




Wilderness 
Survival

2nd Edition

by John Haslett and 
Cameron M. Smith



Wilderness Survival For Dummies®, 2nd Edition

Published by: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774, www.wiley.com

Copyright © 2023 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey

Media and software compilation copyright © 2023 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

Published simultaneously in Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any 
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, 
except as permitted under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without 
the prior written permission of the Publisher. Requests to the Publisher for permission should 
be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, 
NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/
permissions.

Trademarks: Wiley, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, Dummies.com, Making Everything 
Easier, and related trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, 
Inc. and may not be used without written permission. All other trademarks are the property of 
their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. is not associated with any product or vendor 
mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: WHILE THE PUBLISHER AND AUTHORS HAVE 
USED THEIR BEST EFFORTS IN PREPARING THIS WORK, THEY MAKE NO REPRESENTATIONS 
OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE CONTENTS OF 
THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES, INCLUDING WITHOUT LIMITATION 
ANY IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. 
NO WARRANTY MAY BE CREATED OR EXTENDED BY SALES REPRESENTATIVES, WRITTEN 
SALES MATERIALS OR PROMOTIONAL STATEMENTS FOR THIS WORK. THE FACT THAT AN 
ORGANIZATION, WEBSITE, OR PRODUCT IS REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/
OR POTENTIAL SOURCE OF FURTHER INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE PUBLISHER 
AND AUTHORS ENDORSE THE INFORMATION OR SERVICES THE ORGANIZATION, WEBSITE, OR 
PRODUCT MAY PROVIDE OR RECOMMENDATIONS IT MAY MAKE. THIS WORK IS SOLD WITH 
THE UNDERSTANDING THAT THE PUBLISHER IS NOT ENGAGED IN RENDERING PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES. THE ADVICE AND STRATEGIES CONTAINED HEREIN MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR 
YOUR SITUATION. YOU SHOULD CONSULT WITH A SPECIALIST WHERE APPROPRIATE. FURTHER, 
READERS SHOULD BE AWARE THAT WEBSITES LISTED IN THIS WORK MAY HAVE CHANGED 
OR DISAPPEARED BETWEEN WHEN THIS WORK WAS WRITTEN AND WHEN IT IS READ. 
NEITHER THE PUBLISHER NOR AUTHORS SHALL BE LIABLE FOR ANY LOSS OF PROFIT OR ANY 
OTHER COMMERCIAL DAMAGES, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, 
CONSEQUENTIAL, OR OTHER DAMAGES.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care 
Department within the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002. 
For technical support, please visit https://hub.wiley.com/community/support/dummies.

Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some 
material included with standard print versions of this book may not be included in e-books or 
in print-on-demand. If this book refers to media such as a CD or DVD that is not included in the 
version you purchased, you may download this material at http://booksupport.wiley.com. 
For more information about Wiley products, visit www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023931496

ISBN 978-1-394-15988-8 (pbk); ISBN 978-1-394-15989-5 (ebk); 978-1-394-15990-1 (ebk)

http://www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
https://hub.wiley.com/community/support/dummies
http://booksupport.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com
http://Dummies.com


Contents at a Glance
Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1

Part 1: Stayin’ Alive: Basic Wilderness 
Survival Principles ......................................................................................... 5
CHAPTER 1: Staying Safe in the Great Outdoors ....................................................... 7
CHAPTER 2: Preparing Yourself for a Survival Situation ......................................... 17
CHAPTER 3: The Psychology of Survival: Gaining the Upper Hand .......................35
CHAPTER 4: Survival Style: Keeping Warm or Cool ................................................. 49
CHAPTER 5: Making Fire in the Wilderness .............................................................. 65
CHAPTER 6: Home, Sweet Hut: Simple Survival Shelters ....................................... 83
CHAPTER 7: Liquid Capital: Finding Drinking Water ................................................ 95
CHAPTER 8: Gathering and Hunting to Stay Alive in the Wilderness ..................111

Part 2: Exploring Advanced Survival Techniques .............145
CHAPTER 9: Finding Your Way with Basic Navigation Tools ................................147
CHAPTER 10: Looking Up to the Sky: Celestial Navigation .....................................169
CHAPTER 11: Trekking over Land ...............................................................................177
CHAPTER 12: Signaling for Rescue .............................................................................195
CHAPTER 13: Administering First Aid.........................................................................217
CHAPTER 14: Survive or Thrive? Advanced Methods and Tools ............................245

Part 3: Surviving in Extreme Land Environments ............267
CHAPTER 15: Special Considerations for Forests and Jungles ...............................269
CHAPTER 16: The Big Chill: Enduring in Snowy Places ............................................287
CHAPTER 17: Staying Alive under the Desert Sun ...................................................309

Part 4: Surviving on the Seas, Oceans,  
and Great Lakes ..........................................................................................333
CHAPTER 18: Staying Afloat and Warm .....................................................................335
CHAPTER 19: The Great Drift: Aboard Life Rafts and Disabled Vessels ................351
CHAPTER 20: Finding Food and Drink at Sea ...........................................................367
CHAPTER 21: Emergency Travel and Navigation at Sea .........................................385
CHAPTER 22: First Aid on the Water ..........................................................................401



Part 5: The Part of Tens .........................................................................411
CHAPTER 23: Ten Ways to Practice Wilderness Survival Skills ...............................413
CHAPTER 24: Ten Quick Escapes ................................................................................417

Index.....................................................................................................................425



Table of Contents      v

Table of Contents
INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................... 1

About This Book ................................................................................... 1
Foolish Assumptions ............................................................................ 2
Icons Used in This Book ....................................................................... 3
Beyond the Book .................................................................................. 3
Where to Go From Here ...................................................................... 4

PART 1: STAYIN’ ALIVE: BASIC WILDERNESS 
SURVIVAL PRINCIPLES ................................................................................ 5

CHAPTER 1: Staying Safe in the Great Outdoors .............................. 7
Being Prepared and Proactive ............................................................ 7
Keeping the Right Attitude .................................................................. 8
Applying Survival Basics ...................................................................... 8

Regulating body temperature ....................................................... 9
Signaling for rescue ...................................................................... 10
Avoiding dehydration ................................................................... 11
Staying nourished ......................................................................... 11

Navigating in the Wild ........................................................................ 12
Relying on tools to navigate ........................................................ 12
Looking to the heavens ................................................................ 12

Surviving Injury ................................................................................... 13
Avoiding Common Causes of Survival Situations ........................... 13

Making errors in judgment .......................................................... 14
Losing it: Behaviors that help you get lost ................................. 15

CHAPTER 2: Preparing Yourself for a Survival Situation .......... 17
Being Weather Aware ........................................................................ 17

Using weather forecasts .............................................................. 18
Watching for weather signs from wind and clouds .................. 20

Carrying Survival Equipment ............................................................ 22
Keeping five essential items on hand ......................................... 22
Building the basic survival kit ...................................................... 25
Constructing the complete kit ..................................................... 31



vi      Wilderness Survival For Dummies

CHAPTER 3: The Psychology of Survival: Gaining  
the Upper Hand........................................................................... 35
Developing a Survivor’s Mindset ...................................................... 36

Mastering disbelief ....................................................................... 36
Using SeCR or “Secure” to gain control of your situation ........ 37
Planning and taking action .......................................................... 39
Understanding discipline ............................................................. 40

Being Aware of Your Emotions ......................................................... 42
Fear ................................................................................................. 42
Stress and fear, a powerful combo ............................................. 43
Panic ............................................................................................... 44
Irrationality .................................................................................... 44
Anger and blame ........................................................................... 45
Frustration ..................................................................................... 45
Misery and fatigue ........................................................................ 45

Improving Morale ............................................................................... 45

CHAPTER 4: Survival Style: Keeping Warm or Cool ....................... 49
Regulating Body Temperature .......................................................... 49

The cold continuum: What happens as your body cools ......... 52
The heat continuum: What happens as your body heats ........ 53

Relying on Layering for Warmth ....................................................... 53
Avoiding a cold sweat ................................................................... 54
Choosing your layers .................................................................... 54

Improvising Cold-Weather Clothing ................................................. 55
Extreme sewing: Using needle and thread to save your life .....57
Fighting hypothermia with improvised layers ........................... 58
Putting together animal skins ..................................................... 59
Having the right headwear, handwear, and footwear ............. 60

Using Other Ways to Keep Warm ..................................................... 61
Staying active ................................................................................. 61
Staying warm when you’re staying still ...................................... 61

Cool Threads: Clothing for Staying Cool .......................................... 62
Wearing a hat and eye protection .............................................. 63
Considering other clothing concepts to keep cool ................... 64

CHAPTER 5: Making Fire in the Wilderness ........................................ 65
Fire Building 101 ................................................................................. 65

Get ready, get set: Upping your odds for a  
sustainable flame .......................................................................... 66
Gathering fuels for your fire ........................................................ 67



Table of Contents      vii

Arranging your campfire structure ............................................. 67
The first spark: Igniting and oxygenating your fire ................... 69

Got a Light? Exploring Methods for Starting a Fire ........................ 70
Best-case scenario: Using matches or a lighter ........................ 70
When the going gets tough: Fire starting alternatives ............. 74

Battling the Elements: Making Fire in Wet Conditions .................. 80
Safely Extinguishing a Fire ................................................................. 82

CHAPTER 6: Home, Sweet Hut: Simple Survival Shelters ........ 83
Grasping the Importance of Shelter ................................................ 84
Before Making Camp: What to Do .................................................... 84

Understanding priorities .............................................................. 84
Selecting a good campsite ........................................................... 85

Using Natural Shelters ....................................................................... 86
Trees ............................................................................................... 86
Caves and rock overhangs ........................................................... 87
Checking for current residents .................................................... 88

Putting a Roof over Your Head: Building Simple Shelters ............. 89
Making a tarp shelter ................................................................... 89
Building a downed-tree or other A-frame shelter .................... 90
Constructing an insulated shelter ............................................... 92

CHAPTER 7: Liquid Capital: Finding Drinking Water.................... 95
Taking Steps to Conserve Water ....................................................... 95

Determining your water needs ................................................... 95
Stretching your water supply ...................................................... 96
Rationing water in more severe situations ................................ 97

Avoiding Certain Liquids .................................................................... 98
Finding Bodies of Water ..................................................................100

Locating water in drainages ......................................................100
Looking for other signs of water ...............................................101

Catching Rain ....................................................................................102
Collecting Condensation ..................................................................103

Gathering dew .............................................................................103
Making a transpiration bag ........................................................103
Setting up a solar still .................................................................104

Extracting Water from Plants ..........................................................105
Filtering and Purifying Water ..........................................................107

Boiling water ................................................................................108
Purifying water with chemicals .................................................108
Distilling salt water and urine ....................................................108
Using commercial water filters .................................................109



viii      Wilderness Survival For Dummies

Improvising filters .......................................................................109
Digging a seepage basin ............................................................109

CHAPTER 8: Gathering and Hunting to Stay Alive  
in the Wilderness .....................................................................111
Managing Food and Energy in the Wild .........................................112

Calories = energy ........................................................................112
Plan ahead: Estimating how many calories you need ............112
Rationing and preserving ...........................................................114
Diversifying your diet .................................................................115

Prioritizing Plants in Your Wilderness Diet ....................................115
Perusing the salad bar: Where to find a variety of plants .....116
Understanding a plant’s edible parts .......................................116
Identifying some common edible plants .................................117
Is it safe? Deciding whether to eat an unknown plant food ......121

Hunting and Trapping Food ............................................................123
Looking for tracks and critter highways ...................................124
Snaring small animals ................................................................124
Using a throwing stick ................................................................127
Making and using a spear ..........................................................129
Making and using a bola ............................................................131
Using a throwing net ..................................................................131
Going in for the kill with a club ..................................................132
Butchering your next meal ........................................................133

Getting Your Hands on Freshwater Fish ........................................135
Finding fish ..................................................................................135
Fishing with a hook and line ......................................................136
Making and using fishing spears...............................................137
Fishing with a net ........................................................................139
Preparing fish to eat ...................................................................139

The Wilderness Café: Preparing Food Outdoors ..........................140
Cooking food you can eat now ..................................................140
Drying and smoking food for later ...........................................142

PART 2: EXPLORING ADVANCED 
SURVIVAL TECHNIQUES ........................................................................145

CHAPTER 9: Finding Your Way with Basic  
Navigation Tools ......................................................................147
Getting Your Bearings with Navigation Basics ..............................147

Setting a route with waypoints..................................................148
Using deliberate offset ...............................................................149



Table of Contents      ix

Maps Made Easy ...............................................................................149
Picking an appropriate map ......................................................150
Deciphering common map colors ............................................150
Measuring distance on a map ...................................................150
Using contour lines to identify the shape of the land ............151
Establishing your coordinates ...................................................153

Navigating with a Map .....................................................................154
Orienting your map ....................................................................154
Keeping track of distance traveled ...........................................155

Getting Acquainted with Your Compass ........................................155
Learning the parts of an orienteering compass ......................156
Being aware of potential errors ................................................156

Navigating with a Map and Compass ............................................159
Understanding common compass usage ................................159
Establishing a field bearing ........................................................159
Using your compass to orient the map ....................................160
Setting your course from a map bearing .................................162

Navigating with Electronics and Cellphones .................................164
What to expect from GPS ...........................................................164
Setting up your GPS system ......................................................165
Using GPS in the wild ..................................................................166
Using cellphones in the wild ......................................................167

CHAPTER 10: Looking Up to the Sky: Celestial Navigation .....169
Determining Direction with the Sun ..............................................169

Locating east and west at sunrise and sunset ........................170
Finding north and south around midday .................................170
Drawing a compass with the stick and shadow method .......171
Discerning direction with your wristwatch and the sun ........172

Finding Direction with the Stars .....................................................173
Finding north with the North Star .............................................174
Finding due south with the Southern Cross ............................175

Finding West and East by Moonlight ..............................................176

CHAPTER 11: Trekking over Land ................................................................177
Understanding Trail Travel ..............................................................177

Knowing where you are .............................................................178
Knowing where you’ve been ......................................................178

Getting Back on Course When You’re Disoriented.......................180
Reviewing your calculations ......................................................180
Using your senses to help you find your way ..........................181
Taking action when you’re disoriented ....................................182



x      Wilderness Survival For Dummies

What to Do When You’re Lost .........................................................183
Staying put so people can find you...........................................183
Deciding to travel ........................................................................184

Blazing Your Own Trail .....................................................................186
Managing meandering ...............................................................187
Traveling in a straight line ..........................................................187
Marking your trail .......................................................................188

Crossing Rivers and Streams ..........................................................189
Wading .........................................................................................190
Building a raft ..............................................................................191

CHAPTER 12: Signaling for Rescue ..............................................................195
Signaling Basics ................................................................................195

Picking a good location ..............................................................196
Making your signal stand out ....................................................196
Being persistent ..........................................................................197

Learning the Language of Signaling ...............................................197
Using three of anything to signal distress ...............................198
SOS and Mayday: Calling for urgent help ................................198
Sea stuff: Saying Pan-Pan when you’re not  
in immediate danger ..................................................................199
Using ground-to-air emergency code .......................................199
Using your body to signal ..........................................................199

Signaling with Signaling Tools .........................................................200
Noisemakers and horns .............................................................200
Mirrors and other reflectors ......................................................201
Fire ................................................................................................202
Smoke ...........................................................................................202
Shadows .......................................................................................203
Dye markers and flagging ..........................................................204
Aerial flares ..................................................................................204
Electric lights ................................................................................205
Upside-down flags and other things out of place ...................205

Signaling with Electronics ................................................................206
Radioing for help .........................................................................206
Using cellphones .........................................................................209
Using satellite phones ................................................................212
Using radio beacons: EPIRBs, ELTs, and PLBs .........................213

Getting a Lift: What to Do When the Helicopter Comes ..............213
Preparing a landing zone ...........................................................214
Practicing helicopter safety .......................................................215



Table of Contents      xi

CHAPTER 13: Administering First Aid .......................................................217
Prioritizing First Aid Basics ..............................................................217

Responding to serious trauma, an overview ...........................218
Checking circulation, airway, and breathing ............................219
Using the recovery position .......................................................221
Giving CPR ....................................................................................222

Controlling Bleeding.........................................................................223
Treating common capillary and venous bleeding ...................223
Handling dangerous arterial bleeding .....................................224

Treating Shock ..................................................................................227
Handling Breaks and Sprains ..........................................................228

Treating fractures .......................................................................229
Treating sprains ..........................................................................232

Cleaning and Covering Wounds .....................................................233
Cleaning wounds to reduce infection .......................................233
Dressing the wound ...................................................................234
Bandaging the wound ................................................................234
Closing open wounds .................................................................235
Bandaging a sucking chest wound ...........................................235
Treating infected wounds ..........................................................235

Treating Burns ..................................................................................236
Handling minor burns ................................................................237
Dealing with more-severe burns ...............................................237

Treating Hypothermia......................................................................238
Treating Bites, Stings, and Poisonings ...........................................239

Mammal bites ..............................................................................240
Snakebites ....................................................................................240
Spider bites and insect stings ....................................................242
Poisoning .....................................................................................243

CHAPTER 14: Survive or Thrive? Advanced Methods  
and Tools ........................................................................................245
Keeping It Together: Ropes and Knots ..........................................245

Understanding rope strength....................................................246
Tying some essential knots ........................................................247
Lashing down a load ...................................................................251
That’s a wrap: Making a tripod ..................................................253
Making a square lashing ............................................................253

Crafting Your Own Tools .................................................................255
Making cordage in the wild ........................................................255



xii      Wilderness Survival For Dummies

Making stone tools .....................................................................259
Carving bone and antler tools ...................................................261

Making Natural Remedies ...............................................................262
Using salicin, nature’s aspirin ....................................................262
Preparing medicines for wounds, burns, and bowels ............263

PART 3: SURVIVING IN EXTREME LAND  
ENVIRONMENTS ..........................................................................................267

CHAPTER 15: Special Considerations for Forests  
and Jungles ...................................................................................269
Identifying Hazardous Wildlife in Dry Forests...............................269

Preventing bear attacks .............................................................270
Avoiding mountain lions ............................................................271
Steering clear of woodland snakes ...........................................272
Evading spiders and ticks ...........................................................272

Laws of the Jungle: Surviving in the Tropics ..................................273
Preventing jungle diseases ........................................................274
Obtaining safe water ..................................................................277
The jungle cover-up: Dressing for the tropics .........................277
Avoiding mud flats, sand traps, and other  
dangerous terrain .......................................................................278
Using a machete .........................................................................279
Making camp and shelters .........................................................281
Identifying dangerous animals ..................................................282

CHAPTER 16: The Big Chill: Enduring in Snowy Places ................287
Staying Warm in Extreme Cold .......................................................288
Cold Comfort: Making Your Shelter in a Snowy Environment ........289

Snow shelter basics ....................................................................289
Making a simple snow-cave .......................................................291

Lighting a Fire in Cold, Snowy Environments ................................294
Finding fuel in snowy places ......................................................294
Protecting a fire from the snow ................................................295

Don’t Eat the Yellow Snow: Safe-to-Drink Snow and Ice ..............296
Choosing and treating frozen water sources ..........................296
Melting snow and ice ..................................................................296

Steering Clear of Cold-Environment Terrain Hazards .................297
Avoiding avalanche terrain ........................................................297
Staying off thin ice ......................................................................299
Avoiding cornices ........................................................................301



Table of Contents      xiii

Glacial cracks: Avoiding crevasses ............................................302
Dealing with snow slopes ..........................................................302

Making Wearable Tools for Cold-Weather Survival......................303
Creating footwear .......................................................................303
Insulating your clothing..............................................................306
Protecting your face and eyes ...................................................307

CHAPTER 17: Staying Alive under the Desert Sun ..........................309
Dangers Posed by Sun and Heat ....................................................309

Going skin deep with sunburn ..................................................310
Overheating: Heat exhaustion and heat stroke ......................310

Wearing Sun Shields ........................................................................311
Cool clothes for hot times: Dressing for desert survival ........312
Slathering on the sunblock ........................................................313

Securing Shelter in the Desert ........................................................313
Building a sunshade ...................................................................314
Looking for shady places ...........................................................315
Warming shelters overnight ......................................................315

Finding Water in the Desert ............................................................316
Discovering standing water .......................................................316
Locating water underground .....................................................317
Squeezing water from mud or sand .........................................317
Accessing water from cracks and shallow pools .....................318
Making a desert solar still ..........................................................319
Collecting water from a cactus ..................................................319

Foraging for Food in Dry Places ......................................................320
Insects ..........................................................................................320
Cacti and other plants ................................................................321
Poultry and eggs .........................................................................322
Desert mammals .........................................................................322
Lizards and snakes .....................................................................322

Avoiding Dangerous Desert Animals .............................................323
Gila monsters and slithering snakes ........................................323
Stinging scorpions, centipedes, and spiders ...........................324

Wind and Water: Watching Out for Desert Weather ...................326
Staying high and dry during flash floods .................................326
Taking shelter from sandstorms ...............................................326

Finding Your Way in the Desert ......................................................327
Traveling at night ........................................................................328
Traveling in daylight....................................................................330

Crossing Desert Terrain ...................................................................331



xiv      Wilderness Survival For Dummies

PART 4: SURVIVING ON THE SEAS, OCEANS,  
AND GREAT LAKES .....................................................................................333

CHAPTER 18: Staying Afloat and Warm ..................................................335
Recognizing When Your Vessel Is in Trouble ................................335

Overloading .................................................................................336
Poor trim or listing ......................................................................337
Bad weather and big waves .......................................................337
Collisions ......................................................................................338
Fire ................................................................................................340
Hatch failure and ship damage .................................................341

Knowing What to Do If Your Vessel Starts to Sink ........................341
Radioing for help .........................................................................341
Putting on a life jacket ................................................................342
Preparing to abandon ship ........................................................343
Abandoning ship: The how-to ...................................................343
Shark! ............................................................................................345

Staying Warm as You Float with a Life Jacket ................................346
What to do in the water .............................................................346
Staying warm in groups .............................................................347

Floating without a Life Jacket ..........................................................348
Inflating your clothes ..................................................................348
Long-term floating ......................................................................349

CHAPTER 19: The Great Drift: Aboard Life Rafts  
and Disabled Vessels.............................................................351
Getting from Ship to Life Raft .........................................................352

Locating the life raft ....................................................................352
Knowing when to abandon ship ...............................................353
Launching a life raft ....................................................................354
Entering a life raft .......................................................................355

Adjusting to Life Afloat.....................................................................357
The first ten minutes in a life raft .............................................357
Inside the raft: Giving order to the chaos ................................359
The flip-out: Righting a raft ........................................................361

Controlling Drifting Vessels .............................................................362
Taking action with depowered boats .......................................363
Traveling with current and sail ..................................................364
Restarting outboard motors ......................................................365



Table of Contents      xv

CHAPTER 20: Finding Food and Drink at Sea ......................................367
On the (Drinking) Water Front: Surviving On the Salty Sea .........367

Understanding your body’s dehydration limits ......................368
The first line of defense: Conserving your body’s water ........368
Rationing your water ..................................................................369
Avoiding salt water .....................................................................370

Making Fresh Water on the Ocean .................................................371
Working with rainwater ..............................................................371
Collecting condensation .............................................................372
Using water makers ....................................................................372
Setting up a still at sea ...............................................................373
Removing salt with desalination kits ........................................374
Drinking sea turtle blood ...........................................................374

Fishing at Sea ....................................................................................375
Sea hunting basics ......................................................................375
Tackling hooks and lines ............................................................375
Using a spear ...............................................................................376
Using nets to catch baitfish .......................................................378
Advanced fishing for the hungry ...............................................378
Catching small sharks by hand..................................................378

Bringing in Your Catch .....................................................................380
Preparing and Eating Fish at Sea ....................................................380

Setting up the sushi bar .............................................................380
Knowing which fish aren’t on the menu ..................................381

Identifying Other Safe Things to Eat while at Sea ........................382
Turtles ..........................................................................................382
Birds ..............................................................................................383
Barnacles .....................................................................................383
Seaweed .......................................................................................383

CHAPTER 21: Emergency Travel and Navigation at Sea ............385
Swimming Back to Land ..................................................................385

Measuring distance to shore .....................................................386
Figuring out where the current is taking you ..........................386
Moving in the water: Float or swim ..........................................388
Swimming out of a rip current ..................................................390

Improvised Open-Sea Navigation for Life Rafts ...........................390
Getting your bearings .................................................................390
Estimating current at sea ...........................................................392
Understanding signs of land .....................................................393



xvi      Wilderness Survival For Dummies

Coming Ashore: A Dangerous Ordeal ............................................397
Basic landing principles ..............................................................397
Procedures for landing ...............................................................398

CHAPTER 22: First Aid on the Water ..........................................................401
Responding to Water Casualties ....................................................401

Getting someone out of the water ...........................................402
Grasping the gradual nature of hypothermia .........................402
Treating cold shock response....................................................404
Handling near drowning ............................................................404

Treating Common Ailments while Afloat .......................................406
Seasickness ..................................................................................406
Sunburn and heat maladies ......................................................407
Saltwater chafe ............................................................................408

Treating Bites and Stings at Sea .....................................................408
Jellyfish .........................................................................................408
Sea snakes ...................................................................................409
Stinging fish and stingrays .........................................................409
Cone shells and terebra shells ..................................................410

PART 5: THE PART OF TENS ................................................................411

CHAPTER 23: Ten Ways to Practice Wilderness  
Survival Skills ..............................................................................413
Start a Fire with Two Matches .........................................................413
Light a Fire with a Magnifying Glass or Eyeglasses ......................414
Fire Up the Flames with a Bow .......................................................414
Turn Your Pants into a Flotation Device ........................................414
Find North with Help from the Sky ................................................415
Build a Tripod ....................................................................................415
Download and Experiment with a Plant Identification App ........415
Use a Transpiration Bag to Collect Water .....................................415
Use a Reflective Surface to Practice Signaling ..............................416
Practice CPR ......................................................................................416

CHAPTER 24: Ten Quick Escapes...................................................................417
Getting Out of a Sinking Car............................................................417
Escaping a Small Plane Upside Down in Water ............................418
Surviving a Small Boat or Canoe Capsize ......................................419
Escaping a Forest Fire ......................................................................419
Evading a Bee Swarm .......................................................................420



Table of Contents      xvii

Surviving a Bear Encounter .............................................................421
Encountering a Mountain Lion .......................................................421
Surviving an Avalanche ....................................................................422
Waiting Out a Whiteout ...................................................................423
Getting Out of Quicksand ................................................................423

INDEX ...................................................................................................................425





Introduction      1

Introduction

Welcome to the realm of the extraordinary. Survival situ-
ations can bring out greatness in some people — but 
they can also bring out foolishness, terror, radical 

changes in perspective, and sometimes, just enormous gratitude 
for being alive. We, your friendly authors, have crawled like fleas 
in the face of enormous winds and waves, and we, too, have expe-
rienced these extraordinary states of mind — and many more.

But more often than not, survival situations aren’t so romantic: 
You’re on a day hike, five miles from a major city — but hopelessly 
lost — and even though you can hear and see signs of  civilization, 
you’re still in danger of dying from hypothermia in the next hour. 
This situation can kill you just as readily as being lost on an expe-
dition to the North Pole. Well, we wrote this book with sympathy 
for both — those involved in exotic adventures and those who just 
got a little turned around while taking pictures.

You may worry that wilderness survival requires you to bite off 
the heads of snakes or maybe leap from a cliff into a raging river. 
But really, most survival skills are much more mundane. For 
example, you can extend the life of batteries by taking them out 
of your flashlight and putting them inside your shirt, against your 
skin. Keeping batteries warm preserves their charge in cold con-
ditions. There. That wasn’t so bad, was it? You picked up a basic 
survival skill and you didn’t have to shiver or go hungry. You’re 
already rolling.

About This Book
This book is designed to thoroughly cover the basics of wilderness 
survival. To compile the information, we’ve selectively researched 
many tried-and-true sources, such as The U.S.  Army Survival 
Manual (U.S. Govt. Printing Office FM21-76) and Essentials of Sea 
Survival (Human Kinetics Press), but we’ve called upon our own 
practical experiences and those of many field experts.

Throughout this book, we use the word we when we, Cameron 
and John, both want to say something personal to you, our reader. 
This book comes from the combined experiences of two people 
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who’ve been through a lot of misadventures over decades across 
the globe, and who are very close friends. We’ve been in enough 
trouble — and scared enough — that we think alike, basically, 
and therefore we speak with the same voice.

We define the wilderness as just about any place out-of-doors. 
We know from bitter experience that it’s easy to freeze to death 
in places that a geographer wouldn’t necessarily think of as 
 “wilderness areas.” With that in mind, you should know that this 
isn’t a camping or ‘bushcraft’ book; it’s a book for anyone at risk 
of perishing from exposure to the elements, whether camping or 
off on a “harmless” stroll.

We try to keep the language simple and direct; when we do offer 
new vocabulary, we italicize and define it.

We hope you enjoy reading every word that we’ve written, but if 
you just want the bare essentials of surviving in the wild, feel free 
to skip the sidebars that appear in the gray shaded boxes. This is 
additional information, purely for the curious. We hope you read 
them, but if you don’t, you won’t miss any vital information.

To make the content more accessible, we divided it into five parts:

 » Part 1, Stayin’ Alive: Basic Wilderness Survival Principles

 » Part 2, Exploring Advanced Survival Techniques

 » Part 3, Surviving in Extreme Land Environments

 » Part 4, Surviving on the Seas, Oceans, and Great Lakes

 » Part 5, The Part of Tens

Foolish Assumptions
Although we know that you don’t fit every description in this list 
of assumptions we make about you, we do assume that you have 
at least a few of the following characteristics:

 » You’re someone who enjoys nature and being outdoors.

 » You want a basic survival book that gives clear, practical 
instructions for surviving in the wild, including how to find your 
way back to civilization or signal a search and rescue team.
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 » You may be exploring solo or out with a group.

 » You’re interested in safety while being outdoors for 
extended periods, such as backpacking trips, prolonged 
sailing trips, or camping trips.

 » You prefer your advice served warm and friendly, not cold 
and dry like other survival manuals you may have tried.

 » You want a survival manual that you can throw in your car  
or backpack (or carry-on luggage) or download to your 
phone for greater portability, just in case.

 » You’ve seen survival shows on television and they 
intrigue you.

Icons Used in This Book
Icons, little pictures in the margins, are placed next to some of the 
paragraphs that we feel need extra emphasis.

This symbol indicates additional information to make something 
easier to do or understand, and sometimes suggests alternatives.

This symbol flags important information or actions that you 
should squirrel away in your brain for quick recall later.

This symbol means danger. We use it to emphasize some aspect of 
a survival situation that can really get you into trouble.

Beyond the Book
In addition to the abundance of information and guidance related 
to wilderness survival that we provide in this book, you get access 
to even more help and information online at Dummies.com. Check 
out this book’s online Cheat Sheet. Just go to www.dummies.com 
and search for “Wilderness Survival For Dummies Cheat Sheet.”

http://dummies.com
http://www.dummies.com
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Where to Go From Here
Feel free to start reading this book anywhere you like. The five 
parts are completely modular, so you don’t have to read them 
in order. However, Chapter  1 is certainly a good place to start 
because it tells you exactly what to do first if you find yourself 
lost outdoors.

Part  1 is a great place to get a good foundation for all things 
 wilderness survival. If you’re planning on a trip to an extreme 
environment, you may want to start with Part  3. On the other 
hand, if you’re looking for adventures on the sea, you can go 
straight to Part 4.

Of course, when you’re in a survival situation, you can check out 
the index or table of contents and simply flip to the information 
you need. If you’re bleeding, or if you’ve twisted your ankle, or 
if you’ve been bitten by a snake, check out Chapter 13. Or if your 
ship has gone under and you find yourself in a life raft, go to 
Chapter 19.
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IN THIS PART . . .

How to prioritize your actions in survival situations

Practice psychological preparedness

Improvise clothing to keep warm (or cool) during the day 
and overnight

How to build and sustain a fire

Places to take shelter

Where to find water and how to confirm it’s drinkable

How to look for and harvest food from the wilderness
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Chapter 1

IN THIS CHAPTER

 » Being prepared for common wilderness 
survival situations

 » Having the right attitude and being 
proactive

 » Taking care of basic needs and signaling 
for rescue

 » Navigating and avoiding mistakes

Staying Safe in the 
Great Outdoors

Knowing the threats you face in the wilderness and the wisest 
courses of action to take to counter those threats can go a 
long way toward keeping you alive in a bad situation. If you 

find yourself lost or adrift, this prior knowledge allows you to 
start working on your survival priorities immediately, changing 
you from victim to survivor.

This chapter is a jumping-off point to wilderness survival. We 
give you a prioritized overview of the basics you need to know 
in practically any wilderness survival situation. We describe the 
main threats to survival and how to take care of them in the right 
order. Finally, we show you how so many people go wrong and 
how you can prevent your situation from getting worse — or per-
haps how to stay out of trouble altogether!

Being Prepared and Proactive
Preparation gives you the knowledge to extend your life, and it 
may even give you what you need to avoid a crisis. Chapter 2 dis-
cusses what you can do and bring to be prepared in any wilderness.
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Being proactive usually means stopping and getting control  —  
such as slowing your swimming stroke or even floating to con-
serve your energy. If you suddenly feel lost, don’t react and don’t 
speed up; stop, sit, and think carefully about your situation. This 
is the beginning of taking control of the situation before it takes 
control of you.

Keeping the Right Attitude
Real survival situations feel enormously unfair — it’s as though 
the world is conspiring against you or the odds are simply beyond 
your abilities. To survive this situation, you must accept the 
situation and keep a positive outlook; Chapter 3 covers survival 
 psychology. To cultivate a positive attitude, begin by accepting the 
situation and taking it all in. Many people perish simply because 
they can’t master disbelief.

The following suggestions can help you keep your spirits up:

 » Be resourceful and creative. Resources and options that 
you’ve never considered are available to you. Use rocks as 
hammers, nails as fishhooks, and belt buckles as reflectors 
for signaling. Then think of new options and work out more 
plans. Think of a way.

 » Be patient. Consider that being rescued or working your 
way out of the problem may take time, but never assume 
that no one will come looking for you.

 » Never say die. Misery and fear can fool you into thinking 
you’re finished. Don’t let your mind play tricks on you. You 
can keep going long after you feel like you can’t. A lot longer. 
Don’t give up. Keep a positive attitude, or grit your teeth in 
grim determination. If you slip into a negative attitude, you’ll 
melt like a candle.

Applying Survival Basics
After accepting the situation, your next survival priority is to 
address your survival needs in the order they appear in this 
section.
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You may also face a medical situation, which may take precedence 
over the ones we mention here, depending on its severity. For first 
aid procedures, see Chapter 13.

Regulating body temperature
Thermoregulation is the management of your body temperature. 
It’s the highest priority because being too cold (hypothermia) or 
being too hot (hyperthermia) are the fastest killers in the wilder-
ness. Here’s how to manage your body temperature:

 » Cold environments: Stay dry — be careful near streams and 
rivers, shelter yourself from rain, and keep sweating to a 
minimum. If night is coming, realize that hypothermia is a 
dire threat and make a fire and a shelter.

 » Hot environments: If you are getting uncomfortably hot, 
take action by finding shelter and taking a rest. Waiting too 
long is the biggest contributor to heat exhaustion. It’s 
especially important to stay hydrated in hot environments, 
so drink water if you have it, or start thinking about where 
you are going to get it.

The four components that govern thermoregulation are clothing, 
fire, shelter, and your own actions. Use these things to keep your 
body at a healthy temperature.

Your first line of defense: Clothing
In a survival situation outdoors you will probably have different 
daytime and nighttime temperatures, and your activity level will 
differ at these times as well. The best way to manage these tem-
perature differences is dress in layers, improvised if needed. The 
key is to add or subtract clothing layers depending on tempera-
ture. For more on clothing, see Chapter 4.

In many survival situations, people discard clothing that they 
don’t think they need. Never discard any clothing, under any cir-
cumstances. If you take off a shirt or jacket, tie it around your waist 
or jam it in your belt; you’ll want it again some time, guaranteed!

If you’re in a cold environment and working hard, strip off lay-
ers of clothing to prevent sweat from soaking your clothes (wet 
clothes lose insulating capacity). If you’re facing a cold night, add 
insulating layers by stuffing grass, leaves, or moss inside your 
clothing, creating a ‘dead air’ layer that helps to keep you warm.
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In all environments, cover your head. If you don’t have a hat, 
improvise one that covers your head and neck thoroughly. In the 
cold, a head and neck covering deters hypothermia, especially if 
you’ve fallen into cold water, and in the sun, it deters heat stroke.

Warming up to the fire
A fire helps prevent hypothermia and boosts morale. Its light can 
be seen by night and its smoke by day. Carefully prepare your fire 
in a survival situation — don’t rush things. Plan it out and have 
lots of backups to keep the flame going after it ignites. For info on 
how to make fire, see Chapter 5.

Taking shelter
Even the crudest shelter can also keep you warm and improve 
morale. We cover shelter basics in Chapter 6, and provide specific 
tips for different environments in Part 3.

Regulating your temperature in the water
If you’re in a water environment, thermoregulation is especially 
important because you are much more susceptible to hypothermia 
when wet. Take the following measures to stay warm:

 » Stay as still as you possibly can. Don’t tread water if you 
can help it; that just depletes energy, which will eventually 
make you colder.

 » Cover your head. Use anything you can to insulate your 
head, because the scalp dissipates a lot of body heat.

 » Try to keep your armpits closed by holding your elbows 
at your sides, and keep your crotch closed by crossing 
your legs. These areas also leak a lot of body heat.

Check out Chapter 18 for information about staying warm at sea.

Signaling for rescue
After you address body temperature management, think about 
how to make yourself ‘findable’ by rescuers. Don’t ever believe 
that no one will come for you — someone usually does.

The main principle of signaling for rescue is to stand out from the 
natural environment. Visual signals should be large and bright 
and contrast with nature. Lay out tarps, sleeping bags, and other 


