tim e w isely. Focus on getting your fam ily to
a safe place and preparing for the cleanup.

FAST-TRACK SUPPLIES: In the days before Tropical Storm  Irene, in 2011,
G lenn D erene knew  the storm  w as headed for his house on the C onnecticut
coast. H e w ent to his com puter and joined A m azon Prim e. The service offers
free tw o-day delivery on everything from  generators to w ater to batteries. ―A
package full of goods arrived on m y doorstep the m orning before the storm ,‖ he
says. ―I spent m y tim e preparing m y hom e, not driving from  store to store.‖

SECURE M ISSILES: G o through the yard and tie dow n or bring inside
anything that m ight go flying in high w ind. That includes law n furniture,
w heelbarrow s, garden tools, potted plants, and any construction m aterials.

CHARG E ‒EM  UP: B efore the pow er goes dow n, plug in every rechargeable
device you ow n and top off the batteries. A fter the lights go out, a sim ple D IY
recharging station can replenish your laptops, cellphones, tablets, and pow er
tools for days. H ere‒s how  it w orks: B efore the storm , use a battery charger ,
such as D ieH ard‒s m icro-processor-controlled m odel, to charge up a gel-cell
deepcycle battery , such as the O ptim a B lueTop. A fter the local grid goes
dark, unhook the battery and attach an inverter , such as the C obra 400-w att
pow er inverter. N ow  sit back and enjoy som e hom em ade juice.



STRATEG Y:
PO W ER

STANDBY
($1,800 to $5,000 with transfer switch)



LARG E PO RTABLE
($400 to $2,500)

SM ALL PO RTABLE
($900 to $1,150)

PO W ER FUEL CAVEAT

D esigned to feed into a
household electrical
system , sm all seven-kw
units can pow er a few
circuits; larger 20-plus-kw
m odels can handle the
w hole house.

Standby generators
typically run on
natural gas or
propane. Expect to
use at least 140 cubic
feet of natural gas per
hour. A t fall 2017
prices, that‒s about
$1.44 every 60
m inutes.

D ouble the
cost for
installation,
plus m ore
for yearly
m aintenance

These generators produce
3,000 to 10,000 w atts and
can either plug into a
transfer sw itch or hook up
to individual appliances
through heavy-duty
extension cords.

G asoline consum ption
w ill range from  eight
to 20 gallons per day
depending on the unit
and w hat you‒re
pow ering.

If you don‒t
have 100-
plus gallons
of gasoline
on-site,
you‒ll be
back in the
gas line



w ithin days.

C om pact and relatively
lightw eight (40 to 100
pounds), these generators
produce betw een 800 and
3,500 w atts and use an
inverter to produce a
clean pow er signal that
w on‒t harm  sensitive
electronics.

These units can run
for up to nine hours
on one gallon of gas,
so if you run this
generator judiciously,
you can get a w eek‒s
w orth of use from  10
gallons.

G ood for
pow ering
som e lights,
the fridge,
and
electronics
‍ just not
all at the
sam e tim e.

ENTERTAIN YO URSELF: R iding out a disaster can take a surprisingly long
tim e. W hether you stay at hom e or evacuate, plan out som e activities that w ill
keep kids busy and adults sane. Think board gam es, books, playing cards,
puzzles, and a tablet stocked w ith video gam es and m ovies.

G ET A PO O L PUM P: If your basem ent regularly takes on w ater, an installed
sum p pum p is the w ay to go. B ut if you don‒t have one and a storm  surge is on
the w ay, consider a gas-pow ered w ater pum p. A  5.5-hp m odel can pum p 150
gallons per m inute out of a flooded basem ent and it w orks w hen the electricity is
out. You can get one for under $250, or better yet, split the cost w ith your
neighbors since they‒ll probably be affected by the surge, too. B ut don‒t pum p
out any basem ent unless you‒re sure the pow er‒s off and there‒s no sew age
contam ination.

BE LO CATIO N SAVVY: ―It‒s really im portant to be geographically aw are of
w here you live,‖ says G reg C arbin, the w arning-coordination m eteorologist w ith
the N ational W eather Service dealing w ith dow ned trees. W arnings for tornadoes
and severe storm s w ith hail are often geographically precise. So it‒s really useful
to know  w hat part of tow n you‒re in (northw est, city center) and your proxim ity
to certain landm arks (tow n hall, a nearby pond, etc.). It w ill help you understand
if a storm  is headed your w ay.

PLAN FO R FIDO : A nim als are often afterthoughts in a disaster. A ccording to
Jennifer A bbrecht of the Louisiana SPC A , ―The w orst thing you can do is leave



your anim al and hope for the best.‖ D uring H urricane K atrina, an estim ated 80
percent of rescued anim als w ere never reunited w ith their ow ners. Include your
pets in your disaster plan from  the outset and stock up on extra food and m eds.
K eep a carrying cage and pre-scout pet-friendly hotels or cam pgrounds in case
you have to evacuate. M ake sure your pets have tags or get them  im planted w ith
a scannable H om eA gain pet m icrochip.

HO W  TO  SHUT DO W N YO UR HO M E IN FIVE
M INUTES

NATURAL G AS

M ost gas valves are located outside and require a wrench for shutoff.
Consult your utility com pany for instructions on proper shutoff, then
keep those instructions in an em ergency drawer by the door with a
wrench and a flashlight.

W ATER

During a disaster, cracked exterior water lines can bring contam inated
water into your house. To shut down your house‒s water, sim ply locate
and turn off the m ain water valve, which typically is located in the
basem ent.

ELECTRICITY

In a flood, live electrical outlets can becom e a danger to both your
fam ily and rescue workers. If flooding is possible, locate your m ain
circuit box and shut off the m ain breaker. If there is already water in
the basem ent, do not touch your service panel.



In O ctober 2012, Hurricane Sandy caused m assive flooding in the Northeast and claim ed at least
40 lives.

G etting to Safety:
should you evacuate or hunker dow n? the answ er depends on the
disaster you‒re facing, w here you live, and how  m uch tim e you
have.



Y O U R  C E L L PH O N E  V IB R AT E S w ith an alert. A  storm  has been sighted. A
bom b exploded. The fires can‒t be stopped. O ne of the m ost im portant parts of
any survival situation is staying calm , know ing your options, and choosing the
best of them  in as little tim e as possible.

HURRICANE/FLO O D
―G etting people out of surge zones in tim e is critical,‖ says Francisco Sanchez,
an em ergency-response m anager in H ouston. ―So if there‒s an evacuation order,
then go as fast as you safely can.‖ N ot in a surge zone? C onsider riding it out at
hom e, then evacuate afterw ard, if necessary.

HAZM AT/NUCLEAR EM ERG ENCY
C hem ical plant fires, hazardous spills, and nuclear m eltdow ns are rare, Sanchez
says, ―but because of things like w ind direction and w eather patterns you need to
follow  very specific directions.‖ Listen to the radio. If you are told to stay
indoors, shut the w indow s, close the doors, kill the a/c, and get to an interior



room . If instructions are to evacuate, keep the w indow s of your vehicle closed
and the a/c off.

W ILDFIRE
If a sheriff knocks on your door and tells you to leave, grab your fam ily and go.
Inspector Q uvondo Johnson of the Los A ngeles C ounty Fire D epartm ent puts it
like this: ―Property is replaceable, lives aren‒t. W e m ake predictions based on
w eather, dryness of brush, topography, and past fires. W e try to give people as
m uch tim e as possible, but w hen w e say go, you should go.‖

TO RNADO
A  tornado w atch from  the N ational W eather Service m eans that there is a
significant risk in your area. That gets upgraded to a tornado w arning w hen the
event is actually occurring and it m eans you‒d better take cover in a hurry. If you
don‒t have a basem ent or shelter, then get to a sm all room  or closet in the interior
of your house.

Expert Advice: Arthur Bradley, an engineer at NASA‒s Langley
Research Center and author of the Handbook to Practical Disaster
Preparedness for the Fam ily, has found that a can of Crisco and a
sheet of paper m ake an excellent long-term  candle in a pinch. ―Roll up
the paper into a wick and stick the wick into the can,‖ he says. It will
burn for eight hours a day for a m onth.

HAZARD:
Structural Dam age

R eentering your hom e‍ is it safe? C om ing back to your house after an
evacuation can be an em otional event‍ and a dangerous one, too. Seeing their



hom es and possessions dam aged can cause people to act irrationally in w hat
could be an unstable, toxic debris field. If your house has been knocked or
floated off its foundation, don‒t go inside.

―If you hear shifting or unusual noises that signal that the structure m ay fall,
leave im m ediately,‖ says Francisco Sanchez of H ouston‒s H arris C ounty
em ergency m anagem ent office. Sam e goes if you sm ell natural gas; get out
quickly and call the gas com pany. Standing w ater from  burst pipes or flooding
can raise the risk of electrocution.

H ave an electrician or the pow er com pany cut the pow er to your house before
you m ess w ith the w ater. If you see or sm ell m old, open your w indow s, then
rem ove contam inated furniture or dryw all. If you are on a m unicipal w ater
supply, check w ith the tow n to see if the tap w ater‒s safe to drink. Stick to the
bottled stuff until you‒re sure.

CHECKLIST: CLEANUP



You‒re going to have a lot of work to do after a disaster, so you‒d
better get geared up beforehand. Do you have:

  CHAINSAW

  EYE PRO TECTIO N

  EARPLUG S

  EXTRA CHAIN

  G ARBAG E BAG S



  G LO VES

  CHAIN LUBE

  RO PE

  DUST M ASK

  BO O TS



  LO PPERS

  CRO W BAR

  HAZARD:

G uard Your Yard
Expensive things that live outside have a habit of disappearing in tim es of
scarcity. Chain up and lock generators, grills, gas cans, and propane
tanks to trees or to your deck to discourage looters. Nothing convenient
to wrap a chain around? Feed a chain through a concrete block, then
bury the block two feet deep to create a deadm an anchor.

Expert Advice:
How to defend your hom e with a firearm . Towns hit by disaster can
attract predators. If you own a gun and are trained to use it, this is a
tim e to be vigilant but also restrained. M ykel Haw ke, form er G reen
Beret and host of Elite Tactical Unit on the O utdoor Channel,



advocates giving any intruder three warnings:

1. State that you have a firearm .

2. Tell him  you are licensed and trained with your
weapon.

3. Say that you are afraid for your life and will shoot if
he does not leave. ―If an intruder persists, he is
either insane or fully intent upon engaging you,‖ says
Hawke. ―Either way, you have done your best to
avoid conflict and m ust shoot until the threat is
neutralized and you can call the authorities.‖



Expert Advice: Robert Eisenstein, a physician at the Robert W ood
Johnson University Hospital ER in New Brunswick, New Jersey, says
his facility was at m ax capacity in the days after Hurricane Sandy. ―The
biggest surprise we saw was a big increase in fall-related injuries‍
right after and before the storm .‖ The injuries cam e from  people doing



prep and cleanup work. ―W e had foot fractures, spine and rib fractures,
and head and neck injuries.‖ The lesson? W ork with a partner when on
a ladder. And don‒t go on the roof without brackets or a harness.

  HAZARD:

Can That Tree Hit M y House?
Use a yardstick to find out.  M easure the distance between your eye
and outstretched fist.  G rasp the yardstick at that distance and point it
up.  Aim  your fist at the base of the tree and m ove toward the house. If
the top of the tree aligns with the top of the yardstick before you reach
your house, your house is safe.







STRATEG Y:

Tree R em oval

CASE 1:
L eaning on a Structure
If that structure is your house, leave the tree alone‍ you w ant your insurance
adjuster to see it. If it‒s on a shed or other outbuilding that doesn‒t m eet a
deductible, proceed carefully. A ccording to H usqvarna Tree Expert C ary
Shepherd, such trees can be under up-and-dow n as w ell as lateral pressure. That
pressure could release in unexpected directions w hen you start to cut.

CASE 2:
Snagged on a Pow er L ine
D on‒t touch any tree that‒s leaning on a pow er line and certainly don‒t have at it
w ith a chainsaw . Trees are filled w ith w ater and are good conductors of
electricity.

CASE 3:
O n the G round
Sounds like you‒ve got som e firew ood com ing your w ay. B ut w ork carefully.
W atch for branches that are under tension. ―M ake sure you understand how  that
tree can tw ist or roll before cutting it,‖ Shepherd says. ―A sk yourself, w hat side
w ill it roll on? You w ant to be on the opposite side.‖



  STRATEG Y:

How  to Read a FEM A M ap:
Search for your address at m sc.fem a.gov. If your house is in a blue shaded area,
you‒re in a 100-year-flood zone, w hich m eans there‒s a 1 percent chance of a
flood of one foot or higher affecting your property in any given year. The gray
shaded zone puts you in the 500-year-flood risk category. D o you think FEM A
got it w rong w ith your house? C heck the base flood elevation on the m ap, then
see if your house sits above that height.

RECO VERY
Tw o m onths. That‒s how  long it took to get the pow er back on at the hom e of
Jayne and Tom  Lee in B reezy Point, N ew  York, after H urricane Sandy. The Lees
are one of 37 fam ilies w ho w ere able to return to the neighborhood‍ m ore than
2,000 fam ilies rem ained displaced m onths later. For victim s of a disaster, the
return to norm alcy can take a frustratingly long tim e after the rest of the w orld
m oves on. W hile you are still settling w ith the insurance com pany, protecting
your property, and rebuilding your hom e, your responsibilities to your job,
fam ily, and friends don‒t go aw ay. W elcom e to the survival long gam e.



FO STER G O O DW ILL: ―The sense of com m unity that com es out after a storm
is incredible,‖ says John Foberg, an H VA C  engineer w hose H oboken, N ew
Jersey, hom e w as flooded after Sandy. Foberg‒s neighbors loaned him  cleanup
equipm ent and he gave back by turning his deck into a com m unity barbecue
spot.

SAY SO  LO NG  TO  YO UR CAR: If flooding reached over the floorboards of
your vehicle, your insurer w ill consider it a total loss. The adjuster w ill quote
you standard B lue B ook value on the car, but double-check that num ber based on
your area‍ and factor in any equipm ent you‒ve installed.

DEALING  W ITH DEBRIS: A ll m anner of w et, slippery, splintery junk w ill
need to get shoveled, raked, and dragged to the curb. W ear protective gloves,
boots, and long pants. C heck w ith your tow n to see if there is a public debris
rem oval program . If not, check w ith your insurer to see if your policy pays for a
dum pster.

Dealing w ith Your Insurance Com pany

Take Inventory.
You‒ll need to produce a detailed list of the stuff you had.
Purva Patel, a journalist who reported on the insurance
industry for the Houston Chronicle after Hurricanes Rita
(2005) and Ike (2008), suggests using Cloud-based
services such as the Insurance Inform ation Institute‒s
Hom e Inventory app and the National Association of
Insurance Com m issioners M yHO M E Scr.APP.book.

Not so fast w ith the Ham m er.
―Do as little repair work as possible before the adjuster
com es to your hom e,‖ she advises. Docum ent all the
dam age with photos and video. ―You want to be able to
show the agent how it started,‖ she says.

Be tenacious.


