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The Survival Manual

The Adventurer’s Guide to Staying Alive in the Wild

Jason Polley


To Helen, Kate and Jennifer – without whom I would smile less


Jason Polley was born in England in 1963. He has travelled to over 50 countries, spending extended periods in the Amazon, the Arctic and the Sahara. Many of his adventures have been by canoe or on foot, and invariably alone. He has written many articles on survival and travel, and has advised the Royal Geographical Society on independent travel. Jason Polley still attends a great many courses on survival and outdoor pursuits to keep less frequently used skills sharp. He currently lives in the Scottish Highlands with his long-suffering wife, Helen, and their two daughters, Kate and Jennifer.
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Warning

The survival techniques described in this book are for use in extreme conditions and should be performed responsibly, with caution, and with proper regard for safety. The publisher and author cannot accept any responsibility for any prosecutions or proceedings brought or instituted against any person as a result of the use or misuse of any techniques described or for any loss, injury or damage caused thereby.

Do not practise these techniques on private land without the consent of the landowner. In all cases, you should check the ownership of, and any by-laws relating to, a piece of land before you start.


How to use this book
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	The Teach Yourself Breakthrough series has a number of features to help you get the most out of reading this book. The Survival Manual includes the following boxed features:
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	Case studies provide examples of survival taken from real life.
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	Key idea boxes distil the most important ideas and thoughts.
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	Remember this boxes contain useful tips, and help you to take away what really matters.
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	Try it now boxes contain exercises that you can start practising straightaway.
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	Focus points are the key things you should remember from the chapter.
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	Next step boxes introduce you to the topic covered in the following chapter.
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Introduction

From an early age I understood that life was not about finding yourself, but about creating yourself. I wanted to create someone in myself who had more freedom, and who could survive conditions that might otherwise harm or kill. I believed that life began at the end of your comfort zone and, as much as I wanted a life full of travel and adventure, I also wanted to survive it!

To this end, I set about acquiring the skills of a survivor, someone who was very comfortable outdoors and in unexpected situations. As a former Scout, I took the motto ‘Be Prepared’ to an extreme. Over several years, I systematically put myself through a multitude of courses. These were followed up with practice, focused reading and periodic refreshers. I learned to parachute, fly, scuba-dive, climb, abseil, ride motorbikes, track, canoe, sail and shoot. I was trained in survival by SAS veteran John ‘Lofty’ Wiseman, and had the bushcraft expert Ray Mears teach me about tracking animals. I also did numerous medical and first aid courses, including those run by the Scottish Ambulance Service and the British Red Cross, and an excellent Wilderness Medicine course run by the Expeditionary Advisory Service of the Royal Geographical Society. I acquired a Diploma in Herbal Medicine, as I could see that this knowledge would be a huge advantage when alone in remote regions and beyond the reach of medical professionals.

During my time as a Scout I had done a basic self-defence course, and later built upon this and took classes in Shaolin kung fu and jiu-jitsu.

My brothers and I would often go off hiking, sleeping rough in the Welsh mountains, or some other bleak and testing part of the UK. Navigation skills soon sharpened, as did my love of living outside. I travelled abroad as often as possible, eager to experience other climates and terrains. I felt very at ease sleeping in a makeshift shelter in Germany’s Black Forest, or in a bivvy bag on a Swiss mountainside. Going to sleep in the open, staring up at the stars, or waking up to the sound of a nearby river and the dawn chorus, was heaven!

I soon put my skills and knowledge to further use and travelled the globe constantly, being able to go to remote places others feared, or were simply unwilling to risk hardship to reach. I spend months in the Amazon jungle, the Himalayas, the Sahara Desert, the Peruvian Andes, the Arctic, and the bleaker parts of Southern Africa, Northern Europe and Central America. There was nowhere I could not get to. Timbuktu, Kathmandu, Outer Mongolia, and Peru’s lost city of Machu Picchu, as well as several mountain peaks, were all reached over time. My survival skills really did make a difference, as many places were challenging enough for any local people, never mind foreign travellers.

This book is, therefore, a fat-free guide to survival skills that actually work and which I have used. They kept me alive and functioning in unfamiliar and often hostile environments. You cannot always predict the future, but you can prepare for it and the possible events ahead of you. Survival skills can be your insurance if things go wrong, but also a means of extending your freedom. I always accepted that technology, teammates and local guides would ultimately let me down. I became super self-efficient and soon was able to dispense with medical support, GPS units and kilos of supposedly essential equipment.

The more I carried in my head, the less I had to carry in my rucksack. Although Rudyard Kipling was right when he said, ‘He travels the fastest who travels alone’, in my own experience I found Emerson’s advice just as noteworthy: ‘When skating across the thin ice, our safety lies within our speed.’ The speed with which you can extract yourself from a hostile environment can often dictate your chances of survival.

My interest in survival skills has only grown over the years. I have become fascinated with those people who refused to give up, to lie down and die. People who defied the odds and did what others around them did not. Survivors seemed to have an attitude that enabled them to take blow after blow, setback after setback, and still keep going. They were able to invent and improvise, and ultimately lived. Survival could be interpreted as another word for adaptation, and this book will give several examples of people who refused to die when everyone and everything around them told them to throw in the towel. Stephen Hawking, the physicist, said: ‘It is not clear that intelligence has any long-term survival value.’ In other words, survival is not down to being more intelligent. Those who survive possess not superior intelligence, but a different way of thinking and reacting. Survivors can take more punishment, mentally and physically, and when their world changes, they change with it. And survive.

Some might say that modern life and mass urbanization have made us less able to adapt to sudden change, and that it takes only an unexpected snowfall or drought to incapacitate thousands of us. Too few of us know how to navigate, to make a fire or to filter water, but these skills are easily learned, as you will soon see. This book will not tell you about Anglo-Saxon shelter-making or Inuit cooking skills. I will not bog you down with archaeological knowledge of how ancient peoples lived, or how remote tribes in the Congo survive floods: that is for someone else to do in another book. This book is about teaching yourself survival skills that can be applied on your next camping trip, or put into use next time you break down in a foreign place, perhaps miles from the nearest town. It will not teach you about every edible plant found in Papua New Guinea or how to tie 56 knots. In essence, this book aims to be practical and useful, not theoretical or simply interesting.

In our modern life, it is very easy to shield yourself from nature and never experience life in a wilderness. This has resulted in many people wanting to ‘get out there’ and revisit a world all but lost to them. They, quite rightly, want to reconnect with the natural world, to reawaken an inner ancient self. Where I live in the Scottish Highlands, dozens of people die or are seriously injured each year. Many are relatively new to the conditions found in a wilderness. In most cases, their death or injury is due to poor preparation, underestimating conditions, getting lost, or simply being too casual about what life can be like once mobile phone reception ceases, and help is more than a shout away. Ignorance is killing people.

Think about what you want to be, and create yourself. Make yourself stronger, more skilled, more capable. Empower yourself, and extend your freedom and safety by teaching yourself survival skills.

This book should be treated as a course of study. The person who finishes it will be better than the one that starts it. The book is set out in several parts, and slowly builds you up and increases your knowledge and skills systematically. By the end of the book, if you also complete the practical sessions, you will be able to explore the outdoors and wilder places with greater confidence and a much reduced risk of getting lost or injured. You will also be of more use to others.

Jason Polley

Scottish Highlands


1

Survival training
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  What survival courses involve

•  What other forms of survival training exist

•  About the mental qualities of a survivor

•  About the benefits of survival training.
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‘A fool and his wellbeing are soon parted.’ Anyone can be uncomfortable in the outdoors, but being illprepared can escalate from a hardship to a fatality. Survival training offers a priceless form of insurance that can extend your freedom of movement, but also contribute to the positive outcome of an expedition or trip to unfamiliar parts.
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Remember this




Survival training ought to be done well ahead of your planned trip and customized, where possible, to suit the likely conditions you expect to experience. There is no need to worry about the skills of igloo building or tickling trout if you are planning to cross a desert.
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Training should be seen as involving many different forms of training materials. A course alone is not enough, any more than simply reading a book, or watching training DVDs is sufficient either. You need to immerse yourself in the subject, and get information from many different media to keep it fresh and easy to absorb.

Let’s start with survival courses.

Survival courses

There is no substitute for first-hand experience and the physical practice of techniques under the guidance of an instructor. Most courses run over three or five days, with many offering basic and advanced-level training programmes.

You will be shown, and then asked to replicate, the building of shelters and fires, the collecting and purifying of water, and also the identification of edible plants common to the area you are in. You often sleep in your shelter for the duration of the course. Animal traps and snares are usually constructed and you are often given little to eat other than that which you catch or collect by your own means. People get hungry.

Although people naturally cheat and bring energy bars and chocolate with them, they miss a vital lesson if they do so. It is extremely useful to appreciate the effects of hunger and fatigue, and just how energy-sapping and difficult building a shelter under these conditions can be. You suddenly appreciate the value of saving calories, and using natural features to shelter in, rather than cutting down a dozen trees which would leave you exhausted and with little food to replace the energy spent.

Snares can often be untouched for days and edible plants are either nowhere to be seen or simply out of season. Some manuals can give the false impression that survival is simply a matter of implementing techniques, after which you’ll be well fed, dry and comfortable. What is often omitted is the time and effort involved. Trying to actually catch your own food, and find edible plants, is a real lesson in what reality will be like in a real survival situation.

In the UK, the majority of courses seem to be one of two types. On the one hand, there are the courses run by former Special Forces personnel. These often have ex-SAS, Green Berets or Commandos as instructors, and they provide a no-nonsense course where the objective is often to survive for a shortish period until you are rescued or get back to safety. The equipment they use is often Army issue, and readily available from many army surplus suppliers.

The other main type of course on offer is more bushcraft oriented, and attempts to make you understand and utilize the skills of ancient people who lived in greater harmony with the land, or of people who still live in wild places today. You may be taught how to make containers out of birch bark, treat illnesses with herbal remedies or, perhaps, carve wood into useful bowls and spoons. You learn to be at ‘one with nature’ far more than on a military-style course.

Most organizations will send you a kit list and programme beforehand. It would be an advantage if you had no great desire to wash or to clean your teeth for a week. Eat well before you go!
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Key idea




All serious outdoors people ought to have done other courses in outdoor pursuits such as mountaineering, rock climbing, orienteering, or canoeing in addition to a survival course. You never can tell when one of these skills will give you the edge in an unexpected situation. Contact an established outdoor pursuit centre for details of such courses. Some are listed in Appendix 4: Taking things further

[image: image]

It must be stressed that a survival course has to be complemented with a first aid course. Follow this up with regular reviews and make yourself familiar with available treatments for common ailments such as vomiting, diarrhoea, insect bites and toothache.

Contact your local Red Cross training centre or your nearest adult education centre for courses. Even better, volunteer to be a first responder medic or the first aider at work, or volunteer with one of the national organizations that provide first aid support at public events. Try to get experience of dealing with real people in real trouble. To be useful to yourself and others, you have to overcome the shock of seeing blood and real injuries.
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Remember this




Medical knowledge is absolutely vital if you travel abroad or spend long periods in the wilderness.
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Books

This book is to be treated as a course, or programme of study, and will encompass the key areas of outdoor survival that you need to address. However, there are more specialist survival books which cover in greater detail some aspects of survival specific to a particular region that may be relevant to you, and your type of trip.

Here are a few to take into account if you feel they would suit you:

•  RYA Sea Survival Handbook by Keith Colwell and Steve Lucas. This is an excellent book which is designed to accompany the Royal Yacht Association’s specialist sea survival course. It is an essential guide to any seaman and aimed at those who plan to undertake sea journeys either on their own or as part of a small crew.

•  Stay Alive in the Desert by K. E. M. Melville. A very useful little book by a doctor who spent many years in desert regions, and which covers everything from vehicle preparation to health problems and dealing with snakes and scorpions.

•  The Ultimate Desert Handbook by Mark Johnson. A very detailed book which comments on all the world’s desert regions and deals with water, food and medical matters and vehicle checks and navigation as well as wildlife likely to be encountered.

•  SAS Mountain and Arctic Survival by Barry Davies. One of the many books by ex-SAS personnel, this goes into great detail about how to survive in very cold conditions, whether up in the mountains or within the Arctic Circle.

There are, of course, a great many books to complement other skills you ought to be acquiring, such as navigation, rope work, first aid and identification of edible plants. These other books will be suggested as further reading in Appendix 4: Taking things further).

Websites

Platforms such as YouTube have useful little clips of people demonstrating techniques such as fire starting, gutting fish and using a compass. Use them to supplement your training, and where actual practice is proving difficult and you need to check that you have the technique right. In addition, the following sites are of great interest:

•  www.equipped.org – this is the website of Equipped to Survive, a US site which states it is ‘the definitive source for independent reviews and information on outdoor gear and survival equipment and techniques’. It has loads of reviews on survival kits, and good survival tips, as well as book and film reviews of all things relating to survival.

•  www.bushcraft.co.uk – this is the UK-based website of Bushcraft UK, and hosts numerous articles on bushcraft and survival, in addition to book and equipment reviews, survival courses on offer, and a blog for registered members. It is a useful guide and heightens your awareness of all the survival skills you need to be acquire.

•  www.survivaloutdoorskills.com – this is a website run by a former US Army Ranger and contains tips and techniques dealing with outdoor survival, as well as an online shop selling books and survival equipment.

DVDs

There are not too many purely instructional films or programmes readily available, other than slightly amateur ones available directly from specialist magazines. Consequently, if you are desperate to see something done and can’t get on a course, find a clip on the Internet. As more of an entertainment and overview I would suggest watching some of the many TV programmes by both Ray Mears and Bear Grylls.

From the point of view of learning survival skills, Ray Mears’s TV series Extreme Survival is pretty good, as is his Bushcraft series. Being a former SAS man, Bear Grylls is quite different and deals more with getting out of a hostile place you have found yourself in by accident. His Born Survivor TV series will help you think like a survivor, and appreciate the power of the ‘who dares wins’ principle.

The Discovery Channel’s Dual Survival series is excellent, as is the Survivorman series with Les Stroud. Both show how to escape and survive many scenarios in varying environments. Both series are available as DVDs and are as entertaining as they are instructive.

Fitness

A person with above-average fitness has an above-average chance of survival. Keep yourself fit, join a gym and do two to three all-body workouts a week. When things go wrong, the fitter and stronger you are, the easier it usually is to cope and pull through.

Become a regular runner and swimmer, and hike whenever you can. Improve your health, fitness and strength and it will cut you some slack when you have to go to plan B and walk an unexpected distance, perhaps carrying a friend, or with an injury.
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Case study




In August 1944, during the Second World War, the American submarine USS Flier struck a mine in the Sulu Sea and soon began to sink. Of the 80-man crew, only eight managed to survive. The submarine went down, but the eight surviving crew members stayed alive by swimming for some 17 hours until they reached an uninhabited island. Their fantastic level of fitness and their swimming skills saved their lives. Although they still had to evade the enemy and get back to safety, they are a testament to the supreme advantage of being fit.

Their story is told in full in Eight Survived by Douglas A. Campbell.
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Practice
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Remember this




Knowledge becomes rusty if unused and techniques soon become forgotten. You must physically practise what you have learned; you must regularly refresh your memory by rereading the survival tips and strategies in this book.
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Regular practice is vital, and key practical skills must be put to use in order for you to be able to rely on them at a later date. Would you have much faith in a surgeon that passed his or her medical course several years ago, but then did no further training, refresher courses or hands-on practice until needing to operate on you?

Get into the habit of carrying a compass with you and practise identifying north by natural means, checking yourself against the compass. Go camping/hiking as frequently as you can. Spend time in a makeshift shelter, cook a meal over an open fire, and see whether you can light it without a match. Do this in comfortable conditions, perhaps over the summer. Once you think you have mastered a technique, such as fire starting or shelter building, repeat the task in the rain or over the winter period. Try to replicate what a real survival situation might demand of you.

You must keep putting into practice these simple but often life-saving techniques. You have to be comfortable and at ease in what might be called a disaster or ‘survival situation’.
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Try it now




Get out in all seasons and experience what it is like to navigate in the rain, or build a fire in a snowstorm. As is often said: train hard, fight easy. The better your preparations, the easier it will be to deal with setbacks and the unexpected.
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We have all seen television documentaries of rescue and survival. I hope none of us is ever the subject of such a programme, as the common denominator in many cases is sheer foolhardiness and a total disregard for planning and preparation. Learn from others’ mistakes.

Mental attitude

Research into human survival has been conducted, specifically looking at survivors of air and sea disasters. One of the deciding factors in whether you survive or not is generally believed to be the personality of the individual.

Introverts invariably die in their seats, as they simply sit waiting for someone to tell them what to do. Extroverts, however, wait for no such instructions and climb out to safety as soon as they can, often over those same introverts frozen to their seats. Clear, assertive action can save your life.

If disaster does strike, be proactive in getting out, and do not wait for a leader to tell you what to do. Be the leader. Help others where you can, but do not wait to be told where to go or what action to take.

Another important factor research has identified is training and personal experience. Those who have experience of something similar (either in real life or on a training course) are less likely to be paralysed by shock and die through non-action. The shock of the disaster can inhibit clear thinking and decisive action. By being less easy to shock, you are more able to think and act to your advantage. Whereas most of us are familiar with the fight or flight options when confronted with something life threatening, the lethal, third reaction, paralysis and being frozen to the spot, should also be taken into account. Acknowledge it, and break from it if you find yourself doing nothing.

I have heard survival experts say that the overriding factor in determining who lives and who dies is the individual’s state of mind. The right mental attitude, that never-say-die mentality, seems far more important that being able to navigate by the stars or ignite twigs in the rain.

Psychologists tell us that, if we concentrate and visualize a positive outcome to a situation, it is more likely to become a reality than if we don’t. Negativity breeds failure. If you allow the situation to get on top of you, you will find it very difficult to draw on energy reserves, and so will be very tempted to just lie down and let fate (and often death) take over.
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Remember this




Survival training needs to go beyond the learning of a few useful techniques. It needs to indelibly impress upon you the fact that death is not an option. Although you’ll probably need a shower and a clean shirt at the end of it, the situation will not kill you. Lack of food and water are an inconvenience but you will pull through.
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Common qualities to most survivors are an ability to:

•  think clearly and not panic

•  have a positive, optimistic attitude

•  ‘tune in’ to new situations and not be shocked easily

•  hold pain and discomfort in check

•  see the bigger picture and not fret over trivia

•  be assertive and decisive

•  lead the way and not be overly reliant on others.

Survival is usually dependent on having the right kit, the right training and the right mental attitude. Take your life and safety seriously, if for no other reason than others may depend on you.
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Focus points




✽  Survival training includes learning survival techniques, but also other skills such as mountaineering, canoeing, navigation and first aid.

✽  Survival courses are only part of survival training, and books, websites, DVDs and regular practice sessions on your own are all part of equipping yourself.

✽  Physical fitness can give you a real edge when things go wrong.

✽  Survivors think differently and act differently, and knowledge of survival techniques are not always as important as having the right frame of mind.
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Next step




Having got to grips with what survival training is all about, you need to move on to learning about some useful items of equipment to carry with you and to building your own survival kit. Having the correct equipment and kit can make a difference between life and death in an extreme situation where your life is truly hanging in the balance.
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