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It’s All About the Pack



When I first began researching backpacks, now almost ten years ago, the term “bug-out bag” hadn’t crept into the common lexicon. I had been assigned to write a magazine article about backcountry bow-hunting, with a focus on backpacks suitable for off-the-grid adventure. That’s when I learned of Patrick Smith, of Kifaru International (www.kifaru.net). Smith is a modern-day mountain man, an avid elk hunter from Colorado, who makes custom backpacks for hunters and the military. He had not only developed backpacks with the most efficient load-bearing systems money could buy, but also had perfected an entire backpacking support system — complete with lightweight packable wood stoves and a tipi from which to live in warmth — plus a “live comfortably in the backcountry” philosophy.

Before bug-out bags became fashionable, Smith was killing bull elk on the mountain and carting their butchered hide, antler and meat out on his back. He didn’t survive in the backcountry — he lived. And quite comfortably, too. I had to try it, and I did — with my own adventure into the mountains of Wyoming. With an 80-pound fully-loaded Kifaru backpack seated comfortably on my hip platform, it was the first time I’d thought about how to load up and carry a backpack for my own self-sufficient survival. Where ounces are pounds, that custom-made pack made all the difference.

Times have changed. Yesteryear’s backpack geared toward wilderness survival has become, today, the prototypical bug-out bag. It’s no longer reserved for sportsmen seeking trophies but urban dwellers who can’t help but see an infrastructure in shambles all around them and the inescapable possibility of total collapse of services. There is a foreboding feeling in the air — a dark cloud fueled by constant bad news about the economy and world affairs — that is shaking us from our comfortable lives and into the realization that our cozy existence could come crashing to a sudden end at any moment. When we first discussed this book, I was a naysayer. I didn’t think anyone would share the details of their survival backpacks. But share they did, and liberally at that. This book gives you a peek inside their packs. Use it to borrow their ideas. And adjust your pack’s contents where appropriate. I hope this book inspires you to start a bug-out bag project of your own, or improve the one you have. And I hope — no, I pray — you never have to use it.



– Corey Graff, Editor


Introduction

By Jim Nowka
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The pack (this the Tasmania Tiger pack, German made) is almost as important as its contents. It carries and protects your life sustaining kit. When choosing a bag, it should allow you many different options to help you organize your stuff in a way that is logical to you. I put an IFAK (Individual First Aid Kit) on the top of my pack so I can get to it in a hurry. The webbing on the outside allows me to customize the pack by adding compatible pouches to the outside.

All across the country, catastrophes and crises occur with shocking regularity. Here in northern Michigan, blinding blizzards knock out power and block off roads, leaving no promise of quick repair or immediate relief. In some regions, tornadoes tear through towns destroying homes, neighborhoods and, sometimes, entire communities. For some, it’s floods. For others, it’s wildfires.

No matter where you live, you face a variety of risks. Bad things will happen. The question is, what do you have packed up and ready to go for quick access in an emergency? What’s inside your bug-out bag? That’s the question we set out to answer in this book.

The bug-out bag is simply a portable collection of gear organized to meet your survival needs for three days or more. It’s for those unforeseen situations where the only one you can depend on is yourself.

In the following pages, you’ll get an up-close look into bags assembled by some well-prepared people across the country. You’ll read about bags designed for situations you might never face. And you’ll dig into bags set up for conditions that might hit pretty close to home. Regardless, I’m hopeful you’ll get some good ideas that’ll leave you with the know-how to build the right bug-out bag for your individual circumstances. If you already have a bag, maybe you’ll find a few ways to improve it with gear that might never have crossed your mind.

The proper time to think about managing and surviving identified threats has long passed in the early moments after crisis becomes reality, stripping you of your comfort and normal means of living. You need to prepare now and continually re-assess whether your assembled gear best addresses the challenges you’ll face in a survival situation.
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Wet fire or Webber fire cubes are fire starters that will burn in water. When you absolutely have to have fire they work. The Webber cubes were vacuum bagged five to a package. Wet Fire is available in packs of two.

Assess Your Risks

You are the one person in the world with enough insight to properly prepare for your individual survival needs. Take ownership of your survival planning. Make the bag your own and know precisely what you have.

The most important tool you have at your disposal isn’t found in the bug-out bag. It’s your brain — and that’s your starting point. You always need to work on your problem-solving skills and reassess your needs. A survival situation brings forth an endless stream of problems that need solving. Think of your bug-out bag as a collection of solutions for the potential problems you’ve identified.

Your situation is likely different than mine: think about your biggest risks.

Take the time to break down the type of survival situations you’re most likely to encounter. Would you be alone, or is there a chance others will be with you? In a perfect world, everyone would have their own bag but, alas, it’s not a perfect world. That’s where knowledge comes in. The 72-hour bug-out bag can be stretched longer or adapted to take care of several people by improvising ways to get the most out of your environment.

Also consider children and family pets. An infant or toddler will present a whole host of new challenges in a bug-out scenario, as will your family dog or other pets depending on you.

Where could you find yourself in an emergency? Where I live in northern Michigan, we have large tracts of uninhabited forestland. It’s easy to imagine getting stranded far from home with no means of vehicle transportation. Thus, my bag needs to carry tools to protect me and sustain me should I need to travel by foot over great distance while traversing the countryside in tough conditions. Your situation may be entirely different, such as an urban setting. The key is to consider the potential problems, plan solutions and make sure your bag reflects them.

Remember, planning ahead is the entire reason you have your bug-out bag in the first place.
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“3 Day Assault Packs” like these are great bug-out bags for the individual who does not need to carry as many items. The Eagle on the left has great features, including the webbing on the outside, and carries well. The Spec-Ops on the right is also a great bag that carries well and has an interior that is bright yellow, a nice feature when digging through looking for something inside.

Commercial, Pre-Assembled Bags

Certainly, anyone looking for quick-and-easy preparation can find quick-and-easy answers. For example, you can buy a pre-assembled, 72-hour bug-out bag through many local big-box stores or online retailers. While these pre-made bug-out bags may be better than nothing, in your time of need you may quickly learn that all you really bought was a false sense of security.

Let’s be honest about what they’re selling. First of all, don’t expect the highest quality items. These bags are assembled by someone thinking only about what you might need in a survival situation. There isn’t a manufacturer that could possibly know, or assemble a product that takes account of, your individual needs or threats. Survival isn’t a one-size-fits-all proposition.

In my region, a water source is never further than a mile away. As a result, I can afford to carry less; you might not have that luxury. My bag includes long underwear. Those living in the bayous of Louisiana could obviously do without that single piece that’s so important to my survival puzzle. Besides, the manufacturer wouldn’t know my size.

Further, individual preferences vary. I might prefer a softer surface on which to sleep than you. You might choose to use that space for something different.

A store-bought bag could never account for the fact that I can’t function without my daily dose of caffeine. The bag I assembled includes instant coffee. Knowing both my addiction and the reality of a survival situation, I also packed some of those tiny caffeine pills you can pick up at any gas station. I realize I’m not always going to be in a position to have a fire and get some coffee going. The pills are small, they store well and, for me, it’s a true necessity.

If I don’t have my caffeine, I lose my focus. Not only do I lose my focus, but I get a rocking headache. Both would affect my ability to solve problems and react to my needs and environment. Consider how you live and what you depend on to get through your day. From there, organize your bag accordingly.

Take ownership. These two simple words embody the bug-out bag philosophy and offer the best advice I can provide for making sure your personal needs are met when you’re confronted with the unforeseen. You have no guarantee that the modern conveniences upon which you’ve relied thus far will continue even one more day. At any moment in time you are but a car breakdown, severe weather event or financial system meltdown away from needing your bag, your will and your sheer ability to survive. So prepare a bag that shifts the odds in your favor. Start from scratch and do it right.

Bug-Out Bag Contents

My bag weighs in at about 42 pounds with water included. I built it not only for survival, but so I could live comfortably for three days or beyond if the situation demanded. Every well-prepared bug-out bag shares several common elements. Let’s start with the basics.
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Considerations for the Bag Itself

Your bug-out bag should do more than keep the necessary tools at hand. It should be organized so they’re accessible and in proper shape to meet your immediate needs. With that in mind, make sure to use a bag that’s waterproof. At a minimum, make sure everything inside your bag is sealed and protected from water.

I’d recommend spending a little extra to ensure you have a durable bag. The pack I use is a Tasmanian Tiger, a German made product I acquired while in Afghanistan. While it has robust straps, it also has handles on the sides that make it easy to grab and quickly pitch into a vehicle. If you’re tossing your pack around by the straps, it’s eventually going to tear.

Here’s a tip to allow you to both waterproof and save significant amounts of space inside your pack. Use a vacuum sealer to compress clothing such as long underwear – tops and bottoms – and the package shrinks down to almost nothing. Space is at a premium. And when I need it, my long underwear is going to be dry.

The more items you pack that can cover several bases, the better off you are. The small squirt bottle of alcohol I have for my stove can be used as an antiseptic. I recently bought the ingenious little Biolite Stove. It runs on little wood scraps and, as it burns, it generates electricity. So, while I’m boiling water or making up a cup of coffee, I’m also charging up my cell phone, GPS or using it for light.
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One method of making water from streams, ponds or lakes drinkable, is to boil it. Here I am using a wood fired stove called BioLite. This unit produces little smoke and the added benefit of charging a cell phone or small device using a USB power outlet. Note the small amount of wood needed.

Rule of Threes

You can break potential survival situations into the Rule of Threes. Don’t think about bug-out bags as singular units, but instead as a collection of several, smaller kits that individually meet the various challenges and critical needs you’ll face as you try to get through what is in front of you and make your way toward safety.

Let the Rule of Threes guide your decisions. According to the rule, you can live:


	Three minutes without air

	Three hours without shelter

	Three days without water

	Three weeks without food

	Three months without hope
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Including a well made light weight backpacking shelter as part of your bug-out kit is a wise choice. Two man shelters like these from MSR can keep you out of the weather and keep the morale up. A 10’x10’ “Sil Tarp” can be lighter but might not be as protective. This orange shelter is called the “Missing Link,” and weighs a little over 3 lbs., MSR replaced this Shelter with one called the Fast Stash, almost the same tent, a little more mesh and a different color.

Shelter

Let’s start with shelter. I rely on the premise behind Cody Lundin’s book, 98.6 Degrees. It recognizes the fact that the lynchpin of survival is keeping your body as close as possible to its balance temperature regardless of your environment. If you live in heat, consider and plan for ways in which you can stay cool. My bag is suited for Michigan winters.

Recognize that even the middle ground can make for plenty of trouble depending on the conditions. If it is 50 degrees and raining, you could die of exposure depending on how long you’re stuck in that situation. A chance of death threatens those stranded even in what many would consider warm water. It’s only warm if you’re out for a fun swim. If you’re stranded and the water temperature is below your proper body temperature, it’ll eventually overtake you.

I keep my basic shelter considerations on the outside of my pack for immediate access. I have a poncho at close reach and several ways to start a fire. The poncho keeps me dry, the fire provides immediate heat and when recognizing the importance of maintaining proper body temperature, both could prove vital to my survival. I also keep a change of clothes on the inside and near the top of my pack.

My shelter kit includes a t-shirt and a pair of wool socks, all vacuum sealed. I also included a 12-by-12 “sil tarp” (a tarp made with ultra-light fabric of silicone-impregnated nylon) and a small two-man tent as a means to protect against the elements.

Water

You can go three days without water, according to the Rule of Threes. Again, I carry less than you might need — a liter or two, one day’s worth. Other pieces of my pack ensure that I’m in good shape knowing water is abundant and nearby. Again, my bag is built for my environment.

I have a stove and canteen cup available for boiling. Also packed is an MSR water filtration unit — a pump that’ll pull in all sorts of nastiness and leave you with clear, drinkable water. With that pump I can fill up a Thermos or my three-liter Camelbak.

As for the water pack, it rolls up small; it doesn’t take up much space, yet has a large bladder and addresses a couple of key considerations. There’s a good chance you aren’t going to be out there alone. Your water may need to sustain several people, not just yourself. Even if you are out there alone, you can only carry so much and your pack is only built for three days. Even so, you don’t want to die at the three-day mark if circumstances keep you out there longer. You need to think beyond.

If you’re in the south, you’re going to have to plan things differently. You might need to carry more water in your bag and plan different means to replenish your supply. You might pack

[image: ]

MREs or Meals Ready to Eat. During Hurricane Katrina, FEMA was giving these things out by the truckload! Many ended up for sale in online auctions. They offer about 1200 calories each and have a shelf life of about 3+ years.

Food
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Your kit should always contain, at minimum, a well made compass. Either a US Army engineers compass or a wrist mounted Suunto are excellent choices. A Rite in the Rain notebook are essential for note taking. A GPS is important, too, but remember to store your unit separate from batteries as they can leak over time. Maps of the area you are planning to bug out to should be installed ahead of time.

Tools and More
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In the survival or bug-out world there is a great selection of knives to choose from. You can easily choose a big knife and a small knife from this assortment and be well covered in the knife department. Remember there are a lot of great quality knives out there, choose the best you can afford.

Blades


Cord
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A person of less than perfect fire starting skills can be successful with a set up that includes torch lighters, matches, Webber fire cubes or Wet Fire.

Fire


Protection from Bugs



Navigation


Keep it where you’ll need it
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This small kit takes little space and provides everything you need to catch fish. The auto reel allows you to set it like a trap and go on with other survival chores. All you have to do is bait the hook and find water.

Comfort considerations
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The bug-out gun can be almost any weapon you have but a .22 caliber is one of the best choices. They are reasonably priced and inexpensive to shoot. Ammunition is lightweight so a reasonable number of rounds can be carried. They are accurate and have the ability to take almost any game with proper shot placement.

Now is the time
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