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To the kids in my neighborhood who love the outdoors as much as I do, to my friends who insisted I write this book, and especially to all the nice people in search and rescue.
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INTRODUCTION

The shivering woke me up. My entire body shook and my teeth chattered uncontrollably. It was still dark, and my dog and I were alone in the woods, huddled together in a hastily built bark-and-branch shelter. And it was cold—really cold. I had no sleeping bag or blanket, and the temperature had dropped to 15 degrees Fahrenheit in the dark forest. I tried to get a sip of water, but my water bottle had frozen solid. “Let’s get up,” I told Moxie, my German shepherd. We wriggled out of the tiny shelter and I began to walk unsteadily in place while Moxie stretched and looked for a place to pee. My frozen boots felt like they were made out of rocks—but, as the blood began to flow through my limbs, I stopped shaking and my brain started to work again. For the umpteenth time that long night, I checked my watch, hoping for the miracle of approaching daylight. It was only 3:00 A.M. We still had hours to go before we’d see the sun. I stood in the frigid night air and listened to a great horned owl somewhere above me for a minute, then crawled back into my tiny shelter. I pulled Moxie to me and wrapped a tarp over us. With my face pressed against her dusty fur, I promised, “Just a few more hours, and we’ll be warm.”

Moxie and I were not lost; I had volunteered to spend the night alone with her in a remote forest as part of our search and rescue training. This was the second time I was being tested on my shelter-building skills. Each time, I was not allowed to have a fire or any sort of comfort item, and the temperature was well below freezing. No one could call these practice sessions comfortable, but I did learn that I could survive wintry nights if I was caught outside.

Now you can, too. In fact, the information in this book will help you to survive all kinds of situations you might face if you become lost in the wilderness someday. You won’t need to know how to shoot a deer with a homemade arrow, clean and cook it, and turn its skin into a waterproof tarp. You just need to know how to stay healthy and out of trouble until rescuers find you. I’ve taught middle school students how to do just that—the same lessons taught to adults in survival classes. Just because you’re young, you do not need to be babied. You can handle it.

This book is for young adventurers who want to build up their survival skills and learn what to do if they ever find themselves lost or in a dangerous situation in the wild. Does that sound like you? Great—let’s get started!


1

ANYONE CAN GET LOST
(and What to Do If It Happens to You)

Anyone can get lost or have an emergency while hunting, hiking, or playing in the wilderness. It happens to kids and adults—even experienced hunters and hikers—and occurs most often during simple day hikes or quick outings. That means that this chapter is the most important one in the book. Maybe you skipped it at first so you could read about the fun stuff—building different kinds of shelters, identifying animal tracks, or creating a solar still. (I probably would have done the same thing!) All that other stuff is important, but none of it is as crucial as what you’ll learn in this chapter. You need to read this section carefully, and you may want to talk to a parent about what you have learned.

The most important things you can do to stay safe are actually very easy. First, tell someone where you are going, whom you’re going with, and what time you’ll be back. Adults forget to do this as often as kids do. But how are you going to be found if no one knows where you went? Rescuers could spend hours or even days looking for you in all the wrong places. So remember: the best way to make sure that you are found is to make sure that somebody knows where you might be lost.

Another great thing you can do is to take friends along with you. Having one or more buddies along makes good sense for lots of reasons. For starters, it’s much easier to find a group of people than it is to find just one. Also, friends can help you build a shelter, collect water, and make noise so that people can find you. And being lost is less scary when you are not alone. Your buddy doesn’t even have to be a person—you can bring a dog friend with you to keep you company and keep you warm. If you are with another person or a group of people, stay together.

Last, always carry water, food, and a survival kit. Your kit can be as simple as a water bottle and purification tablets, a lighter, a candy bar, a flashlight, toilet paper, some garbage bags, a first-aid kit, and a whistle. You can read more about more advanced survival kits in chapter 12 (p. 191).

Just by doing these three things—letting someone know where you’re going, taking a buddy along, and having a survival kit with you—you’ll know that you’ve done the most important things you can to make sure that you’ll be found alive and well. But what is better than being found alive and well? Not getting lost in the first place, of course. So how can you help to make sure you don’t get lost? Let’s look at some of the most common reasons that people (adults as well as kids) find themselves lost in the wilderness:

[image: ] It gets too dark to see where you’re going. It’s easy to misjudge distances or lose track of time when you are exploring and enjoying the outdoors, and activities such as day hikes and rafting trips frequently last longer than expected. Out in the wilderness, especially in the mountains, it can get dark quickly: all of a sudden, the sun disappears behind a hill and you realize you have a long way to walk in the dark to return to your camp or car. Always carry a flashlight or headlamp, as well as extra batteries, with you when you head out into the wilderness.

[image: ] Someone gets hurt. It’s easy to twist an ankle or stumble and fall when hiking, and you can get sick out in the woods just as easily as you can at home. If you or someone you’re with is hurt or ill—even if that someone is your dog—you may not be able to make it back to civilization before nightfall. Be sure to bring along basic first-aid and signaling tools whenever you go on hikes or other wilderness excursions. That way, you’ll be prepared for emergencies and you’ll be easier to find if you have to be rescued.

[image: ] The weather changes suddenly. I live in the mountains, where it snows at unexpected times, even in the middle of summer. In both mountains and deserts, fierce rainstorms can occur with very little warning and make rocks and trails slippery. In many areas of the country it can become foggy, making it difficult to see or stay on trails. Oftentimes it is more dangerous to try to walk through bad weather than it is to sit tight and wait it out. If you have your survival pack with you, you can make a raincoat out of a garbage bag and build a fire to keep you warm as you wait for the weather to clear.

[image: ] You take a “shortcut” that turns out to be a mistake. When you are tired and on a switchback trail—one that zigzags up a steep hill—it may seem like you can save time by going straight up the hill instead. But once you leave a trail it can be surprisingly hard to find your way back to it. Hike only on marked trails and avoid shortcuts that lead you off them.

[image: ] You follow a false trail. Well-worn animal paths often look like trails made by and for humans. It’s easy to veer off onto an animal trail by mistake and be unable to find your way back to the “people path.” How can you make sure that you stay on track? One way is to mark your trail as you hike into the wilderness so you can follow your markings when you hike back out. To show where you’ve been, you can put a small rock on top of a big rock or place two sticks together on the trail so that they point like an arrow to show your direction. You can also tie brightly colored flagging tape (which can be bought at most hardware and outdoor equipment stores) to branches or rocks to mark your path. The test is to look back and make sure that you can always spot the last marking as you go along; that way, you’ll know that you will be able to spot them when you return along the trail. If you use flagging tape, be sure to remove it as you walk back. No one wants a messy forest.

[image: ]

[image: ] The trail is rocky and there aren’t any footprints to help you stay on the path. How can you tell that you haven’t veered off the trail if you have to travel over rocks? Some trails are marked with “ducks,” which are little piles of rocks that show you where the trail is. One rock on top of another means “go straight ahead,” a small rock to the right of a big rock means “turn right,” and a little rock to the left of a big rock means “turn left.” If a rocky trail isn’t marked, you can make your own ducks, tie some flagging tape to a rock, or mark your way with branch arrows.

[image: ] You go exploring and end up in a place that is totally unfamiliar to you. As you go along, try to pick out landmarks that you can look for when you head back. Of course, if you bring a GPS (Global Positioning System) with you, you’ll always be able to tell where you are. (See chapter 10, p. 172, for information on navigating via GPS.)

[image: ] You have to leave the trail in order to get around something that’s in the way. In the spring, streams of rainwater or melted snow may block sections of a trail. Big trees and boulders may fall across the path. If you have to leave the trail to get around an obstacle such as these, you could wind up off track. Pay attention to what your trail looks like, and when you get back to it on the other side of the obstacle, make sure it looks the same. You don’t want to end up on an animal track or a different trail by mistake.

[image: ] You leave the trail to go swimming, fishing, or exploring. Everyone has left a trail to watch wildlife, go fishing, or investigate something interesting. If you do, keep track of the path you take, and be sure to return to the trail the same way you left it.

[image: ] You become dehydrated. When you are exercising and you don’t drink enough fluids, you can quickly become dehydrated, which means your body has lost too much water to stay healthy. This happens most frequently in hot or even warm weather, but it can happen at any time. Dehydration can make you too weak and sick to get back home on your own. To prevent this, bring extra water and don’t forget to drink it.

[image: ] You deliberately go off on your own. Kids sometimes get mad at their parents, a brother or sister, or a friend and just take off without paying attention to where they’re going.

The secret to being a smart adventurer is to be prepared for any of these possibilities and to know how to take care of yourself if something unexpected happens.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU GET LOST

Realizing you are lost is a really scary feeling, and most people make it worse by becoming angry, frightened, sad, or ashamed instead of taking control of the situation. Your biggest survival tool is your brain. So stop blaming yourself or others and don’t waste valuable time. Stay calm. You will be found—probably soon. You are going to survive, and you need to get to work to make your situation better. Remember, your main job now is to stay healthy and protected until you are located. If you find yourself panicking or running in circles, just take a deep breath and say to yourself, “STOP”:

[image: ]

[image: ] S is for Stop. If there are many hours left before sunset and you can clearly see your tracks, just follow them back to safety. But if you don’t have enough time to get back before sunset or if you have no idea how to get back, stop moving. The more you move around, the longer it will take others to find you. Also, stop panicking. It is normal to be scared and upset, but you are the only one who can make things better, so stay calm. Remember that you know how to make a shelter and take care of yourself. Tell yourself that you will be OK until you really believe it, even if you have to say it a hundred times. You will make it. You are a survivor!

[image: ] T is for Think. After you take a couple of deep breaths, start thinking. Who knows where you are? What’s around you that can make your situation better? Is there something in your pack or pockets that will help? How many hours are left until dark? Are you in a good spot to set up a shelter? What is the weather like? What kind of shelter can you build?

[image: ] O is for Observe. Look around you. Is there a meadow with high grass nearby? Meadow grass makes soft bedding. Is there a lot of snow? Maybe you can dig into a snowbank to make a snow cave. Listen and look for water; you will need it to survive. Also look for a wide-open spot that you can use to signal for help.

[image: ] P is for Plan. Decide what to do, and in what order. What do you need to do first?

Are you in a safe spot? If there is a thunderstorm and you’re high up on a mountain or hill, you need to get to lower ground as soon as you can. Be sure to stay away from big boulders and tall trees that are standing by themselves—lightning is most likely to strike there

Do you need to build a shelter to help protect yourself from bad weather? Do you need to make a fire to stay warm? If so, these tasks should be at or near the top of your “to do” list. Plan where you will look for shelter-building materials and firewood. (You always need more firewood than you expect, so plan to collect more than you think you will need.)

Do you have water? Finding a supply is also important, if you have forgotten to bring extra and the weather is hot. However, do not wander around looking for water, especially if you know someone will be coming to find you.

What can you do to help people find you? Is there an open space where you can signal an airplane or helicopter? Can you build a signal fire safely, or are you surrounded by flammable grass? Are there rocks that you can use to make an X in the snow or in a field?

HELP IS ON THE WAY

If you go missing, the first thing your parents or guardians will probably do is notify the police or a park ranger. These officials will call in a SAR, or search and rescue, team. These dedicated searchers help to find kids and adults who may be lost, injured, or caught in bad weather. Oftentimes they are trained in wilderness survival skills such as first aid, navigation, and knot-tying.

[image: ]

Search and rescue teams may include park rangers, deputy sheriffs, and volunteers who live in the area. Some team members work as “ground pounders,” who travel on foot to find lost people, while others serve as ATV (all-terrain vehicle) drivers, searching back roads and trails. Mounted searchers ride horses that have been specially trained to work with search dogs and to not be spooked by things like ATVs, chainsaws, tents, sirens, helicopters, or blowing flagging tape. And search and rescue pilots may fly helicopters and airplanes in order to search from the sky.

Essential to search and rescue are K-9 teams made up of search dogs and their handlers. The dogs can smell people from far away, and they can follow the scent trails people leave behind as they walk. Search dogs are trained to ride in helicopters and ATVs, to be obedient, and to follow instructions well. In addition, they are usually excellent swimmers. A search dog may be any breed, but all search dogs have two things in common: they are eager to work and they love to find people.

There are two kinds of search dogs. Area search dogs run free and look for any human who’s nearby. If they find someone, they run back to their handlers and tell them by barking or jumping up on their human partners. Then they bring them to the lost person. Trailing dogs work on long leashes that are held by their handlers. Usually the handlers allow the trailing dogs to smell something that has the lost person’s scent on it, such as a sweater or other piece of clothing. (Every person on the planet has a different smell. Even twins smell different to a search dog.) Then, ignoring hundreds of other smells, the trailing dogs follow that unique scent into the wilderness until they reach the source of the smell—the lost person.

[image: ]

Most dogs that work in search and rescue wear orange vests, called shabracks, that identify them as working dogs. Also, most of these dogs wear bells on their harness. The bells help the handlers keep track of the dogs, and they help lost people to know that help is nearby. If you are lost and you hear bells, start yelling or blowing your whistle to help the search teams find you.

If they are called in to help find you, search and rescue people will grab their search packs, load up their horses, dogs, and ATVs, and report to the search headquarters, which is called the command post. Your parent or guardian will be asked many questions, such as what you look like, how old you are, what you are wearing, and whether or not you have any survival training. They may be asked for a piece of clothing or some other item that has your scent on it so that the dogs on the search and rescue team can learn your smell. Pilots might fly planes or helicopters over the area where you went missing. That location is called PLS, “place last seen” (or “point last seen”). If there are dangerous weather conditions and it is dark, the searchers may not be allowed to search until daybreak or until conditions improve. That is why it is important for you to be able to take care of yourself for a few hours or a day until they find you. Remember, people are coming to find you, as soon as they can.

What if you’re not lost, but someone that you are with, like a little brother or sister, wanders away from you and goes missing as you are exploring the wilderness together? What do you do? You can be a big help to search and rescue by marking the spot where you last saw that person. Perhaps you could make a big X on the trail with sticks. Then go get help from an adult.

[image: ] Lots of kids who are lost do something that could prevent them from being rescued: they hide from the people who are searching for them, either because their parents told them not to speak to strangers or because they think that people will be angry with them for getting lost. There have been cases where, for several days, searchers were just a few feet away from the lost kids they were looking for, but the cold and hungry children stayed hidden in the bushes because they were afraid of what would happen to them when they were found. This kind of behavior is dangerous and it isn’t very smart. Search and rescue people not only risk their own lives to find lost kids, but they often put their horses and dogs in danger, too. Don’t be one of those kids who hide from the people who are trying to save them. Your parents want you to be found. Just ask them.


2

BUILDING A SHELTER

If you’re lost and working out the steps in your survival plan, you’ll need to keep in mind the rule of three, which states that you can live about three weeks without food and three days without water, but only three hours without adequate shelter if the weather is extreme (and only three minutes without air). This means that building a shelter is one of the first survival skills you’ll put to use. And since most people discover they are lost late in the afternoon, you’ll probably need to work quickly to finish your shelter before dark. Even if you aren’t lost but are just out camping or adventuring, the same rule applies: build your shelter first.

A shelter can help to keep you warm when it’s cold outside and cool when it’s hot. It can protect you from rain, snow, and other bad weather conditions. And it can give you a more comfortable place to sleep. There are many different types of shelters, and the kind you should build will depend on the weather, what materials are nearby, and what tools you have. And, of course, before you can build your shelter, you have to decide where to build it.

CHOOSING A LOCATION

It’s important to think carefully about the best place to build your shelter. If you’re worried about the cold, pick a spot halfway up a hill, preferably on a sunny slope—that’s where it’ll be warmest. Camping next to a big rock that has sat in the sun all day will also help keep you warm. To escape the heat, choose a place near water, if you can—it can be as much as 10 to 15 degrees cooler there than it is up on a hill. That temperature difference could save your life. However, if you stay next to the water, expect company. During warm months, bees, mosquitoes, and flies like to hang out near water. Also, be aware that some streams and rivers can rise several feet overnight. To be on the safe side, build your shelter at a spot about 10 feet higher than the waterline (10 feet is the height of a basketball hoop). Otherwise, you might find yourself swimming in your sleep!

If you are in the desert, you should never camp at the bottom of a canyon or a dry riverbed, which is often called a wash or an arroyo, because rainwater from miles away can pour down canyon walls and create dangerous flash floods without warning. I have seen giant boulders get washed down normally dry canyons after summer thunderstorms, even though the canyons were nearly a mile away from where it was actually raining.

Try to pick a location that’s close to a trail so rescuers or hikers can find you quickly. But don’t build your shelter in the middle of a trail or directly next to one. Deer, skunks, mountain lions, bobcats, coyotes, and bears often walk down trails at night, especially if those trails lead to water, and you don’t want to have to deal with any unexpected visitors in the middle of the night. Move off the trail a bit, then look for a safe spot to build your shelter.

How can you tell whether a particular spot is safe? First, make sure you’re protected if a strong wind blows through—you want to avoid big trees with dead branches that might fall on you. Then, check for any trees nearby that have been struck by lightning; that can mean you are in a lightning danger zone. (People commonly say that lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place, but that is totally untrue. In fact, lightning has been known to strike the same object multiple times during one storm.) And remember, you will usually be protected from lightning strikes if you stay away from mountaintops, high rocks, open spaces, or lone trees. Keep low and stay out of water during thunderstorms.

In addition, make sure you’re not choosing a spot that’s already been claimed by tiny biting creatures like ticks or ants. I once started to build a shelter, only to discover a gigantic anthill under the pine needles where I was making my bed. Kick away any needles and leaves and look around for anthills, scorpion holes, spiderwebs, and anything else that may mean unwanted company in your temporary home. It’s also a good idea to avoid setting up your shelter next to big piles of rocks, as venomous snakes sometimes live under them during the day and then come out at night to hunt. Snakes do not usually travel long distances, so if you see a suspicious-looking rock pile or a venomous snake, just build your shelter about 100 yards away from it. One hundred yards is the length of a football field.

Finally, make sure that there are enough materials nearby with which to build a shelter. (See the building instructions later in the chapter to find out what you’ll need.) If one spot doesn’t have enough building materials, move to a spot that has more. You don’t want to have to spend a lot of time and energy hauling shelter materials a long way, especially if you make your shelter halfway up a hill, where it is warmer.


ACTIVITY The next time you go for a walk in the woods or the desert, look around you. What do you see that you could use for shelter materials?



How long will it take to make your shelter? Most of the time, it takes at least an hour and a half to find materials and build a shelter. Of course, you want to have it all built before it gets really dark. But how can you tell when the sun will set? Just use your hand. Hold your arm straight out in front with your palm facing you and your fingers together. Line up your pinky with the horizon. The space that’s taken up by your four fingers counts as one hour, and the space of one finger counts as 15 minutes. Count how many “hands” and “fingers” it is between the horizon and the sun, and that’s how long it is until sunset.

[image: ]

What should you do if you have no time to build a shelter? See the section on natural shelters on p. 24.

BASIC RULES FOR
 SHELTER BUILDING

Once you’ve chosen the site for your shelter, the next step is to plan the size of your bed. Be sure to do this before you construct the shelter walls. There is nothing more annoying than spending a lot of energy to create a warm shelter, only to find out that you don’t fit inside! Your shelter should be just large enough to lie down in. The smaller it is, the better it will help to keep you warm by trapping your body heat. Smaller shelters also require less work to build than larger ones.

Never sleep on the bare ground in cold weather. Cold ground will pull your body heat right out of you. A layer of natural bedding materials will insulate you from the ground. The best bedding materials are dried grasses, but you can also use pine needles, pine boughs, tiny pine cones, or leaves. If you are in an area with few soft bedding materials, save the softest materials for the top: use pine boughs, leaves, or tiny pinecones as the bottom layer, then cover the top with the fluffiest leaves, grasses, or pine needles. The thicker the bed, the warmer it will be. In fact, make your bed twice as thick as you think it has to be. During the night, those leaves and grasses will smash down and compress. If it is raining, dig a small ditch around your shelter to drain the water away so it doesn’t flow into your bed.

As you’ll learn in chapter 12 (p. 191), your survival kit should contain at least two large plastic trash bags. They’re handy for many purposes, especially when you’re building a shelter. They’re great for hauling shelter materials, and you can fill them with leaves or needles to make a mattress or a blanket. They can even become a waterproof part of the shelter itself.

KNOTS

In order to build a shelter or perform a number of other survival tasks, it helps to know how to tie knots. Although there are literally hundreds of different knots, you only need to learn a few of them. Basic knots such as the bowline are useful for tying your shelter’s central support to a tree or hanging your food stash out of the reach of bears. They are simple to learn and can be untied easily so you can reuse your rope. Knot-tying is difficult to describe, but many websites have animated instructions to help you learn. (See the resources section, p. 207.) The best way to learn knots, however, is to watch others tie them and then practice with your own rope; you can receive hands-on training from the Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts, rock climbing schools, and some sporting good stores.

[image: ] Bowline. This is the most basic knot. It is primarily used to attach a single rope to something like a tree, and it is easy to tie and untie—except when the rope is stretched taut by some kind of weight (like a backpack hanging from it). To tie a bowline, make a small loop in the rope. Bring the end of the rope up through the loop, around the rope, and back down into the loop. Pull tight.

[image: ]

[image: ] Clove hitch. A clove hitch is used to tie something like a tarp to a pole. It is useful because you can adjust your rope length as you tie it, which is important when tying a tarp tightly to a stake or stringing a light food bag up in the air. However, it is not the strongest knot, and it should not be used for heavy jobs like stringing a hammock between trees—it could loosen under pressure and dump you to the ground. To use a clove hitch, first attach the object that needs fastening (food bag, tarp, etc.) to one end of the rope using a bowline or other secure knot, and then loop the opposite end of the rope around the object to which you’re attaching it (post, stake, etc.), making sure the free end of the loop is lower than the attached end. Then make a second loop above the first loop (going in the same direction), poke the free end under your second loop where you started it, and pull tight.

[image: ]

[image: ] Figure eight. The basic figure eight knot is a stopper knot. That means it is tied at the end of a rope to keep it from sliding through a hole. It can also be used as a basic knot; it is stronger and more secure than a bowline and can hold a heavy weight. Form a loop near one end of the rope, pass the loose end back over the top of your loop and poke the end through the first loop, then tighten it. If you do it correctly, it should look like the number 8.

[image: ]

[image: ] Double figure eight. The double figure eight knot is used to link two ropes together (the ropes do not need to be the same size). First, make a basic figure eight knot. To add another rope, just follow the path of the original figure eight knot with the new rope. Start it where the first knot ends and keep the new rope neat and side by side with the original.

[image: ]

NATURAL SHELTERS

If you don’t have enough time to build a shelter before nightfall, find a naturally occurring one. If you’re in a wooded area, you might be able to find a large hollow log that you can climb into; you can cover the entrance with leaves or other materials to keep out the cold. Logs often have bee or wasp nests in them, so be sure to check for prior residents before climbing inside. If there are no logs around, you can burrow into a big pile of leaves or pine needles and cover yourself as much as possible. If you find a depression or a hole in the ground, you can build a shelter by covering the top with branches, small logs, and leaves.

Some areas of the country have caves or rock overhangs that can protect you from snow or rain. However you must first make sure that you are not sharing your space with an animal. When I was young, my brother and I found a cave and went in to explore it. It turned out to belong to something that left huge piles of animal bones around. Fortunately, no one was home when we visited, much to my mother’s relief. Before you enter a cave, check to see if you have the place to yourself. Are there animal tracks or piles of scat, or poop, around the entrance? Do you see bones or a bed of leaves or grass inside, or detect the smell of animal urine? If so, find a different shelter. If the cave is free of animals and appears to be safe, it should make for a really good shelter.

[image: ] Never build a fire in a cave or under a rock overhang. Rocks in overhangs or in the ceilings of caves sometimes break off and fall when heated. If you build a fire (see chapter 5 for instructions), put it just outside the cave or overhang.

In many states, explorers may come across abandoned mines. Stay out of them! There are gases inside mines that can kill you if you breathe the air. Rattlesnakes, scorpions, and mountain lions like to live in them. And mines are unstable; many have floors that could fall out from under you and roofs that could cave in. There may be old—but still dangerous—explosives nearby, as well. Mines are especially common in the Southwest, along the West Coast, and in Michigan, Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and Utah. There are over a half-million abandoned mine openings in the United States. Some mines are easy to spot because they have wooden beams around their entrances, railroad tracks leading into them, or old mining equipment and buildings nearby. There may be fences or barbed wire around them to keep people away. But some mines don’t have any of these features, and their openings might look just like a hole in the ground or in the side of a hill.

TARP SHELTERS

A tarp shelter is a good choice when you’re in a warm climate and you either want some shade or want to protect yourself from rain. If you don’t have a real tarp, you can use a trash bag, cut open on the long side to make one large plastic sheet. There are several ways to build a tarp shelter, depending on the size of your tarp and the materials, such as rocks, trees, or bushes, that are available to use as anchors:

[image: ]

[image: ] You can use a clove hitch knot to tie the top corners of a tarp to two trees or two bushes so that the tarp is stretched between them. Pull the bottom edge of the tarp out and down to make sort of a half tent, and use something heavy, such as sand, rocks, or logs, to hold each of the bottom corners in place.

[image: ]

[image: ] You can fold the tarp on the diagonal, tie one corner of your fold to an overhanging branch using a bowline knot, and hold all the edges down with rocks to make an open-ended tent.

[image: ] If you have a tube tent in your survival kit, you can create a tarp shelter quickly. A tube tent is an open-ended plastic tent that comes with a rope and is small enough to carry in your pocket.

TRENCH SHELTERS

A trench shelter is a basic shelter that will protect you from both heat and cold. You can build it in areas where there is snow or sand on the ground that can be dug into easily by hand. It can also be built in wooded areas where the roots of fallen trees have left pits in the ground. Just follow these instructions:

1. Dig out a pit, piling the snow, soft dirt, or sand around the edges to make it deeper. Remember, the pit should be just large enough for you to lie down comfortably, just beneath the pit edges you created. Leave an opening at one end so you can slide down into your shelter.

[image: ]

2. Make your bed at the bottom of the pit. Be sure to line it with lots of pine branches, bark, or leaves to keep you off the wet ground.

[image: ]

3. Lay sticks and branches across the top to form a roof. Then put a tarp or garbage bag over it.

[image: ]

4. Cover the top of your stick roof with layers of bark, branches, leaves, pine needles, driftwood, dried seaweed, snow, or whatever you have available to seal it.

[image: ]

5. Slide into the trench, feet first, and close off your entrance, leaving open a small hole for fresh air.

BRUSH SHELTERS

A brush shelter is another type of shelter that can be constructed easily and quickly in most environments. You don’t have to dig into the ground or use much energy to build it—as long as you have enough building materials nearby. Two girls in my neighborhood built a demonstration brush shelter in an hour. They had no ax or tools, yet they were able to create a warm, waterproof place to sleep in a short period of time. Here is how you can build one:

1. Find a sturdy dead tree to serve as your shelter’s central support, or ridgepole. It needs to be strong enough to use as a backbone for your shelter, at least three or four feet longer than your body length, and small enough to lift and move. Break off any sharp branches that are sticking out along it.

[image: ]

2. Pick someplace secure to prop up your ridgepole—a sturdy somewhat flat spot about four feet off the ground. The spot can be the place on a tree where two branches come together, or a small boulder. Lay the narrower end of your ridgepole against the flat spot and drop the wider end onto the ground. If you have cord or a shoelace, you can give your shelter more stability by tying the top of your ridgepole tightly to a tree, large rock, or other secure object, using a secure knot such as a bowline.

[image: ]

3. Gather bedding materials and carry them to your shelter. (Remember, you can carry them in a trash bag.)

4. Make your bed under the ridgepole, stretch out on it, and make sure you fit inside. Adjust the ridgepole if necessary.

[image: ]

[image: ]

5. Drape a tarp over your ridgepole to make a tent and secure each side of it to the ground with rocks, branches, or other materials. If you have no tarp, cut along the long edge of some trash bags, open them up, and use them instead. (You can use duct tape to attach two trash bags to each other to make one large sheet of plastic.) Once the tarp or bag is in place, prop branches and sticks from the ground to the ridgepole to make a tent-shaped frame. If you only have a small tarp or trash bag that doesn’t reach the ground when you drape it over the ridgepole, build the basic stick frame first, then drape the tarp over the top of it.

[image: ]

6. Fill in the frame with more sticks, branches, or large slabs of bark. Weave in smaller branches to hold everything together, and stuff bark, leaves, and other materials into the walls until every part of the shelter is covered except the entrance. If you have fresh pine or cedar branches, layer them on top to make your roof somewhat waterproof. The thicker the shelter—the more materials in the walls—the warmer it will be.

[image: ]

7. Make a shelter door. You can use your backpack, a garbage bag full of leaves, or a pile of branches to close off the entrance, or you can just pull your tarp closed.

[image: ]


ACTIVITY The only way you will ever find out what makes for a great shelter is to build one and test it out. Make a brush shelter according to the instructions above, then try spending the night inside to see how comfortable it is. Does it keep you warm? Does it keep you dry when it’s raining? It’s fun to build survival shelters—and, with practice, you will get better and better at making them.



BEACH SHELTERS

Many beaches are covered with driftwood and logs. These are great materials for building a temporary home. Don’t forget to make your shelter above the high-tide line—the spot to which the water rises to when it’s at its highest—or you might find yourself washed away in the middle of the night. To locate the high-tide line on an open beach, look for the water mark that’s farthest from the water; it often is edged with driftwood and debris.

If you’re lost or stranded on a beach, the best shelter you can build is a trench shelter (see p. 27). Dig a trench that’s big enough to comfortably lie down in, and pile your dugout sand around the edges, leaving an entrance to get in and out. Line the trench with grasses or dried seaweed. Make a roof by laying driftwood across the top of the trench, biggest pieces first, and then covering it completely with stacks of wood. You could also make a tarp shelter (see p. 25), but that will not keep you very warm at night, so you may also need to make a fire (see “Building a Fire,” p. 59).

SNOW SHELTERS

Snow shelters have saved many people, especially lost skiers. Just one candle can keep the temperature inside a snow shelter at about 32 degrees even when it is much colder outside. Snow is a great insulator, which means that it keeps out the wind and cold. In a snow shelter with a thick layer of branches or leaves for a bed, you can survive terrible conditions.

If you happen to find a big, packed-down mound of snow that’s not too hard to dig into, you can carve out a small cave with your gloved hands or a piece of wood, as shown in the illustration below. The cave should be a bit longer than your body and tall enough to sit up in. Inside, scrape off the snow above you to make a domed roof. The area for your bed should be at least six inches higher than the entrance—the higher the better, because then the cold air will sink below your sleeping platform and keep you warmer. It is important to poke a tennis ball-sized hole through the roof of your snow cave in order to allow oxygen to get inside. You can do this with a long stick. Be sure to keep the stick with you inside the shelter to keep the hole open or make a new one if necessary. Never close yourself inside any snow shelter that does not have an air hole.

[image: ]

Unfortunately, you may not be able to find the kind of snow that’s needed to build a snow cave. I lived in snow country for years, but most of the snow I saw was either too light and powdery or hard as a rock. But there is another way to make a good snow shelter. In the western mountains you can often find spruce or cedar trees with branches that touch the ground. What little snow there is under these trees is usually soft and easy to dig—perfect for making a trench shelter (see p. 27). Simply scoop out a hole in the snow next to the tree, pile the scooped-out snow around the top of the hole—leaving an opening to climb in and out—and make a roof out of sticks and boughs. You can then cover the entire roof with snow to insulate it. Like all snow shelters, the smaller the warmer—make it just taller than your head when sitting down. Don’t forget to line the bottom of your trench with a thick layer of branches so you are not lying on the cold ground or in the snow.

[image: ]

DESERT SHELTERS

People who walk or drive through the desert during daylight hours can go for miles without ever seeing a single animal. That doesn’t mean they’re not there, though. In hot climates, most creatures are nocturnal—active at night—and they spend their days sleeping in holes they’ve dug deep underground, where it is cool. Desert animals such as coyotes, skunks, snakes, and mice know how to survive when the ground is hot enough to burn bare feet.

If you’re lost in the desert, a top priority will be to build a shelter that helps you to stay cool and protected from the sun. But it can get very cold in the desert once the sun goes down, so you’ll also need it to keep you warm at night. The kind of desert shelter you can build depends totally on the materials you have around you and with you. A tarp or extra-large garbage bag can be used to make a simple tarp shelter for shade (see p. 25), or you can build a trench shelter in the sand (see p. 27). If you make a trench shelter, cover it with a tarp—anchor the tarp’s edges with rocks—then pile brush and a thin layer of sand on top to help keep the heat out. Keep in mind that a trench shelter may attract desert critters. When I lived in desert states, I saw kids building scorpion traps in the sand—they’d dig a deep pit and wait for a scorpion to fall into it. Sure enough, at least one or two scorpions would fall into a trap every few nights or so. In the desert, a trench shelter is really just a bigger version of a scorpion trap, so it might be worth the extra time to pile a small wall of rocks around your entrance to discourage any visitors.

If you are stranded in a car in the desert and there is no other shade, you can dig under the car and make a cool place to rest until it cools off at night.

CARS

Sometimes families get lost or stranded while driving in an unfamiliar wilderness area. The most important thing to remember is to stay with your car unless there is a very good reason to leave. Your car provides better shelter than anything you could construct. It protects you from dangerous predators, snakes, and insects. It is much easier to spot a car from the air than it is to spot a person. There is gas in the tank for starting fires, and there might be tools, extra clothing, and perhaps a blanket in the trunk. (In fact, every family should carry an emergency kit in their car. See chapter 12, p. 204, for more information on what it should include.)
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