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INTRODUCTION
◆
Ten Minutes
Imagine someone knocking on your door. A firefighter or a police officer—calm, but in a hurry. They tell you the area is being evacuated. You have ten minutes.
What do you take?
Few people ever ask themselves that question ahead of time. And when the moment comes, those ten minutes disappear in a dash around the house: the documents are in one drawer, the medications in another, the charger is in the bedroom, and the flashlight is who knows where. The kids are asking what’s going on. Someone is looking for the keys. In the end you walk out with whatever you managed to grab—and without half of what you’re going to need.
There’s another way. In that version, the answer to “What do you take?” is simple: the backpack. It’s sitting by the door, ready and organized. You grab it, gather the kids, lock up, and go. Ten minutes is more than enough.
This book is about that second version.
What This Backpack Is
The survival backpack—also called a go-bag or a grab-and-go bag—is a small, portable supply of everything you need to get through the first one to three days away from home. Water. Food. Light. Medications. Documents. A warm layer. A way to find out what’s happening and to reach the people you love.
It’s not for surviving in the wilderness, and it’s not for the end of the world. It’s for far more ordinary and far more likely situations: an evacuation during a flood or a wildfire, a night in a school gym after an earthquake, an unplanned trip to stay with relatives because of a gas leak in your neighborhood, a full day and night in a car snowed in on the highway.
In every one of these cases, the backpack does the same thing: it buys you time. Time when you don’t have to hunt for water, wonder where to get your child’s medication, or ask strangers for a charger. Time when you can think clearly, because the basics are covered.
What You’ll Find Inside
The parts of this book follow the icons on the cover. Each icon stands for one part of the backpack.
In the first chapter, we’ll look at what the backpack is, who needs one, and how to think about it on three levels—24, 48, and 72 hours.
In Part One, “Water,” we’ll see how much water you can realistically carry, how to find and purify more, and which foods give you the most energy for the least weight.
Part Two, “Light,” covers light, power, and communication—flashlights, batteries, the radio, and your phone.
In Part Three, “First-Aid Kit,” you’ll read what to put in your backpack’s first-aid kit and how to stay clean and healthy away from home.
Part Four, “Tools,” covers the few tools you’ll actually use, plus the clothing and materials that keep you warm and dry.
And in Part Five, “Plan,” we’ll bring it all together: documents and money, backpacks for children, older adults, and pets, packing, weight, the test run, and upkeep.
At the end of each chapter you’ll find a checklist. Throughout the text you’ll come across the series’ familiar boxes: “Do This Now,” “Dangerous Mistake,” and “Myth or Fact?” And at the end of the book you’ll find a master checklist for the 24-hour, 48-hour, and 72-hour levels—to cut out and check off.
A Word of Warning Before We Begin
Stores and websites are full of ready-made “survival backpacks.” Some are good. Many are crammed with things that look impressive and never get used—and they’re missing exactly what you’ll need: your medications, copies of your documents, food your kids will actually eat, shoes you can walk in.
A ready-made backpack can be a good start. But a real backpack is personal. It’s built for you, for your family, and for your risks. That’s why you won’t find a shopping list in this book to follow blindly. You’ll find a way to think about every item: why it’s there, how much it weighs, and what happens if it’s missing.
This book is part of the Ready for Anything series. If you haven’t read “72 Hours Without Help” yet, that’s where you’ll find the plan, the meeting places, and the decision whether to stay or to go. Here, we assume the decision has been made: you’re leaving. And you want to leave prepared.
Let’s pack.
Chapter 1
◆
The Backpack That Leaves with You
Before we talk about what goes in the backpack, we need to answer a simpler question: what exactly is it, and what is it for? Most mistakes people make with a backpack don’t come from packing the wrong item. They come from having the wrong idea.
Not a Storeroom, but a Bridge
The most common mistake is to think of the backpack as a portable storeroom—a place that has to hold everything you could possibly need. That’s how people end up with 20-kilogram (45-pound) backpacks that no one can carry.
The backpack isn’t a storeroom. It’s a bridge—between the moment you leave your home and the moment you reach a safer place: a relative’s home, an evacuation center, a hotel in another town. That bridge usually lasts anywhere from a few hours to three days.
So the backpack doesn’t have to cover everything. It has to cover the essentials, for a short time, on your back. Everything else can be found, bought, or handed out once you get there.
This shift in thinking makes everything easier. You stop asking, “What might I need?”—because the answer is “everything.” Instead you ask, “What can’t I do without for up to three days, until I get there?”
Three Levels: 24, 48, and 72 Hours
The subtitle of this book mentions three time frames. They aren’t three different backpacks. They’re three levels of the same backpack—or three ways of thinking about it, depending on what you can manage and what you need.
The 24-hour level is the minimum. It’s the backpack almost anyone can carry, including older children and older adults. It covers one full day and night: water for the day, a little food, light, medications, documents, a phone and charger, and a warm layer. If you’re not sure where to start, start here.
The 48-hour level adds a second day and a bit more comfort: more food, a way to purify water, a fuller first-aid kit, hygiene items, and spare clothes. From this level on, you can no longer carry all the water you need, so a way to purify water becomes a must.
The 72-hour level is the full backpack—three days and nights on your own. It adds a second purification method, plus items for shelter, repairs, and a longer stay outdoors.
Each level includes the one before it. At the end of the book you’ll find a master list divided into these three levels.
MYTH OR FACT?
“The bigger the backpack, the better prepared I am.” Myth. A backpack you can’t carry is worse than a smaller one you can. In an evacuation you may have to walk for hours, climb stairs, or carry a child in your arms. An overstuffed backpack wears you out and slows you down, and in the end you leave it somewhere along the way—along with everything in it.
Who Needs a Backpack
The short answer: every member of the family who can carry something.
There are two reasons this is better than one big backpack for everyone.
The first is weight. Shared among several people, it becomes manageable for each of them.
The second matters more: families get separated. In a crowd, in a traffic jam, when a school is evacuated, when you have to leave in the middle of the night. If all the water, all the medications, and all the documents are in one backpack, and that backpack is with the person you’ve been separated from, you have nothing.
So ideally, every adult has a full backpack, and every child has a small one with their own essentials: water, food, a flashlight, a card with names and phone numbers, a warm layer, and something familiar. More on this in Chapter 11.
Choosing a Backpack
The backpack itself matters more than you might think. It doesn’t have to be expensive or “tactical.” It has to be comfortable, sturdy, and the right size.
Here’s what to look for:
	Capacity. For most adults, a backpack of about 30 to 45 liters is enough for the 72-hour level. For the 24-hour level, an ordinary school backpack will do. A big backpack tempts you to overfill it.
	Comfortable shoulder straps and a hip belt. The hip belt shifts part of the weight from your shoulders to your hips. Once a backpack weighs more than a few kilograms (several pounds), the difference is huge.
	Sturdy fabric and zippers. Cheap zippers are the first thing to break—just when the backpack is full.
	Water protection. If the backpack isn’t waterproof, you’ll need a rain cover or large plastic bags inside. Wet clothes and documents are a problem that’s easy to avoid.
	A neutral look. A backpack in military camouflage draws looks and questions. An ordinary hiking or everyday backpack is the better choice.
	Compartments. A few pockets help you organize things so you can find the most important ones fast.

DANGEROUS MISTAKE
Buying a backpack without trying it on loaded. A backpack can feel comfortable empty and turn out to be torture with 10 kilograms (22 pounds) inside. If you buy in a store, ask the staff to put some weight in it, then walk around. If you buy online, check that you can return it—and try it at home, fully loaded, before the return window closes.
How Much It Should Weigh
There’s no single number that’s right for everyone. But there are two simple rules.
For children, the guideline is that the backpack shouldn’t weigh more than about one-tenth of their body weight. A child who weighs 30 kilograms (66 pounds) carries about 3 kilograms (6.5 pounds)—water, light food, a layer of clothing, and a few small items. That’s enough.
For adults, the rule is practical: the backpack should weigh as much as you can carry on foot for at least an hour without pain. For most healthy adults, that’s somewhere between 8 and 12 kilograms (about 18 to 26 pounds). For older adults and people with back problems, it’s less.
The heaviest thing in the backpack is almost always water: one liter of water weighs one kilogram (a quart weighs about 2 pounds). That’s why, as we’ll see in the next chapter, you can’t carry all the water you need for three days—and you shouldn’t try.
DO THIS NOW
Take the backpack you already have at home—a school backpack, a hiking pack, whatever it is. Put two bottles of water, a layer of clothing, a flashlight, and something to eat in it. Weigh it, then walk around your neighborhood with it for half an hour. You’ll learn more about your ideal backpack than any catalog can teach you.
Where the Backpack Lives
A packed backpack won’t help you if it’s buried at the back of the closet behind the winter clothes. It has to be somewhere you can grab it in seconds—by the front door, in the hall closet, under the bed in the bedroom.
Everyone in the family should know where their backpack
The Backpack and the Plan
CHECKLIST: Chapter 1
	☐ I understand that the backpack is a bridge lasting a few hours to three days, not a storeroom for everything.
	☐ I know the three levels—the 24-hour, 48-hour, and 72-hour level—and which one I’ll start with.
	☐ Everyone in the family who can carry something will have their own backpack.
	☐ I’ve chosen a backpack with the right capacity, a hip belt, and water protection.
	☐ I’ve tried the backpack on loaded.
	☐ I know the weight guideline: for children, about one-tenth of their body weight; for me, as much as I can carry for at least an hour without pain.
	☐ The backpack is in a place where I can grab it in seconds.
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