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on different tablets and computers, we 
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images in digital versions. We apologize if 

this causes any confusion and thank you 

for your understanding.
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Correction

In Issue 28, we incorrectly listed the 

thickness, weight, and price of the 

ShotStop BallisticBoard Level III Rigid 

Insert. The correct thickness is 0.9 

inch, weight is 4.25 pounds, and the 

price is $249. We regret the error.
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As I write my editor’s letter, the East Coast is just starting the slow 

process of rebounding from Hurricane Michael. That includes not 

only homes ravaged by the storm, but the usual criminal looting that 

follows in those areas. We also just recently passed the 17-year mark 

since we all woke up to a country that’d never be the same again 

on Sept. 11, 2001. As I reflect on all the diferent ways these events 

continue to afect the U.S., I still can’t help but wonder, whether we’re 

at home or abroad, are we really any safer than we were 20 years ago? 

Is there really any bigger push to educate people on how to protect 

themselves? 

Here’s a case in point. A few other staf members and I recently 

attended a counter-custody class taught by Ed Calderon, whom we 

interviewed in Issue 25. One of our homework assignments was to 

make and conceal weapons on our person and try and sneak them 

past a point of inspection during the following day’s class. Students 

were subjected to a fairly thorough pat down by some of Ed’s 

assistants who were already familiar with the many methods people 

typically use to hide weapons. I and several other people in the class 

successfully defeated the search and, although I felt good about 

completing the assignment, a very discomforting realization came 

over me. Whether it’s at an airport or any other point of inspection, 

imagine how many so-called security measures that supposedly make 

us safer are being defeated with the same amount of ease. 

We probably have all heard about someone who forgot about the 

folding knife in their carry-on or a few loose rounds of ammo in their 

pocket, yet it still went unnoticed through metal detectors or baggage 

scanners. Even though security has been greatly intensified over the 

Are We Really 
Any Safer? 
By John Schwartze,

Network Manager & Acting Editor // RECOIL OFFGRID

ikretow/istockphoto.com

last 17 years in any number of areas we travel through, there are tons 

of people at this very moment working on countermeasures that’ll 

successfully thwart detection of weapons, people, drugs, and any other 

heavily regulated commodity you can think of. 

There are groups who buy the same quality inspection equipment 

used by law enforcement with the sole purpose of discovering its 

weaknesses. There are people studying protocols and patterns of 

TSA, Customs, and various 

other state and federal 

entities to identify flaws in 

their methods. There are 

decoys sent through every 

security system imaginable 

to test the boundaries of 

their capabilities. Even in 

prisons where people are 

scrutinized 24 hours a day, there are still surveillance blind spots, capital 

crimes committed, and contraband that manages to get smuggled 

in. If an environment that is predicated on security is still vulnerable 

to exploitation, what does that tell you about entrusting your safety to 

others? Time to start planning for contingencies. 

We’ve lined up some content for you on lessons learned from one of 

Ed Calderon’s courses on how to circumvent a kidnapper’s techniques. 

We’ll also show you the basics of land navigation, as well as some of 

the newest compass oferings currently on the market, lest that GPS 

you’ve become so reliant on goes kaput. In this issue’s What If column, 

we discuss some recommendations on what to do if you suddenly find 

yourself in the middle of an airline hijacking. We’ve also evaluated some 

of the latest mobile emergency apps to see what features they ofer and 

what situations they’re best used for. And since financial ruin can also 

accompany disaster, we delve into the nuances of insurance coverage 

so you can better understand its intricacies and won’t fall victim to the 

fine print.

RECOIL OFFGRID always seeks to embolden you with the tools, 

training, and resources that’ll keep you and your loved ones safe. The 

only way to defeat danger is to understand and potentially outsmart 

it. Think of it like a chess game. The bad guys or bad situations make 

a move; you think a few steps ahead and make your next move. We 

hope this information will give you the advantage you need to ensure 

your survival. 

If an environment 
that is predicated 
on security is still 

vulnerable to 
exploitation, what 

does that tell you 
about entrusting your 

safety to others?
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2
MAKE & MODEL
Black Diamond
Nitron Straight Gate 
Carabiner 

WEIGHT
1.6 ounces 

MSRP
$12

URL
www.blackdiamond 
equipment.com

NOTES

You don’t have to be a mountain 
climber to appreciate a 
carabiner. These handy devices 
have a multitude of survival 
uses, from helping secure an 
emergency shelter to serving 
as an improvised weapon. (See 
the “Pocket Preps” column in 
Issue 25 for our carabiners 
buyer’s guide.) The Nitron 
Straight Gate Carabiner is all 
sorts of awesome. It has that 
ideal Goldilocks size — not too 
small, but also not too long 
at 4 inches. Its 0.86-inch gate 
opening and snag-free keylock 
nose makes it easy to clip to a 
wire, pack, or rope, and the gate 
snaps back immediately for a 
secured closure. The Nitron is 
also lightweight, affordable, and 
beautifully constructed.

1
MAKE & MODEL
Kikkerland 
Mini Keychain Pliers

DIMENSION
2.75 by 0.79 by 0.5 inches

MSRP
$13

URL
www.kikkerland.com

NOTES

One way of ensuring there’s a 
future for our community is to 
educate our youth, and that 
starts with our own loved ones. 
Teach them life-saving skills, 
explain the dangers they could 
face, and show them how to be 
prepared. So if you’re looking 
for gifts this holiday season, the 
Kikkerland Mini Keychain Pliers 
is a good first multitool for a 
young son or daughter. It has a 
blade, a pair of pliers, a bottle 
opener, and a flathead screw-
driver — all of which can help 
teach your child about safety, the 
responsibility of owning tools, 
and preparedness in general. It 
also comes with a chain and ring, 
so you could even EDC it as a 
keychain; you know, for popping 
bottle caps, opening packages, or 
other light-duty tasks that don’t 
require a Leatherman.

4
MAKE & MODEL
Streamlight 
Stylus Pro COB Penlight

LENGTH
6.64 inches

MSRP
$65

URL
www.streamlight.com 

NOTES

Don’t let the retail price on 
this penlight scare you off. Like 
most Streamlight gear, the Sty-
lus Pro COB is available online 
or in stores for much cheaper 
than the listed price. Perhaps 
the best part of this tool is its 
versatility as a hands-free work 
light, emitting diffused LED light 
from the side of its body. On 
the other end is a magnet so 
you can stick it to an open car 
hood or a steel work surface. 
If you need to be more mobile, 
you can use its pocket clip to 
attach it to your shirt pocket. 
The Stylus Pro COB puts out up 
to 160 lumens for three hours, 
has three modes (high, low, and 
flash), and comes with a USB 
rechargeable battery. Moreover, 
it’s water and impact resistant.

3
MAKE & MODEL
Ru�wear 
Approach Pack

SIZES
Extra Small through Large/ 
Extra Large

MSRP
$80

URL
www.ruffwear.com

NOTES

If you’re serious about prepping, 
you should also prepare for your 
four-legged family members 
just as you would for two-
legged relatives. The Approach 
Pack makes this much easier, 
because it’s a bag Fido can wear 
himself, leaving you free to carry 
your own go-bag. Naturally, it 
works great on fun treks, too. 
The pack was designed for 
everything from day-hikes and 
overnight adventures to trips to 
the pet store and dog park. It 
features radial-cut saddlebags 
that are formfitting and better 
for distributing load weight. 
The Approach has two leash 
connection points, reflective 
trim for low-light visibility, and 
an integrated harness that 
increases stability and provides a 
comfortable yet secure fit.

2

4

3

1
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MAKE & MODEL
DMT  
EDC-Sharp

DIMENSIONS
5.5 by 1.25 by 0.188 inches

MSRP
$22

URL
www.dmtonlinestore.com

NOTES

As its name implies, the EDC-
Sharp is an everyday-carry 
sharpener for maintaining a 
razor’s edge on all of your 
tools. But it’s also a pretty nifty 
multitool — it includes wrenches, 
rulers, a bottle opener, and two 
flathead screwdrivers. And since 
it’s not longer than a pen, the 
EDC-Sharp is a good addition to 
toss into your go-bag, vehicle 
kit, or camping gear. The EDC-
Sharp is made from 5CR, while 
the sharpener portion has fine 
diamond abrasives on it for put-
ting an edge on tools that have 
just started to dull. It’s ideal for 
knives, shears, and scissors. 

7
MAKE & MODEL
Wazoo Survival Gear
Tracking Field  
Kit Bandana

DIMENSIONS
22 by 22 inches

MSRP
$14

URL
www.wazoosurvivalgear.com

NOTES

A bandana has countless field 
uses: cordage, signaling, and 
impromptu tourniquet, just to 
name a few. Oh, and animal 
identification. Wazoo’s Tracking 
Field Kit isn’t the first tracking 
bandana, but it might be the 
most practical, thanks to input 
from three tracking experts. 
It has accurate illustrations 
of more than 20 animals 
abundantly found in the North 
American wild. The 100-percent 
cotton cloth also has a set of 
false eyes that can be worn on 
the back of your head. The idea 
is to ward off predators that 
prefer to attack from behind, a 
defense mechanism borrowed 
from various insects, birds, and 
fish, as well as some human 
cultures. When not in use, it 
can be packed tight using the 
included silicone slap bracelet, 
which doubles as a ruler when 
straightened out. 

6
MAKE & MODEL

Safari Medic
Alpaca

WEIGHT
Approximately 2 pounds

MSRP
$325

URL
www.safarimedic.com

NOTES

Whether it’s for a serious injury 
suffered during a natural disaster 
or a booboo that occurred on a 
trail run, you’ll need an individual 
first-aid kit that not only has all 
the vital supplies but is also por-
table and convenient to use. As a 
med pack on steroids, the Alpaca 
from Safari Medic/Mountain Med-
ic checks all those boxes. Weigh-
ing almost 2 pounds, it’s packed 
with life-saving gear, from a RATS 
Tourniquet and CELOX hemostatic 
blood-clotting crystals to a CPR 
face shield and a box of blister 
plasters. If that weren’t enough, 
the kit contains a pocketbook on 
wilderness medicine. The whole 
shebang is contained in a durable 
tactical pouch with Kryptek 
camo and webbing to attach it 
to larger bags or securing inside 
your vehicle.  

8
MAKE & MODEL

Tract Optics
Toric 8x42 Schott HT 

WEIGHT
1 pounds, 10 ounces

MSRP
$684

URL
www.tractoptics.com

NOTES

The ability to see at long distanc-
es can sometimes mean the dif-
ference between life and death. 
Imagine a search party looking 
for a lost hiker. Or a hunter zero-
ing in on the perfect kill. Unfortu-
nately, humans aren’t born with 
hawk-like vision. Enter binoculars 
like the Tract Optics Toric 8x42 
Schott HT. The name means it’s a 
fullsize bino that provides eight 
times the magnification, while 
“Schott HT” refers to the high 
light-transmission glass, which 
provides brilliant colors and 
image resolution — even in dim or 
dark conditions. It’s packed with 
other features, including a lock-
ing diopter to prevent accidental 
movement, enhanced ocular 
design for a wider field of view 
and longer eye relief, and an IPX7 
rating (meaning its waterproof 
up to 1 meter for 30 minutes and 
fogproof thanks to O-ring seals 
and argon gas).

6

8

7

5
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 10
MAKE & MODEL
Terrain 365 
Element Alpha-HD

OAL
8 inches

MSRP
$265

URL
www.terrain365.com 

NOTES

Terrain 365 is a new knife 
company that was founded by 
Patrick Ma and Michael Vagnino. 
Ma is the head of Prometheus 
Design Werx, which produces 
hard-use yet attractive apparel 
and gear. Vagnino is a custom 
knife maker with a mastersmith 
rating from the American Blade-
smith Society. Together they’re 
creating edged tools worthy 
of their pedigree. The Element 
Alpha-HD is their firstborn, a 
versatile utility knife that fea-
tures a proprietary alloy called 
Terravantium. They say it’s 
guaranteed for life to be rust-
proof. The handle is wrapped 
with comfortable 500 Paracord, 
which can be repurposed for 
emergency uses. Plus, the fixed 
blade comes with a slim Kydex 
sheath and low-profile belt clip. 
Made in the USA.

 12
MAKE & MODEL
TOPS Knives
El Chappo

OAL
11 inches

MSRP
$145

URL
www.topsknives.com

NOTES

If the Element Alpha-HD is a 
little too small for you, perhaps 
a field cleaver is more to your 
liking? The El Chappo is 11 inches 
long with a 6-inch blade that’s 
3/16-inch thick and made of 1095 
high carbon steel. This type of 
steel is easy to sharpen, holds 
its edge, and has good wear 
resistance — all great attributes 
when chopping meat in the 
kitchen or hacking firewood in 
the field. Unfortunately, it also 
rusts easily, so TOPS has coated 
El Chappo with its new Acid Rain 
finish to help fit off corrosion. 
The comfortable handle scales 
are made of canvas Micarta. 
Plus, it comes with a Kydex edge 
cover that’s kept in place with an 
elastic shock cord. 

 11
MAKE & MODEL
Real Avid
Accu-Punch Hammer  
& Punches

NUMBER OF TOOLS
13

MSRP
$40

URL
www.realavid.com

NOTES

Any prepper knows that this 
lifestyle can get expensive. So, 
if you’re like us, you’ll often 
improvise when it comes to 
the tools needed to build a 
project or repair a gun. Real 
Avid is making things more 
convenient and affordable by 
producing firearm tool kits that 
aren’t just financially feasible 
but also durable and easy to 
use. This Accu-Punch set has an 
ergonomic hammer that comes 
with four interchangeable heads: 
brass, steel, nylon, and rubber. 
Meanwhile, the Pin Alignment 
Tool is a sort of tweezer that 
holds the smallest pins in place 
so you don’t smash your fingers. 
The kit also comes with one 
nylon punch and 10 hardened 
steel punches, all conveniently 
labeled and ringed with rubber 
to increase grip. 

9
MAKE & MODEL
5.11 Tactical
AMP72 

CAPACITY
40 liters (2,440 ci)

MSRP
$250

URL
www.511tactical.com

NOTES

Conventional wisdom says you 
should pack your get-out-of-
dodge bag with three days’ 
worth of food and supplies. But 
have you practiced carrying that 
load along your predetermined 
evacuation route? If so, you 
know that it can be a grueling 
exercise in stamina and strength, 
considering your pack will only 
feel heavier the longer you go. 
That’s why the AMP72 has an 
aluminum frame, load lifters, 
and a thermoformed back panel 
to help with the haul. It’s also 
smartly designed with various 
partitions, including a fleece-
lined eyewear pocket, dual side 
stretch pockets, a secondary 
section for storing a rifle up 
to 24 inches long, and a main 
compartment that opens like a 
clamshell for easy access to all 
your stuff. The pack also fea-
tures 5.11’s innovative HEXGRID, 
a new load-bearing modular 
platform that lets you attach 
compatible packs (such as the 
Admin Gear Set or the 2 Banger 
Gear Set, sold separately) at 
various angles. 

9

10

11
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kimber tle™ ii pistols
unequalled quality. unmatched performance.

TLE II (Tactical Law Enforcement) 

pistols are ideal for duty carry, 

tactical applications and personal 

protection. Aggressive styling, 

multiple configurations, calibers, 

and sizes; the TLE II family of 

pistols is the quality 

you demand.

Ready for the Fight

Tritium night sights, front and 

back strap checkering and 

aggressive G10 grips. Stainless 

fi nish provides added 

protection from moisture, 

wear and tear. 

A TLE II for Every Purpose

Models with accessory rails, 

threaded barrels, and calibers 

of 9mm, 10mm, and .45 ACP 

make the TLE II family one 

of the most comprehensive 

offered.

New for 2017

External magwell models are 

now offered as the Custom 

TLE II (EM), Custom TLE/RL II 

(EM), and Pro TLE II (EM).  

W H A T  A L L  G U N S  S H O U L D  B E
T M

©2017, Kimber Mfg., Inc. All rights reserved. Information and specii cations are for reference only and subject to change without notice.

M A DE  I N  A MER IC A

(888) 243-4522

kimberamerica.com
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Pocket PREPS

S
ome of you might have 

read the headline and 

said, “Wallets? Wallets 

aren’t survival tools!” 

But if you emptied 

your pockets right now, there’s a 

good chance you’d pull out a wallet 

among the contents. Why? Be-

cause it’s an essential piece of your 

everyday-carry loadout. And in a 

disaster — man-made or natural — it 

can make a big difference. 

Gonna hole up indoors during an 

impending blizzard? You’ll first have 

to pay for the extra food, water, and 

backup heat sources that’ll help you 

get through it. Are you overseas for 

the holidays when a local govern-

ment coup erupts? Better have your 

charge card handy to buy that first 

plane ticket out of Dodge. Trying to 

return home after a police blockade 

has locked down your community? 

You’ll need your driver’s license to 

show proof of residence. 

If you stop to think about it, the 

cash, credit cards, and identification in 

your wallet can probably get you out 

of more jams than you might realize. 

That’s why in this edition of 

Pocket Preps we take a look 

beyond your granddaddy’s bifold 

wallet. We found some modern 

updates of classic themes, while 

others are revolutionizing the genre 

from the ground up. Read on to see 

if there’s one that can improve your 

EDC setup. 

Story and Photos by Patrick Vuong

WALLETS

1

2

Blackthorn Leather 
Rover II with  
Fisher Space Pen 
Sidecar Pocket 

MATERIALS
Leather, stainless steel 

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
4 by 3.75 by 0.25 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)
2.2 ounces

MSRP 
$69

URL
blackthornleather.com

2 Trayvax
Element

MATERIALS
Leather, stainless steel

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
4.5 by 2.8 by 0.5 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)  
5 ounces

MSRP 
$65

URL
trayvax.com

Zootility x Rustico
Rustico  
PocketMonkey Wallet

MATERIALS
Leather,  
merino wool (wallet);  
stainless steel (tools)

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
4.25 by 2.625 by  
0.125 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)  
0.7 ounce

MSRP 
$25, $49 with tools

URL
zootility.com

1 3
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5

MIKOL 
Carrara White  
Minimalist Wallet

MATERIALS
Marble

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
3.54 by 2.24 by 0.04 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)
1.2 ounces

MSRP 
Starting at $99

URL
mikolmarmi.com

6 Celtic Shield
Minimalistic Wallet

MATERIALS
Aluminum

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
3.5 by 2.125 by  
0.375 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)  
2.9 ounces

MSRP 
$98

URL
shop.celticshield.com

Nite Ize
Financial Tool  
Multi Tool Wallet

MATERIALS
Stainless Steel

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
3.6 by 2.3 by 0.14 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)  
1.16 ounces

MSRP 
$10

URL
niteize.com

4 Mean Gene Leather
Hot Tamale ID Wallet

MATERIALS
Leather

DIMENSIONS (APPROX.)
5 by 3.5 by 0.375 inches

WEIGHT (UNLOADED)  
3.8 ounces

MSRP 
$50

URL
meangeneleather.com
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016 Pocket PREPS

Trayvax was among 

the first to deconstruct 

the conventional 

wallet by pairing an 

aluminum faceplate to 

a steel backing using 

Mil-spec paracord. Now 

it has all sorts of unique 

models, including the 

Element. It stores your 

ID and credit cards by 

pressing them against 

a Melonite-coated 

stainless steel frame 

using a tough but 

smooth leather wrap, 

secured in place with 

a snap-button closure. 

The thick frame — 

which provides RFID 

protection — also has 

an integrated cash 

clip, bottle-opener, and 

lanyard hole. The Ele-

ment can hold three to 

10 cards and one to five 

bills. Made in the USA. 

Pros: 

 Exceptional materials 

and inventive design 

work

 Built-in money clip 

and bottle-opener 

 Leather will stretch 

and conform as you 

break it in.

 Solid steel frame 

makes for a decent 

impromptu self-

defense tool.   

Cons:

 Snap-button closure 

was crazy tight out 

of the box, then too 

loose during our 

evaluation phase.  

 The rivet on the back 

side of the snap-

button scratches  

our cards. 

Trayvax
Element

We bestowed this 

Nite Ize wallet with 

our Best Value Award, 

because it gives you 

more bang for your 

buck (pun intended). 

For just $10, you get 

seven tools integrated 

into two stainless steel 

frames, which press 

your cards and green-

backs together with 

a rubber-like strap. Its 

many functions in-

clude a bottle opener, 

wrenches, flathead 

screwdriver, and rulers. 

Also available in black, 

the Financial Tool 

Multi Tool Wallet is a 

low-profile model that 

not only holds a good 

amount of cards and 

cash, but also serves 

as a mini toolbox for 

light-duty tasks. 

Pros: 

 Packed with useful 

light-duty tools, such 

as a Philips screw-

driver that doubles as 

a box opener

 It’s manufactured 

in China, but you 

wouldn’t know it by 

its quality construc-

tion.

 Price tag is easy on 

the bank account.

Cons:

 The strap feels like 

it will snap and rolls 

over on itself too 

often.

 The plates are thin 

and have right cor-

ners that dig into our 

fingers when we hold 

it in a tight grip.

Nite Ize
Financial Tool  
Multi Tool Wallet

This collaboration 

between Zootility and 

Rustico consists of a 

special version of the 

latter company’s Wool 

Single Track Wallet 

that’s meant to house 

the former firm’s 

PocketMonkey multi-

tool and Headgehog 

Comb. (Unfortunately, 

our review sample 

didn’t come with the 

Headgehog Comb, so 

we can’t comment on 

it here.) This trio puts 

a mini toolbox in your 

pocket. The Pocket-

Monkey is a one-piece 

multitool with 12 

functions that range 

from the useful (i.e. 

wrenches, screwdriv-

ers) to the surprising 

(i.e. headphone wrap, 

orange peeler). The 

wallet by itself is $25, 

but you can get all 

three items for $49. 

Pros: 

 Slim, lightweight, and 

easy to use

 The merino wool 

interior keeps your 

cards scratch-free.

 If you opt for the fully 

loaded $49 option, 

you’ll find yourself 

looking for small 

tasks for these fun 

tools.

Cons:

 It can’t hold more 

than a few cards  

and bills. 

 We’re not so sure 

how it’ll do after 

continued hard 

use or in extreme 

conditions. 

Zootility 
Rustico  
PocketMonkey 
Wallet

When filled with coins, 

this little hombre 

can weigh almost a 

pound. It also has a 

retractable lanyard 

with a leather handle, 

which can be worn 

around your neck 

or wrist. Why would 

a coin purse need a 

lanyard? Well, if you’re 

a creative martial artist 

like this author, you’ll 

intuit that this wallet 

can easily become an 

improvised chain whip. 

Or at the very least 

give you quick access 

to your quarters. Over-

all, it’s a coin purse on 

steroids that’s beauti-

fully made and ideal 

for carrying a limited 

amount of money 

and cards. Made in 

the USA.

Pros: 

 Outside-the-box 

design

 Minimalism meets 

everyday practicality 

and cowboy style.

 More than 10 leather 

colors to choose 

from 

 Durable materials 

and top-notch 

craftsmanship

Cons:

  The Hot Tamale 

has limited cargo 

capacity. 

  As resilient as  

leather can be, it’s 

not known for  

enduring brutal 

weather long term. 

Mean Gene 
Leather
Hot Tamale ID 
Wallet

Blackthorn Leather is a 

small California-based 

company that makes 

soft goods with big (but 

not showy) style and 

wicked craftsmanship. 

This model is an up-

grade to its original slim 

wallet, with a second 

pocket sewn to the 

front, a steel money clip 

integrated to the back, 

and a sidecar added to 

house a Fisher Space 

Pen (sold separately). 

It can fit eight cards 

snugly, though your 

mileage will vary. Plus, 

you can choose from 

various leather and 

stitching colors, as well 

as two types of money 

clips. The result is a 

fresh take on the genre, 

but with old-school aes-

thetics and increased 

functionality. Made in 

the USA.

Pros: 

 Vintage appeal with 

modern functionality

 Our review sample’s 

cash clip doubles as 

a bottle-opener.

 Personalize your 

wallet for free by 

getting three letters 

stamped to the front.

 Leather will conform 

to contents. 

Cons:

 Leather, in general, 

won’t hold up in wet 

or harsh conditions 

over a long period 

of time.

Blackthorn 
Leather 
Rover II With  
Sidecar Pocket

No, this isn’t a licensed 

RECOIL product 

placement, but rather 

an example of how 

Celtic Shield can (for 

an additional charge) 

custom engrave a 

logo of your choosing 

on either side of its 

low-profile wallet. 

It’s essentially two 

aluminum plates held 

tightly together by two 

retention bands. To ac-

cess a credit card, just 

pry the plates apart 

like a clamshell then let 

go — they’ll snap shut. 

It’s available in five 

configurations, includ-

ing slick/slick (meaning 

it’s plain on both sides) 

or coin/clip (meaning 

there’s a money clip on 

one side and a holder 

for a 1.5-inch challenge 

coin on the other). 

Made in the USA.

Pros: 

 Clean, modern lines 

combined with a 

simple-to-use design

 The plates are 

durable while also 

providing RFID 

protection.

 If you prefer to run 

cashless, you can use 

the clip to attach the 

wallet to your pocket, 

belt, go-bag, or inside 

your vehicle.

 A solid last-ditch 

improvised weapon 

Cons:

 Due to its sandwich 

design, this 

wallet doesn’t 

ofer any sort of 

compartmentalizing.

Celtic Shield
Minimalistic  
Wallet

MIKOL says it has 

created the world’s 

first marble wallet. 

Why marble? Like the 

watches, phone cases, 

and other accessories 

this San Francisco 

company makes, the 

wallet is designed for 

those who want both 

luxurious form and 

hard-use function. 

The MIKOL plates 

sandwich your money 

and credit cards 

holding them together 

with a retention band. 

Or you can slip your 

bills through just 

the band for quicker 

access. It comes in 

four colors, with the 

options of adding RFID 

protection ($16 extra), 

an engraving (another 

$25), or both (for $41).

Pros: 

 Though assembled 

in China, it survived 

our 6-foot drop tests 

unscathed.

 Brings a unique aes-

thetic to the genre

 Will endure tough 

conditions 

 Can hold more than 

a dozen cards, yet is 

slim and compact

Cons:

 For penny-pinching 

preppers, this might 

seem a little pricey 

and extravagant.

 Its simplistic 

design provides 

no organization of 

its contents like a 

traditional wallet.

MIKOL
Carrara White 
Minimalist Wallet
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WHAT IF?
Your Flight is Hijacked?

A
s a frequent flyer, you’d 

heard your fair share of 

commotions on airplanes. 

From fighting couples to 

drunken passengers — the 

cramped cabin of a crowded airplane was 

hardly a quiet place, even when most of your 

fellow travelers were being respectful. Yes, 

you’d been on noisy flights before, but this 

ruckus was diferent.

In the way that a parent can distinguish 

a child’s cry of pain from a howl of frustra-

tion, these raised voices conveyed alarm 

to you. Turning to your spouse, you asked, 

“Honey, are you hearing this?” She looked 

up from her book and turned a bit to listen. 

A moment later, a woman’s piercing scream 

tore through the low murmur of conversa-

tions in coach. It came from the front of 

the plane, behind the first-class curtain. You 

started to stand up in your seat, but your 

spouse pulled you back down. That was a 

good thing. 

A loud and deep man’s voice boomed 

just behind you. “Stay in seats! We take 

this plane now!” Craning your neck to see 

over the seatback, you saw two men in ski 

masks, holding a terrified flight attendant. 

The speaker shouted again, so all could hear 

“You stay in seats or we blow up plane!”   

For this installment of RECOIL OFFGRID’s 

“What If?” column, the editors have placed 

us in an airline hijacking scenario that 

pushes the boundaries of preparedness. 

And while this scenario is a painful reminder 

of the life-altering events of Sept. 11, it’s also 

a valuable teaching opportunity. Here we’ll 

share some potential strategies to fight back 

against fanatical hijackers, and we’ll discuss 

some of the preparations and strategies 

that you might need to employ, should you 

find yourself in such a dire situation. Most of 

us will never forget Sept. 11, and we should 

never forget that this kind of crisis can still 

happen, despite all of the advancements in 

airline security. You never know when one 

person may make all the difference.

The Scenario

SITUATION TYPE 

Airliner hijacking

YOUR CREW

You and your spouse, airline 
crew, and approximately 200 
other passengers

LOCATION

During flight from Boston to Los 
Angeles aboard a Boeing 737

SEASON

Winter, late December

WEATHER

Clear; high 47 degrees F, low 31 
degrees F

The Setup: You and your spouse are en 

route from Boston to Los Angeles to visit 

family for the holidays. Since two of the air-

craft that were hijacked on Sept. 11 originated 

at Logan International Airport, security here 

is taken very seriously. As you prepare to 

By Tim MacWelch   

Illustrations by Joe Oesterle

board your flight, you feel confident that 

these protocols would prevent another 

such attack from happening at this airport. 

After the two of you take your seats, a well-

dressed, middle-aged man sits down in your 

row’s third seat and nods hello. The flight 

gets underway without incident.

The Complication: About halfway 

through your roughly six-hour flight, the 

mood is still and quiet. Suddenly there’s 

yelling and commotion in the first-class 

section of the cabin. Initially, given all the 

cell phone videos posted on the internet of 

rowdy passengers, you think someone may 

just have had a little too much to drink. The 

commotion and arguing escalates, and you 

now hear screaming. People start to rise 

from their seats to see what’s happening. 

Suddenly, from the rear of the cabin, you 

hear a shout and two men start addressing 

the passengers in broken English to remain 

seated or they’ll detonate a bomb on the 

plane. The two men are wearing ski masks, 

and one of them has a knife to a flight at-

tendant’s throat. The men start yelling at 

the passengers to stay seated or they’ll be 

killed. The other man starts moving forward 

toward the cockpit with what appears to be 

a large, non-ferrous knife, while the first man 

remains in the rear holding the flight atten-

dant as his hostage.

You’re clearly in a hijacking situation. You 

also feel that the plane may be descend-

ing and deviating from its previous course. 
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You’re midair during this hijacking attempt, 

and according to the flight tracker on the 

back of the seat in front of you, you believe 

you’re just east of Colorado.

You’ve no idea if they’ve managed to gain 

access to the cockpit. It’s not yet possible 

to discern if they plan to divert the flight 

to an airport and hold everyone on board 

hostage, use it as a guided missile, or some-

thing else entirely. What are your options? 

Remain compliant? Is the bomb threat 

legit or a ploy to scare everyone? Can you 

attempt to call out using the jet’s Wi-Fi or 

any other communication device you might 

have brought? Do you try to subdue one of 

the attackers and hope others will join in or 

that an air marshal is on board? If so, what 

can you use as a weapon?
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We just reached the anniversary of one 

of the most devastating terrorist attacks on 

American soil. You often hear individuals 

preach “never forget,” but I have to ask, are 

you living and preparing as if you’ll “never 

forget?” We need only to remember back 17 

years to find evidence that evil is present and 

terrorism exists. 

As Americans it’s our duty not only to 

never forget the lives lost but to also combat 

evil in the future. Preparation, and the where-

withal to survive, is a mental and physical 

exercise. Having worked previously in state 

and federal law enforcement, I understand all 

too clearly that crime can happen anywhere 

— even at 37,000 feet of the ground. 

Being locked inside a flying metal tube 

with complete strangers doesn’t provide 

me with a high level of comfort. Knowing 

whether there’s a potential hijacker on the 

plane or not is inconsequential; there’s always 

a potential risk. When I prep for travel, I ask 

myself, “What if my airliner was hijacked?” 

Pre-Prepping
I’m a planner by nature; checking a calendar 

and making a to-do list is a daily ritual. So when 

planning travel I like to schedule accordingly 

and do so well in advance. During holiday 

travel, the airports tend to be a bit busier, 

security parameters are a bit tighter, and flights 

are usually sold out if not over-sold. Because of 

this somewhat unpredictable combination of el-

ements, I purchase my tickets well in advance, 

and I always pay extra to board early (more on 

that later). I’ve learned by doing this that flights 

typically cost less, and I have the luxury of 

being able to pick where I’d like to sit. Like any 

individual sufering from a touch of OCD, travel 

during the holidays comes with a fair amount 

of anxiety, so prepping really matters. 

To-Do
Carefully review the available flights and 

airlines for your destination. Typically the 

plane used to travel from Boston to Los 

Angeles is a Boeing 737 — this is important 

because you can easily learn the layout of 

the plane. On a Boeing 737, there are typi-

cally 33 rows, with exit rows at row number 

17. There are galleys in the front and rear 

of the aircraft, two restrooms in the rear of 

the plane, and one additional restroom just 

outside the cockpit. I prefer to sit somewhere 

in row 15 to 20, giving me a good vantage 

point. I’m a curious person by nature, and this 

location provides me with the best overall 

visibility of the entire plane, without cornering 

me in one position. When traveling with my 

significant other, I always book a middle seat 

and an aisle seat, or two aisle seats next to 

each other. This allows for easy movement 

and visibility, as well as the flexibility to get up 

if needed and access to the front or rear of 

the plane.

To Pack
When traveling, my carry-on bag is always 

a backpack because it allows my hands 

to be free, with easy movement when I’m 

entering and exiting the plane, and while 

walking through a crowded airport. Inside 

my backpack, I utilize the laptop pouch 

to secure a Defender level IIIA plate that 

can be carried through security. This plate 

is designed for a backpack and weighs 

just 1.3 pounds. It can help protect you 

from fragmentation, edged weapons, and 

physical strikes. Easily accessible inside my 

backpack, I have an amenity kit containing a 

flashlight, batteries, large zip ties, duct tape, 

a couple sturdy ballpoint pens, tourniquet, 

hemostatic-combat gauze, pressure ban-

dages, and socks — I always have socks in 

my bag so I never have to touch my bare 

feet on the airport floor when going through 

security, and they can also be used as a 

blunt striking agent when filled with change 

or batteries.

FORMER FEDERAL OFFICER: Hana Bilodeau’s Approach
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On Site
I like to arrive to the gate area of my depart-

ing plane early. This allows me to watch and 

evaluate the other passengers I’m going to 

be locked on a plane with for several hours. 

During this time, I look for other passengers 

who appear to be physically able to defend 

themselves if necessary. Personal attributes I 

note: 1) haircut: a high and tight suggests that 

the passenger may have been former military 

or law enforcement, 2) physical stature: a larger 

male or someone who appears to be physi-

cally fit and wears clothing advertising martial 

arts, CrossFit, military, or law enforcement 

entities could be a potential ally in a hijacking 

situation. Once located, I mentally document 

the passengers who might be able to assist me 

in a crisis if needed. This is precisely the reason 

I always pay the extra money to board a plane 

early — so I can find my seat, get situated, and 

watch the other passengers I’ve identified as 

they board, mentally noting where they sit, in 

case their assistance is needed. 

In this scenario, I’m traveling with my 

spouse, so we also maintain our awareness 

as other passengers are boarding and watch 

their behaviors as they enter the aircraft. Once 

we locate our seats, I take the middle seat and 

he takes the aisle seat. I push the armrest to 

the rear and undo my seatbelt when safe, to 

prohibit obstruction of movement. I never put 

my carry-on in the overhead, keeping it with 

me and accessible at all times.

My spouse and I both worked in the 

defense world and train together in physical 

fitness, and hand-to-hand/edged-weapon de-

fense. We communicate regularly on mission 

preparedness. Because of this, we’re very 

good at nonverbal communication. From 

boarding to deplaning, we maintain aware-

ness throughout the entire flight, which 

includes no noise-canceling headphones or 

ear buds, no sleeping, and no movies or en-

tertainment that could divert our attention. 

We keep the lines of communication with 

each other open (for example: “I’m heading 

to the restroom in the front of the plane,” or 

“I’m going to get a water from the flight at-

tendant in the back galley,” etc.)

Crisis
Midway through the flight, chaos erupts. 

It’s clear that the plane is being hijacked, 

and at this point in time, as hard as it may 

be, it’s essential to remain calm so you can 

assess, evaluate, and plan. 

In the assessment stage I have three main 

concerns: 1) Is the pilot safe?, 2) Is there an 

explosive device on the plane?, and 3) How 

many hijackers are involved? Ever since Sept. 

11, airline cockpits are locked, so if a hijacker 

has breached the lock it should be physically 

obvious. To identify the presence of an ex-

plosive device, visually inspect the hijacker’s 

hands to see if they have something that 

could be used as a detonation device. And 

finally, scan the passengers to see if you can 

observe any additional potential threats. 

Once my risk assessment is done, I’ll 

evaluate the situation with my spouse and 

take note of our options. Can we rush the hi-

jacker and end this situation? Are there other 

threats that need to be contained 

before taking on the hijacker? How 

do we create distractions? These 

are all questions to consider dur-

ing the evaluation stage.  

Now it’s time to plan. I’ll commu-

nicate with my spouse (verbally if 

possible, but non-verbal is always 

an option) and develop an action-

able plan. In this situation, I’d 

suggest my spouse go to the rear 

of the aircraft due to his body size 

and immediate risk to the flight 

attendant’s life. Next, I’ll try to visu-

ally and physically communicate 

with the passengers whom I’ve identified to 

enlist their help to take down the hijackers. 

I’d also tell my seatmate about our plan (as-

suming I don’t suspect he might be in on it). 

Because of the positioning of our seats, 

I’d ask our seatmate to watch the plane and 

to verbally get our attention if any other 

risks arise. Before moving from our seats, 

I’d access and divide up the zip ties and 

ballpoint pens. The pens can be used as 

weapons, and the zip ties can be used to 

help restrain the attackers. I’d position my 

backpack so I can use it with my defender 

plate to protect my torso while charging 

the forward most hijacker. Finally, before 

separating with my spouse, I’d discuss with 

him how to exit our seats and the need for it 

to be fast and violent in hopes of taking the 

hijackers by surprise. 

Once we’re mobile, and our plan is in mo-

tion, I’d again make nonverbal cues to pas-

sengers I’ve identified as able to help, urging 

them to follow suit. Assuming we’re suc-

cessful and the hijackers are subdued and 

restrained, I’ll scan the plane for additional 

potential risks, and have my spouse work 

with a flight attendant to gain communica-

tion to the cockpit. If the pilot or pilots are 

deemed safe, I’d relay pertinent information 

to him for communication to the ground for 

an emergency landing. 

Nobody wants to fall victim to another 

Sept. 11 attack. If able, we’d all be willing to 

fight to ensure that doesn’t happen again. In 

every instance the passengers 

will outnumber the hijackers, 

and if you’re prepared, you 

have the ability to overpower 

them and take back control. 

In nearly every scenario, I’d 

make the conscious decision 

to violently fight back, because 

time is of the essence. It’s com-

mon knowledge that the longer 

an incident lasts, the higher the 

likelihood a device will detonate 

and/or hijackers will gain access 

to the cockpit. I believe in being 

decisive and acting with speed, 

violence, and the element of surprise to 

overtake those seeking to inflict harm. 

If you don’t have the mental or physical 

wherewithal to survive, knowing whether 

or not a hijacker is on your plane is in-

consequential. Taking accountability for 

ourselves and others is as important as ac-

knowledging that harboring in place rarely 

has a positive result. At the end of the day, 

fighting for ourselves, fighting for others, 

and fighting for America is the only way to 

combat terrorism.

WHAT  
IF?

As hard 
as it may 

be, it’s 
essential 

to remain 
calm so 
you can 

assess, 
evaluate, 
and plan.
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SURVIVAL EXPERT: Tim MacWelch’s Approach

Preparation
So how would one prepare for a flight 

where a hijacking might take place? It’s not 

like the TSA would let you on the plane with 

all your tactical gear and a parachute. But 

thankfully, we can rely on more than mere 

luck for protection. Knowledge is one of our 

greatest assets, and while it might be unnerv-

ing, a great deal can be learned from study-

ing the past few decades of airline bombing 

attempts and hijackings (particularly Sept. 11). 

While we’re at it, I’d take some time to brush 

up on close-quarters hand-to-hand fighting, 

especially grappling and striking. I’d also read 

through the TSA-approved item lists at www.

tsa.gov. Steel-toed boots are still allowed on 

planes, as well as leather belts with large 

metal buckles. Crippling kicks can be deliv-

ered with the boots. The belt can be used as 

a whip, or a restraint, as needed. 

A tactical pen could be handy in a pinch, 

but why carry a little spike when you can still 

bring knitting needles in your carry on? The 

pen is cute, plus it writes on paper, but 14-

inch hardwood or metal spikes can do a little 

more damage, most notably when shoved 

into a bad guy’s ear canal. All you need is a 

ball of yarn with some half-knitted booties, 

and you have your excuse to carry them. Of 

course, the final decision rests with the TSA 

o�icer on whether an item is allowed through 

the checkpoint, but knitting needles and cro-

chet hooks are on the “OK” list (for now).

To continue my preparation, I’d let the 

air crash statistics govern my selection of 

seating for me and any companions. This 

has little to do with terrorism, and more to do 

with the speed you could escape a downed 

aircraft. Generally speaking, the safest seats 

on an airplane are the exit row seats above 

each wing and the adjacent seating nearby. 

Choosing these seats will give you first crack 

at escape. Conversely, the worst seats (sta-

tistically) are the window seats furthest from 

the exits. You’d have to climb over seats, and 

possibly people, to get out. You’ll also have 

to go further to get out of the plane. While 

we’re on the topic of seat choice, the first few 

rows can be a gamble. Sure, you’re close to 

the front exit, but these seats may be obliter-

ated in a frontal crash. Whichever seat you 

choose (or get stuck with), make sure you 

know where the exits are located, even if you 

can’t see them. In a smoke-filled cabin, you 

shouldn’t be wondering which way to go.

One final prep would be communica-

tion. Your normal mobile phone won’t be of 

much use at 30,000 feet, plus Airfones have 

pretty much become a thing of the past and 

are rarely found on airliners anymore. The 

altitude threshold for cell communication is 

roughly 10,000 feet in the air. And it’s not just 

altitude that can limit your connection. Speed 

and “tower confusion” can also efect a cel-

lular connection. Planes traveling more than 

155 mph aren’t likely places from which you 

can make a call. At great height and speed, 

your phone will try to link to many cell towers 

for signal, confusing both the phone and the 

network. While searching, the phone will emit 

a stronger signal, and the FAA says that this 

heightened signal can afect the aircraft’s 

communications and navigational equipment. 

Finally, when flying over rural areas, the 

towers will be fewer and farther between; and 

over the open ocean, there are no towers at 

all. So what’s your viable option? Pick a flight 

and airline that has in-flight Wi-Fi, so you can 

still communicate using your mobile phones 

or devices, or bring a satellite phone. If you 

could get a message out with any device, 

there’s no cut-and-dry answer for whom you 

should call. If the plane were low enough and 

slow enough to use your mobile phone and 

cell towers, you could certainly try 911. With a 

sat phone or working mobile, you could try 

the number for the airline you’re flying. On 

Sept. 11, flight attendants Amy Sweeney and 

Betty Ong called the American Airlines o�ice 

to relate that Flight 11 had been hijacked. You 

could also plan ahead by getting phone num-

bers for Homeland Security and the FBI.

On Site
Once we’ve boarded and gotten underway, 

we’d keep our seatbelts fastened. This isn’t 

just to stay of the “naughty” list that the flight 

attendants are mentally compiling. Some-

times people die from injuries sustained 

during turbulence, and sadly, these broken 

necks and traumatic brain injuries could have 

been avoided by the simple use of a seatbelt. 

Roughly 60 people a year are injured from 

failing to wear their seatbelts on U.S. flights, 

and it’s usually a patch of clear air turbulence 

that launches people from their seat. Yes, it’s 

more comfortable to unshackle yourself, but 

do you take your seatbelt of in the car? No, 

you leave it on. And you should copy that 

behavior on a plane (except during in-flight 

bathroom breaks).   

You’ve heard of the “wise old owl,” right? 

The less he spoke, the more he heard. One 

simple safety protocol for my family is to limit 

our own talking in crowded places. Instead, 

we listen to what’s going on around us. Of 

course, we’d look around a lot too, study-

ing our surroundings as well as profiling the 

other passengers and even the crew. Our 

senses of smell can be valuable at certain 

times, too. As renowned tracker Freddy 

Osuna would say, “Weaponize your senses!” 

Plenty of people look nervous before flying, 

but unless potential hijackers have nerves 

of steel, they’re likely to look extra nervous. 

Whether it’s a copycat of Sept. 11, a hijack-

ing for ransom, or some political statement, 

hijackers will have a lot going on internally, 

which may be visible externally.

Crisis
There has to be an evolutionary advantage 

to panic. Perhaps our remote ancestors sur-

vived unexpected attacks by bolting without 

hesitation and running in an unpredictable 

pattern. In our modern world of threats, 

panic isn’t very valuable anymore. As soon 

as the hijackers are spotted, each and every 

passenger should remain calm, quiet, and 

compliant, no matter how badly you want to 

twist their heads of. In the initial moment, I 

would do my best to not fight or panic. Even 

if I or my spouse were grabbed or taken hos-

tage, I’d endeavor to comply. With my eyes 

down and no talking, I’d listen intently and 

gather information. I’d also prepare myself 

mentally for the long haul. 
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WHAT  
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If the hijacking were for ransom, the ordeal 

could carry on for days. So I’d find out every-

thing I could about my adversaries and bide 

my time. By doing my best to not appear as 

a threat to them or a challenge to their plan, I 

can better determine what that plan actually 

is, then make the best choice. With the threat 

of a bomb onboard, a hasty action against sui-

cidal terrorists could get everyone killed. If it’s 

a hijacking for money, it’s in the hijacker’s best 

interest to keep everyone alive. If it’s some 

other plan, we may be facing our final hours 

of life. In that grim setting, then we’ll have to 

pick the right time and manner of attack. It 

might be worth the risk of communicating or 

coordinating with other passengers, if it could 

be done without alerting the attackers. 

Since travel restrictions forbid firearms and 

knives on a plane, we’d have to get creative 

— improvising weapons, then attacking with 

surprise and savagery to retake control of the 

plane. Punch their throats, gouge their eyes, 

get them on the floor, and kick in their skull, or 

use a bootlace as a garrote. There are plenty 

of ways to fight without firearms or blades. 

If we managed to retake the cabin and the 

cockpit was never breached, the plane could 

make an emergency landing at the nearest 

airport. If the pilots are found dead, after 

retaking the plane, air tra�ic control may be 

able to walk someone through landing. There 

have been numerous successful landings by 

non-pilots, guided by air tra�ic controllers on 

the ground (many of whom have prior flight 

experience). And if you need to select a radio 

frequency for ATC, try 121.5 MHz (for civilian) 

or 243.0 MHz (for military use, also known as 

Military Air Distress), which air tra�ic control 

usually monitors.

Pick a flight 
and airline 
that has  
in-flight  
Wi-Fi, so 
you can 
still com-
municate 
using your 
mobile 
phones or 
devices, 
or bring 
a satellite 
phone.
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Conclusion
There’s nowhere to run and no place to 

hide on an airplane. You’re caught up in the 

mix during any bad situation that happens 

in the air. Even if you sit still and don’t make 

a sound, you’re still an active participant in 

the events that are unfolding around you. 

That’s right, choosing not to act is a choice, 

and making a choice is an action. You’re still 

actively involved, and there are more ac-

tions to consider than just self-preservation 

that won’t improve your chances.

When it comes to preparedness and 

survival, many of us start out prepping 

with a concern only for ourselves and our 

loved ones. But sometimes, as a person’s 

survival knowledge grows, certain people 

realize that they need to help others sur-

vive as well. And this can be a crossroad 

in survival. Would you be able to sacrifice 

your own survival so that others might 

live? Some are willing to risk their life to 

save others, while some won’t make that 

choice. We all want to believe that we’re 

heroic, but you never really know for 

certain until you’re in a situation that calls 

for that kind of sacrifice. We pray that 

none of us ever have to find out the hard 

way, whether we’re craven or courageous 

underneath it all. 

WHAT  
IF?
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L
ooking at Doug Marcaida, you might think he’s 

an artist of some sort with a gallery on Rodeo 

Drive. He’s got that goatee, the suave hair, and 

the elegant demeanor. He’s articulate and 

refined. So what’s he doing swinging swords, 

axes, and knives on the History Channel’s Forged in Fire? 

Forged in Fire (in case you’ve just emerged from your un-

derground bunker) is a competition series with three judges 

(including Doug), one host, and four bladesmith contestants. 

Each episode focuses on forging a cutting tool or edged 

weapon from scratch. The winner walks away with a cool 

10 grand in their pocket, and the episode’s championship 

title. How cool is that? Weapons, fire, forging, information, 

and fine edges are all displayed in full boob-tube brilliance. 

That explains why this year marks the fifth season, and even 

spawned a spin-of series titled Forged in Fire: Knife or Death.

Marcaida’s involvement in the show involves pressure 

testing the weapons and evaluating each blade for combat 

efectiveness. As a master of the Filipino art of Kali, he’s a 

natural for handling edged weapons. We recently caught 

up with Doug between filming episodes and cut straight 

to the chase with his observations of the hit show, what 

martial arts he secretly wants to study, and his attitude 

toward survival.

RECOIL OFFGRID: How did you get hooked up with 

Forged in Fire? 

Doug Marcaida: I got a call from their casting producer who 

found me through my YouTube videos. They were looking for 

an end user of edged weapons to be a judge on the show.  

What’s the filming schedule like?

DM: It’s taken over my time. We film an average of 30 to 

40 episodes spread out through the year and about a 

week per episode … so, it’s drawn out. 

That’s a lot of work. How long does it take to film one 

episode of Forged in Fire?

DM: It takes about eight days for each episode to be 

completed. 

Now in the fifth season, why do you think Forged in 

Fire has become such a hit?

DM: I think that our inner desire to be able to create 

things with our hands is projected when we watch shows 

like Forged in Fire. From imagination to creation in a 

competition format, but we happen to have fire, sparks, 

edged weapons, kill tests, strength tests, and sharpness 

tests … and did I mention edged weapons?

By Conrad Bui

Photos by Liz Leggett Photography

s

INTO THE FIRE
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We’re big fans of martial arts movies as well. What 

are your favorites?

DM: The Last Samurai is by far my favorite of all time in 

terms of story line and that “martial Zen” feeling. I am 

of course a big fan of Bruce Lee and enjoy Tony Jaa for 

his amazing timing, along with Iko Uwais. I’m also a big 

Kurosawa fan. 

Tell us about your martial arts journey. 

DM: I started as a kid with basics of karate, kickboxing, 

and Tae Kwon Do, but it was always a side hobby. It 

wasn’t until I discovered Filipino martial arts in my mid 

20s that I really became serious about training. I studied 

under the several grandmasters and instructors of Pekiti 

Tirsia Kali, San Miguel Eskrima, and Kali deLeon, along 

with exposure to Silat and other FMA systems. 

Why did you end up choosing Eskrima/Kali, or did it 

choose you?

DM: It chose me. [Laughs] When I was introduced to it in 

my mid 20s I fell madly in love with the art, and I seemed 

to have a flair for it. But I never learned it in my homeland 

On the set of 

Forged in Fire.

Joint U.S. 

Philippine 

Marines 

edged impact 

combatives 

training.

What’s not to like, right? Handling weapons, especial-

ly sharp, pointy ones is dangerous. Did you have any 

dicey situations where life and limb were threatened? 

DM: All the time! To wield a weapon with full intent to cut 

or decapitate is very dangerous, especially because it’s 

not a weapon that I have time to “zero in” or be familiar 

with. Every bladed weapon to me is as dangerous as a 

firearm. We can easily take it for granted, when in fact 

they were created with one purpose, which is to destroy 

life and limb. 

Were you ever injured while filming?  

DM: Yes, I was injured during one of our tests. I was test-

ing a heavy blade that was not very sharp against a dry, 

rubbery ballistics dummy where the shock of the cut and 

impact injured my rotator cuff.

What did you do in the military? 

DM: I started out in logistics, then cross-trained into the 

cardio-pulmonary field. It was during my stint in the Air 

Force that I discovered Filipino martial arts (FMA). 

What piqued your interest in martial arts?

DM: I always liked fighting and was a big fan of martial arts 

movies as a kid, so I had to get my Bruce Lee moves on. 
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as a kid growing up in the Philippines. I learned it in the 

U.S. while I was in the Air force. The irony of it all. 

Your English is excellent for a kid growing up in the Phil-

ippines. How old were you when you came to the U.S.?

DM: I was 17 when I came to the U.S. 

You teach Marcaida Kali, what is that and why is it dif-

ferent from other systems of FMA?

DM: It is my interpretation of martial arts. The way I am 

able to explain doing what I love to do. It’s a mix of all 

my lessons learned, but more so, the process. I teach 

learning methods. And the final test is to create your own 

system and call it by your name. Marcaida Kali is just a 

term people use to associate it with me. 

In your OFFGRIDweb.com interview, you stated that 

with martial arts we should, “seek to develop the 

good attributes aside from the physical skills and 

bring back what good qualities martial training de-

velops in a person.” What are these good qualities?

DM: Respect, honor, and integrity — the basic things that 

should guide our physical, mental, and spiritual being. We 

need to know why we do things and how these things have 

to be guided with respectable and honorable use. Martial 

arts should make us better, not bitter. 

INTO  
THE FIRE

What’s the biggest benefit of train-

ing in martial arts?

DM: It’s hard to say what are the 

most important attributes, aside 

from physical skills developed by the 

practice of martial arts. Concentration and awareness are 

probably at the top of the list. From a social standpoint, 

equanimity is perhaps the most important virtue a martial 

artist can have; that is, to be able to live in the world with-

out prejudice or fear. 

Every art has strengths and weaknesses. What are 

the weaknesses of your art?

DM: Though we have an empty-hand component in 

our art, I believe that time spent on any one thing will 

become your strength. So since FMA is weapons-based, 

I see that the empty-hands portions — if not trained 

often — can become the weakness. But what wields the 

weapons? I would also say that in weapons training, the 

ground is the last place you want to be; then, ground-

grappling would be the weakness. I don’t spend enough 

time on the ground to make it our strength. 

What about the strengths of Kali?

DM: It is a fact of nature that all forms of action are 

limited by circumstance. In the case of martial arts — size, 

Clockwise 

from top left: 

Tae Kwon Do 

days. On the 

beach, water 

sparring with 

brother. Pekiti 

Tirsia ceremony 

with Grand 

Tuhon Lep 

Gaje, 1997. With 

the Philippine 

Force Recon 

Battalion edged-

weapon training 

graduation.
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No wonder you are so good. What is your schedule of 

training now?

DM: Three times a week I train and teach two guys at 5 a.m. 

When SHTF, how important is training? What about 

physical fitness?

DM: You default to what your comfort level is. This is 

muscle memory, taken from the repetition of training. 

Training is basic for every aspect of the art. In regards 

to a violent attack, it embraces the whole range from 

preventing to surviving it. Physical fitness is as useful 

in martial arts, as it is in the preservation of a sound 

cardiovascular system. If you do not have the physical at-

tributes to do what you learned, then it can’t be executed. 

I guess that is why I like Kali. The weapons act as the 

ultimate force multiplier. You do not have to be super 

strong or flexible to use an edge or impact weapon, yet 

you can have the same results as one who is younger 

and stronger. 

Do you think a person who trains in the martial arts 

has an advantage during a violent situation?  

DM: Anyone who trains correctly will become aware and 

then create preventive measures. Training will give you 

possible answers to violent situations. Training and pre-

paring for violence gives you a better chance compared 

to someone who has never even thought of violence and 

simply relies on their natural instincts once it occurs. We 

are all different, so some are natural at dealing with vio-

lence and some are not. Given that you choose to learn 

something so you can deal with it makes you that much 

better at dealing with that situation. 

During any crisis, like a survival situation, how can 

martial arts be of help? 

DM: If your martial art teaches you crisis management, 

and it is trained properly then yes, we are all different 

and train differently. But one thing martial arts discipline 

does teach is a chance to focus on whatever you are 

learning. Training the mind to control the body helps 

you deal with a crisis much better. It’s not just the self-

defense techniques of martial arts that come into play. 

Breathing helps control emotions and keeps you fo-

cused and relaxed. You’ll be able to assess things better 

and make the right choices. The martial practices give 

conditioning, but mind, body, and spirit should work as a 

whole. This increases your chances of surviving a crisis 

in my opinion. 

You teach a lot of seminars. What is it that people are 

looking to learn?

strength, age, dedication — they all play a fundamental 

role. Kali is subject to these limitations as are all other 

martial arts. Its great strength is its ability to weapon-

ize practically everything, thus making the surrounding 

world a tool — a means of equalizing most disadvan-

tages. The ability to use this resource without abusing it 

distinguishes the fully accomplished practitioner of Kali 

from those who are merely attracted to the most flashy 

aspects of the art.

What was your training schedule like when you 

started in martial arts? 

DM: When I really was into it (still am), my formative years 

were spent with six-hour-long training sessions on Satur-

days and another two hours, twice a week. I gave up my 

entire Saturdays for the training sessions. Three hours of 

conditioning, till burn out. Then three hours of techni-

cal drills and specifics. The idea was to be so exhausted 

that the technical were done with only the right muscle 

groups teaching us to learn to breathe and stay relaxed. 

Not to power through anything and to trust the weapon. 

Doug Marcaida 

blade 

designs and 

collaborations 

with KaBar 

Knives, Fox 

Knives Italy, 

Max Venom, 

Bastinelli 

Knives, Russian 

Blades, and 

Jason Knight.
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DM: My guess is to move and do the things they see me 

doing. I, in turn, try to teach them the methodology of 

how I learned these things and how I train them, as op-

posed to memorizing techniques.  

If someone wants to protect home and hearth, what 

should they do?

DM: Educate yourself about everything that has to do 

with your home. Learn about entry and exit points, 

weapons of opportunity around the house, safe rooms, 

emergency plans, and where to meet in case things hap-

pen. Make a plan, but make sure you actually train your 

plans. Knowledge without the ability to execute will limit 

your effectiveness. 

We agree, practicing your plan is critical. Do you have 

to spend a lot of time training?

DM: If you know how to incorporate training into your 

daily life then you are training all the time. There is no 

limit to the amount you should train in something you 

want to be good at.

How does one go about incorporating training into 

their daily life?

DM: “Train the way you will fight, so you will fight the way 

you train.” I will take it further — you should, “Live the way 

you will fight, so that you will fight the way you live.” Unless 

you are in a sport where you are sure the fight will take place 

in a ring, you need to realize that the dojo (training hall) is 

probably the safest place to be. Fights happen outside and 

mostly while you are just living your life. So if living your life 

is a constant; meaning how you move, how you do things, 

how you think all the time, and that is what you want to 

protect, then train those very same things to be functional 

in a fight. Here’s an example, 

if I normally swing my hands 

as I walk, can I turn that swing 

into strikes? If I normally walk 

and stomp on an insect, can I 

turn that stomp to be a strike? 

If a wrist lock is a turn of a 

wrist, is that motion similar to 

turning a door knob? If using 

a spear in combat is about 

creating a barrier in combat, 

can chairs, tables, or the obvi-

ous broom be used? These 

are the same principles that I 

see in everyday living. These 

are the things that I do every 

day, so training is an all the 

time thing.

Le Picoeur 

scalpel and 

Pika karambit 

designs with 

Bastinelli 

Knives.

INTO  
THE FIRE
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martial arts as a sport as long as one understands the 

difference between playing and fighting for one’s life and 

limb. Intent is the key. 

If you were to learn a new martial arts, what would it 

be and why?

DM: Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu and Russian Sambo. I have always 

wanted to put a lot of time in to learn, but have not had 

the pleasure of doing so. 

Do you consider yourself a “prepper?” 

DM: Yes. I try to prepare for things that may or may not 

happen in my life. 

What should the average prepper/survivalist prepare 

for?

DM: Take yourself out of your comfort zone. What would 

you do if you do not have the things you depend on daily 

to live? How would you then survive? Your answer to that 

will give you lessons about yourself that you may or may 

not be aware of. It will show you your strengths and weak-

ness. Maybe you’re a tech-savvy person, but when technol-

ogy is out the window, what then? Can you live without 

certain things? We all say we can do without, but how does 

your mindset deal with the stress when you are without? 

Some of us can’t handle it and go through withdrawals. Try 

going without your smartphone for even a few hours and 

watch your response. There are some who get stressed. 

[Laughs] What things are really necessities over niceties? 

Once you expose the weakness, prepare to strengthen it.

What’s been keeping you busy lately?

DM: Forged in Fire, knife designing, and martial program 

writing. 

Martial program writing? What is that?

DM: Ever since I transitioned into media, I have not been 

able to continue my work as a military contractor for my 

edged and impact weapons instruction. I want to contin-

ue this even if it’s in the “train the trainer” capacity, which 

means write the programs so others can teach them.

Any cool knife design you’re working on now or have 

completed recently?

DM: The Kortada Knife and the Kortada Dagger are two of 

my current designs that I am releasing. The kortada as the 

word sounds, means “to cut.” This blade design is based 

on a ginunting (scissor) knife I was exposed to when I was 

training with the Force Recon Marines. My version has 

a more acute edge to allow for thrusting, but keeps the 

geometry to do what it was named to do — to cut.  

 

With all this training, have you been in an altercation 

where you used your skills? If so, what happened and 

what did you learn?

DM: I plead the 5th. But I did learn that ego is the real 

enemy. It gets you into trouble where trouble could have 

been avoided and even if you win a fight, you lost at har-

mony in life. Could it have been prevented? Most of the 

time the answer is yes. 

UFC and MMA has a large following now. What are 

your views of the UFC and MMA? 

DM: I am a big fan of the sport. What I love is the idea to 

be well rounded; that one should learn to cover all bases 

that just one art cannot provide. What I find disappointing 

is the way some athletes conduct themselves in public. 

Their aggressive nature is what martial arts tries to con-

trol, and they think it’s OK to act this way in public. Those 

who are exposed to true violence, where life and death is 

a matter of opportunity, know that you don’t act this way. 

No one is bulletproof or stab-proof. But as public figures 

how they conduct themselves affects the impressionable 

fans who will take on their persona because perception is 

reality to them. Also, there’s nothing wrong in practicing 

A man in his 

element — Doug 

looking over 

several of his 

knife design 

collaborations.
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Doug’s ring knife designs from top 

to bottom: Pika karambit satin finish 

(Bastinelli Knives), Le Picouer scalpel 

(Bastinelli Knives), The Fox Dart XT 

(Fox Knives Italy), Pika karambit black 

cerakote (Bastinelli Knives), DmaX 

karambit neck knife (Max Venom), 

Mako Knife folder (Bastinelli Knives)

Doug Marcaida 
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Martial artist, knife 

designer, media 

personality
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Rochester, NY
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The Gift of Fear  
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The Little Prince  

by Antoine de Saint

FAMILY: 

Wife, Joelle and three 

sons: Alex, DJ, and 

Jaden

FAVORITE FILM: 

The Last Samurai

FAVORITE QUOTE: 

“It’s not about how 

many you can hurt, 

but how many you  

can protect”

MOST EFFECTIVE 

PICKUP LINE:  

I’m married

FAVORITE KNIFE:  

The ones I design.

FAVORITE FIREARM: 

M1911

MILITARY 

BACKGROUND:  

U.S. Air Force 

MARTIAL ARTS 

BACKGROUND: 

Kali 

WEBSITE: 

dougmarcaida.com

Doug’s EDC

(Clockwise from 

top left)

>Pika Karambit

>Le Picoeur

>Fox DART

>DMaX neck knife

>Mako folder

>MK Ultra Kukri 

folder (not 
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Advanced Ax Skills for the 
Burgeoning Woodsman

By Kevin Estela

CHOPPING  
COMPETENTLY 
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Felling
Everyone wants to cut a tree down at some point. It’s 

almost an unwritten rule and rite of passage. Felling has 

practical purposes, including removing hazardous trees or 

clearing an area for a camp and accessing larger wood for 

fuel or building materials. To cut trees down, aka “felling,” 

you can't just hack away at a standing tree. Some serious 

considerations and skill go into learning the nuances of it. 

Mistakes can be forgiven with smaller saplings, but apply 

the same sloppy technique to larger trees and you’ll be in 

a world of hurt. 

Whenever you approach a tree you plan to fell, assess it 

first. Look all around to see if there are any dead or hung-

up (widowmaker) branches hanging overhead. Many times, 

these dead branches will fall after getting rattled free with 

the first ax cut. This is why we recommend first using your 

hands to push against a tree while looking up. If part of it 

starts to break of, get your ass out of the way if it falls. 

In your assessment, look for the pathway the tree will 

take when it falls; it should be clear. Trust us, it’s much more 

rewarding to watch a tree fall cleanly to the ground than 

get hung up on another tree that acts like a crutch. Part of 

your felling assessment should include thinking about the 

job after the tree falls. Ask yourself if you can drop a tree 

closer to camp and if you’ll be able to process it easily. 

When you’re ready to cut that tree down, start with a 

good front cut on the same side in the direction the tree 

will fall. This front cut will serve as a hinge and prevent 

“barber chairing” when a tree will actually kick back as 

it breaks. On a large tree, this could kill you. To front cut, 

a 45-degree diagonal cut is made into a tree. On a large 

tree with the potential to hurt you as it falls, cut halfway 

through diagonally down and slightly diagonally across.  

W
e’ll go out on a limb here and say the 

extent of most people’s ax education 

is probably a talk about the “safety 

circle” and a warning not to cut in 

the direction of anything you don’t 

want to cut of, like your leg. Just about everyone who has 

received some sort of formal education on using a hatchet 

or ax has heard about the “safety circle” — as long as you’re 

still using an ax, you probably still have all the body parts 

you started with. We get it; you’re not supposed to use an 

ax if you don’t have a safe place to swing it, and no one 

wants to get cut. It’s good advice. Unfortunately, too many 

people fear what the ax can do, and their lack of ax training 

and knowledge of the tool limit their ability. 

For many ax owners, the extent of their skill is splitting 

pre-cut campfire wood on a picnic bench at a private camp-

ground or hacking away at branches within reach. What we’ll 

show you are real skills that go beyond the “don’t cut yourself 

or anyone else” talk. If you aren’t comfortable with that, hold 

that ax at full extension, draw a circle in all directions, and 

practice that first. If you’re ready to see old-school skill, follow 

along as we show you some advanced techniques that can 

save your ass — or at least make your time in the backwoods 

a little easier. 
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If someone tells you to cut horizontally across, they’re used 

to dropping trees with a chainsaw. In general, a good diagonal 

cut against the grain of wood will shear it instead of compress 

it like a cut made perpendicular to the wood. Once you have 

a good front cut, you can move to the other side and proceed 

to back cut. Another simple way of felling a tree is to cut four 

90-degree angles around a tree. This works well with trees 

smaller in diameter than your ax head. Whichever way you 

choose, when it's ready to fall, go ahead and yell, “timber” if 

you want, but get out of the way when it starts to move.  

Limbing
If you want to process a tree you just dropped or some 

branches on a dead tree you’ve come across, the skill you 

need is limbing. Working from the bottom of the tree to 

the top, cuts are made to the underside of branches. Use 

caution when cutting pines and other resinous woods 

if the tree is extremely dry. Resin collects at the joints of 

branches and trunk and will harden to a point where it’ll 

actually damage some edges when struck. Hardened pine 

resin is the reason why seasoned axmen will cut around 

knots instead of through them. 

When limbing, use a “golf swing” and keep the trunk of 

the tree between you and the ax head. Depending on the 

size of the tree you’re working with, either roll it over to ac-

cess the branches on the other side and continue swinging 

in the same direction or switch hands if you’re competent 

If you use an ax long enough, chances are that you'll need to replace a 

handle. The process is pretty easy in your garage with power tools, but 

what happens when you’re in the ield? Misjudge your distance, acciden-

tally strike the handle, and you may have a problem. How do you remove a 

wooden handle from the ax head? Follow these steps:

Replacement Handle: We highly suggest carving a replacement handle 

before you attempt to remove the existing broken handle. You may still be 

able to use what’s let of the broken handle as a stubby handle to cut your 

new handle with. When you ind a suitable piece of wood to carve the 

replacement handle from, reassemble the broken handle to the best of your 

ability and use it as a stencil before carving. 

Remove the Old Handle: When you have a rough new handle, it’s time 

to burn out the old one. Gather irewood and locate a safe place to build 

a ground ire. Wet the ground suiciently before you start. This will help 

keep the ax edge cooler than dry ground. Bury the head in the wet soil and 

leave the wooden handle exposed. Light a ire and burn out the old head. 

It doesn’t need to burn to ash completely; sometimes, when it’s charred, the 

tolerances will give and it’ll push out with a dowel or log baton. 

Fit the New Handle: This process can be done with a Swiss Army Knife 

equipped with a saw or with specialized gear like a rasp and a small fold-

ing saw. Fitting, aka “hanging,” an ax head on a new handle takes patience 

and time. Once you’re able to pass the new ax handle through the eye with 

some force, split the ax handle in line with the edge of the ax head with 

your saw. Use a wooden wedge carved from a good piece of hardwood to 

friction it the handle in place. If the ax handle is properly hung, you won’t 

need to crack the wood grain with supplemental metal wedges. 

Field-Ready Finish: Once your ax is handled, take the time to clean it up 

to make it more comfortable for use. Smooth it out by removing any knots 

or hot spots in the wood. If properly done, this handle will last you the dura-

tion of your trip. 

Ax Handle 
Replacement 

DavidWiberg/istockphoto.com

When felling a 

tree, make sure to 

anticipate which 

direction the 

tree will fall and 

be mindful of 

branches that 

may fall on 

you in the 

process. 
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working in more than one direction. Just make sure that 

if you’re limbing a tree on a hillside, you stay on the uphill 

side of the trunk. The remaining branches on the tree 

might be the kickstand preventing it from rolling downhill. A 

relatively small tree rolling in your direction can be forgiven, 

but a larger tree will hurt or kill you.  

Bucking and Splitting
After every good storm, news reporters love to make refer-

ence to trees blocking roadways. It doesn’t take a very large 

tree to stop most tra�ic. It’s easy to clear with a good ax — the 

process of bucking, or cutting a tree into logs, can be done 

while standing next to the log or on top of it. We suggest you 

avoid mimicking the Stihl Lumberjack Challenge underhand 

buck competition until you burn some good reps bucking 

while standing next to the log first. 

When using an ax to buck a log, think of chopping in 

thirds. That is, you want to cut the log three times, furthest 

from you, nearest you, and connecting the two in the middle, 

before you change your angle. Keep your cuts at about 45 

degrees to prevent compressing the wood with too steep 

or too shallow of an angle that will cause your ax to glance. 

Make sure the kerf, the width of your cut, is at least as wide 

as the tree is thick around. 

After you buck your tree into logs, you’ll notice your ax 

didn’t create any flat surfaces to stand up on for splitting the 

logs into pieces. Most beginners have no trouble learning 

CHOPPING  
COMPETENTLY 

Your kerf, the 

cutting channel 

you’re working 

on, should be as 

wide as your log 

is thick. This will 

prevent binding. 

Bucking is the 

process of cutting 

through logs to 

create smaller 

lengths. Divide 

the log into thirds 

on each side of 

the kerf. This is 

how a smaller ax 

can be used to ef-

fectively process 

a thicker log. 

Without a 

chopping block, 

you’ll have to 

improvise. You 

can safely swing 

between your 

legs with a wide 

enough base and 

a clear follow-

through. 

To avoid strik-

ing through 

to the ground, 

the log you’re 

working with 

can be propped 

up on a stump 

and against an 

adjacent standing 

tree.  
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how to split logs with flat surfaces. Splitting ax-bucked logs 

requires more skill to either exploit natural cracks in the wood 

grain with wooden wedges or to split the logs where they lay 

in diferent ways. For some logs, this will mean propping the 

log up on another log with the side lifted up to face you. 

A strong vertical chop will split the log and the log it’s 

propped up on serves as a stop to your ax blade. An axman 

can also swing horizontally at the bucked logs and split 

them this way. If this is the preferred way, the logs should be 

positioned far enough away where they can still be reached 

with the ax, but a glance won't cause the ax to cut into the 

axman’s leg. The safest way to split is to use a wooden baton 

Hewing is the pro-

cess of turning 

round logs into 

square beams. 

Using your ax, 

irst start by 

creating scoring 

cuts along one 

side. Remove the 

remaining mate-

rial between the 

scores to create 

a lat. Repeat the 

process until a 

90-degree angle 

is made. Repeat 

again and again 

to create a square 

beam. 

1

4

5

6

7

2
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What are the top three tips you can give ax owners in regards to their use?

Always study the area in which you are about to use the ax. Clear it of trip-

ping hazards or objects in the ax’s path. Examine what you are about to cut, 

and predict where the tree or log may fall ater it is cut. Logging is a very 

dangerous profession! Don’t be afraid to get it dirty. 

What are the top three tips you can give ax owners in regards  

to maintenance?

Carrying a small sharpening puck in the ield with your ax is a convenient 

way to make a quick touch up on the edge. Regular and consistent main-

tenance is best. Oil the handle at least once a year, especially if it goes 

through a dramatic climate change. Wood is a natural material and can be 

subject to expanding and contracting. The best way to prevent rust and 

deterioration is using the tool regularly! 

 Ho�manblacksmithing.com

Interview with 

Liam Hoffman
Liam Hofman of Hofman Blacksmithing is one of the most in-demand 

blacksmiths in the country. Hofman, 22, was the youngest champion of 

History Channel’s Forged in Fire when he was only 19. We asked him some 

questions readers surely would want answers to. 
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on the pole of your ax. This can be done with the grain from 

either the end or the side of the log.

Creating Flats (Hewing Logs)
There may be a time or situation in an extended camp or 

overland trip when you’ll need to process round logs into 

squares. You may need to construct a more permanent camp 

in the woods with benches and walkways or a bridge to cross 

a gap. In both of these circumstances, flat surfaces are more 

comfortable to sit on and better for tires to roll across. Hewing 

logs is an advanced skill, but it isn’t a complicated process. 

Much like the method one would use to buck up a log, the 

axman uses his ax to score a log along its length. If you had 

a saw, you could mark the clean-cut end with a square to 

use as your beam's dimensions as you hew it. Without a saw, 

you need to eyeball the log from diferent angles to ensure it 

ends up square. The scoring cuts should be a uniform depth, 

or very close to it, for the flattest and straightest surface. 

Once the entire length of the log is prepped with these 

marks, the axman works from one end of the log, cutting 

away the remaining outer bark and wood along the same 

depth as the multiple scores until he reaches the end of the 

log. The flat surface created can be repeated to make square 

beams, and these are more easily joined with other flat 

beams in construction. 

Ax Habits
Lack of skill is a dead giveaway for ax inexperience; a short-

age of good habits is another. If we are what we repeatedly 

do, we want to instill good ax habits in our routine. Rather than 

cutting any wood that you might find, learning which woods 

work the best for each application will save time and energy. 

Good hardwoods work well for producing the most BTUs, 

and certain softwoods are better suited for semi-permanent 

shelter building for insect resistance. 

A good axman will know which wood is most seasoned 

and which wood is too punky and decomposing. In adverse 

weather, an axman should know to coat his blade with a 

protectant like linseed oil that leaves a clear coat on the blade 

and protects it from rust. He also knows how steel is afected 

by the extreme cold and will warm the blade slightly by a fire 

before use. He also knows not to heat it to excess, as that will 

take the temper out of the blade. Any good axman should 

also have a maintenance kit that includes files, a sharpen-

ing puck, and the other tools needed for handle repair and 

replacement. In this respect, what you carry speaks to your 

experience and knowledge of what could happen. 

Advanced skills are acquired with plenty of time and a lot of 

elbow grease. Learn to use your gear, and it’ll take care of you, 

whether you’re casually camping in the forest or addressing 

your survival needs in the deep backwoods. 

Photo Credit: Hofman Blacksmithing
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5 Counter-
Custody 

Principles  
that Can 

Make You a 
Kidnapper’s 

Worst 
Nightmare

By Patrick McCarthy

   VANISHING 

ACT
I

n May 2017, Frank Massabki and his 

fiancée, Jennifer, traveled to Mexico City 

to scout locations for their upcoming wed-

ding. An hour after renting a car in the city, 

they were rear-ended by another vehicle. 

The couple told Inside Edition that they stepped 

out to inspect the damage, but were approached 

by several men with guns who threw them into 

the backseat and drove them to a location they 

didn’t recognize. The kidnappers bound their 

wrists with shoelaces, blindfolded them, and said 

they planned to demand a ransom. The men then 

attempted to sexually assault Jennifer, but she 

fought back, receiving a punch to the face that 

broke her nose. During this struggle, Frank man-

aged to escape from his crude restraints and ran 

to call for help. Realizing they had lost control, the 

kidnappers fled, and the couple were able to return 

home to the United States.

As a result of countless melodramatic Hollywood 

depictions, kidnapping may seem like a distant 

threat — the sort of thing that only happens if you’re 

a secret agent, millionaire businessman, or key 

witness in a mafia murder trial. But the unfortunate 

reality is that it does happen to ordinary people like 

the Massabkis, especially in impoverished coun-

tries where ruthless criminals and corrupt o�icials 

view foreigners as high-value targets. And if these 

individuals can’t get what they want, most won’t 

hesitate to resort to torture, rape, or murder.
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Ed’s Manifesto:  
Counter-Custody Training

Ed Calderon, who you may recognize from our Survival-

ist Spotlight interview in Issue 25, has forged a career as 

a specific type of survival instructor. Based on firsthand 

experience with the cartels during his time as a Mexican law 

enforcement o�icer, Calderon has developed an in-depth 

curriculum that teaches students how to avoid abduction 

and escape captivity. These courses are more than just aca-

demic theory — they place students in simulated kidnapping 

scenarios, and give each individual a jarring glimpse of the 

physical and psychological trauma that can ensue.

We recently attended one of Ed’s two-day counter-custo-

dy courses, and learned several skills that can help you turn 

the tables on kidnappers and increase your odds of making 

it home alive. These principles can help you avoid unneces-

sary attention from would-be attackers, and develop the 

resolve to escape life-threatening illegal imprisonment.

1. Know Thy Enemy
Situational awareness and threat identification are cor-

nerstones of self-defense, whether you’re concerned about 

theft, assault, or abduction. Given Ed’s experience in Mexico, 

Top let: Students 

were blindfolded, 

doused in aerosol 

body spray, 

and exposed to 

continuous loud 

music as a form  

of sensory depri-

vation.

You may have seen 

videos depicting how 

to break out of zip ties 

using a swit downward 

motion of the arms. 

Cartel members saw 

them too, and devel-

oped these “vampire” 

cufs to cut open the 

wrists of captives who 

try to break free.

Right: Handcufs, 

scraps of cord, 

and duct tape 

were combined 

to make multi-

stage restraints 

that selectively 

restricted move-

ment.

the first portion of the class was dedicated to spotting cartel 

members and their associates. If you think that these indi-

viduals only exist south of the border, he’ll be the first to tell 

you that you’re sorely mistaken — demand for street drugs 

and human tra�icking has maintained a healthy network 

throughout the United States.

There are many physical cues that can help you identify 

someone who’s accustomed to violence. A crooked nose, 

cauliflower ears, and scarring on the knuckles are clear 

signs of physical brawls; a callus on the middle finger of 

the dominant hand speaks of many hours rubbing against 

the trigger guard of a weapon. Muscular physical build isn’t 

necessarily an indicator, as many hardened criminals are 

overweight or out of shape. Tattoos are also hit or miss, as 

high-level criminals know better than to brand themselves 

with identifying marks. In modern cartel circles, streetwear 

fashion is increasingly popular — skinny jeans and high-end 

sneakers have replaced stereotypical cowboy apparel and 

snakeskin boots.

Ed says cartel members are often “armed to the teeth” with 

weapons ranging from full-auto-converted civilian ARs and 

AKs to grenades and belt-fed machine guns. Unsurprisingly, 

gun laws in the U.S. and Mexico haven’t prevented them 
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from acquiring these weapons. Fighting tactics and com-

munications are generally primitive, but this is changing as 

new-generation cartel members realize the value of thermal 

optics, drones, and other modern resources. Restraints often 

consist of surplus or of-brand handcufs, rope, duct tape, and 

commercial zip ties or purpose-built zip cufs. These basic 

materials are combined in devious variations — for example, 

tethering cufs to a belt loop to restrict arm movement.

The ability to piece together these clues and understand 

the threat early can provide time to defend against it instead 

of being blindsided. Knowing your enemy also lets you know 

what to expect if you’re taken captive.

2. Never Go Without Tools
In any survival situation, tools provide a tremendous 

advantage, and this is especially true in captivity. With proper 

training, items such as handcuf keys, shims, a Kevlar cord 

saw, and a sharp blade can help you escape most restraints. 

However, getting these tools through a rudimentary pat 

down — much less a thorough search — isn’t an easy task.

During the counter-custody class, students practiced 

escaping handcufs in various positions using cuf keys and 

shims. We were then tasked with concealing these tools to 

make it through a head-to-toe search. This process led to an 

acronym Ed Calderon refers to as ACPN:

Calderon based 

the captivity  

scenarios on 

techniques he 

saw used by the 

cartels in Mexico.

Many people assume handcuffs are only used by law enforcement 

officers on criminals — or perhaps used in the bedroom if you’re feeling 

adventurous. Unfortunately, criminals have firsthand experience with the 

effectiveness of these devices, and will have no qualms about using them 

to illegally restrain their captives. Knowing how to break free from a pair 

of handcuffs is a valuable skill, since doing so may be the last thing your 

captors expect. 

Escaping  
Handcuffs

A cuf key (let) and shim (right) from 

SerePick provide two efective means 

of escaping most standard handcufs. 

Calderon recommends a metal key, 

since plastic keys are easy to snap 

and may generate the wrong narra-

tive if found by authorities.

While applying downward and 

inward pressure to the shim, the cufs 

are tightened by at least two clicks 

to force the shim deeper into the 

mechanism.

The open cuf can now be used as 

an improvised impact weapon.

Once the shim is fully inserted, hold-

ing it in place while rolling the wrist 

will cause the cuf to slide open.

The shim is inserted into the locking 

mechanism atop the ratcheting teeth.

1

2

3

4

5



“The Prison 

Wallet”
Where do you hide tools when there’s nowhere 

let to hide? The answer is an unpleasant but neces-

sary option that has developed a reputation among 

prison inmates. No matter what nickname you use 

or how many jokes you make about this smelly 

stash spot, it provides a last-resort means of smug-

gling essential escape tools past a strip-search. If 

your life depends on it, you won’t be laughing.

Ed showed us a few examples of caches that 

are efective for this purpose, including a metal lip 

balm tube from the 1960s, a WWII-era threaded 

metal capsule, and a custom tube made out of 

bamboo. These containers are small enough to be 

retrieved safely, but large enough to carry keys, 

shims, lockpicks, or even a blade. Plastic and other 

fragile materials should be avoided since they may 

break open in transit, leading to a very awkward 

trip to the emergency room.
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 Access: Can you get to the tool while wearing cufs? 

What if it’s behind your back? What if you’re blindfolded 

and lying face-down? The waistline and ankles are gener-

ally easiest to access while restrained.

 Concealment: Can the tool be hidden from a visual 

inspection, pat-down, metal detector, or even a strip 

search? This must be balanced with accessibility, since 

deep-concealed items may not be reachable when you 

need them.

 Permanence: Will the item stay with you in a SHTF situa-

tion? For example, your fancy SERE kit paracord bracelet 

will almost certainly be removed by kidnappers, so stor-

ing critical items there is unwise.

 Narrative: If your tools are found, what do they say 

about you? A concealed ceramic knife may lead captors 

to think you’re a spy or assassin; a set of lockpicks could 

be considered burglary tools. Also consider disposability 

and traceability — a dollar store paring knife is superior to 

an expensive dagger engraved with a serial number.

3. Prepare to Improvise
In many cases, carrying purpose-built tools isn’t an option. 

Perhaps the search is extremely thorough, or the conse-

quences of getting caught are too severe to risk carrying 

them. In these cases, you’ll have to improvise once you’ve 

cleared security.

Students were 

told to conceal 

escape tools for 

each scenario, 

and were then 

thoroughly 

searched before 

being restrained. 

In the inal test, 

pants and shoes 

were also conis-

cated.
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One key point stuck with us: You don’t have to carry what 

you need — you just have to get the materials to make what 

you need. Knives might be banned where you’re going, but 

there are countless unrestricted items you can carry to craft 

a deadly shiv in a few minutes. A toothbrush can be sharp-

ened into a point on sandpaper or concrete; rubbing a clear 

plastic BIC pen rapidly against carpet makes a syringe-like 

“ventilator” weapon in less than 10 seconds. A basic metal 

hair clip or the tweezers from a Swiss Army Knife serve as 

surprisingly efective handcuf shims.

Ed describes this mindset as “software over hardware.” De-

spite the undeniable value of tools, knowledge and resource-

fulness are far more valuable.

4. The Clock is Ticking
In general, captivity situations don’t get easier as time 

passes. They get more di�icult and more dangerous. 

Minutes after you’re taken prisoner, you may still have your 

shoes, clothes, and concealed tools. After a few hours or 

days, it’s likely that these items will be found and stripped 

away. The last thing you want is to end up naked, blind-

folded, and hogtied. On top of this, abuse and malnutrition 

will gradually weaken your body and dull your senses, or 

your assailants may decide you’re a liability and execute 

you. Calderon tells us many of those abducted by the cartels 

are never found. They’re killed, the flesh is melted in caustic 

soda, and the bones are dumped in mass graves.

The point is simple: The best time to escape is immedi-

ately. Look for the first possible opportunity and seize it like 

your life depends on it — it probably does.

Students crated 

concealable 

shivs from wood, 

plastic, and metal. 

One particularly 

vicious weapon 

even included 

breakaway 

cactus spines 

attached with 

electrical tape.

Ed Calderon 

showed us a shim 

retained in the 

stitching on the 

inside of his 

belt loop, and a 

hidden cuf key 

slipped into  

the waistband of 

his jeans.

A length of 

braided Kevlar 

cord (sold in bulk 

as competition 

kite string) can 

easily be woven 

through the 

waistband or in-

seam. Looping it 

around each foot 

and moving in a 

pedaling motion 

can cut through 

many restraints 

in seconds.

VANISHING  
ACT
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LiveLeak videos of stabbing incidents, and letting students 

watch as the victims bled out in minutes. These unfortu-

nate individuals are often fatally wounded before they even 

realize they’re being stabbed.

When you’re facing captivity, torture, or worse, fighting 

fair is of the table. Using deadly force with an improvised 

weapon may be your only way to survive.

Conclusion
For many of us, the likelihood of being kidnapped or held 

prisoner is relatively low. But as any prepared individual 

should know, we must weigh the likelihood of an event with 

the severity of its consequences. These scenarios are some 

of the most dangerous you could ever face, since they place 

you almost entirely at the mercy of captors who are likely to 

be merciless. But by leveraging these five principles, you’ll 

be better prepared for captivity and give yourself a fighting 

chance at becoming the one who got away. 

5. Fight for Your Life
Escape isn’t always as simple as breaking your restraints 

and sneaking past a distracted guard. In many cases, you 

may have to fight your way through an armed individual 

to create an opening. In these cases, you’ll need to use the 

element of surprise and attack with deadly force.

Since it’s unlikely you’ll have access to a gun, knife, or any 

other purpose-built weapon in these scenarios, start think-

ing like a prisoner — make a shiv. A slim and solid piercing 

weapon that reaches the length of your outstretched 

thumb is enough to kill. Repeated “sewing machine” strikes 

with a hammer-fist motion are powerful, especially when 

targeting vital areas like the subclavian artery (behind 

the collarbone) or the heart (two finger widths below the 

left nipple). Even simple items such as a screwdriver or 

sharp piece of plastic can be deadly in this capacity, and 

little to no experience is needed to wield them. Calderon 

reinforced this point by showing the class several graphic 

The inal scenario 

tested all the 

skills taught 

during the two-

day course, and 

threw in some 

unexpected 

curveballs to 

break students’ 

composure and 

challenge their 

resolve.

 SOURCES 
Ed Calderon > edsmanifesto.com

SerePick > serepick.com

VANISHING  
ACT
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I
n 2017, three major hurricanes afected the U.S. — 

Harvey, in Texas; Irma, in Florida; and Maria in Puerto 

Rico. Recently, we’ve seen the devastation of Hur-

ricane Michael, and it’s only a matter of time before 

certain areas are battered by another such disaster. 

In the aftermath of these storms, many of the victims dis-

covered that they were either underinsured or simply didn't 

have the proper insurance coverage —  and would soon be 

facing enormous out-of-pocket reconstruction costs. This 

was a very loud wake-up call.

We see it all the time. Every year, many people are driven 

to financial ruin because they incorrectly assumed that the 

insurance they had would adequately cover the damages 

caused by a natural or man-made disaster. To their shock and 

horror, people often don’t find out that they're underinsured, 

or completely uninsured, until it’s too late. Although many 

have insurance, the coverage limits are sometimes insu�icient, 

or they simply lack the appropriate type of coverage. Some 

people also forget that not all disasters are natural; man-made 

ones can be just as devastating, sometimes even more so. 

In this article, we take a summary look at some of the types 

of insurance available to protect you and your family, and we 

also explore some of the many pitfalls awaiting the unwary.

Homeowner's Insurance
For many, their home is probably their most valuable 

investment. Having homeowner's insurance is one way that 

people protect their investment against common perils and 

hazards. It provides coverage for your home, compensat-

ing you in the event of a loss. In other words, if your home 

is damaged, destroyed, or otherwise afected by an event 

that’s covered by your policy, homeowner's insurance will 

help you repair or rebuild your home. It may also help re-

place personal property that’s lost or damaged. The amount 

of compensation you receive for any given claim depends 

on the limits set for your policy, the type of damage, and 

how it was caused.

DISCLAIMER: 
No attorney-client 

relationship is cre-

ated by the use of 

the information in 

this publication. The 

general informa-

tion described and 

materials provided 

are for illustration 

and/or informational 

purposes only, and 

do not, nor are they 

intended, to provide 

legal and/or inancial 

advice. The reader 

should consult with 

an appropriate 

professional in their 

particular jurisdic-

tion regarding their 

individual situation. 

Any use of the gen-

eral information con-

tained in this article 

shall be solely at the 

reader’s risk.

Risk and Insurance — Hedging Your Bets
By Richard Duarte
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A typical homeowner’s policy will often include the following 

areas of coverage:

 Hazard: Insures the structure of the home against covered perils.

 Personal Property: Insures personal belongings against  

covered perils.

 Liability: Insures against claims/lawsuits for personal injury.

 Living Expenses: Provides compensation for alternative living 

arrangements while your home is repaired or rebuilt. 

But as it turns out, homeowner's insurance is usually something 

people don’t think about until they come face-to-face with a major 

loss. Having the appropriate insurance coverage can often mean 

the difference between being able to recover from a disaster and 

suffering a catastrophic loss from which you may never recover. Yet, 

every year far too many homeowners find themselves without the 

proper coverage when faced with a catastrophic loss. 

The type of coverage, and how much you buy, will largely dictate 

the cost of the insurance. Other factors can also affect the cost of 

your premium, including where you live, how many claims you have 

filed in the past, and sometimes even your credit score. 

Note: All insurance coverage isn’t the same. Make sure to confirm 

what you’re buying, and how much it’ll cost. Depending on the  

coverage and total overall limits, the cost of insurance can vary 

widely. Also, make sure that you understand the effective date of 

your policy. A typical homeowner’s insurance policy can have a  

PeopleImages/istockphoto.com
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30- to 90-day waiting period. Insurance companies do 

this to reduce fraudulent claims and to prevent homeown-

ers from waiting for a severe weather event before they 

purchase coverage. As with just about everything else, make 

sure to read the fine print.

Flood Insurance
Flooding is one of the most common disasters afecting 

the U.S. Floods have many causes, including storms, snow-

melt, overflowing rivers and streams, and broken dams or 

levees. All floods have one thing in common — they can be 

financially devastating, and most homeowner's and renter’s 

insurance policies don't cover flood damage. Whether you’re 

in a flood zone or not, if you don’t have flood insurance, you 

may be one disaster away from financial ruin.

The federal government runs the National Flood In-

surance Program (NFIP) issuing flood insurance policies 

through thousands of insurance agents nationwide. The 

NFIP is part of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, 

better known as FEMA. Flood insurance typically covers 

damage to your home and personal property from floods 

and other flood-related losses due to rising waters. Buying 

flood insurance is easy and relatively inexpensive. Coverage 

is currently capped at $250,000 per house and $100,000 

for contents, but additional coverage can be purchased from 

private insurers.

Whether you’re in a flood zone or not, flood insurance 

shouldn’t be overlooked. As with other types of coverage, 

there are steps you can take to reduce the cost of flood 

insurance. Visit www.floodsmart.gov for more information.

(Above) High 

winds can oten 

take down some 

very large trees, 

which in turn can 

cause extensive 

property  

damage.

Catastrophe Insurance
There are many diferent types of catastrophe insurance 

for businesses and individuals, but, in general, it covers those 

high-dollar events that are normally excluded from standard 

hazard insurance policies. (For example, most homeowner’s 

policies exclude earthquakes and floods.)

Catastrophe insurance is meant to protect against unusu-

ally severe natural disasters — earthquakes, floods, severe 

storms — as well as man-made events such as terrorism and 

civil disorder. This is why it’s important to read your policy, 

confirm what's covered, and more importantly, what isn’t. 

Once you’ve identified the gaps you can begin the process 

of getting additional layers of supplemental coverage, such 

as catastrophe insurance.

If all this sounds somewhat complicated, it can be. There’s 

no substitute, however, for doing the appropriate research 

and identifying both the potential risks and how you plan 

to protect yourself against those risks. The coverage you 

eventually purchase will, in many situations, be largely driven 

by the area in which you live, the value of your property, and 

your financial ability to recover from a significant loss. akinbostanci/istockphoto.com

(Right) Liability 

umbrella policies 

are an additional 

way to bolster 

your coverage 

level and are typi-

cally available in 

multi-million dol-

lar increments.
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(Top le�) Pho-

tographically 

documenting 

any damage your 

property may 

have incurred 

will better your 

odds of getting a 

settlement sui-

cient to cover the 

damage you’ve 

incurred.

(Above) When 

shopping for 

insurance, 

request repre-

sentatives with at 

least 10 years of 

experience and 

make sure you’re 

satisied with the 

answers to your 

questions before 

signing on the 

dotted line.

Liability Umbrella
Disasters come in all shapes and sizes. Imagine that 

you have a car accident and get sued, or that someone is 

severely injured on your property and they make a claim 

against you. In the event of a substantial claim, would your 

current policy limits be su�icient to protect you and your 

family from financial ruin?

Umbrella insurance provides additional liability coverage 

above and beyond the coverage limits of your homeowner's, 

auto, and other such policies. The main purpose of an 

umbrella policy is to protect you from a large and potentially 

devastating liability claim or judgment. Umbrella policies 

are usually available in million-dollar increments. While not 

required, an umbrella policy ofers increased protection and 

peace of mind.

While the cost of an umbrella policy represents an ad-

ditional insurance expense, it may be money well spent if 

you ever find yourself on the wrong end of a bodily/per-

sonal injury or property damage claim. As with all forms of 

insurance coverage, it’s up to you to weigh the costs versus 

the benefits.

Note: Umbrella policies generally won't cover losses 

related to your business or damages to your own property/

personal belongings, and they won't protect you from the 

consequences of your own intentional or illegal behavior.

Renter’s Insurance
Just because you don’t own a home doesn’t mean you 

should be uninsured. Renter’s insurance provides coverage 

for damage, theft, or loss of personal property. It can also 

provide liability coverage for injuries to others that might 

occur on the rented premises. Although renter's insurance is 

less common than homeowner's insurance, and it’s usually 

not required, it can often be the only thing standing between 

a tenant and financial ruin. 

Many people are surprised to learn that damages to 

personal property, and claims against them for injuries from 

others, will not be covered by the landlord’s policy. As with 

other types of coverage, the cost of renter's insurance will 

vary according to the amount of coverage, the deductibles, 

and how comprehensive the policy is. The more coverage 

you sign up for, the higher the cost. 

Reducing Insurance Costs
In many areas of the country, the cost of homeowner’s 

insurance has skyrocketed in recent years. This is especially 

true in regions that have been hammered by hurricanes 

and other large-scale natural disasters. In some areas of the 

southeast, for example, many insurers have (1) significantly 

raised their rates and the corresponding deductibles; (2) 

stopped writing new policies; or (3) left the state altogether. 

For many homeowners, this is a major problem since not 

having coverage is usually not an option. 

There are a number of ways to get a break on the cost 

of your coverage. The best way is to discuss all potential 

discounts with your agent or insurance company represen-

tative before signing up for the coverage. It also pays to shop 

around since rates and discounts can vary widely among 

insurers. In general, however, racking up significant discounts 

isn’t as di�icult as many people think. Here are some of the 

diferent ways you can save big on your coverage. 

DISASTER  
INSURANCE

Manuel-F-O/istockphoto.com
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Filing an  
Insurance  

Claim 
Where to Start

The “disaster” (ill in the catastrophe of choice) caused 

a lot of damage, but thankfully you and your family are 

safe. Now starts the recovery and reconstruction stage. 

You’ll want to take immediate steps to not only mitigate 

your losses, but also to document your damages as 

completely as possible. Here are some tips, ideas, and 

suggestions to help get you started. 

Contact Your Insurance Company and File a Claim: 

This may seem obvious, but surprisingly many people 

wait far too long to start this process. Before you call 

your insurer, make sure to have all the necessary 

information on hand. If possible, write it all down 

ahead of time. Before hanging up with your insurer, 

make sure to get a claim number and the name and 

phone number of the person you spoke with. Also get 

the contact information for the adjuster who will be 

handling your claim. Provide the insurance company 

with your updated contact information, including a 

temporary address, email, and phone number where 

they can reach you.

Document the Damage: To the extent possible, you 

should take photographs and video of all the dam-

age. Start at one end of you property and carefully 

document everything. Take as many photographs as 

possible, including shots from multiple angles, with 

wider shots showing the damage to the front, sides, and 

backyard. Do the very best that you can to describe the 

damage accurately and completely. Take copious notes. 

If possible, take a video recording of the entire property.

Mitigate the Damage: Many insurance policies 

require you to take steps to mitigate or prevent further 

GRIDWEB.COMDDOFFGG

Take steps to miti-

gate any damage 

with inspections 

ahead of time to 

reduce your  

costs and prove 

you’ve done your 

due diligence to 

make your  

property safer. 

ciation of Insurance Commissioners (www.naic.org) provides 

information for insurers in your state. You can also check with 

friends, relatives, and neighbors; don’t forget to contact your 

local insurance agent too as they can help look for the best 

coverage at the most afordable price. Lastly, price is definitely 

Wind Mitigation Inspection: A wind mitigation inspec-

tion evaluates a structure’s ability to withstand high winds. 

The inspector (usually a board-certified contractor, architect, 

or engineer) will look at the roof, wall construction, open-

ing protection, and other key categories to evaluate the 

wind-mitigating characteristics of your home, and they’ll also 

make recommendations for improvement. Although not 

required, a wind mitigation inspection can save you money 

and also alert you to any areas needing improvement. 

Harden Your Home: Take steps to make your home 

more resistant to storms and other natural disasters. Con-

sider installing storm shutters, reinforcing your roof, and 

modernizing the home's mechanical systems. Not only will 

you save money, but you’ll likely be safer and more secure. 

Ask your insurance agent/representative for other steps you 

can take to lower your premiums.

Shop Around: Insurance costs can vary widely, even 

within the same area and for essentially the same coverage. It 

may take some time, but you can save big. The National Asso-

barmixmaster/istockphoto.com



damage to your property. This means that you may be responsible 

if you failed to take reasonable steps to safeguard and protect your 

property from further loss/damage. What this actually means will 

vary widely depending on the circumstances. Just make sure to 

completely document all the damages before you start making even 

temporary repairs or cleaning up.

Mark Your House: Take a moment to spray paint your house 

number, street name, and the insurance company name on the 

front of your property. Remember street signs and house numbers 

may be damaged or missing altogether after a major event. Marking 

your house will make it easier for the insurance company repre-

sentatives and adjusters to find your house.

Inventory Personal Property: Aside from taking photographs and 

video, it’s also a good idea to make a list of all personal property 

that was lost or damaged. If you have receipts that's even better. If 

not, do the best you can to verify the value. 

Start a Journal/File: This is one of those things that just makes 

sense. Immediately start a notebook and file to document your 

claim and all communication with the insurance company. After 

each contact make an entry with the date, time, and name and 

contact information of the person you spoke with. Also try to sum-

marize the content of the conversation as best you can. Don’t try to 

rely on your recollection of details or events — write it down and be 

as descriptive as possible.

Save all Receipts: Make sure to keep copies of all receipts for 

temporary housing and other living expenses. Insurance policy 

coverage and limits vary, but keep all receipts and submit them to 

the insurance company for reimbursement. 

Independent Public Adjuster: After a major disaster, insurance 

companies may receive tens of thousands of claims in a very 

short period of time. Addressing all these claims will require an 

army of insurance adjusters. Many of these adjusters will have 

a tremendous workload, under tight time constrains to get the 

claims processed. Hiring an independent, public adjuster may 

help speed up the process and ensure you receive a fair amount 

for your claim. 

File a Flood Insurance Claim: Many homeowners have several 

different kinds of coverage, including an additional policy for 

flood insurance. Don’t assume you don’t have coverage, and don’t 

assume which policy will pay for any specific damages. Promptly 

file your claims with all the insurers.

File an Automobile Insurance Claim: Once again, document all 

the damage with photographs and video, file your claim, mitigate 

your damages, and keep a log of all contact with the insurance 

company, including claim numbers and the name and contact 

information for all personnel you speak with. 

File a Claim for Lost or Damaged Firearms: Guns are some-

times covered under standard homeowner’s policies, but there 

are usually serious limitations. As such, many gun owners 

obtain additional coverage under separate policies. Make sure to 

promptly file a claim under any additional policies, and record all 

the particulars of the claim. 

Other Options: If you find that you’re either uninsured or un-

derinsured for your losses, you may still have other options. You 

should immediately contact the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency (FEMA at www.disasterassistance.gov) to inquire if you 

qualify for grants or low-interest loans for recovery and reconstruc-

tion, emergency housing, repairs, or other storm-related expenses. 

Legal Advice: Whether it’s a denied claim, or you’re just not 

satisfied with the amount the insurance company is offering, you 

should consult an attorney specializing in insurance law before 

making any major decisions or signing any documents. Make 

sure to keep copies of all correspondence with your insurance 

company and any documentation you may have regarding your 

losses. A professional can evaluate your claim, review your policy, 

and ensure that you get a fair payment for your claim. 

DISASTER  
INSURANCE

important, but so is quality. Make sure to check on the finan-

cial stability of the companies you're considering. 

Discounts: Ask what discounts are available. Some 

companies will offer you substantial savings if you have 

multiple policies with them. You can also get discounts 

for improving home security. Installing fire and burglar 

alarms, smoke detectors, sprinkler systems, and dead-bolt 

locks, for example, may get you a hefty discount. 

Good Credit Score: Maintaining a good credit history 

may actually help you save on insurance costs. More and 

grinvalds/istockphoto.com
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more insurers are looking at your credit when they price 

your policy. This is yet one more reason to periodically 

review your credit report. You can get a free copy of your 

credit report at www.annualcreditreport.com for all three 

reporting agencies (Equifax, Experian, and TransUnion) 

once every 12 months.

Conclusion
Whether it’s a natural or man-made disaster, house 

fire, burglary, or some other unfortunate event, you need 

to take reasonable precautions to protect yourself, your 

family, and your property. You don’t have to live along a 

major geological fault line or in an area frequently hit by 

flooding, tornadoes, or severe storms to have a plan and 

make preparations. 

Disasters usually appear with little or no warning. And 

while living with risk is an inescapable part of life, you 

should always try to minimize and mitigate that risk. Insur-

ance, however, steps in when all else fails. The best time 

to analyze your insurance needs and to secure the proper 

coverage is before you need it. Once the disaster is at your 

front door, it’s too late to do anything other than take cover 

and hope for the best.

Richard Duarte is a practicing attorney, urban sur-

vival consultant, writer, and irearms enthusiast. He’s 

the author of Surviving Doomsday: A Guide for Surviv-

ing an Urban Disaster, and The Quick Start Guide for 

Urban Preparedness.  

 www.quickstartsurvival.com

Understanding what coverage you have, and more 

importantly what coverage you may need, is one of the 

best ways to get started. Now is the time to calmly sit down 

and review your situation, examine your options, and make 

prudent decisions. Hopefully, you'll never need to use your 

insurance coverage, but as with all your other preparations, 

having them significantly improves your situation no mat-

ter what calamity comes your way. 

Regardless of where you may live, or what risks you may 

face, having the appropriate insurance coverage can take 

your preparations to a higher level and protect you against 

severe economic loss. Stay safe and be prepared. 

Removing 

downed trees 

can be costly and 

time consuming. 

Homeowner's 

insurance will 

sometimes pay 

for tree removal 

ater a severe 

weather event, 

but not always. 

Whether you’re 

covered will  

oten depend  

on the cause, as 

well as where the 

tree fell. 
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Enhance Your Mobile 
Device’s Capabilities for 

Dire Situations 
By Richard Duarte

EMERGENCY 

APPS

I
n 2017, natural disasters set many records around the globe. With 

monstrous wildfires, killer earthquakes, and super-strength hur-

ricanes and floods, 2017 will also be remembered as one of the 

deadliest and most expensive years in recent history. 

But the widespread devastation also highlighted the need for 

more efective and timely communications — before, during, and after a 

disaster. This includes not only exploring more e�icient ways of identify-

ing victims and allocating relief eforts, but also providing the average 

person with access to lifesaving resources and communications.

When things go sideways, obtaining accurate and timely information, 

or getting word from family and friends, can be di�icult, if not impossible. 

But staying connected is a crucial part of surviving a natural or manmade 

crisis. Enter mobile applications.

In this article, we review 10 mobile applications that could potentially 

help you prepare for, and survive, a crisis or other public emergency.

Smart Devices and Mobile Apps
Smart devices have become an essential tool in everyday life. Mobile 

technology, social media, and apps have also started to play an increasing 

role in emergency/rescue eforts as tools for getting information to and 

from people in afected areas. Normally, these devices provide us with 

digital connectivity and round-the-clock access to a variety of information 

sources from around the globe. When a disaster strikes, however, our 

access to reliable communications and up-to-date information are usually 

among the first things to take a hit. Ironically, it’s usually during those 

di�icult moments that our need to stay connected is even greater — from 

contacting others to sending out an urgent call for rescue.

The apps we considered for inclusion in this review all provide access 

to resources. They’re not necessarily “disaster” apps, but rather apps that 

could be useful before, during, and after a real-world crisis. For practical 
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reasons we had to limit the review to 10 apps, but there were 

certainly many more that we could’ve included. 

What to Look For
In the 10 apps we reviewed, we sought to provide a practi-

cal mix. Each person’s situation is, of course, diferent, and 

the apps you choose should reflect your specific needs and 

circumstances. The following are some factors you may want 

to consider:

Ease of Use and Reliability: We looked for apps that were 

easy to download, set up, and use. We also prefer a clean 

layout, with easy-to-identify links, buttons, and fonts that are big 

enough for the average person to see clearly. If the app falls 

short in any of these areas, you’ll likely get frustrated, no matter 

how good the actual content may be. For many people, reliabil-

ity is a must, especially during a crisis. Overall, the best apps are 

useful, fast, convenient, easy to use, consistent, and reliable.

Navigation and Design: Think of this as the layout of the 

various elements and functions and how easy and intuitive it is 

to navigate throughout the app. Important information should 

be conveniently placed. The user should notice that every-

thing flows well. Getting around should be intuitive and easy, 

and you should be able to do so quickly, too. Functions that 

are slow and clumsy won’t get used; it’s that simple. 

Cost: Many apps are free, and that’s great. But be careful; 

some of those “free” apps come at the cost of having to en-

dure some very annoying ads. On the other hand, some folks 

don’t mind paying a few bucks for a great app to avoid see-

ing a bunch of ads. All the apps on our list are free, although 

some offer upgrades for a fee, or an option to pay to avoid 

seeing ads.

No Cell Service Needed: Smart devices have become the 

multitool of our age. There are literally hundreds of functions 

that can be performed on these devices. But while many 

functions don’t require connectivity, the majority require cell 

service or a Wi-Fi connection.

Many of the apps we reviewed come with pre-loaded content 

available to the user even without connectivity. This is important 

if you’ll be relying on that content in the aftermath of a disaster 

when cell service and/or internet service may be down.

What We Found
With these tips in mind, we took a look at 10 popular apps 

and put them to the test. While we couldn’t anticipate the 

real-world conditions that the apps might be subjected to, 

we looked at each through the lens of how they could be 

used before, during, and in the aftermath of a crisis. We also 

evaluated each for daily use and how they could be used 

in the absence of cell or Internet service. Here’s how they 

stacked up. 

Wrap Up
Emergencies come in all shapes and sizes, and getting 

accurate, up-to-date information or communicating with 

others in the middle of a crisis or public emergency can be a 

huge challenge. But with today’s mobile technology and the 

right apps, you can provide yourself with a major advantage. 

Whether you live in the mountains or along the coast, there 

are apps that can not only provide timely and accurate 

emergency information, but can help you send out a distress 

signal, transmit your location in an emergency, or contact 

friends and family members. 

Your phone can 

do much more 

than just call 

people when 

service may be 

jammed. Some of 

these apps we re-

viewed here will 

function without 

connectivity.

pawopa3336/istockphoto.com
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First Aid: American Red Cross

NOTES: 
The American Red Cross First Aid app features preloaded content and 
instant advice for everyday emergencies and basic first-aid tips and 
information. App also features instructive videos, step-by-step first 
aid tips/information, and interactive quizzes to test your knowledge. 
(Tip: The Red Cross also has a Pet First Aid app featuring first aid 
tips and information, preventive care, and a location finder for vet 
hospitals and pet-friendly hotels.)

PROS: 
 Easy-to-use, simple step-by-
step instructions for many 
basic first-aid situations
 9-1-1 feature allows you to call 
for EMS directly from the app.
 Safety tips, videos, and 
animations tackle a variety  
of scenarios.
 Preloaded content ensures 
access to safety information 
with or without reception or 
internet connection. 
 Content is also available in 
Spanish by using a simple 
toggle switch.
 App is ad-free and spam free.
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 Light gray text can be difficult 
to read.
 Excessive number of 
notifications can distract users.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
American Red Cross

SIZE: 
63.3 MB for iOS/45 MB for 
Android and up

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 9.0 or later. Compatible 
with iPhone, iPad, and iPod 
touch; Android 4.0.3 and up

LANGUAGES:
English & Spanish

PRICE:
Free

FEMA Mobile App

NOTES: 
The FEMA Mobile App packs lots of resources and information into an 
easy-to-use and navigate package that can receive real-time alerts from 
the National Weather Service for up to five locations. It also features 
emergency information and tips and ideas on what to do before, during, 
and after the crisis. The main menu is separated into four sections: 
Alerts, Prepare, Disaster Resources, and Share Disaster Photos.

PROS: 
 Resources for before and after 
a disaster/crisis
 Relatively easy to use  
and navigate
 The “Prepare” and “Disaster 
Resources” sections work 
without connectivity.
 You can receive weather alerts 
for up to five locations.
 Family sharing allows up to six 
family members to use the app.
 Find Recovery Centers in your 
area to connect with FEMA 
representatives.
 Call 911 directly from the app
 Toggle between English  
and Spanish

 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 While it does provide some 
summary level information, 
it shouldn’t be relied upon 
as your primary source of 
preparedness material.
 The majority of features 
require connectivity.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA) 

SIZE: 
11 MB

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 9.0 or later. Compatible 
with iPhone, iPad, and iPod 
touch; Android 4.0.3 and up

LANGUAGES:
English

PRICE:
Free

peshkov/istockphoto.com
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Mayday Safety

NOTES: 
With Mayday Safety, you can send and receive emergency 
notifications. With a cell phone signal or Internet connection, the 
Mayday safety app allows users to send and receive emergency alerts 
to and from contacts on a worldwide basis. You can also share your 
precise location and other contact information. The Mayday Safety 
app alerts convey who needs help and where they are. 

PROS: 
 Easy to use under stress — 
three presses of the Mayday 
button sends an emergency 
alert to Mayday Safety app 
users nearby
 Simple and effective 
communications during 
emergency situations
 Free for individuals, can be 
upgraded to include family 
members and organizations 
anywhere around the world
 Safety checks with loved  
ones included in the family 
account upgrade
 Possible upgrades, including 
Mayday Pro Dashboard, 
provides services on an 
organizational level and 

allows tracking, safety checks, 
notifications, locations, and 
a full view of emergency 
details to and from the entire 
organization or specific 
individuals on the interactive 
map dashboard.
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 Full functionality of the app 
requires upgraded account/
subscription; packages start at 
$9.95 per month. 
 Continued use can dramatically 
decrease battery life

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
Ryan Cleckner

SIZE: 
50.6 MB for iOS/7.0 MB  
for Android 

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 10.0 or later. Compat-
ible with iPhone, iPad, and 
iPod touch; Android 5.1 
and up

LANGUAGES:
English

PRICE:
Free, available  
upgrade packages

Emergency Alerts: American Red Cross

NOTES: 
This all-inclusive app from the American Red Cross will help you monitor 
more than 35 different severe weather and emergency conditions 
in your area so that you can be aware of approaching hazards. The 
app provides customizable real-time alerts to help you prepare for 
oncoming threats. App also features preloaded emergency content, 
providing instant access to help you even without connectivity. 

PROS: 
 Monitor for earthquakes, 
tornadoes, hurricanes, flood, 
winter storms, extreme heat, 
wildfires, and severe weather
 Connect with loved ones to 
share alerts
 Customizable alerts and 
notifications
 Preloaded content ensures 
access to safety information 
with or without reception or 
internet connection.
 Map showing locations of Red 
Cross shelters
 Step-by-step directions and 
guidance on making a family 
emergency plan

 Toolkit with a flashlight, strobe 
light, and audible alarm
 Content is also available in 
Spanish by using a simple 
toggle switch.
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices
 Now supports Apple Watch OS 
4.0 and above, and Android 
Wearables 2.6 and above

CONS: 
 Text can sometimes be difficult 
to read.
 Excessive number of 
notifications can distract users.
 You may receive notifications 
soliciting blood donations.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
American Red Cross  

SIZE: 
104.8 MB for iOS/45 MB  
for Android

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 10.0 or later. Compat-
ible with iPhone, iPad, and 
iPod touch; and Android 4.4 
and up

LANGUAGES:
English & Spanish

PRICE:
Free
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Viber

NOTES: 
Viber is a free secure call, text, and video messaging app that can help 
you stay connected to contacts around the globe. Any person on your 
contact list who also has the app can be reached quickly and efficiently. 
It’s easy to set up and use, connections are reliable, and you even 
get a confirmation that your message was delivered. This is an app 
that people can use on a daily basis, especially to communicate with 
contacts in other countries without incurring international fees. 

PROS: 
 Group chats, audio and video 
calls, including international
 Instant voice and  
video messages
 End-to-end encryption
 According to Viber, nothing you 
share is ever stored on their 
servers once the message is 
delivered, and none of that 
private information will  
never be sold to third parties 
or advertisers. 
 Self-destruct timer 
automatically deletes 
messages from the recipient’s 
phone once it’s read.
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 Requires an Internet 
connection; Wi-Fi is preferred
 In-App purchases can  
get expensive 

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
Viber Media SARL

SIZE: 
212.7 MB for iOS/35.15 MB 
for Android

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 9.0 or later. Compatible 
with iPhone, iPad, and  
iPod touch; and Android 2.3 
or higher

LANGUAGES:
English, and about 39  
other languages 

PRICE:
Free

Medical ID

NOTES: 
Use Medical ID app to store your important medical/health 
information. It’s similar to a physical medical ID bracelet, but with 
much more information. During an emergency medical situation, the 
Medical ID app provides first responders, medical staff, and doctors 
with instant access to your medical information, like allergies and 
medical conditions that may affect your treatment.  

PROS: 
 Emergency call screen 
provides access to Medical ID 
information without unlocking 
the device.
 Provides current location 
including address and  
GPS coordinates
 Nearby hospital locator
 Access to medical information 
without a cell signal or internet
 Elegant design
 Speaks for you, when you can’t 
speak for yourself
 Call 911 directly from the app
 Very easy to use, navigate, 
organize, and customize

 Available for Android mobile 
devices (iPhones running iOS 8 
or later already have Medical ID 
within the Health App). 

CONS: 
 Full functionality of the app 
requires one-time upgrade at a 
cost of $5.99.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
Medical ID App

SIZE: 
5.7 MB for Android/5.4 MB 
for iOS

COMPATIBILITY:
Android 5 and up. iOS 8.0 
or later

LANGUAGES:
English

PRICE:
Free, available upgrade 
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GasBuddy

NOTES: 
The GasBuddy App allows you to locate gas stations near you with the 
lowest price using gas price information provided by a community of 
70-million users. While the app offers a number of other features, the 
ability to find gas stations before, during, and after a crisis can be a 
major advantage for motorists. 

PROS: 
 Resources for before and 
after a disaster/crisis helping 
you find open gas stations, at 
home, and while on the road
 Filter search results by 
price, location, brand, and 
convenience store details
 Provides price hike alerts
 Works in USA, Canada,  
and Australia
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 The app may continue 
accessing your location even 
when it isn’t open, which may 
substantially decrease battery 
life and continue using data. 
 You should expect to see ads.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
GasBuddy  
Organization, Inc.

SIZE: 
190.7 MB for iOS/46.76 MB 
for Android

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 10.0 or later. Compat-
ible with iPhone, iPad, and 
iPod touch; Android 4.4 
and up

LANGUAGES:
English

PRICE:
Free

Waze

NOTES: 
Mobile app to help you plan your driving route based on real-time, 
crowd-sourced traffic information, detailing road congestion, accidents, 
construction, police activity, etc. Waze also provides information on 
alternative routes to help you avoid problem spots along your route and 
help you arrive at your destination faster. The app also allows you to 
see if your friends are also on the road and to see their location. 
This is an app that people use on a daily basis to help manage their 
commute, but it can also be a very valuable tool during an evacuation 
or some other emergency situation that requires a quick departure and 
road travel to reach safety. 

PROS: 
 User-friendly, easy to use, and 
information that’s constantly 
being updated
 Real-time navigation and traffic 
data that allows you to make 
fast decisions to arrive at your 
destination faster.
 Pop-up alerts on police activity, 
accidents, road hazards, and 
traffic jams
 Gas price reports along  
your route

 Waze claims more than 
50-million users
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 The app may continue accessing 
your location even when it isn’t 
open, which may substantially 
decrease battery life.
 User interface can be 
cumbersome to navigate.
 Pop-up ads for local businesses 
may occasionally appear.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
Waze, Inc.

SIZE: 
151.2 MB for iOS /69.38 MB 
for Android

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 9.0 or later. Compatible 
with iPhone, iPad, and iPod 
touch; and Android 2.2 or 
higher 

LANGUAGES:
English, and approximately 
41 other languages 

PRICE:
Free
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Zello Walkie Talkie

NOTES: 
The Zello app turns your smart phone into a walkie-talkie with a 
push-to-talk radio app. Talk to your contacts privately or join public 
channels. The app is free and works anywhere in the world as long as 
you have an internet connection. 

PROS: 
 Live voice over any network or 
Wi-Fi connection (2G, 3G, or 4G 
mobile data)
 Send photos, text, or your 
location to your contacts
 Replay any messages you may 
have received, even if your 
phone was turned off
 Shows availability of your 
contacts and text status 
 No ads
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 The app may access your 
location even when it isn’t 
open, and can significantly 
decrease battery life.
 Requires an Internet 
connection or cell service

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
Zello, Inc.

SIZE: 
64.2 MB for iOS/18.68 MB 
for Android

COMPATIBILITY:
iOS 8.0 or later. Compatible 
with iPhone, iPad, and iPod 
touch; Android 4.4 and up

LANGUAGES:
English, and over 18 other 
languages 

PRICE:
Free, with premium channel 
upgrade for $0.99 

The Weather Channel

NOTES: 
Plan ahead with accurate, reliable weather forecasts for up to two 
weeks in advance no matter where you are. Includes fast-loading 
interactive radar maps and real-time alerts. Easy-to-find weather 
information using weather graphs, instant insights, and interactive 
tools to stay informed of all weather conditions. 

PROS: 
 Live alerts and safety advice 
for extreme weather events, 
including floods and hurricanes
 Air quality reports for the U.S., 
UK, Spain, France, Germany, 
Mexico, China, and India
 Sleek, well-designed interface 
with new home screen and 
easy-to-use navigation bar
 Hourly forecasts, including rain 
and snow alerts
 Lightning alerts for your GPS 
location to advise you where 
lightning is striking nearby
 Weather news, videos, and 
other informational content

 Fast access to detailed weather 
information and individual 
conditions to see how they’ll 
change over the next hours 
or days
 Available for Apple and Android 
mobile devices

CONS: 
 The app may continue 
accessing your location even 
when it isn’t open, which may 
substantially decrease battery 
life and continue using data.
 Expect to see ads unless you 
pay a $3.99 single payment 
in-app purchase to remove 
the ads.

SELLER/DEVELOPER: 
The Weather Channel 

SIZE: 
141.8 MB for iOS/29.9 MB 
for Android

COMPATIBILITY:
: iOS 11.0 or later. Compat-
ible with iPhone, iPad, and 
iPod touch; Android 4.4 
and up

LANGUAGES:
English, and over 30 other 
languages 

PRICE:
Free
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T
he prospect of getting out of a bad situation 

under hostile conditions looms in the minds 

of most preppers. It seems that the more we 

enrich our life with children, pets, money, and 

other assets, the more we tend to think about 

what we’d do in a SHTF scenario. We also realize that time 

will be of the essence and that, in order to remain mobile 

and self-su�icient, storage space and load carriage is often at 

a premium.

One of the biggest considerations for bugging out is fire-

arms selection. A reliable pistol is usually considered a must, 

with type, caliber, form, and fit all boiling down to shooter’s 

preference. What about a long-range hunting rifle? It might 

be a no-brainer if you have access to the skills and envi-

ronment to harvest your own meat as part of a long-term 

survival plan. 

But what about a dedicated fighting gun? Something kept 

at the ready specifically for the of chance we run into, or 

are visited by, those “pack people” who want what we have? 

How do we deal with those? How do we address the inter-

mediate range situation that may require a high volume of 

accurate fire, delivered quickly? There are many options that 

fit the bill, some that can pull double duty in the game-getter 

role. But a highly concealable weapon that ofers aggres-

sive ballistics, yet can be quickly and easily concealed, is an 

asset that can prove useful in both urban and backwoods 

scenarios — particularly those that may require movement 

through areas of varying or unknown risk. 

The gun industry is, unfortunately, prone to gusts of 

profit-driven fads. To those of us in the of-grid community, 

who tend to be more driven by function, it can be very diz-

The Veritas Tactical VT-16 Shrinks  
 Rifle-caliber Firepower Into a Pint-sized Package

By Freddy Osuna

Photos by Nick Robbs

ZIP, FLIP,  
FIRE …

zying indeed. But once in a while we see that gust morph 

into a prevailing wind, and we must pay attention. The latest 

prevailing wind is the AR pistol with a brace — and for good 

reason. The AR pistol is a highly functional variant of the AR 

platform that allows increased deployability by way of its 

reduced size and weight. In our all-too-familiar scenario, this 

is an absolute key to survival. 

Veritas Tactical is a small shop in Texas specializing in 

producing some of the most compact versions of the AR 

platform we’ve seen. The head shed at Veritas is made up of 

military veterans who have extensive experience in the pri-

vate and executive protection community. That experience 

highlighted the need for an incredibly compact weapon that 

could bring rifle-caliber firepower into play in a hurry. Their 

short-barreled VT-15 and VT-16, available in both pistol and 

SBR form, answers the call for an emergency bug-out blaster. 

RECOIL OFFGRID got the chance to run their VT-16 Execu-

tive pistol, a 5.56mm AR pistol with a 4.5-inch barrel. The rear 

end is finished with an SB Tactical brace coupled with a Law 

Tactical side-folding adapter. When folded, the entire gun is 

slightly larger than a men’s size 10 shoe. In a sudden-onset 

survival emergency, you may be required to cover long dis-

tance on foot, or in a tightly packed vehicle. Without revert-

ing to the beat-to-death adage about pounds equaling pain, 

the VT-16’s attributes ofer distinct advantages in the size and 

weight categories — we’ll discuss that more in a bit.  

Under the Hood
Shrinking the AR platform down to the length of an aver-

age forearm requires far more than simply chopping the bar-

rel and slapping on a brace. These are purpose-built weap-
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ons that require additional engineering and design work to 

keep them running smoothly and reliably. The biggest piece 

of redesign was the Micro Gas Tube. This tube, shorter even 

than an AR pistol-length gas tube, incorporates a unique 

combination of both the length and bend of the tube. 

The other proprietary piece of the puzzle is gas port 

diameter. The gas port, or the hole in the barrel allowing 

propellant gas to bleed of and cycle the action, is a key 

part of an AR-type weapon’s reliability. If the port is too 

small, the weapon won't cycle consistently. If it’s too large, 

the gun can be “over-gassed,” resulting in increased wear 

and tear on your action and increasing the need for fre-

quent maintenance due to more rapid carbon buildup. So 

finding the just-right fit for gas port diameter is of utmost 

importance. Specifically, Veritas wanted the Micro Gas 

system to function with as many stock parts as possible. 

Whatever their secret recipe, they say that their Micro Gas 

Tube system will run with standard gas blocks, BCGs, bufer 

springs, and bufers. You may swap out an H or H2 bufer 

to tune the system to your preferred load, but no custom 

bolt or bufer parts are required. They say these guns will 

run suppressed or unsuppressed without the need for an 

adjustable gas block. 

Besides the gas system, the rest of the VT-16 is standard 

AR fare. Receiver sets, fire-control parts, and sights/optics 

options may all be chosen from the rank-and-file of “regular 

size” AR accessories. The Law Tactical Folding mechanism, 

paired with an arm brace, is a perfect example of capital-

izing on existing aftermarket products to minimize size and 

maximize potential. Our test gun was their VT-16 Executive, 

sporting an eyebrow-raising 4.5-inch barrel and a 5.25-inch 

house-made handguard. The barrel is topped with a Kaw 

Valley Linear comp. We were thankful for this choice, as it 

kept the blast directed away from the shooter. 

Pocket Heater
The VT-16’s gift to those trying to make their way through 

a survival scenario is its ability to hide away in any space 

larger than the glovebox of your vehicle. We got it into the 

CCW compartment of a Vertx sling bag, the bottom of a 

Grey Ghost messenger bag, the laptop sleeve of an Oakley 

backpack, and into a Tyr Tactical Traveler’s bag, just to name 

the few we had on hand. If you don’t need the VT-16 on 

your person, it'll fold up into a large shoebox that can be 

slid inconspicuously under your bed, into the back of your 

closet, or in the trunk of your car. For those concerned that 

an earth-tone sling bag will attract attention as being 

filled with tactical or survival gear, the VT-16 can be a 

true rifle-caliber “gray gun.” This capacity to blend in isn’t 

limited to storage, either. Utilizing a single-point sling, the 

gun can be folded and concealed under a windbreaker, 

baggy zip-fleece or raincoat.

This brings us to the theory behind the niche this 

weapon is intended to fill. As we said earlier, this gun was 

Despite the use 

of some propri-

etary gas system 

components, 

the Veritas VT-16 

utilizes standard 

carbine bufers 

and springs.
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The VT-16's 

compact size 

is equally at 

home in urban 

or underbrush 

environments.

ZIP,  
FLIP, FIRE …

designed by an executive protection professional. The idea was never 

for this type of weapon to be a primary source of firepower. It’s not 

meant for assaulters, entry teams, or distant engagements across 

wooded fields. Veritas built the VT series specifically to be a last-ditch 

gun that could provide immediate and overwhelming firepower for 

a short period of time. In the suit-clad urban environment of the 

protection community, who must often enter high threat conditions 

without the law enforcement or military credentials required to carry 

bona fide submachine guns, this gun provides a unique answer to a 

specific problem. 

But why does any of that matter to everyday people who simply 

want to be prepared for the worst potentials of an uncertain world? 

Protecting your loved ones and community could be considered simi-

lar to an executive protection scenario. You're responsible for the health 

and safety of people who may not be able to take care of themselves, 

in an environment not conducive to the open carry and presentation 

of weapons, fraught with unknown and changing levels of immediate 

threat to safety and security. 

While some may fear or fantasize about a completely shattered 

western society where leather-clad bandits blasting death metal ride 

around in welded-together muscle trucks in a giant running gun battle, 

the most likely heuristic of a crisis or disaster scenario will probably be 

a lot more subtle. There may be power outages or shortages of sup-

plies for a couple days at a time. Based on the results of recent weather 

disasters, it seems unlikely that large masses of people will go straight 

to plundering to get what they think they need. 
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In a lower-intensity scenario, walking around with a 

full-sized battle rifle slung across your chest might actu-

ally make things worse for you. People averse to firearms 

ownership or scared for their safety may think that you're 

the bandit coming to pillage their home. Avoiding the per-

ception of being an aggressor will enable you to seek help 

and resources more readily once they’re available. The 

Veritas allows you to keep rifle firepower close at hand 

without a brandished, overt show of force. If per chance 

you do come across the armed raiders, they might mis-

take you for an easy target, allowing you to disrupt their 

OODA loop and regain the element of surprise when that 

Law Tactical folder snaps into place and you loose that 

first burst of 5.56mm self-defense. 

Not All Guns and Roses 
We put roughly 600 rounds of 55-grain Lake City FMJ 

through the VT-16 over two days. We ran the test gun 

hard and fast, with a combination of standard capacity 

mags and Magpul D-60 drums. No stoppages or feeding 

issues of any kind were experienced. Targets were scat-

tered from 7 to 50 yards at various points throughout 

The addition of 

the Law Tactical 

folding mecha-

nism reduces the 

VT-16's length or 

a scant 15 inches 

when collapsed.

Our test gun was 

from their Execu-

tive series pistol 

line, and included 

a number of up-

grades, including 

custom  

Cerakote and 

Holosun red dot.
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our test and the Veritas VT-16 held approximately 1 MOA 

at all of those distances.  

The only issues we encountered were two double fires 

— one during each of the two days we shot, with both 

occurring around the 200-round mark on each day. In 

both instances, we fired one round with another one go-

ing off immediately after despite only one trigger press. 

There are a couple different factors that could cause this. 

But, given the immense amount of heat getting pushed 

back into the chamber by the micro gas system, and 

how many rounds we'd put through the gun, we suspect 

that cook-off may be a factor here. 

While the VT-16 is a quality weapon that makes a bold 

statement in a very particular niche of preparedness, 

there are some things to consider, based on our experi-

ence. First, the VT-16 is loud. Like, really loud. Ear popping, 

teeth-rattling loud. Even with hearing protection. And if 

you’re shooting it indoors or in a confined space, it can be 

potentially disorienting. Additionally, while the fireball that 

comes of out the Kaw Valley Linear Comp is thoroughly 

entertaining, it’s not at all discreet. Again, we acknowledge 

fully that this weapon is meant for rapid deployment after 

a bunch of smelly stuff has already hit the fan. But it’s a 

public service announcement worth making that there’s 

nothing subtle about this blaster when it's time to go to 

work. Once it comes into play, everybody will know the 

fight is on. We’re curious to see how it fares with an ef-

fective flash hider like the Smith Vortex or the BE Meyers 

249F, but we didn't have an opportunity to test this. 

If you’re turned of by the idea of a roaring weapon, 

Veritas also makes integrally suppressed models in .300 

Blackout that ofer all the reduced-signature benefits of the 

cartridge in a weapon not much bigger than our test gun.  

Additionally, make sure you’re incredibly careful where 

you place your support hand. A forward handstop is 

highly recommended when using this weapon. While 

we didn’t have any safety issues during our testing, it’s 

an increased and very real risk due to the short size. 

This is another area where the aforementioned heat 

transfer comes back into play. By the end of several 

hundred rounds, the handguard was incredibly hot. Too 

hot to touch without gloves, even. We're not particularly 

surprised, with the high volume of gas traveling through 

an incredibly short tube. While it might be great for get-

ting out of surprise scrapes, the VT-16 is probably not the 

ideal choice for a sustained firefight.

All in all, Veritas Tactical has brought a very interest-

ing tool to the survival market. Designed with personal 

protection in mind, its small size and disproportionate 

offering of firepower might be just the semi-automatic 

security blanket that helps get you home. 

Fully extended, 

the VT-16 has the 

ability to bring 

rile-caliber 

irepower almost 

anywhere,  

anytime. 

ZIP,  
FLIP, FIRE …

Veritas Tatical 
VT-16 Executive

CALIBER
5.56 NATO

BARREL LENGTH  
4.5 inches

OAL 
22.5 inches 
(extended)
15 inches (folded)

MAGAZINE CAPACITY 
30 rounds

MSRP
$1,600

URL 
www.veritas 
tactical.com 

ACCESSORIES
Holosun 515GT Red 
Dot optic

PRICE AS TESTED
$2,500



Prepper’s Slingshot 
Roundup
By Michael Janich

Photos by Sally Janich

TAKE YOUR  
BEST SHOT

Slingshots can be a viable addition 

to a prepper’s arsenal, but only if 

you invest the time and practice 

to become skilled in their use.
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W
hat do you get when you com-

bine one of the greatest industrial 

advances in history with a healthy 

dose of Bart Simpson–style evil 

genius and a forked stick? You get 

one of the most underrated members of the survivalist 

arsenal: the humble slingshot.

When Charles Goodyear patented his process for vulca-

nizing rubber in 1844, he solved the puzzle of making “India 

rubber” into a stable material that could handle tempera-

ture fluctuation without melting or cracking. He also paved 

the way for the manufacture of high-quality commercial 

rubber goods like inner tubes. By the late 19th century, 

enterprising delinquents all over the globe figured out that 

those inner tubes, cut into strips and lashed to a Y-shaped 

branch, could be used to launch small projectiles with sur-

prising power and accuracy. The slingshot was born.

Slingshots, also known as catapults or “katty” (United 

Kingdom), kettie (South Africa), shanghai (Australia), or 

ging (Australia and New Zealand), remained DIY items 

until 1918, when the first commercial slingshot — the cast-

iron “Zip-Zip” — was manufactured. It wasn’t until after 

World War II, though, that the concept of high-perfor-

mance commercial slingshots really became popular. The 

Wham-O company, founded in 1948, led the way with 

their namesake Wham-O slingshot, which also came with 

a rest to shoot arrows. In 1954, the Wrist-Rocket company 

introduced the wrist-braced slingshot, which stabilizes 

the weapon and reduces the torque of the rubber bands 

on the shooter’s wrist, and pioneered the use of surgical 

rubber tubing instead of flat rubber bands.

Although the Wrist-Rocket set the standard in slingshot 

performance for many years, the innovation didn’t stop 

there. Die-hard shooters with far too much free time on 

their hands were obsessed with pushing the envelope of 

power, performance, and accuracy. As they continued to 

tinker with slingshot design, materials and manufacturing 

methods also evolved — and more and more companies 

got involved in the slingshot market. Today, there are 

literally dozens of factory and custom-made slingshots 

available, many of which are lavishly pimped, including 

everything from on-board ammo storage to inertial stabi-

lizers to Picatinny rails and even built-in laser sights. While 

the actual performance advantages of these features are 

highly debatable, they definitely show that the slingshot 

shooters’ market is hungry for variety and innovation.

While this roundup only scratches the surface of what’s 

out there on the market, it provides a great sampling of the 

basic types of slingshots that are commercially available. The 

pros and cons of each of the specific models we considered 

also give you an idea of what to look for, and what to look 

out for, when choosing a slingshot for your bug-out bag.

Below right: 

Most slingshots 

don’t have sights, 

so accuracy is 

dependent on 

“gap” shooting. 

Pick an index 

on the slingshot 

(usually the tip 

of a fork tine) 

and use it as an 

aiming index. 

Shoot a group 

to determine 

the difference 

between point 

of aim and point 

of impact, and 

then adjust your 

aiming point ac-

cordingly.

Below: With a 

little practice, 

it’s not difficult 

to hit soda cans 

from 21 feet. The 

cans are fun to 

shoot and about 

the same size as 

slingshot-worthy 

small game.
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Performance Quantified
No matter which slingshot trips your personal trigger, you 

can pretty much expect about the same performance. Let’s 

face it, there’s only so much a couple of rubber bands will do. 

To quantify that performance, we shot all the “catties” 

we had available through a chronograph using the same 

ammo — solid steel .38-caliber ball bearings. Each of 

these projectiles tipped the scales at 4 grams, or about 

62 grains. With the exception of one slingshot that did 

not allow a full draw, we used classic slingshot technique, 

drawing to an anchor point on our cheek for a draw 

length of about 33 inches. 

Shooting 10-shot groups to get a representative aver-

age for each slingshot, velocities ranged from a low of 

120.2 feet per second (fps) to a high of 176.7 fps. That’s an 

overall average of 153.0 fps. Plugging those numbers into 

a ballistic calculator revealed that the “muzzle energy” for 

these shots was 2 to 4 foot-pounds (ft-lb), or an average of 

3 ft-lb. To put that into perspective, a Wal-Mart .177 pellet 

gun spitting a 7.6-grain pellet at 550 fps yields a signifi-

cantly greater, yet still woefully anemic, 5.1 ft-lb of energy.

Since the slingshot ammo collected for this test included 

everything from lightweight chalk-filled marker rounds and 

glass projectiles to heavy .50-cal ball bearings, we figured 

it might be worthwhile to test them and see if either a light-

and-fast or slow-and-heavy combination could squeeze 

any more ballistic performance out of a slingshot. For that 

test, we chose the “Pocket Hammer” slingshot, which uses 

a rubber condom-like pouch instead of bands, has a much 

shorter draw length, but consistently shot about 30-fps 

faster than the competition with the .38-caliber ammo. 

The “Pocket Hammer” launched lightweight 31-grain 

glass projectiles and its own branded 5⁄16-inch steel ammo 

at nearly 220 fps and 108-grain ½-inch ball bearings at 

about 140 fps. However, doing the math was still under-

whelming, translating to 3 and 5 ft-lb of energy, respectively. 

Instead of anchoring their release hand to their cheek 

or jaw, some slingshot shooters prefer a much longer 

“Albatross” draw with the arms extended in opposite 

directions. This requires more strength and skill, but can 

also consistently generate velocities approaching 250 fps 

and muzzle energies of 6 ft-lb with steel ball bearings. 

The Bottom Line
Several careers ago, I worked for the U.S. govern-

ment in Vietnam and Laos. Although many of the areas 

we worked in had thriving rat populations, we weren’t 

allowed to have firearms or even airguns purchased 

outside the country. Before we discovered some decent 

Czech air rifles in the local markets, blowguns and sling-

shots were our pest-control tools of choice. After lots of 

practice, we got good enough to consistently hit rats with 

slingshots. When we did, we either killed them outright 

or stunned them badly enough that we could finish them 

off easily. When we missed, however, the 

ricocheting ball bearings or shattering 

glass marbles made life exciting and oc-

casionally painful.

From a survivalist’s perspective, 

the slingshot is a handy, economical 

weapon that can easily tuck into a bug-

out bag. Despite its limited power, it’s 

certainly capable of killing small game. 

If you invest in a model that launches 

arrows like a bow, you can go after even 

bigger critters. However, if you actually 

plan to put food on the table with any 

kind of slingshot, you should probably 

start practicing now.

Below: Com-

pared to fire-

arms or airguns, 

slingshots don’t 

have much 

muzzle energy. 

However, they 

can still leave 

a mark. This is 

the front of a 

piece of 1⁄4-inch 

plywood hit by 

a 3⁄8-inch steel 

ball bearing. 

The back tells 

even more of 

the story.

Modern slingshot ammo includes glass projectiles, 

steel ball bearings of various sizes and weights, and 

even chalk-filled marking rounds.

With a standard 

cheek-index 

style of shoot-

ing, most sling-

shots produce 

velocities of 

150-200 fps 

with typical 

ammo choices.
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BUYER’S GUIDE TAKE YOUR  
BEST SHOT

SimpleShot

“The Hammer”  
Slingshot/Slingbow Kit

This high-quality kit includes a molded grip (with an 

integral Picatinny rail), a wrist brace, two modular yoke 

attachments (one conventional slingshot and one for shoot-

ing arrow), and dedicated band assemblies for each yoke. 

The slingshot used flat bands, while the arrow yoke used 

a special assembly of surgical tubing and a nocking string 

for the arrow. Since this was the only arrow launcher in the 

mix, testing focused primarily on the slingshot mode.

PROS:

Easiest to draw of all those tested

Can be shot with or without the wrist brace

Soft leather pouch was easy to load

SimpleShot’s website is a treasure trove of slingshot 

information.

CONS:

Despite the brand name, assembly isn’t intuitive (consult 

the website before the balloon goes up).

Wrist brace is removable but doesn’t fold for transport

Many small, dedicated parts

TYPE
Modular Wrist-Braced Slingshot or Arrow Launcher

MSRP
$100

URL
simple-shot.com
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BUYER’S GUIDE

Pocket Shot

Pocket Shot
Pocket Shot

Pocket Shot with Pocket Hammer

This brilliantly simple slingshot consists 

of a heavy rubber pouch attached to a 

two-piece threaded polycarbonate ring. 

Just remove the ring’s screw-on cap (which 

doubles as a wrench for changing pouches), 

drop a projectile in the pouch, hold the ring 

between your thumb and index finger, pull 

back, and let fly. Extremely compact and 

lightweight, it’s an easy addition to any 

bug-out bag.

PROS:

Surprisingly powerful

Pouch design makes it impossible to drop 

or misalign a projectile.

Compact, lightweight, and easy to pack

Screw-on cap allows ammo to be stored in 

the pouch

Lots of aftermarket accessories, including 

high-power pouches and arrow launchers, 

also available

CONS:

Short draw length

Ring-style grip requires good hand 

strength.

Unconventional shooting position

Poor shooting form can result in some 

impressively painful palm hits.

The Pocket Hammer is an 

injection-molded pistol-grip plat-

form designed for use with the 

Pocket Shot. It includes a folding 

wrist brace and provides a much 

more stable shooting platform. 

Its integral Picatinny rail accepts 

an optional fishing reel that, 

along with other aftermarket 

accessories, allows it to be used 

for bowfishing. 

PROS:

Much more stable and easier to 

aim than the ring-style Pocket 

Shot

Wrist brace allows a longer pull 

and more power

Folding design is still reason-

ably compact and packable

Lots of optional accessories 

available

CONS:

Still has a short draw length

Still requires an unconventional 

shooting position

TYPE
Pouch-Style Slingshot

MSRP
$25

URL
thepocketshot.com

TYPE
Pouch-Style Slingshot with Wrist-Braced 
Pistol Grip

MSRP
$99-$104 ($45 for Pocket Hammer alone)

URL
thepocketshot.com
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TAKE YOUR  
BEST SHOT

Daisy

PowerLine B52 Slingshot Model 8152

This slingshot epitomizes the iconic 

“wrist-rocket” style of wrist-braced, 

tubular band slingshots. Simple, 

sturdy, and straightforward, it’s also 

extremely affordable. Its folding wrist 

brace design also allows it to fit in a 

pack. Its leather pouch was a bit stiff 

but would easily break in with use.

PROS:

Classic, no-frills “wrist rocket” 

design

Folding wrist brace makes it pack-

able

Very affordably priced

CONS:

Stiff leather pouch makes indexing 

projectiles difficult at first

Like all slingshots, shooting ac-

curately requires considerable 

practice.

TYPE
Tubular Band Slingshot with  
Folding Wrist Brace

MSRP
$11

URL
daisy.com
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BUYER’S GUIDE

Camillus

Les Stroud Mentawai Slingshot

Designed by survival guru Les Stroud, 

this slingshot features a heavy-duty 

cast body and independently folding, 

locking steel yoke arms. The slingshot 

body has a built-in compass and a 

hollow storage cavity that holds a 

combination fire starter/whistle and 

four heavy ball bearing projectiles 

(included). Impressively sturdy, it 

uses tubular rubber bands and a soft 

leather pouch.

PROS:

Multi-function design includes 

compass and fire starter/whistle

On-board ammo storage

Folds to compact size

Sturdy construction

CONS:

Pre-installed tubular bands were 

twisted, making it slow and difficult 

to load.

Somewhat heavy for the functions it 

provides

TYPE
Folding Multi-Function Survival Slingshot

MSRP
$37

URL
camillusknives.com
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TAKE YOUR  
BEST SHOT

TOPS Knives 

TOPS Sling

TOPS Knives, respected makers of hell-for-stout 

knives, applied their proven craftsmanship to the 

slingshot to create the TOPS Sling. It features a 

tumble-finished 1095 tool steel body, black canvas 

Micarta scales, and strong tubular bands. It also 

comes complete with a beautifully crafted leather belt 

pouch. A kick-ass expression of the classic fork-style 

slingshot, it’d be even more pleasant to shoot if the 

edges of the fork had been radiused a bit.

PROS:

Extremely high-quality materials and craftsmanship

Supple leather pouch is easy to load

Comes with beautiful leather belt pouch

CONS:

Corners of fork are a bit too acute

No instructions on band replacement

Despite its quality, the price can be daunting

TYPE
Tubular Band Slingshot

MSRP
$130

URL
topsknives.com
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BUYER’S GUIDE

Umarex

X-Shot LE

TYPE
Tubular Band Slingshot with Wrist Brace

MSRP
$35

URL
cabelas.com

TAKE YOUR  
BEST SHOT

In simple terms, the Umarex X-Shot LE is a wrist-braced, 

tubular-band-style slingshot with an adjustable fork 

and wrist brace that allows you to tune the length of 

pull. It also has on-board ammo storage in the grip and 

a squeeze-operated “Auto-Feed” ammo dispenser. Its 

not-so-simple features include a laser sight in the grip 

and a “Command Clasp” magnetized retaining pouch to 

hold steel ammo in place. While an ambitious effort to 

create a high-tech slingshot that does everything, its 

actual performance was disappointing.

PROS:

Adjustable wrist brace and fork position allow vari-

able length of pull.

On-board ammo storage and easy dispensing

CONS:

“Command Clasp” pouch is too complicated and 

doesn’t align with the leather finger hold, limiting 

accuracy and frequently causing misfires.

Wrist brace design doesn’t support wrist well

Laser makes a better cat toy than slingshot sight

Non-folding design is awkward and doesn’t pack well
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R I F L E S C O P E S

TACTICAL SPORT
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Wide 
magnifi cation ranges

Proprietary 
illuminated reticles

Precise and 
tactile adjustments

MIL and MOA 
graduations available

30mm and 34mm tubes 
with leveling lines for 
simplifi ed mounting

Waterproof, shock proof, 
vibration proof, recoil proof, 

and Nitrogen purged

Aircraft grade Aluminum, 
type III hard anodized, 

single piece tubes

Superior Japanese 
ED glass with 
advanced fi rst 

focal plane reticles



Compass Buyer’s Guide
By Andrew Schrader

A
s survivalists, all of the gear we purchase 

or invest in is necessary, but some of it 

just isn’t that exciting. Water purification sys-

tem? It’ll save you from contracting nasty 

parasites, but it’s not exactly a conversa-

tion piece you show off to all your friends. A lighter, stronger 

groundsheet to place under your tent? Meh. Other objects, 

thankfully, smack of high adventure and exploration, of mani-

fest destiny and blazing a trail. The compass, clearly, falls into 

the latter category. 

If you still question why you’d ever need a compass since 

your phone has Google Maps and GPS, then this probably isn’t 

the article for you. If, however, you’ve ever gotten lost in the 

woods because your phone (or handheld GPS) ran out of bat-

teries, lost signal, or fell into a creek, then settle in and read up 

on the latest oferings we’ve collected. 

We explore six diferent compass models in this buyer’s 

guide, ranging the entire spectrum from basic backpacker to 

professional of-grid adventurer. Our hope is that this guide as-

sists your decision-making process the next time you consider 

supplementing your survivalist land-nav tool belt. If you’re still 

wondering how exactly to use one, please refer to Ryan Cleck-

ner’s article on land navigation on page 88 in this issue.

South_agency/istockphoto.com

080 GRIDWEB.COMOFF
IS

S
U

E
 2

9



081GRIDWEB.COMOFF

IS
S

U
E

 2
9



Brunton 

Conventional Transit 

BUYER’S GUIDE

MATERIALS
Aluminum

WEIGHT
6.8 ounces

DIMENSIONS
3.1 by 2.8 by  
1.3 inches

MSRP
$440

URL
brunton.com 

PROS:

Extremely high 

craftsmanship

Proven durability 

when cared for

Impressive to look 

at and hold

CONS:

Heavy

Expensive

Not useful for  

map reading

Everything about this precision compass exemplifies high quality 

and durability — and for its stratospheric price, it’s about what we’d 

expect to see. From the oiled leather case that it arrives in to the 

heavy (nearly 1/2 pound) cast-aluminum body, it definitely looks the 

part of a tool designed for serious and long-term use. 

Designed in 1894 by Canadian-born mining engineer David W. Brun-

ton, the Transit is widely used to this day by professional geologists 

and engineers. The movement of the needle is smooth and very fast, 

with immediate dampening and ability to “lock on” to magnetic north 

faster than any other compass we tested. This is because rather than 

being filled with fluid like most compasses, the Brunton utilizes mag-

netic induction damping and a sapphire jewel bearing, contributing to 

smooth movement through 360 degrees. 

Its locking clamshell design helps to protect its sensitive compo-

nents; however, we found it could be difficult to open with shaky or 

cold hands, and impossible (for us) to open with gloves on. This draw-

back isn’t necessarily a deal breaker, but it’s indicative that it was 

designed more for use by professionals in relatively pleasant weather 

conditions — not so much for survival in frigid environments. 

Unlike some of the other models we tested, the Transit has no 

tritium or glow-in-the-dark inserts; therefore it isn’t as easily read-

able in low-light conditions. Again, this isn’t really a design flaw 

since it was designed for professionals reading the compass during 

the day, at a time that’s convenient for them. However, for survival 

purposes we have to consider it a drawback.

Would we take it with us if our lives depended on it? Probably. 

Would we want to pay $400 for it? Not really. The product is basi-

cally unparalleled, but it may be a bit more than we really need or 

want to plunk down money for. Published accuracy +/- 0.5 degrees.

natrot/istockphoto.com
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Cammenga 

3H (M1950)

POINT  
THE WAY

MATERIALS
Aluminum

WEIGHT
5.3 ounces

DIMENSIONS
3 by 2.25 by 1 
inches

MSRP
$105 to $141

URL
cammenga.com   

PROS:

Basically the same 

compass your father 

(and/or grandfather) 

used

Unrivaled reliability 

record 

All-temperature 

performance

CONS:

Without a clear 

baseplate, may not 

be quite as easy to 

read maps

Compass 

card divided 

into 5-degree 

increments; not as 

precise as some 

other compasses

More than 60 years after its original design as specified by the 

U.S. Army, the Cammenga 3H is also known as the M1950 compass, 

which began production in 1950. It’s been relied upon by genera-

tions of soldiers through all environments, including the frozen 

Chosin Reservoir in Korea, the jungles of Vietnam, and present-

day service in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

It took its design cues from lessons learned with the M1938 

compass used in WWII. The Army liked the basic blueprint but 

wanted to give it a tougher and heavier housing as well as a 

damping mechanism to prevent wild swinging of the needle. With 

these modifications, a legend was born.

Like the Brunton model, the 3H is made in the United States 

and uses a non-liquid filled needle housing. The movement of the 

needle is very smooth, although it doesn’t turn or settle in quite 

the same confident or reassuring manner as the Brunton. We liked 

that we were able to open and use the compass using our whole 

hand, not just our fingertips as with the larger Brunton. Opening 

and sighting was faster and more intuitive, and the seven tritium 

micro-lights assisted in low-light acquisition. 

From a durability standpoint, there’s no question that the 

3H is hard to kill. It’s waterproof and shockproof, and tested in 

temperatures from -50F to 150F (-45C to 65C). The aluminum 

frame, although not quite as tank-like as the Brunton Transit, is 

still substantial and didn’t have a problem with being dropped or 

stepped on. 

Even in 2018, any combat veteran who has actually had to rely 

on his or her gear will tell you that some of the Mil-spec articles 

they’re issued are complete junk. With a sterling track record and 

a more than half-century of abusive field testing behind it, the 3H 

is a well-loved exception. We wouldn’t hesitate to place our lives 

in its hands, and there aren’t many sub $100 tools we can say that 

about. Published accuracy: +/- 2.25 degrees.
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Coleman 

Engineer Lensatic Compass

MATERIALS
Plastic

WEIGHT
3 ounces

DIMENSIONS
2.2 by 1.1 inches

MSRP
$10

URL
coleman.com   

PROS:

Low cost

Surprisingly 

durable

Compact

CONS:

Finicky needle 

with unreliable 

accuracy

Luminous letters 

aren’t very bright

Our first impression was that we’d found this as a “prize” in the 

bottom of a Cracker Jack box or it was the one Morgan Freeman 

bought at the pawnshop in Shawshank Redemption. The thin plastic 

housing felt like it might snap in two as soon as we opened the case. 

After opening it, we worried that if we stepped on the compass 

it’d break, yet were pleasantly surprised that somehow it stood up 

to a 230-pound man putting all his weight on top of it (following the 

navigational testing, of course). 

Trying to sight the liquid-filled compass wasn’t easy, but it was 

doable. The nail in the coffin, however, came when we couldn’t get 

the needle to align properly. No amount of tapping or cajoling would 

yield a consistent reading, and magnetic north consistently wandered 

between 10 to 20 degrees away. 

Although this compass is inexpensive, $10 spent on garbage is still 

a waste. We wouldn’t even give it to a child as a learning tool, fearing 

that they might actually try to use it one day for real navigation. Its 

only real use would be as part of a Halloween costume. Coleman does 

offer some quality products, but this isn’t one of them. We can only 

hope that they put this product out of its misery before someone 

makes the mistake of relying upon it in a life-and-death situation. 
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Silva  

515 Ranger Compass 

MATERIALS
Plastic

WEIGHT
2.4 ounces

DIMENSIONS
4 by 2.5 inches

MSRP
$50

URL
silva.se    

PROS:

Lightweight 

compass with 

precise 2-degree 

measurement 

increments

Affordable cost and 

good entry-level 

value

CONS:

Liquid-filled capsule 

may have issues in 

low temperatures.

Rotating bezel was 

overly loose. 

As with the Coleman compass, at first we were suspicious of 

the Silva because of its light weight. When we actually started 

reading bearings and using it with maps, however, we found the 

mirror design to be very well-thought-out and clearly marked. And 

although it’s very lightweight, the plastic is thick in the right plac-

es to prevent damage. Three scales, a map magnifier, clinometer, 

and declination adjustment were additional features that made its 

value stand out.

In this product evaluation group, its closest competitor would 

be the Suunto MC-2, so let’s make some comparisons. The design 

on both of them is very similar, and their appearance, weight, 

and feel are very close. There are a few differences, as noted in 

the Suunto section which follows, but both designs have a solid 

reputation in the backcountry. 

POINT  
THE WAY
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MATERIALS
Plastic

WEIGHT
2.6 ounces

DIMENSIONS
2.56 by 3.98 by 
0.71 inches

MSRP
$60

URL
suunto.com   

PROS:

Solidly built (for 

plastic) compass 

with proven field 

experience

Lightweight frame  

Limited lifetime 

warranty

CONS:

Suunto logo 

blocks orientation 

arrows, making 

map use more 

difficult

Markings may need 

to be recharged in 

the dark

This design is quite lightweight, although tougher than what 

you’d initially expect. As with the Silva, both designs use a clear 

plastic backing, making it easier to quickly find where you’re 

going and chart a course on a paper map. They both utilize liquid-

filled capsules, which can sometimes create problems when used 

in low temperatures. 

Glow-in-the-dark (non-tritium) markings, which need to be “re-

charged” with a flashlight in the dark, are also used on the faces of 

both compasses. The Suunto, however, features a thick, bright ring 

around the compass face as well as on the directional markings. 

This seems preferable, as it helped us to locate it in the dark and 

provided faster orientation in low light.

An informal polling of our wilderness search-and-rescue associ-

ates revealed their unanimous approval of this option from Suunto, 

although we still weren’t 100-percent sold. While both the Suunto 

and Silva retail for less than the Cammenga 3H, we’d still pick the 

Cammenga for its intuitive ease of use and unquestionable durabil-

ity in all conditions. Published accuracy: +/- 2 degrees.

Suunto 

MC-2 Compass
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MATERIALS
Plastic

WEIGHT
2.4 ounces

DIMENSIONS
3.7 by 2.5 by 0.7 
inches

MSRP
$10

URL
ustbrands.com     

PROS:

Very low cost

Decent functionality 

for entry-level users

CONS:

Lesser build quality 

than higher-priced 

models

Retailing for $10, the UST mirror compass is in the same price 

range as the Coleman Lensatic compass, but offers significantly 

better build quality. It’s also easily readable, even for laypersons 

who don’t have much experience using a compass. Even if you don’t 

use the mirror function and just use it for basic wayfinding, it’d still 

be worth the price of admission to keep on-hand as a backup. 

Although the plastic snap closure isn’t as crisp as on the simi-

lar Suunto or Silva models, the UST compass still didn’t feel like 

a toy. The compass needle settled fairly quickly, and the day-glo 

green backing allowed us to find it quickly in or bag or locate it if 

dropped on the ground. 

The metal pins which hold the plastic clamshell pieces together 

began to work their way out after a series of openings and closings, 

raising questions about its long-term durability when used in the 

field. However, as an affordable model for someone just learning to 

use a mirror type compass, it’s a worthwhile option.  

UST 

High Visibility Folding Map Compass

POINT  
THE WAY
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H
ow hard can it be? After all, if you want 

to go “up” on a map, you just follow the 

direction that your compass is point-

ing, right? Well, it’s actually a bit more 

complicated than that.

There are three different “norths” — true north, mag-

netic north, and grid north.

True north refers to the very top of the globe (the 

North Pole), magnetic north is where the north-seeking 

arrow of your compass points, and grid north is the 

direction the vertical grid lines on your map point. Why 

are they different, and how does this affect your ability to 

navigate accurately? Follow along to find out.

True North and Magnetic North
True north and magnetic north are diferent because, de-

spite what many believe, the North Pole isn’t magnetic and 

your compass doesn't point there. Instead, your compass 

points to a giant ore deposit in Northern Canada. Therefore, 

depending on where you’re standing in the world, your 

compass may actually point of to the side of true north.

For example, in parts of Tennessee and Alabama, 

magnetic north and true north are in line with each other 

so there’s no perceptible difference between the two at 

that location. 

However, the variance gets worse the further east or 

west you are. For example, in parts of Georgia, your com-

pass will indicate a few degrees west of the North Pole. 

In Maine, your compass will be a staggering 16 degrees 

west of true north. 

What to Do When Your 
GPS Goes Down

By Ryan Cleckner

OLD-SCHOOL 
 NAVIGATION
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Magnetic 
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Going the other direction produces opposite results. 

In Louisiana, your compass will point a few degrees east 

of True North, and in Alaska, your compass might point 

a whopping 25 degrees to the east of true north. So if 

you’re in certain parts of America and want to walk to the 

North Pole by following “north” on your compass, you’ll 

never get there.

To make this more difficult, magnetic north actually 

shifts. Year to year, the location to which your compass 

points changes slightly. Therefore, it’s important to know 

the current values for your specific location. It doesn’t 

move much, so if you use information from last year it 

may not make much of a difference. But if you use data 

from 10 years ago, it may be enough of a change to 

cause you to miss your mark.

The difference between true north and magnetic 

north for a given location is called magnetic declination, 

measured in the number of degrees of variation and the 

direction (east or west). More on declination in a bit.

Grid North
Grid north refers to the orientation of the gridlines on 

a map and often diverges quite a bit from true north and 

magnetic north. 

Why don’t the gridlines on a map point to true north? 

Well, let’s start with a fact that may upset some diehard 

conspiracy theorists — the Earth is spherical. If you’ve ever 

tried to cover a bowling ball with postage stamps (don’t ask), 

you’ll know that a bunch of square shapes don’t fit nicely on 

a sphere, especially toward the top and bottom. The same is 

true with trying to create a bunch of square representations 

(maps) of our Earth. Therefore, to keep our maps square, we 

have to fudge a bit on the orientation of gridlines.  

The current system used for U.S. Geological Survey 

(USGS) maps is called Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM). 

That’s just a really fancy way of referring to the layout and 

number of gridlines on our globe. This methodology is very 

These lines show 

how magnetic 

declination 

varies across the 

United States. 

The lines curve 

because a map, as 

shown, is lat but 

the Earth isn't.

True north (top 

of globe/earth) 

versus magnetic 

north (where 

your compass 

points). Compass-

es don't actually 

point at the North 

Pole; instead they 

point at Northern 

Canada.

kathykonkle, shoo_arts/istockphoto.com

U.S. Geological Survey, Dept. of Intention USGS

Pattern of Magnetic Declination
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OLD-SCHOOL  
NAVIGATION

Square maps 

might work 

around the equa-

tor, but notice 

how the shape 

changes closer to 

the poles.

Shooting an 

azimuth with a 

lensmatic  

compass.

similar to the Military Grid Reference System (MGRS) used by 

the U.S. Armed Forces.

The UTM concept is metric-based, in that grids are broken 

down into tenths to determine a location on the map. Once 

you’ve learned it, it’s an incredibly powerful system that can 

utilize varying numbers of digits to signify diferent levels of 

accuracy. For example, a four-digit grid number refers to a 

square kilometer (1,000 meter square), while a 10-digit grid 

number is used for accuracy down to 1 square meter.

Understanding and using this system could easily be a 

subject for its own article, so we’ll leave it at that for now.

Why Should You Care About the  
Three Norths?

Well, if you look on a map and see a fresh water source 

or road you need to reach directly above your current 

position, it’s essential to know which north is “up” and how 

to make your conversions to get there.

Although we refer to these as the “Three Norths,” it’s re-

ally the three types of directions or azimuths. An azimuth 

is the direction of an object/location from an observer 

represented in degrees. Whereas, a bearing is the direc-

tion you’re traveling. For example, “I confirmed that the 

water tower was behind me at an azimuth of 90 degrees 

before I continued on my bearing of 270 degrees.” 

It’s common to refer to an azimuth as “measured” when it 

was determined a map, and “shot” when it was determined 

from using a lensatic compass. Shooting an azimuth is 

accomplished by aiming at a visible landmark through the 

sights of a lensatic compass, much like you would with the 

iron sights of a gun. For example, “I measured an azimuth 

of 45 degrees from the map. I confirmed the direction of 

the hilltop by shooting an azimuth of 45 degrees.”

For example, there’s 90 degrees (east) on your com-

pass (magnetic 90 degrees), a right turn from true north 

(true 90 degrees), and straight to the right on your map 

(grid 90 degrees).

That isn’t meant to confuse you or make it sound 

excessively complicated. Instead, it’s important to picture 

three different orientations of an entire 360-degree circle. 

Each circle’s north points to a slightly different location, 

and it’s important to know which system someone is 

referring to when they tell you to travel 5 kilometers with 

an azimuth of 180 degrees. If you’re in Acadia National 

Park in Maine and they gave you a grid north azimuth 

and you use a magnetic azimuth, you’ll end up almost 1.5 

kilometers away from where you intended. 

Declination
When using a map and compass, it’s often neces-

sary to convert between a grid azimuth and a magnetic 

azimuth. Although we introduced the concept of the 

deviation of magnetic north from true north, it’s not 

very common to convert between them. The two norths 

you’ll likely be most concerned with are grid north and 

magnetic north because those are the two norths that 

correspond with the tools in your hand — the map is a 

grid while your compass is magnetic.

When converting from one to the other, you must ei-

ther add or subtract the difference in degrees depending 

on whether magnetic north appears to the left or right of 

grid north from your current position.



On USGS maps, you’ll find a declination diagram at the 

bottom of the map. This diagram will represent the difer-

ence between each of the three norths from the center of 

the map on a certain date. Be sure to check the date! If it’s 

too old, you should look up the current declination numbers 

for that map.

Here’s an example from an older map of the Grand 

Canyon. From this diagram, we can see that our compass 

would point to magnetic north a little over 13 degrees 

to the right of “straight up” on the map (grid north). True 

north is represented by a star.

Note that the difference between magnetic north and 

grid north in this diagram is 13 degrees and 38 minutes 

(slightly over half a degree because there are 60 minutes 

in a degree). It’s 13 degrees from magnetic north to true 

north and then an additional 0 degrees and 38 minutes 

from true north to grid north.

For this example, I wouldn’t worry about the additional 

0 degrees and 38 minutes. After all, I’d be planning to 

walk across terrain — I’m not surveying property lines. 

However, it’s important to note because it is a significant 

figure on some maps. Let’s just assume an even 13 de-

grees for the rest of this example.

Conversions
From any azimuth using this map, there’ll be a 

13-degree difference between the azimuth on the map 

and an azimuth shot with your compass. There are a 

few mnemonics to help you remember when to add 

or subtract the difference (we’ll give you an example 

shortly). Also, some compasses have tools that help 

account for declination.

If you’d like to set the declination in your compass, fol-

low the instructions for your particular model compass. 

By doing this, you can offset the direction the compass 

points in relation to where the magnetic needle points. 

This can be handy for many; however, there are good 

reasons to convert declination in your head and to leave 

the settings on your compass alone. 

First, you'll never forget your settings on your compass 

and accidentally use an old/incorrect declination setting. 

Second, many compass features involve perfectly orient-

ing a map, aligning a compass edge for your path, and 

then aligning the needle within certain marks as a guide 

for your azimuth. This is a good way to use a map and 

compass. In fact, it’s probably the most recommended 

and taught method. However, I like to use a map and 

compass “on the go” and don’t always want to stop and 

spread everything out.

scibak, DenisKrivoy, mathisworks/istockphoto.com

For this example 

in the Grand 

Canyon, grid 

north ("GN") 

difers from true 

north (the star) by 

38 minutes and 

from magnetic 

north ("MN") 

by another 13 

degrees. Grid 

north is what 

you'd see on 

your map, and 

magnetic north 

is what your 

compass would 

indicate.
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Also, I like to employ advanced techniques, such as inter-

section and resection, that require a good understanding of 

what’s going on. Using rotating bezels and guide marks to 

help you with your path are handy, but they often remove 

some of the important basics, such as understanding how to 

convert azimuths and what you’re actually doing.

A great mnemonic to convert for declination is “LARS,” 

which stands for “left add, right subtract,” because it’s simple 

and doesn’t require you to know whether you’re in an area 

with easterly or westerly declination (more on that next).

To use the LARS mnemonic, you simply look at, and use, 

the declination diagram on the bottom of your map. If you 

have a magnetic azimuth at the Grand Canyon and you 

want to convert that to a grid azimuth, place your finger on 

the magnetic north arrow and note that you’d need to move 

your finger left to get to the grid north arrow.

Using LARS, we know that going to the left means 

“add” — therefore we add the 13 degrees to convert from 

magnetic north to grid north. To convert from grid to 

magnetic, we’d move our finger to the right so we’d sub-

tract the 13 degrees.

Let’s jump to an example to see how this works and 

also to see a real-world example of when you might need 

to do this.

Grid to Magnetic: Imagine that you know your posi-

tion on the map, and you’d like to walk to a road intersec-

tion on the map that measures 35 degrees from your 

position. As you now know, you can’t just find 35 degrees 

with your compass and walk that way because you’ll 

be 13 degrees off-course … but which way? We have a 

measured grid azimuth of 35 degrees, but we need to 

shoot a magnetic azimuth for our compass. On this map, 

we move to the right to get from Grid North to Magnetic 

North on the declination diagram so we use the LARS 

mnemonic and know that we have to subtract the 13-de-

gree difference for this location. We end up walking a 

bearing of 22 degrees with our compass to get to a point 

on our map 35 degrees from our location.

Magnetic to Grid: Now imagine that you’re sitting on 

a hilltop and see something in the distance. You use your 

compass and determine that the object is 270 degrees 

from your position, but you’d like to see where the object 

is on your map. Because you used your compass, you 

now have a magnetic azimuth and you need to convert 

to a grid azimuth. On our example map, your finger must 

move to the left as it transitions from the magnetic to the 

grid north arrows in the declination diagram, therefore 

using the mnemonic LARS tells us to add the 13-degree 

declination to our magnetic azimuth to get our grid azi-

muth of 283 degrees.

Another popular mnemonic is “west is best, east is 

least.” The trick here is to add the difference (best) with 

westerly declination and subtract it (least) for easterly 

declination. There are two reasons why we don’t recom-

mend this one.

First, you need to remember that the declination is 

east on the west half of the U.S. and west in the east. Yes, 

you read that right. Second, you need to remember that 

this is only for converting from grid to magnetic (and not 

the other way around). The modified mnemonic “from 

map to field the proper yield is east is least and west is 

best” can help you recall this conversion, but even then, 

it’s ripe for confusion.

Drop the GPS
This may have been a lot to absorb. Apologies if it was. 

However, we hope that this encourages you to learn 

more about the critical skill of land navigation with a 

map and compass. 

OLD-SCHOOL  
NAVIGATION

Acadia 

National Park, 

Maine. The 

diference 

between 

magnetic 

north and grid 

north is 16.5 

degrees; failing 

to account for 

this on a 5km 

trek will make 

you miss your 

target by  

1.4 km. 

MN

16.5º

5
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m

5
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Benefits Don’t Come Without 
Drawbacks, Especially in 

Survival Situations 
By Dr. Dave Miller

ENERGY  
DRINKS

A
lthough energy drinks have been around for several 

decades, they seem to have exploded in popularity 

recently. The associated industry can now be mea-

sured in the billions of dollars with marketers taking 

aim at everyone from adventure athletes to average 

citizens, but is the hype backed by science and research or is it just 

a compelling gimmick? There are risks with each substance found in 

your favorite energy drinks, but there are also potential benefits from 

these substances. Let’s tone down the hype and look at some of the 

components of energy drinks and their efects.

Ca�eine
This is the primary additive in energy drinks. Many drinks contain 

two to three times the amount of cafeine found in a cup of cofee or 

four times the amount in your average soda. Cafeine can take up to an 

hour to “kick in” and stays in the body for several hours (half-life three 

to seven hours). Absorption is fairly rapid in the gastrointestinal tract 

and may increase in obese males. The half-life and related efects can 

be prolonged in pregnant women and in children. Too much cafeine 

can cause a fast heart rate, anxiety, headache, shakiness, and 

inability to fall asleep. These efects may increase when the caf-

feine dose reaches 15 mg per kg (2.2 pounds) of body weight. 

Despite what you might think, there are lethal side efevcts 

that can occur at 150 to 200 mg per kg of body weight. 

Most recommendations favor no more than 200 to  

400 mg of cafeine daily. 
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WARNING:
This article is 

meant to be a quick 

overview and not 

a detailed guide 

on energy drinks 

and their effects. 

Professional medical 

advice should always 

be sought irst 

before incorporating 

energy drinks into 

your routine.

Many of the emergency room visits attributed to cafeine or energy 

drinks are related to elevated blood pressure and palpitations (fluttering 

of the heart). These adverse efects occur because cafeine acts as a 

stimulant by increasing epinephrine (adrenaline) and dopamine levels. 

Not only will this increase heart rate and blood pressure, but it can 

improve mental alertness. The epinephrine also stimulates glycogen 

breakdown to yield glucose (glycogenolysis) to use as fuel for the cells 

in our body. This can have short-term benefits by improving reaction 

time and increasing muscle contraction. 

For endurance athletes and survival situations, the biochemical pro-

cesses of cafeine metabolism can encourage breakdown of glucose 

stored in muscle and fat (as glycogen) to provide extended periods 

of energy. The processes glycogenolysis and gluconeogenesis occur 

in the liver and are essential in making sugar when there’s a nega-

tive glucose balance. Additional cafeine intake can supplement the 

response in the short term by increasing alertness and in the long term 

by providing energy (glucose) when food sources may be scarce. 

Guarana
This is a Brazilian seed that contains cafeine. The seed is twice as po-

tent as the cofee bean. This amount of cafeine contained in guarana 

isn’t typically figured into the total cafeine content of the drink. The 

recommended maximum dose is 300 mg. Exceeding this dose during 

pregnancy can cause miscarriages and birth defects. 

Glucose/Sucrose
This component gives you an energy boost up front and is probably 

meant to fill the gap until the cafeine starts to kick in. In many of the 

energy drinks, the amount of glucose/sugar/carbs per serving is similar 

to a can of soda or even fruit juice. In a survival situation, you may 

need to scavenge for sugar sources. Foods like honey or fruit might be 

the obvious choice, but don’t forget about starch. Starch is a complex 

carbohydrate made up of lots of glucose molecules bound together. 

Potatoes, corn, beans, and yams can all be options to help bolster your 

energy demands. If you’re diabetic, elevated blood sugar can cause 

fatigue and decreased alertness. 

Vitamin B12 (Cyanocobalamin)
We generally get this vitamin from meat, fish, eggs, and dairy prod-

ucts. It’s a water-soluble vitamin that helps to build and maintain the 

nervous system and build red blood cells. When people are deficient 

in B12, they typically feel tired and depressed. Taking the supplement 

can boost your energy when you’re deficient in the vitamin, but it’s not 

thought to help otherwise. 

Vitamin B12 is best given as an injection because it’s poorly absorbed 

in the gastrointestinal tract. If you plan to take a B12 pill, it’s best to 

use the gel cap and squirt its contents under your tongue for better 

absorption. A recommended daily dose is 2.4 mcg per day. Taking too 

much B12 is rare, but can cause side efects like diarrhea, low potas-

sium, or swelling. 

Other B Vitamins
Riboflavin (B2), niacin (B3), pantothenic acid (B5), and pyridoxine (B6) 

are all added to make the energy drink seem healthier. Although they 

may play small but important parts in proper body function, the addi-

tion of these substances hasn’t been shown to contribute to increased 

energy when they’re present to excess. Niacin has the largest potential 

for side efects among these B vitamins. It can cause flushing due to 

its release of histamine. Niacin can be found in poultry, legumes, and 

asparagus, to name a few. 

The maximum recommended daily dose of niacin is 3,000 mg, but 

most people will not tolerate the flushing associated with the drug. 

Content
Where  

Naturally 
Found

Action Effect
Usual Dietary 

Ingestion 
(daily)

Maximum Daily 
Dose

CAFFEINE coffee, tea, cocoa

dilates blood vessels, 

increases HR and 

BP, aids in mental 

alertness

stimulant 200 - 400 mg daily

significant side 

effects at 15 mg/kg                                     

lethal dose 150 - 200 

mg/kg

VITAMIN B12
beef, chicken, liver, 

dairy

increases red blood 

cell production
none 2.4 mcg daily none

GUARANA natural seed (Brazil) same as caffeine stimulant 100 - 200 mg <300 mg

GINSENG natural plant/root

adaptogenic to 

reduce stress and 

fatigue

unknown 100 - 400 mg daily 3,000 mg/day

TAURINE
animal meat, fish, 

seaweed, dairy

body can make it 

(brain, liver) unless it’s 

stressed or you’re ill

nervous system 

depressant to reduce 

anxiety and boost 

mental clarity

200 mg daily 3g/day

GLUCOSE
fruits, starch 

containing 

vegetables

provides energy for 

cells and tissue
fuel for energy none

25-37.5 gm/day  

(AHA 2009  

guideline)



096
IS

S
U

E
 2

9

Calories Caffeine Guarana Glucose B12 Other B 
vitamins Taurine Ginseng Ginko

5-HOUR ENERGY 
(2 oz)

4 200 mg N/A 0 500mcg yes yes N/A N/A

NO-DOZ 
MAXIMUM 
STRENGTH 

(one pill)

0 200 mg N/A 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

COFFEE, 
STARBUCKS             

CAFFÉ 
AMERICANO 

(8 oz)

5 113 mg N/A 1g N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

ROCK STAR (8 oz) 130 80 mg yes 31g 2.4mcg B2, B3, B5, B6 1g yes yes

RED BULL (8.4 oz) 110 80 mg N/A 27g 1.92mcg N/A 1g N/A N/A

MONSTER (8 oz) 100 80 mg N/A 27g 2.4mcg N/A N/A N/A N/A

JOLT (8 oz) 95 80 mg N/A 25g N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

COFFEE, BLACK 
(8 oz)

0 25-48 mg N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

COCA-COLA 
CLASSIC   

(8 oz)

140 34 mg N/A 39g N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

PEPSI (8 oz) 100 25 mg N/A 28g N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

GREEN TEA, 
BREWED (8oz)

0 25 mg N/A 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

CHOCOLATE         
(Hershey’s bar 

1.6 oz)

210 9 mg N/A 26g N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

MOTT’S APPLE 
JUICE (8 oz)

120 0 mg N/A 28g N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

Ginseng
This comes from the Ginseng root and is purported to 

reduce stress and fatigue, as well as aid in mental clarity 

and physical performance. Excess intake usually doesn’t 

cause a problem; however, it could cause gastrointesti-

nal upset, headaches, bleeding, anxiety, and insomnia. 

Dosages range from 100 to 4,500 mg daily. Although 

ginseng has been used for centuries, science has yet 

to definitively prove its value. That being said, many 

consumers believe that it has a boost that helps them 

through their stressors. 

Helpful or Overhyped?
So what compels people to consume energy drinks? 

Some people use them as part of their pre-workout 

routines. Most people’s workout routines last about 

an hour. The consumption of an energy drink 30 

minutes before exercise may help because about 

99-percent of the caffeine is absorbed in the first hour 

after consumption; however, it’s likely the glucose 

Pyridoxine is important in building neurotransmitters and is in-

volved in other metabolic processes; however, in excess, it can 

cause permanent neurologic damage. A maximum recom-

mended dose of pyridoxine is 50 mg per day. This B vitamin 

can be found in poultry, fish, oranges, and cantaloupe. Ribo-

flavin and pantothenic acid have no documented maximum 

dose. Riboflavin can be sourced from liver, heart, or kidneys as 

well as soybeans, almonds, and mushrooms. Pantothenic acid 

can be found in liver, heart, eggs, corn, and potatoes. 

Taurine
Taurine can be found in meat, fish, seaweed, and dairy 

products, and serves as a neurotransmitter depressant. 

It can help with mental clarity during overstimulation, but 

probably is added to energy drinks to help combat the jitters 

associated with elevated cafeine consumption. It can help 

with cardiovascular function and may help skeletal muscle 

function as well. No adverse efects from excess consump-

tion have been reported that I’m aware of, but it’s generally 

recommended to stay under 3,000 mg per day.

The chart 

above 

compares the 

contents of 

some common 

energy drinks, 

as well as 

chocolate 

and more 

traditional 

beverages.
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from the cafeine. As the survival situation lingers into weeks, 

it’s likely that the efect of the cafeine will wane as the body 

builds tolerance to the chemical. Some studies suggest that 

tolerance to cafeine ingestion occurs after just seven days 

of continued use.

Cafeine can be a useful drug when used sparingly and 

appropriately. There is science to back cafeine’s use for alert-

ness and as a benefit for endurance athletes. My opinion is 

that the popular rise in energy drinks has been bolstered by 

excellent marketing and not backed by irrefutable science. 

Speak with your doctor before incorporating energy drinks 

into your regimen or consuming regularly to ensure their 

efects and ingredients won’t clash with any medications 

you’re on or preexisting conditions you have. After all, do you 

really have wings? 

contained within the drink that gives you the initial lift 

at the beginning of the worvkout. The long half-life of 

caffeine may also help reduce fatigue in the recovery 

period. According to research, caffeine may improve 

performance in endurance sports as described earlier, but 

has no associated benefit with isometric exercise. 

What about people who use energy drinks to stay awake 

while driving? Again, the sugar may provide the initial 

benefit, but may be responsible for the “crash” that occurs 

when the body uses up the sugar. The 5-Hour Energy shots 

advertise a boost without the crash mainly because they 

contain no glucose. Most people wait until they’re falling 

asleep at the wheel before they decide to imbibe in their 

favorite cafeinated beverage. Perhaps preplanning during 

long road trips and carefully considering any tendencies to 

fall asleep at the wheel would encourage you to consume 

the energy drink a few hours before you need it. 

Lastly, what about the use of energy drinks in a survival 

situation? The adrenaline of the apocalypse may be a bit of a 

sensory overload for the first 24 hours, but you may need a 

boost as the fatigue sets in. It would be reasonable to ingest 

an energy drink in this situation as the first 72 hours of the 

emergency wears you out. Drinking more than two in a 

24-hour period may be counterproductive due to potential 

side efects such as palpitations, jitteriness, and anxiety in an 

already-heightened hormone state. 

Be reasonable when drinking energy drinks on an empty 

stomach and during periods of dehydration, as these situa-

tions can increase the risk of side efects, such as heartburn 

ENERGY  
DRINKS

Caffeine has 

significant 

effects on the 

liver, nervous 

system, and 

skeletal system 

by being 

structurally 

similar to 

an energy 

depleted 

molecule.  

Several 

biochemical 

pathways are 

involved in 

managing how 

caffeine affects 

hormones 

and manages 

glucose to 

maintain 

cellular 

function. 
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Reviewing the Crawford Survival Sta�
By Michael Janich

S
urvivalists have a definite “thing” for big sticks. Caught 

in an unexpected situation, one of their first orders of 

business is to find or cut a large stick that can serve as 

a hiking staf, club, fishing pole, or even a spear. Beyond 

those specific functions, a big chunk of wood is also just 

a comforting thing to have when you’re facing the unknown.

No matter how creative you are, though, a stick plucked from 

nature is still only a stick. While it can certainly help you keep your 

balance on uneven terrain and give you a fighting chance against 

both two- and four-legged predators, its résumé pretty much ends 

there. To wring more function out of it, you need a better, “purpose-

designed” stick like the Crawford Survival Staf.

As the brainchild of legendary custom knifemakers Pat Crawford 

and his son Wes, at first glance, the Survival Staf appears to be noth-

ing more than a high-quality hiking staf made from aluminum instead 

of wood. In reality, it’s an incredibly versatile, completely modular 

survival system that ofers functionality far beyond a humble stick.

Survival Sta� Basics
Pat Crawford developed the original Survival Staf nearly 30 years 

ago and its brilliantly simple design is still unrivaled in today’s market. 

Hand-crafted one at a time from hardened, black-anodized aluminum, 

it consists of a two-piece body, a steel point, an aluminum handle 

and cap, a 440C stainless steel blade, a rubber crutch tip, and a soft 

rubber grip. When all these parts are assembled together, they yield a 

57-inch hiking staf that conceals the 440C stainless steel blade within 

the upper section like a sword cane. The bottom section, provides on-

board storage space for survival supplies and accessories — as well as 

other unique functions (more on that shortly). The real genius of the 

design, however, comes through when you start mixing and matching 

all those parts.

Meticulously machined threads at the ends of the various compo-

nents of the staf allow them to be rearranged and screwed together 

in diferent configurations. Unscrew the handle, remove the blade, and 

replace the handle cap with it and the staf becomes an instant spear. 

Remove the top section of the staf and screw the handle into the 

lower tube to create a 38-inch walking cane for urban environments. 

Detach the handle and upper tube from the lower tube and you’ve 

got a skull-busting 24-inch baton/swagger stick and a fully functional 

33 3/8-inch blowgun.

All the screw-together joints of the Survival Staf feature O-ring seals 

that keep the parts from working loose and ensure that everything 

remains watertight. The screw engagement of all the parts is also 

extremely robust and ensures impressive strength in every joint. 

STICK  
AND  
MOVE
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Strategically placed knurling provides non-slip surfaces on all 

key areas and makes assembly and disassembly of the parts a 

breeze without the need for tools.

In its basic configuration, the Survival Staf is a seriously stout 

hiking staf that also makes a kick-ass impact weapon. Although 

its on-board blade’s narrow profile and thick grind don’t make 

it a full-service survival knife, it still provides impressive cutting 

capability for most chores. When mounted as a spear blade, 

it’s also far more robust than the typical “lash-a-knife-to-a-stick” 

survival spear and can be assembled that way in under a min-

ute. Although it’s not recommended as a throwing weapon, as a 

stabber, it’s very formidable.

Because the tube sections are joined by a solid threaded 

coupling, they cannot be used together as a blowgun; the 

longer lower section works best. Its .61-caliber bore is 

polished smooth to reduce friction and sized to accom-

modate modified .625-caliber commercial darts now 

manufactured by Cold Steel. Made from heavy steel 

nails with injection-molded plastic cones, these darts, 

in conjunction with the staf’s large bore size, are the 

most e�icient way of maximizing ballistic perfor-

mance in a short-barreled blowgun. 

Within reason, a larger bore allows you to get more 

breath into the blowgun’s tube faster, generating more power 

and velocity. Smaller tubes (.38 and .40-caliber) compress your 

breath, but often fail to harness all of it. Blowgun bores of .50 to 

.625 are the real sweet spot, especially with heavier darts that hit 

with greater authority. If your stalking skills are good enough to 

get you close to small, tasty animals, the Survival Staf’s blowgun 

can help you stay well fed. You can also store up to eight 4 3/8-

inch darts in the staf’s lower tube.

The Dave Canterbury Package
The Survival Staf’s LEGO-like modular design has made it a 

favorite of serious survivalists for decades. It has also sparked 

countless ideas for other components and bolt-on parts that 

make it even more versatile. When noted survivalist Dave Canter-

bury got his hands on one a few years ago, he not only loved it, 

but began designing additional components for it.

Canterbury felt that the standard blade on the staf was too 

narrow and preferred something with a wider profile and better 

edge geometry. Although it wouldn’t store within the staf, it 

could be a more versatile cutting tool and, in its role as a spear 

blade, would create a large enough wound channel to tackle 

larger game, including wild boar and deer. 

Wes Crawford responded by creating the Missile Spear 

Point/Neck Knife, an all-steel knife that works in concert with 

the staf. By itself, the Missile is a compact, double-edged 

neck knife that rides in a Kydex sheath with a small fire 

starter. Its blade is beveled on only one side and its twin cut-

ting edges are both about 70-percent serrated. Measuring



fishing tackle, hand sanitizer, and anything else small enough 

to fit into them. They also ofer accessory kits with micro-sized 

flashlights, miniature lighters, fire starters, and whistles, all sized 

to ride inside the staf.

The stock handle section, which rides at the top of the 

staf and typically serves as the grip for the blade, is made of 

knurled aluminum. If you prefer something heavier that hits 

harder, Crawford sells an optional stainless steel version. Want a 

T-handled grip for the shorter “urban” configuration? No sweat; 

they ofer that too. If your survival food plans include picking 

not-so-low-hanging fruits and nuts, they even make a “gaf” 

hook that attaches to the top end of the staf.

Many preppers consider a slingshot to be a very viable survival 

weapon. If you fall into that camp, Pat and Wes also have you 

covered. Their handcrafted slingshot design is made from hard-

ened 440C stainless steel and surgical rubber tubing. Although it 

can be shot very efectively “as is,” its handle is also skeletonized 

to fit the same adapter as the Missile Neck Knife/Spear Point. 

Only 5.5 inches overall, the Missile knife provides instant ac-

cess to a cutting tool without having to disassemble the staf. 

Holes in its skeletonized handle allow it to be attached to a 

stout stainless steel adapter using two slotted machine screws. 

Screwing the adapter into the end of the staf converts it into a 

serious double-edged spear.

By eliminating the standard blade, Canterbury also freed up 

space inside the staf for storing other accessories, including a 

Firesteel fire starter and a three-pronged spearhead for taking 

fish in shallow waters. Because the staf’s steel tip, threaded 

coupling, and head all have matching internal threads, these 

accessories can be attached to any one of them for secure, 

rattle-free storage that leaves the rest of the staf’s internal real 

estate available for other items.

Other Accessories
Every serious survivalist fine-tunes his gear to meet his indi-

vidual needs and skills. That kind of personalization fits perfectly 

with the Crawford Survival Staf’s modular design concept. As 

more and more of their stafs got into the field, Pat and Wes be-

gan receiving requests for other components that either store 

within the staf or, like the Missile Neck Knife, can be carried as a 

complement to it.

Like a giant hollow-handled Rambo survival knife, the Survival 

Staf’s roughly 15 cubic inches of internal storage space can 

house a surprising amount of gear if it’s properly organized. Pat 

and Wes ofer that organization in the form of a set of watertight 

plastic test tubes that can be filled with matches and tinder, 

water purification tablets, powdered drink mixes, medication, 

Top right: 

One optional 

accessory 

Crawford Knives 

ofers is the 

Missile Neck 

Knife, which can 

also be used as 

a potent spear 

tip for the staf. It 

comes in a Kydex 

neck sheath with 

a ire starter.

Bottom let: This 

group was shot 

from 7 yards. 

Small game 

beware.

Bottom right: 

Testing the 

performance 

of the Survival 

Staf’s spear on a 

foam mannequin 

dummy. The 

blade penetrated 

completely with 

very little efort.
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The adapter provides an improved grip and allows the entire 

assembly to be attached to the top of the staf, where its leather-

wrapped fork can also be used as a shooting rest. And if you’re 

into slingshots, don’t forget that you can also store your ball bear-

ing ammo in the storage tubes inside the staf’s shaft.

Genius or Gimmick?
Like any tool, the real utility of the Crawford Survival Staf

lies in your ability to make it and its components perform the 

tasks you need when you need them. Because it’s a modular 

system that you can configure, its ability to meet those needs 

is quite impressive. As a hiking staf or walking stick, it helps 

you keep your balance on any kind of terrain, makes a potent 

impact weapon, and provides on-board storage for a compre-

hensive survival kit.

Its standard blade, while not a full-service survival knife, 

is sharp, strong, and amazingly useful. It also transforms the 

Crawford Knives
Survival Staff

OVERALL LENGTH
 57 inches 

WEIGHT
 29 ounces
(standard model 
with blade and six 
blowgun darts)

MSRP
 $295

URL
www.crawford 
knives.com

staff into a real-deal spear in a matter of seconds. Similarly, 

the staff ’s blowgun function is legit and shoots with serious 

authority and accuracy. In fact, in chronograph and pen-

etration tests, it easily rivaled purpose-designed blowguns, 

including some with longer tubes. Depending upon your 

personal needs, skill set, and budget, you can selectively add 

options to your staff with Crawford’s wide range of bolt-on 

accessories, or put your own ingenuity to work and go the 

DIY route.

My first exposure to the Survival Staff was way back in 1991 

when an Army buddy of mine bought one. As an avid knife 

collector, I was very familiar with Pat Crawford’s work and 

was blown away by the staff ’s handmade quality, but I still 

wasn’t sure it was worth the price. Almost 30 years later, my 

buddy is long retired from active duty and has logged literally 

thousands of miles hiking with that staff. It’s still going strong 

and he wouldn’t part with it for anything. ’Nuff said. 

For hunting 

ish in shallow 

water, Crawford 

ofers an 

optional three-

pronged spear 

head. It can 

also be stored 

within the staf 

when not in use. 

The interior of 

the staf ofers 

quite a bit of on-

board storage 

space. The 

optional test 

tubes help keep 

survival items 

separated, dry, 

and organized. 

The T-Grip 

attachment 

is paired with 

the heavy steel 

replacement 

handle for a 

hard-hitting 

combination. 

When the 

standard blade 

is attached to 

the top end 

of the handle, 

the Survival 

Staf instantly 

becomes a 

formidable 

spear. 

Survival 

Staff
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PARENTAL  PREPS

e gladly debut Parental Preps with the hopes of establishing a network of preppers who share their advice on making our kids and 

communities safer. Got a tip you’d like to share? Send it to o�grid@recoilweb.com along with a well-lit, high-resolution photo of 

yourself. Also include your name, and your website or social media handles if applicable. Please keep your tip submissions between 

250 and 350 words. By sending in submissions, you grant TEN: Publishing Media the unrestricted, transferable and sub-licensable, 

irrevocable, royalty-free, world-wide, and perpetual license to reproduce, distribute, publicly display, make derivative works of, and oth-

erwise use the Submissions in any media whatsoever now known or later invented throughout the world for any purpose whatsoever, commercial or not. 

Tips, Techniques, and 
Resources to Keep Kids Safe

For more exclusive content, head to OFFGRIDweb.com, like our page at Facebook.com/OFFGRIDmag, or follow us on Instagram at @recoiloffgridmagazine.

NSSF’s Project ChildSafe program is the nation’s largest and most 

comprehensive firearms safety education program, having partnered with 

more than 15,000 law enforcement departments to distribute more than 

37-million free firearm safety kits that include a cable-style gun lock in all 

50 states. The cable lock fits most types of firearms and adds an extra 

level of safety because firearms must be unloaded in order to install it. The 

lock comes with a brochure that shows how to use the lock on various 

firearms, discusses safe handling and storage, as well as considerations 

when keeping a firearm for home and personal protection, and illustrates 

various storage options in addition to the free lock, such as lockable gun 

cases, quick-access lock boxes, and full-size gun safes. Any community in 

the country can request free gun locks through its law enforcement depart-

ment at the program’s website.

Project ChildSafe reminds parents, whether they’re gun owners or not, 

to talk to their children on a regular basis (not just once) about how to 

react if they should encounter an unsecured firearm anywhere. For young 

children, the warning is: Stop, Don’t Touch, Get Away, Tell an Adult. 

For older children, the warning is the same, though they also may want 

an introduction to firearm use. In that case, the warning is that you need a 

supervised introduction to firearms, with your parents’ permission. There’s 

a longstanding tradition of youth involved in the target shooting sports 

through Boy Scouts, 4-H, the Scholastic Clay Target Program, Amateur 

Trapshooting Association, and other groups. Recreational target shooting 

is a safe activity and enjoyed by millions. 

Similarly, so is hunting. Youth interested in 

hunting might want to take a state hunter 

education class or try hunting through an 

apprentice hunting license, if ofered by 

their state. Visit www.projectchildsafe.org 

for more info.

Bill Brassard

Senior Director, Communications

National Shooting Sports Foundation

OPSEC/PERSEC (operation security/personal security): 

Teaching your kids what is and is not OK to say to others. For 

example, we are preppers, we have guns, etc. All information is 

private unless it’s a teacher or law enforcement o�icer. We need 

to teach our kids their home address and mom and dad’s phone 

number, but also that not everyone needs that information.  

Communication: A Gizmo Gadget watch is a great device that 

can aid in communication with your child. You have the ability 

to call or text them and know where they are physically via a 

GPS mapping system. In our home, this device is often used to 

call grandparents, but it’s a backup system to communicate vital 

information and to find them if they go missing.

When kids are alone: My kids are too young to leave alone (8 

and 2), but even if your kids are old enough to be left alone they 

need to know what to do. Having age appropriate sand table/rock 

drills/role playing discussions is a great place to start. These ex-

ercises serve as glorified pretending to walk the kids through the 

physical movements as practice so when it comes time to utilize 

them in real life they understand what’s necessary. Essentially a 

“dry run.”

Acting out these scenarios can also help solidify the neces-

sary steps for an intruder. “Son, grab your brother and go hide 

in mommy’s closet!” Something as simple as that, and having 

them act it out, can aid in their 

attention to the situation and 

following the necessary steps to 

stay safe at home. Again, being 

age appropriate is key here; you 

don’t want to instill an unhealthy 

fear into your kids, but a healthy 

respect for their environment. 

Nila Rhoades 

www.milspecmom.com

NEW COLUMN
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I 
recently had a discussion with someone who claimed  

that the gray man concept — the art of blending into 

your surroundings so your preparedness goes unno-

ticed — is ridiculous. He explained that when you know 

what to look for, the gray man sticks out like a sore 

thumb in a crowd. This is an interesting statement to unpack.

On one hand, it’s true that a watchful eye can often identify 

someone who’s trying to blend in. An individual might match 

the environment at first glance, but his sunglasses, footwear, or 

the knife clip visible on his pocket hem might be less discreet. 

Beyond gear, physical attributes like haircut, build, and tattoos 

(or lack thereof) may not fit the surroundings. Even body lan-

guage and speech patterns can be obvious tells. Knowing that 

flawless discretion in every one of these categories is a nearly 

impossible feat, even for deep-cover professionals, there’s truth 

behind the assertion that one who knows what to look for will 

be likely to spot a gray man.

On the other hand, if you look like you’re trying to be a gray 

man, you’re not trying hard enough. This is the catch-22 of 

going gray. In some cases, wearing purpose-built gray-man 

gear — that is, tactical gear designed to look less tactical — will 

accomplish the exact opposite of its intended purpose. Your 

discreet-style gear will probably go unnoticed by the average 

Joe, but anyone who has shopped for and used this gear 

before will spot it in an instant. While most of those perceptive 

individuals will be friendlies who won’t be looking to call you out, 

some may be malicious individuals who could use these tells to 

target you. Only a fool would assume that bad guys don’t know 

what to look for or take threat identification seriously.

So, while I don’t agree with the claim that the gray man con-

cept is ridiculous, it’s hard to deny that approaching it incorrect-

ly will make you stand out. If you wish to go gray, it’s all about 

matching your surroundings and being forgettable. Going to 

the gun range? Wearing overtly tactical gear is a great way to 

blend in. Meeting a friend at a trendy cofee shop downtown? 

Even if you hate wearing them, skinny jeans and a V-neck might 

be the best way to stay unnoticed. Going gray is an arms race, 

and while you won’t fool everyone, minimizing your signature 

requires tailoring every part of your appearance and behavior 

to your environment.

When Going Gray 
is a Red Flag

For more web-exclusive content, head to OFFGRIDweb.com, like our page at Facebook.com/OFFGRIDmag, or follow us on Instagram at @recoiloffgridmagazine.

By Patrick McCarthy

Web Debrie�ng
Interested in learning more about the gray man mindset? Check out the 

following web-exclusive articles on ways to keep your gear and behavior 

more discreet:

  We reviewed the Gypsy 

backpack from Grey 

Ghost Gear, and discussed 

how it blends tactical 

features with a relatively 

unobtrusive waxed 

canvas appearance.  

o�gridweb.com/?p=14706 

  Security and surveillance 

expert Jim Henry 

shares ive tips for threat 

identiication to help 

you spot out-of-place 

individuals and be more 

aware of your own actions.  

o�gridweb.com/?p=8627  

  Brandon Barton of Last 

Man Projects shares his 

take on how going gray 

requires luid adaptation, 

and involves both physical 

and behavioral elements.  

o�gridweb.com/?p=6347  

What are your thoughts on the gray man concept? How 

does it factor into your emergency preparedness strategy?  

Let me know by emailing me at pmccarthyo�grid@gmail.

com. You can also follow my latest projects on Instagram  

at @pmccarthy10. 

FreeImages / Scott Liddell

Morgueile / Yarekcl
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By Zero One Factual

The Premise: The term “gray man” has been around 

for a long time and basically references an individual 

who can blend into his or her surroundings to not draw 

attention for reasons of individual security or operational 

success in a more tactical/professional setting. I started 

as a novice in 2000 and have been receiving training 

from the U.S. government ever since in low-vis and 

clandestine operations. After 17 years, I still feel like I’m 

learning, but I also know when an expert in this genre 

knows what he or she is speaking about.

Gray Man is a recent foray into a topic that’s discussed 

on blogs and internet forums galore. The author, Mat-

thew Dermody, is very knowledgeable on the subjects 

of camouflage and concealment. He has other books on 

the topic as well as instructionals at his website  

hiddensuccesstactical.com, and knows how to explain 

these topics clearly to anyone from novices to experts. 

Overall, Gray Man is an excellent and resourceful 

book for someone who wants to know more about the 

subject, be it those who can’t afford more expensive 

experience-based courses or individuals who’ve never 

had military training. It also helps quell some of the 

online chatter on the topic and is a good resource to dif-

ferentiate fact from opinion. 

The 411: Gray Man consists of 11 chapters with a fore-

word and a conclusion, along with a few extra pages with 

useful websites to go to for more information or to pur-

chase certain items you may need if you decide to prac-

tice this book’s. Some of these items would be considered 

everyday carry (EDC), which can be somewhat subjective 

and reliant on individual preference. The chapters discuss 

topics such as what the gray man concept is, what stimuli 

is and how it can affect the gray man, self-control, situ-

ational sense, surveillance, and several topics related to 

the overarching theme. The chapters are presented in a 

well-written and calculated order that helps the reader 

build on the knowledge from the previous chapter. 

There’s no fluff or filler, just straight factual information 

for you to read, remember, and apply. One of the more 

important topics Mr. Dermody speaks about is situation-

al sense, which he describes as a blending of situational 

awareness and common sense. I found that information 

to be very applicable to everyday life in and around 

Review of Gray Man: Camouflage For Crowds, Cities, and Civil Crisis

Hidden in Plain Sight 

Shablon/istockphoto.com

the world in any situation. Situational sense is what we 

should all strive to master on a daily basis. I know using it 

has kept me alive in many situations in overseas environ-

ments. Every other chapter is full of similar useful and 

practical information as well. 

The book was so easy to read, understand, and en-

gage with that I was able to go through it all in one fell 

swoop. Some of the topics Dermody writes about will 

not be new to every reader, such as various basic self-

awareness techniques and discussion points like what 

attire to wear and how to move, but I guarantee there’ll 

be several gray-man fundamentals you read that’ll make 

you aware of your own daily inadequacies. 

If you choose to implement the author’s suggestions 

you will greatly enhance your ability to stay in the gray 

area when you want to. The only complaints I have 

about the book are very minor. One is the lack of color 

photos, and the only other is that I wish it had been 

longer and more in depth. However, I can tell the author 

intentionally kept it simple and didn’t want to write so 

much that it could potentially make the reader suffer 

from sensory overload, leading to a failure to remember 

and apply these lessons. 

The Verdict: I’d recommend this book to almost any-

one, including current and former 

military members. It ’ll help you to 

understand how you can improve 

to minimize your presence on a 

daily basis, as well as skills that 

you may have forgotten over time 

or were never made aware of to 

begin with. Undercover police of-

ficers, private investigators, over-

seas contractors, and the average 

traveler will all benefit from read-

ing this book. Not standing out,  

especially as an American in cer-

tain places, has many advantages 

in our current political climate. 

This book can help all of us to 

better understand discreet travel, 

dress, behavior, and situational 

awareness. 
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