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006 EDITOR’S LETTER

By Tom Marshall

I
n a serendipitous twist of publishing schedules, this issue will 

hit newsstands on Christmas Eve. Hopefully, some of you will 

be picking it up during last-minute holiday shopping or dinner 

prep. With this in mind, we did our best to pack this issue 

full of information that’s particularly relevant not only to the 

holidays, but to other survival issues that pop up this time of year.

Our What If column for this issue deals with a holiday home 

burglary. We’d all love to believe that the Christmas spirit and “good 

will toward men” would take precedence right now. The truth, 

unfortunately, is that some among us see this time as an increased 

opportunity to take advantage of others and make that big score 

on the backs of hard-working people just trying to hang their lights 

and enjoy their eggnog. To this same end, security expert William 

Echo gives us some hard lessons learned about “adversarial mindset” 

— how to think like the people we spend so much time protecting 

ourselves against. Teaching yourself to view the world through the 

lens of an opportunistic scavenger might not be the most appetizing 

thought, but it’s a valuable skill to have nonetheless.  

John Schwartze’s feature on cold weather survival features input 

from two gentlemen who are extremely well-versed in beating 

the elements to come home safe. As I type this note from sunny 

southern Arizona, I take for granted having warm, idyllic winter 

weather on speed dial. But with most of the country facing snow, 

sleet, and sub-zero temperatures, John’s article brings life-saving 

advice straight from the horse’s mouth. 

One of the things I love about both prepping and the holidays is 

that they’re a family affair. If you have children of your own, younger 

siblings, nieces, or nephews, please take a look at our buyer’s guide 

for kid-friendly books about preparedness. Sitting down and reading 

to (or with) children is a fantastic way to expand their horizons and 

spend true quality time with them, while taking some of the pop-

culture stigma away from the idea of being responsible for your own 

safety and security. For those ready to take the next step, we have 

a similar guide for children’s survival backpacks. We cover several 

off-the-shelf offerings as well as an inexpensive DIY option. While it 

might be too late to wrap these and get them under the tree, my 

experience as a child and a parent indicates that belated surprise gifts 

are always a hit.

The last topic I’d like to touch on, as it relates to this issue, is the 

risks we take to protect ourselves. Patrick McCarthy’s Pocket Preps 

column covers non-metallic weapons. These are stabbing and 

slashing instruments that have the potential to pass through metal 

detector screening. It’s a topic I’ve already made plans to cover again 

next year in more depth. We’ll never direct, advise, or advocate 

for anyone to break the law, or the legally posted rules of private 

businesses. But unfortunately, it has been proven time and again that 

so-called “gun-free” and “violence-free” zones can be anything but. 

The people who decide to do harm to innocent folks are also making 

the choice to ignore whatever regulations, policies, and signposts 

they encounter along the way. In the end, we too must choose what 

we’re willing to do to stand up for ourselves and our loved ones. 

Either way, my policy is “well-informed is well-prepared,” and that’s 

how far we’re willing to go to make sure you know exactly what 

options are available to you. 

From the bottoms of all our hearts here at RECOIL OFFGRID, 

Merry Christmas, Happy Hanukkah, Happy Kwanzaa, Joyous Yule and 

Saturnalia, and Happy Festivus. Whatever you’re celebrating, if you 

can’t be safe, be dangerous.  



This magazine is purchased by the buyer 

with the understanding that the information 

presented is from various sources from 

which there can be no warranty or responsi-

bility by CMG West, LLC., or the publisher as 

to legality, completeness and accuracy.

Any submissions or contributions from read-

ers shall be subject to and governed by CMG 

West, LLC’s User Content Submission Terms 

and Conditions.

BACK ISSUES To order back issues, visit  

Offgridweb.com.

EDITORIAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Editorial contributions are welcomed, but edi-

tors recommend that contributors query first. 

Contribution must be accompanied by return 

postage and we assume no responsibility 

for loss or damage thereto. Manuscripts 

must be typewritten on white paper, and all 

photographs must be accompanied by cap-

tions. Photo model releases required on all 

persons in photos. Recoil Offgrid reserves the 

right to use material at its discretion, and we 

reserve the right to edit material to meet our 

requirements. Upon publication, payment 

will be made at our current rate, and that said 

payment will cover author’s and contributor’s 

rights of the contribution. Contributor’s act 

of mailing contribution shall constitute an 

express warranty that the material is original 

and no infringement on the rights of others. 

Mail contributions to: Recoil Offgrid Maga-

zine, 5600 West Grande Market Drive, Suite 

100, Appleton, WI 54913. 

istockphoto.com/ Cover (background 

composite): phototropic, dpproductions, 

breckeni, Sandra Dombrovsky, wbritten; 

P.6: IrisImages; P.48: geogif; P.49: CraigRJD; 

P.50: skhoward, Gilles_Paire; P.51: wissanu99; 

P.54: rclassenlayouts; P.56: Hybrid Images, 

Valerie Loiseleux; P.57: Lisa5201; P.58: 

Elitsa Deykova, Suwat Rujimethakul; P.59: 

tzahiV; P.66: wundervisuals; P.67: juanestey; 

P.68: gpointstudio; P.72: Imgorthand; P.74: 

AndreyPopov; P.75: billnoll; P.76: vm; P.77: 

camacho9999; P.78: LPETTET; P.79: alfexe; 

P.80: Reptile8488; P.82: VladK213 

Printed in the USA

Copyright © 2019 by  

CMG West, LLC.  

All Rights Reserved.

Editorial.

Editor-in-Chief/  Iain Harrison

Editor, RECOIL OFFGRID/  Tom Marshall 

Editor, CONCEALMENT/  Rob Curtis

Managing Editor/  Laura Peltakian

Features Editor/  Dave Merrill

Contributing Editor/  Steven Kuo

Network Manager/  John Schwartze

Web Editor/  Patrick McCarthy 

Contributors/  Conrad Bui, Bernie Carr, Thomas Coyne,  

Alexander Crown, William Echo, Sheena Green, Victor Lopez,  

Tim MacWelch, Chad McBroom, Phillip Meeks, David Miller,  

Joe Oesterle, Nila Rhoades, Mike Searson, Patrick Vuong, Mike Weaver

Special Thanks/  Katharine Byrne

Art Direction & Design.

Senior Art Director/  Gene Coo

Art Director/ Sarah Lampert

Art Director/  Katia Sverdlova

Submissions.

OFFGRID@RECOILweb.com

Subscriber Customer Services.

Domestic/Canadian: 888.681.7064

Foreign: 386.246.0439

OFFGRID@RECOILweb.com

Advertising.

General Manager/ Glen Castle 813.675.3495

Senior Account Executive/ Shawn Sloan 813.675.3552

Senior Account Executive/ Ryan Farner 760.809.8729

National Account Executive/ Matt Johnson 952.240.9794

Account Executive/ Lori McDaniel 715.498.3768

Account Executive/ Alex Ostrowski  920.341.6203

To advertise on this magazine’s website, or any of  

CMG West, LLC’s other enthusiast sites, please contact  

us at offgrid_advertising@RECOILweb.com.

CMG West, LLC.

VP, Group Publisher/  Mark Han

Director of Finance/  Jennifer Sexstone  

Operations Director/  Gregory S. Krueger

Circulation/  NPS Media Group

llevasseur@npsmediagroup.com       



GEAR UP008
IS

S
U

E
 3

5

2
MAKE & MODEL

Outdoor Vitals
Dominion 1P Ultralight 
Backpacking Tent

PACK SIZE

20 by 5 by 5 inches

MSRP

$200

URL

outdoorvitals.com 

NOTES

If you’re looking for a compact, 

lightweight shelter for a solo 

adventure or bug-out scenario, 

Outdoor Vitals offers the Domin-

ion. It’s aimed at backpackers 

and others who want to keep 

their gear as light as possible. 

The Dominion features DAC 

Featherlite aluminum poles and 

ultralight 15-denier siliconized 

fabrics. And if you want to shave 

more off the 2-pound, 9-ounce 

trail weight, its modular design 

lets you leave the tent body 

behind so you can go in ultra-

light mode (just rainfly, poles, 

and footprint) at 2 pounds flat. 

The Dominion has two storage 

pockets, a ventilated double-

wall construction, tie-outs and 

guy-outs for windy conditions, 

and an easy-to-use storage 

compression bag.

1
MAKE & MODEL

5.11 Tactical
Icon Pant

COLORS

Black, Dark Navy, Flint, Kangaroo, 
Khaki, Ranger Green

MSRP

$75

URL

511tactical.com 

NOTES

While wearing these slacks 

isn’t the same as humping a 

three-day pack, the Icon Pant 

does offer a lot more carrying 

capacity than your average pair 

of skinny jeans. It has a whop-

ping 12 pockets, including front 

utility pockets and two cargo 

pockets with internal dividers. 

Plus, with knee articulation, 

gusset construction, and Flex-Tac 

mechanical stretch ripstop, this 

5.11 pant provides an excellent 

blend of mobility and durability 

that few competitors can match, 

if at all. The 6.8-ounce fabric is 

made of 80-percent polyester 

and 20-percent cotton with a 

Teflon finish, keeping spills and 

stains at bay. 

3
MAKE & MODEL

First Lite
Men’s Wick  
Long Boxer Brief

COLORS

Black, Conifer, Dry Earth, First 
Lite Cipher, and First Lite Fusion 

MSRP

$45

URL

firstlite.com 

NOTES

Don’t let the camo pattern 

fool you; you’re not meant 

to wear only these skivvies 

when stalking your next meal 

in the backcountry. But you 

could certainly wear this as 

a baselayer for pretty much 

anything you set out to do — be 

it hunting, running, camping, 

or web surfing. Why? Because 

it’s made from First Lite’s wool 

blend called Aerowool. And as 

we mentioned in the descrip-

tion for the Varusteleka jacket 

on this page, sheep’s fleece is 

one of the best materials to 

wear for outdoor adventuring. 

Moisture-wicking, odor-resistant, 

insulating — wool will almost 

always outperform any fabric 

humans can create. This boxer 

brief features a 10-inch inseam 

with a next-to-skin fit to prevent 

the legs from riding up, while 

the jacquard waistband provides 

a comfortable mix of tautness 

and flexibility. 

4
MAKE & MODEL

Varusteleka
Sarma TST  
Woolshell Jacket

COLORS

Green, Grey, Woodland Camo

MSRP

$186

URL

varusteleka.com  

NOTES

Varusteleka might be the best 

gear and apparel company 

you’ve never heard of. Started in 

2003, this Finnish firm has since 

became the biggest military sup-

ply store in Europe and has even 

created its own lineup of clothes, 

packs, and more. The Sarma TST 

Woolshell Jacket is one such 

example. It looks like a tactical 

softshell jacket, but is made of a 

wool blend. Why wool? Because 

it’s Mother Nature’s super 

material, it breathes (unlike some 

synthetic fabrics), is naturally 

flame- and odor-resistant (making 

it great for active pursuits), and 

continues to provide insulation 

even when wet (unlike cot-

ton). This jacket is loaded with 

user-friendly features, including 

an adjustable hood, hook-and-

loop cuffs, underarm ventilation 

zippers, and elbow reinforce-

ments with pockets for pads (not 

included). Plus, there are two 

upper-arm zippered pockets and 

two side pockets, both of which 

sit at rib height, so they don’t 

get in the way of your backpack’s 

waist belt. 

1
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MAKE & MODEL

HOKA ONE ONE
Kaha GTX

SIZES

Men’s 7 to 14
Women’s 5 to 11

MSRP

$220

URL

hokaoneone.com 

NOTES

The appropriately titled Kaha 

GTX (the word “kaha” means 

strength in Maori) provides some 

serious support for backpackers 

carrying heavy loads across long 

distances. This means these hik-

ing boots are primed for prep-

pers and survivalists who might 

need to trek with their bugout 

bags through harsh conditions. 

Inside, the EVA top layer pro-

vides a comfy bed for your foot 

while the Rangi bottom foam 

offers both durable cushioning 

and responsiveness. Moreover, 

the Vibram Megagrip outsole 

has 5mm multidirectional lugs 

for superior traction in all sorts 

of terrain. While not meant 

specifically for frigid temps, 

the Kaha GTX does feature a 

Gore-Tex waterproof bootie and 

a full-grain waterproof leather 

upper to keep your feet dry and 

comfortable.

6
MAKE & MODEL

Ruffwear
Climate  
Changer Pullover

COLORS

Black, Conifer, Dry Earth, First 
Lite Cipher, and First Lite Fusion

MSRP

$50

URL

ruffwear.com 

NOTES

If you’re forced to flee a disaster 

in winter, you’ll want to make 

sure your canine sidekick can 

make the journey out of Dodge, 

too. For a smaller dog or a breed 

that doesn’t do as well in cold 

weather, this pullover sweater 

from Ruffwear adds an extra lay-

er without restricting movement. 

Made of a nylon-spandex blend 

and a water-repellent finish, the 

lower panel retains body heat, 

sheds rain, snow, and dirt, and 

stretches to conform to various 

chest sizes. On top, the upper 

panel is made of polyester fleece 

that dries quickly and captures 

warmth without the bulk. The 

cap sleeves allow for a greater 

range of motion while fitting 

dogs with broad shoulders and 

thick chests. For added safety, 

there’s a loop for attaching a 

small light and reflective trim for 

visibility in dark conditions. 

7
MAKE & MODEL

Gerber Gear
Freescape Camp Saw

FRAME STEEL

2Cr13 stainless steel

MSRP

$58

URL

gerbergear.com 

NOTES

There’s no denying that, in the 

hands of a skilled woodsman, 

a two-handed ax can do some 

serious damage to a tree. But 

there’s also no denying that 

for the average Joe, a saw is 

a much more precise tool at 

cutting a thick branch. The only 

problem with both of these tools 

is that they can often be too 

cumbersome to pack when cargo 

space is at a premium. Enter 

the Freescape Camp Saw. This 

innovative tool looks similar to 

a hacksaw but folds down flat 

into a baton-like object that’s 

just a little over a foot long — 

and without any additional tool 

or disassembly. When opened, 

it has four pivot points to 

effectively cut larger diameter 

wood using the full length of 

its 12-inch blade, which can be 

easily replaced if needed. And 

its handle is textured for added 

“grippyness” and accented with 

bright green so it’s easy to spot 

amongst your other tools. 

8
MAKE & MODEL

Aclim8
COMBAR Pro

OAL

15.75 inches

MSRP

$600

URL

aclim8.com 

NOTES

The COMBAR combines an ax, 

saw, knife, spade, and hammer — 

all housed in a single grip that’s 

roughly the size and weight of a 

pipe wrench. While the hammer 

is always at the ready, the ax 

and spade are easy to deploy 

— just lift the safety lever and 

rotate whichever tool you need. 

The knife and saw, however, are 

stored inside the hollow handle 

and require a few more steps to 

get to. A basic version without 

the latter two tools runs for 

$425. If you’re on a budget, both 

the basic and this Pro version 

shown here will be cost prohibi-

tive. Still, if you have the dough, 

it’s an innovative multi-tool worth 

considering. Created by two 

former Israeli special operations 

officers, the COMBAR is meant 

to withstand tough conditions 

— whether you’re a soldier, sur-

vivalist, or outdoor adventurer. 

A holster ($45) and an overbuilt 

soft case ($95) are available for 

it, both sold separately. 

5
8

7
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MAKE & MODEL

Midland USA
X-Talker T290VP4

RANGE

Up to 40 miles

MSRP

$90

URL

midlandusa.com 

NOTES

In some survival scenarios, 

communication is life. Whether 

you need to find a lost member 

of your party or you need to 

signal that danger’s approach-

ing basecamp, a pair of two-way 

radios can be key. The X-Talker 

T290VP4 is a GMRS radio that 

has Midland’s trademark Weather 

Scan + Alert Technology — which 

cycles through 10 available 

weather band channels and 

locks onto the one with the 

stronger signal — alerting you 

of severe conditions in your 

area. It features 22 channels, 14 

extra privacy code channels, 121 

privacy codes, and a range of 

up to 40 miles. This set comes 

with two radios, belt clips, a pair 

of headsets, and rechargeable 

batteries. Unfortunately, it’s 

not USB compatible, but it does 

come with a desktop charger.

10
MAKE & MODEL

Hunter’s Blend Coffee
Black Powder Roast

WEIGHT

12 ounces

MSRP

$15

URL

huntersblendcoffee.com 

NOTES

For many, coffee is life. For 

those who don’t get it, don’t 

worry. Just stock up on coffee 

anyway, because in a post-apoc-

alyptic scenario, it’ll become a 

valuable commodity that you 

can use to trade for food, sup-

plies, or your drink of choice. 

Until then, enjoy the Black 

Powder Roast from Hunter’s 

Blend Coffee. This mix of beans 

from Central America and east 

Asia will help fire up your morn-

ing, bringing that invigorating 

aroma and caffeine without the 

burnt taste that many other 

dark roasts have. Hunter’s Blend 

ethically acquires its beans via 

direct trade — cutting out the 

middle men and lobbyists who 

might not support the hunting 

and Second Amendment lifestyle 

— then has them roasted in small 

batches in Ohio.  

12
MAKE & MODEL

Ruike Knives
P127-CB

OAL

8.46 inches 

MSRP

$55

URL

shop.gearforlife.com

NOTES

The P127-CB is a kwaiken-style 

folding knife with the busi-

ness end made of 14C28N, a 

Swedish stainless steel that 

offers toughness, long-lasting 

sharpness, and strong corrosion 

resistance. We also like that the 

tanto profile is more functional 

and less angular than many 

popular tanto blades. It opens 

quickly and smoothly thanks to 

the high-carbon chromium ball 

bearings and has Ruike’s Thumb 

Up Safety Lock (similar to CRKT’s 

locking liner safety), which can 

lock the blade closed if you 

don’t want it to accidentally 

open or lock it open if you want 

to make it a virtual fixed blade. 

The slim handle has G10 scales 

with a carbon-fiber overlay and 

a tungsten glass-breaker on the 

end for emergency rescues or 

improvised pummeling. A model 

with only G10 scales is available 

for $50.

11
MAKE & MODEL

Thyrm
DarkVault Critical  
Gear Case

DIMENSIONS

7.2 by 5.43 by 1.67 inches

MSRP

$90

URL

thyrm.com  

NOTES

The DarkVault was created with 

active-duty military and federal 

law enforcement in mind as a 

means to keep communication 

devices immediately accessible, 

thoroughly protected, and yet 

undetectable by blocking radio 

frequency signals. Sure, it’s 

not a true Faraday cage, which 

would require the case to be 

extremely large or quite metallic. 

But Thyrm says it’s been tested 

to block normal cellphone calls 

and data, as well as GPS signals, 

meeting the requirements of its 

government customers. Each 

case is made of battlefield-grade 

polymer with a gasket seal to 

keep out dirt, dust, and moisture. 

It also has a lockable latch, inte-

rior and external Velcro panels, 

and a quick-detach system that’s 

MOLLE compatible. The DarkVault 

Comms, the non-blocking version, 

is available for $60. Both made in 

the USA. 

9
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N
on-permissive envi-

ronments (NPEs) are 

a common roadblock 

for those of us who 

carry weapons for 

self-defense. This category includes 

any environment which attempts to 

restrict or prohibit you from carrying 

traditional weapons — for example, 

guns, knives, or even pepper spray. 

Of course, the actual enforcement of 

these restrictions varies wildly. Some 

may simply post a worthless “gun 

free zone” sign, others will threaten 

legal action against anyone seen with 

a weapon, and a few actively search 

every individual with pat downs and/or 

metal detectors. The final category is 

the most difficult to deal with and leads 

us to the subject of this article.

Keep in mind that carrying a 

weapon in any NPE is risky at best 

and a federal felony at worst. Either 

way, willful disregard of posted 

regulations isn’t a decision to be taken 

lightly. However, there are also count-

less examples that prove NPEs aren’t 

violence-free zones. Schools, movie 

theaters, public festivals, and political 

events are all examples of legally de-

clared NPEs where active-killer events 

have occurred. We say all that to 

say this: break the rules at your own 

peril, but the consequences of being 

Nonmetallic 
Weapons

1
Bastion

Carbon Fiber EDC Knife

OAL:

5.3 inches

WEIGHT

0.3 ounce / 1.2 ounces with 

sheath and chain

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Fail

MSRP 

$30

URL

www.bastiongear.com

3
GLG Knifeworks

Lumber Crayon

OAL:

6.8 inches

WEIGHT

0.8 ounce

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Pass

MSRP 

$25

URL

www.glgknifeworks.com

2
Kopis Designs

El Valiente Nonmetallic Minipick

OAL:

6.2 inches

WEIGHT

1.1 ounces / 1.4 ounces with sheath 

and cord

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Pass

MSRP 

$125

URL

www.kopisdesigns.com

1 2

WARNING!
If you’re caught with a weapon in a non-permissive 
environment, the consequences may be severe. 
RECOIL OFFGRID assumes no responsibility for 
these consequences. Observe all local laws and 
only carry these weapons at your own risk.

By Patrick McCarthy

unable to defend yourself may be far 

more serious than getting caught with 

a prohibited item and asked to leave. 

Even if you’re already training in hand-

to-hand skills, a concealed weapon can 

serve as a force multiplier to give you 

the advantage you need to survive.

Nonmetallic blades and spikes are 

harder to detect than their steel counter-

parts, whether you’re being searched by 

a security guard who’s just doing his job 

or a criminal who’s attempting to ensure 

you’re disarmed and vulnerable. Not 

every tool in this article is fully nonmetal-

lic, and you should never assume they’re 

undetectable. We attempted to locate 

each using a cheap $30 metal detector 

wand from Amazon — those that failed 

this test are guaranteed to be notice-

able to professional-grade equipment. 

Beyond this, many will show up on a full-

body scan, and all can be found during a 

thorough pat down or strip search.

That said, these weapons offer a light-

weight and highly concealable means 

of self-defense — either as a backup 

to your primary tools under normal 

circumstances, or as a stand-alone tool 

for non-permissive environments. 
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6
Boker Plus

Anti-Grav

OAL:

7.6 inches

WEIGHT

2 ounces

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Fail

MSRP 

$114

URL

www.bokerusa.com

5
Greg Moffatt Knives

MG1 Solid G10

OAL:

7 inches

WEIGHT

1.8 ounces with sheath  

and cord

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Pass

MSRP 

$60

URL

www.gregmoffattknives.com

4
JB Knife & Tool

G10 Ice Pik

OAL:

6.9 inches

WEIGHT

0.7 ounce / 1.2 ounces with 

sheath and cord

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Pass

MSRP 

$40

URL

www.jbknifeandtool.com

7
VZ Grips

Don Dagger

OAL:

8.1 inches

WEIGHT

1.4 ounces / 3.2 ounces with 

leather sheath

METAL DETECTOR TEST

Pass

MSRP 

$70 (+$10 for the sheath)

URL

www.vzgrips.com

4 6 73 5
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Pocket PREPS

Greg Moffatt is a 

classically trained 

furniture maker 

who first got into 

knife making to 

create his own 

woodworking tools. 

Today, he makes 

quite a few defense-

oriented blades, 

and this one is 

particularly conceal-

able thanks to its 

G10 construction. 

It features a classic 

drop-point shape 

with a slender 

hollow grind. The 

handle is comfort-

able and offers full 

four-finger grip as 

well as thumb jimp-

ing for additional 

control. Wrapping 

the handle in 

thin cord would 

improve it even 

further, especially 

in wet conditions 

— fortunately, it’s 

pre-drilled to make 

this an easy mod.

Pros:

 Nice craftsman-

ship, from the 

clean hollow grind 

to the secure 

sheath

 Timeless drop-

point shape makes 

it effective for 

slicing as well as 

piercing.

Cons:

 With polymer 

blades, there’s 

always a com-

promise between 

sharpness and du-

rability. The ultra-

thin grind means 

this will most likely 

be a one-time-use 

item, rather than 

one you can re-

sharpen.

Greg Moffatt 

Knives

MG1 Solid G10

Contributing writer 

and weaponologist 

Ed Calderon intro-

duced us to several 

makers featured in 

this article, includ-

ing JB Knife & Tool. 

John and Brian 

make a wide range 

of defense-oriented 

blades — the Ice 

Pik is one of the 

simplest, but not 

at the expense of 

effectiveness. It’s 

available in steel 

with a variety of op-

tions, as well as this 

solid G10 configu-

ration. The flared 

handle features a 

notch that indexes 

with the forefinger 

for a secure grip. 

The tool gradually 

tapers to a sharp 

point and includes 

a Kydex sheath.

Pros:

 Long spike pierces 

deeply and effort-

lessly.

 Kydex sheath has 

nice retention and 

doesn’t occupy 

much space.

 Also available in 

O1 tool steel with 

various options

Cons:

 The handle shape 

works well con-

sidering how thin 

it is, but would be 

more comfortable 

and secure with a 

little added thick-

ness or texture.

JB Knife & Tool

G10 Ice Pik

Although carbon 

fiber is often used 

for decoration, 

this lightweight 

material originated 

as a structural 

composite for the 

aerospace industry. 

It has plenty of 

strength and flex-

ibility to cut and 

pierce and holds an 

edge surprisingly 

well. This simple 

knife is constructed 

from solid 1/8-inch-

thick carbon fiber 

with a drop point 

and straight handle. 

A similar model 

is available with a 

curved handle and 

finger grooves. A 

Kydex sheath and 

beaded chain are 

included, making 

this featherweight 

blade comfortable 

to wear around the 

neck, even while 

running.

Pros:

 Impressive materi-

als and finish for 

the money

 The shiny weave 

and marbled grind 

look good, and 

also result in im-

pressive strength.

Cons:

 Won’t pass metal 

detectors — de-

spite common 

misconceptions, 

carbon fiber is 

identifiable by 

common eddy-

current metal 

detectors because 

it disturbs an 

electromagnetic 

field. For more 

details, refer 

to RECOILweb.

com/?p=135472

Bastion

Carbon Fiber  

EDC Knife

Boker describes 

this ceramic blade 

as “100% non-mag-

netic” — an accurate 

but misleading 

statement. While 

the blade itself 

isn’t magnetic, the 

liner lock, pocket 

clip, pivot, thumb 

studs, and screws 

certainly are. 

Between this and 

the aforementioned 

issue with carbon 

fiber, the Anti-Grav 

lights up a metal 

detector like a 

Christmas tree. As 

the name indicates, 

these materials are 

used to minimize 

weight rather than 

increase conceal-

ability. The result 

is an elegant and 

impressive knife, 

but one we didn’t 

find particularly 

practical.

Pros:

 The mirror-

finished ceramic 

blade is beautiful 

and razor-sharp.

 Extremely slim 

and lightweight

Cons:

 Definitely won’t 

pass a metal de-

tector as a result 

of its many steel 

parts

 Ceramic is notori-

ously prone to 

chipping and dif-

ficult to sharpen.

 Fixed pocket clip 

is only suitable 

for tip-down right-

handed carry.

Boker Plus

Anti-Grav

Concealment 

doesn’t necessar-

ily mean hiding 

your weapon from 

view. In some 

cases, you can hide 

it in plain sight. 

A sharp writing 

instrument makes a 

decent improvised 

weapon, but wood 

and graphite lack 

the strength to 

withstand multiple 

hard impacts. The 

fiber-reinforced 

polymer known as 

G10, however, is ex-

ceedingly durable. 

The GLG Lumber 

Crayon resembles a 

pencil, but it’s actu-

ally solid G10 with a 

stained “lead” in the 

middle. Jon Gray, 

the maker, suggests 

slipping it behind 

your ear or under a 

ball cap — a clever 

way to keep this 

tool accessible at a 

moment’s notice.

Pros:

 Completely 

nonmetallic 

construction and 

slim shape make it 

exceptionally easy 

to conceal

 Even when it’s 

carried openly, its 

innocuous appear-

ance won’t draw 

attention in many 

environments.

Cons:

 While it’ll easily 

pass visual inspec-

tion, anyone who 

tests its writing 

ability will instantly 

realize it’s not 

what it seems.

GLG Knifeworks

Lumber Crayon

El Valiente — 

Spanish for “the 

brave man” — is a 

reference to a card 

used in Lotería, a 

centuries-old game 

of chance. The 

image engraved 

into the handle 

of each spike is a 

spin on this classic 

illustration of a hat-

less man holding 

a blade, and it’s 

one you’ll find on 

Kopis Designs’ col-

laborations with Ed 

Calderon. Various 

El Valiente picks are 

available, including 

solid steel, hollow 

“ventilators,” and 

nonmetallic poly-

mer. They can be 

ordered in several 

sizes and colors — 

we tested the non-

metallic Minipick 

with canvas Micarta 

handle.

Pros:

 Despite its 

smooth finish, the 

oblong handle of-

fers a surprisingly 

secure grip.

 Low-profile sheath 

includes retention 

cord and a hook 

to catch on pocket 

hems

 Available in numer-

ous sizes, styles, 

and materials

Cons:

 Made in small 

batches, so if you 

want one, you’ll 

need to be patient 

and keep an eye 

out for availability

Kopis Designs

El Valiente Non-

metallic Minipick

It’s not surprising 

that a company 

known for its G10 

gun grips would try 

its hand at making 

knives from the 

same material. VZ 

Grips offers several 

polymer dagger de-

signs; the Don Dag-

ger is a midsized 

option between the 

large Diamante and 

small Discrete. Its 

hourglass-shaped 

handle features 

deep textured cuts 

that ensure it won’t 

slip in your hand, 

plus a flat spot at 

the end for your 

thumb. The leather 

sheath design seen 

here has been 

discontinued and 

replaced with an 

updated design, 

which attaches to 

a belt vertically or 

horizontally ($10 

with purchase of a 

knife).

Pros:

 Rugged handle 

texture eliminates 

any doubts about 

grip slipping.

 Diamond-shaped 

arrowhead point is 

very tough.

Cons:

 Large size makes 

it difficult to con-

ceal — G10 might 

make it past a 

metal detector, but 

not if the handle 

is obviously print-

ing through your 

clothes.

VZ Grips

Don Dagger
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D E P A R T M E N T   O F   B A T T L B O X   F I E L D   M A N U A L

G E T  1 0 %  O F F  Y O U R  F I R S T  B A T T L B O X  W I T H  C O U P O N  C O D E :  O G T E N O F F

V I S I T  W W W . B A T T L B O X . C O M / O F F G R I D  T O  G E T  S T A R T E D

G U I D E  T O  O R D E R I N G  Y O U R  F I R S T  B A T T L B O X

I. SIGN UP

2. RECEIVE

3. SURVIVE

Signing up for a BattlBox subscription is too easy. First – 

report to www.BattlBox.com. We have four BattlBox tiers 

available to you depending on your skillset & needs: BASIC, 

ADVANCED, PRO, & PRO PLUS.

Once you’ve signed up, you will begin to receive your very 

own specialized BattlBox every month – right to your door.

:LWK�D�VWHDG\�ÁRZ�RI�WKH�YHU\�EHVW��KDQG�SLFNHG�RXWGRRU�	�

survival gear each month, you’ll be ready for anything. Use 

your new tools for your EDC or save them for the day you’ll 

really need them.
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have a brain fart and forget? Did your spouse 

or one of the kids leave it on? These common 

oversights can often make your skin crawl for a 

few moments as you wonder if someone was 

inside while you were gone. Coming home 

to an open front door, however, is a more 

WHAT IF?
You’ve Stumbled Upon a Potential Home Burglary?
By Tim MacWelch

Illustrations by Joe Oesterle

E
ven if you’re not usually absent-

minded, you’ve probably felt the 

momentary confusion of arriv-

ing at home only to find a light 

was left on. You thought you’d 

turned it off before you left, but did you just 

concerning sign that something or someone 

has been there. You’re incredibly vigilant about 

locking everything up before you leave, but 

here comes that eerie feeling again. Did you 

screw up and forget to lock it this time, or are 

you about to walk in on an intruder?

You swallow and step back to see if you 

notice anything else out of place. You think 

about calling out “Hello?” for a second, but 

hesitate since you could potentially be alert-

ing an uninvited (and possibly armed) guest 

to your presence. You’d hoped this would 

be a simple house-sitting gig for a friend, 

but you may now have stumbled upon a 

burglary in progress. What do you do?



The Scenario:

SITUATION TYPE 

Possible burglary

YOUR CREW

You

LOCATION

Your friend’s house

SEASON

Winter

WEATHER

Snowy and windy; high 38  

degrees F, low 12 degrees F

The Setup: A wealthy friend of yours has 

gone out of town for the holidays and left 

their house in your care while they’re on va-

cation visiting relatives. You agreed to check 

on it every day until they return (except 

Christmas) to feed the cat, make sure the 

heater hasn’t broken down, collect mail and 

any packages that’ve arrived, and perform 

a general inspection to make sure nothing 

is out of order. Your friend has told you that 

they’ve been the victim of porch pirates 

more than once, so this being the holiday 

season, the potential for theft is higher. 

The house is a bit secluded, and up a 

winding mountain road with no neighbors 

in the immediate line of sight or within ear-

shot of any potential disturbances. It’s also a 

three-story house that’s over 5,000 square 

feet with numerous rooms, but you’ll only 

need to be in the kitchen and living room 

area while you’re there. The house has an 

alarm system that provides armed security 

response, but times in the past that the 

alarm has been tripped have yielded a slow 

response from the company … if any.

Your friend will only be gone for a few 

days, so you plan on a handful of routine vis-

its until they return. You’re also told that the 

only others who have access to the house 

are the security company who has the alarm 

code, but no key, and the housekeeper, who 

has both. You’re also told the housekeeper 

will not be visiting while the family is away, 

and that they’re practically a member of the 

family, having worked for them for the last 20 

years with no incidents. You’re also told there 

is a hide-a-key in what looks like a rock near 

the front porch. Although you have your own 

key for the visit, and you don’t know exactly 

what the rock looks like, the family made 

mention that it doesn’t look like the other 

rocks in the vicinity, so it should be easy to 

spot if you need to gain access. You’ve also 

been given a login to watch security footage 

of the house from your phone, using the 

cameras installed around the perimeter. 

The Complication: It’s Christmas Eve and 

nearing dusk. You decide to make one last 

pass of the house before coming back in a 

couple days since there’ll be no mail delivery 

tomorrow. You can leave the cat some extra 

food to hold it over through Christmas day. As 

you arrive, you can see what looks like fresh 

tracks in the snow, but you attribute it to a 

few last-minute deliveries or the mail carrier. 

You’ve arrived a little earlier than normal to 

get this finished before moving on to your 

own holiday arrangements, but you begin to 

notice some things that concern you. As you 

go to collect the mail from the mailbox, you 

find it empty and wonder if the mail carrier 

hasn’t arrived yet or had nothing to deliver. 

There are also no packages in their usual 

place by the front door — you were certain 

that some would arrive today. Maybe the de-

livery is running late as well? You also notice 

that the light in the upstairs bedroom is off. 

You know that light in particular is on a timer 

and wonder if it hasn’t kicked on yet because 

you’re here earlier than normal.

As you approach the front door, you see 

that it’s slightly ajar. Did you forget to lock it 

and the wind managed to blow it open? Is 

someone here? The blinking red light on the 

alarm panel shows that the alarm has been 

activated and that alone makes the hair on 

the back of your neck stand up. You look 

around frantically for something that looks 

like the hide-a-key rock you were told about, 

but you don’t see anything that resembles 

the description you were given. Did some-

one manage to find it and get inside? Did 

the housekeeper show up unexpectedly to 

drop something off for the family? You de-

cide to investigate further, but feel hesitant 

since you haven’t explored the house in its 

entirety and don’t know the layout. 

Your cell phone reception up here is 

spotty and dropped calls have happened 

to you here before. The house also doesn’t 

have a landline that you’re aware of. You 

walk into the kitchen and see nothing that 

looks out of order. As you swing back to 

head toward the front door, there’s a notice-

able “thump” upstairs. Is this a burglar? Is 

it the cat? Is it someone else who has a 

key to the house you weren’t told about? If 

someone is there, who are they and what do 

they want? Should you call the police or the 

security company and wait for their arrival? 

Either way, it’s unlikely that they’ll respond 

quickly given your remote location — if you 

can get through to anyone at all. Should you 

attempt to clear the house and risk coming 

face-to-face with an armed intruder? Should 

you run to your car to go get help?
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Preparation
When I’ve been asked to house-sit in the 

past, whether my friends knew it or not, 

they usually provided me with a general 

baseline about their environment. Routines 

such as the neighbor is a home-body and 

goes out for a morning walk around 7:30, 

trash is picked up on Mondays; mail gets 

delivered in the afternoon, sometimes the 

girl down the street rides her bike over to 

see if our kids can play on Saturdays are 

things that have been relayed to me. While 

seemingly trivial, those are notes to keep 

and compare during visits to the house.

Extra questions I could ask if the infor-

mation wasn’t already volunteered would 

be: Have you had any issues with crime 

other than the porch pirates? Are there any 

weirdos or stray animals in the neighbor-

hood I need to look out for? Has anything 

serious been posted in your neighborhood 

Facebook group recently (besides people 

mistaking cars backfiring for gunshots)?

Making sure I understand the security 

system and how it works would be at the 

top of my list. I wouldn’t want to trouble my 

friend with a call from the security compa-

ny if I didn’t disarm the system in time. This 

would prompt a few more questions: What 

is the notification process if I don’t disarm 

the system in time? Does it alert your family 

in addition to the security company? Have 

you ever had law enforcement show up 

to a tripped alarm? Do you know what the 

response time was?

To avoid being mistaken for a burglar, I’d 

suggest my friend make a contact list for me 

to keep of family/friends/neighbors who have 

been made aware of my responsibility to care 

for the cat and property. This also makes me 

feel more at ease knowing I have people I can 

contact who are more familiar with the house 

in case there’s some sort of mishap.

My cell phone gets crappy reception in real 

life, so something I do when visiting friends 

is ask for the Wi-Fi password and connect 

when I’m there. Having the Wi-Fi password 

sent via a text and saved to your notes on 

your phone as a backup is helpful as well.

Something I recommend everyone do 

regardless of the amount of risk in your 

daily life is set up your SOS and emergency 

contacts on your smartphone. Depending 

on the phone brand and operating system, 

how the SOS is activated could be different, 

so make sure you’re familiar with your own. 

It’s also helpful to know how to dial 911 from 

the lock screen, so you won’t have to fumble 

with the keypad when seconds count.

Knowing I needed to go to a secluded 

home where emergency response times 

could be lengthy, I’d ask someone to ac-

company me every time I planned to check 

on the house. Even if the person I ask is not 

someone who carries a firearm, a second 

person is always better than being alone. 

I’d ask my friend to wait in the driver seat 

with the vehicle running and have their 

cell phone at the ready in case we need to 

make a quick exit.

Because of my crappy phone reception, 

frequency of travel, and preferring to work 

from a secure internet connection, one op-

tion I’ve explored is the Solis X by SkyRoam. 

It’s a portable Wi-Fi hotspot and has a built-

in camera.

On Site
Thanks to the info relayed to me by my 

friends, I already have the sneaking suspi-

cion that something is a little off and would 

spend more time observing the scene and 

outside of the house. If there are tire tracks 

in the snow, did anyone get out of the 

vehicle? How many pairs of footprints are 

there? Where do they lead? Do the tracks 

look like someone was dropped off? Does 

it look like the vehicle came and went with 

no one getting out? The information that I 

can glean from those questions may sway 

my actions to either play it safe and review 

security footage or go ahead and approach 

the house.

Upon finding the door ajar, now I know 

I’ve got a problem, which instantly starts 

a swirl of thoughts and decisions to make. 

The first one is going to be whether or not 

someone is on the other side. The second 

one is trying to decide to peek around the 

door or hurry up and go back to the car. 

Then, at some point, a random reminder 

for the reason for the visit, “Oh sh*t, did the 

cat escape?”

Even though I can legally carry a firearm, 

I’d choose to go back to the car, lock the 

doors, and tell my friend what I saw. From 

the safety of the locked car, positioned in 

a safer distance from the house, I’d have 

Firearms Instructor Sheena Green’s Approach



my friend call the police on speakerphone 

while I pull up surveillance footage and wait 

for law enforcement to arrive.

Crisis
Knowing our own skills, capabilities, and 

limits can keep us safe, so I’m not even 

going to entertain the idea of clearing the 

house. It’s not something I have sought out 

training for and the idea of me, an armed 

civilian clearing a 5,000-square-foot house 

I don’t know the layout of is outside the 

realm of reasonable actions for me.

It’s not safe to assume that burglars are 

non-violent, and therefore caution should 

be exercised if found face-to-face with the 

intruder. The training I’ve received over the 

years to prepare myself for violent encoun-

ters will come into play if and when that 

story unfolds.

By choosing not to enter the home, as 

evidenced on the security cameras and my 

friend as a witness, I save myself a whole 

lot of legal headache and blame. If burglars 

had, in fact, ransacked the house and left 

before we arrived, most of the scene would 

be untouched and untampered. Hopefully 

this would make it easier for police to do 

their job in finding clues and catching the 

bad guy(s).

WHAT  
IF?
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Combatives Expert Chad McBroom’s Approach

Preparation
Area Orientation: The first part of my 

preparation phase for this type of scenario 

would be to have my friend give me a 

detailed tour of the house and property. 

I’d want to know the locations of all the 

exterior doors and any other large opening 

that might serve as an entry or exit point. 

I’d also note the locations of all security 

system triggers, such as door and window 

sensors, glass-break sensors, and motion 

detectors, as well as the locations of all inte-

rior and exterior cameras. Having access to 

the cameras via my cell phone will allow me 

to check in and around the house to have 

the greatest situational awareness prior to 

entering. It’ll also help in identifying any in-

truders and thieves if a situation does arise.

I’d also want to know if there’s a safe 

room in the house, where it’s located, and 

what supplies are there. Although I plan on 

having my own equipment on my person, 

it’s good to know where I might be able to 

find additional supplies. If there’s a well-

planned safe room inside the house, it’ll 

likely have an alternate form of communica-

tion, such as a reliable cell phone or landline 

separate from the main line.

Establish a Baseline: Next, I’d establish a 

baseline of the house and surrounding area. 

What are the normal traffic patterns? What 

are the local norms? Are there any identi-

fied criminal enterprises operating in the 

area? What’s the typical law enforcement 

response to crime in this area? What are 

the local habitual areas (public gathering 

places) and natural lines of drift (shortcuts)? 

What’s the baseline atmosphere (“feeling”) 

of the area? 

I’d take a second walk-through of the 

interior and exterior of the house by myself 

to eliminate all distractions and observe the 

lay of the land. What are the natural and 

manmade obstacles (terrain, walls, fences, 

cameras, etc.) that would divert or funnel 

human traffic trying to enter the property 

surreptitiously? I’d also identify the hide-a-

key rock to see where and how it’s currently 

oriented. 

Having this established baseline will allow 

me to identify any anomalies that pres-

ent themselves when I go to check on the 

house. An atmospheric shift, disturbance 

of the area, a vehicle out of place, items 
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WHAT  
IF?

moved from their normal location, or a 

housekeeper’s vehicle parked outside at 

an odd hour are examples of detectable 

anomalies that could indicate potential dan-

ger upon arriving at the residence.

Personal Preparation: My personal 

equipment would consist of my normal 

EDC, to include a concealed handgun, 

knife, flashlight, and cell phone. My phone 

would have my friend’s phone number, 

the number for the local police depart-

ment and security monitoring company, 

and the numbers of any nearby friends 

or neighbors that might serve as emer-

gency contacts should a situation arise. My 

secondary communications plan would be 

my friend’s landline if there’s one, and the 

identified safe-room communications would 

be my contingent communications plan. My 

emergency communications plan would be 

to drive to the nearest neighbor or conve-

nience store to use their phone.

When checking on the house, I’d place 

a phone call to my wife to let her know my 

location and arrival time so she’d know if I 

was on site longer than reasonable. She’d 

know to call and check on me if I was there 

longer than normal, and to contact the au-

thorities if I didn’t answer or return her call 

within a reasonable amount of time.

On Site
Prior to approaching the house, I’d follow 

my established protocols that I would’ve 

followed with each prior visit. This would in-

clude remotely reviewing the security foot-

age and checking to see if any alarms have 

been triggered using the alarm system app. 

During my drive in, I’d be looking for any 

baseline anomalies. Are there any vehicles 

that appear to be out of place? A vehicle 

and driver looking out of place could be an 

indication of potential criminal activity in 

the general area. Are the local residents en-

gaged in their normal activities? People will 

often intentionally or unknowingly respond 

to their “gut” and change their routine when 

there’s a predator hunting in the area. Are 

there any law-enforcement vehicles patrol-

ling the area? A police presence might act 

as a deterrent or cause a perpetrator to 

change their modus operandi on the fly.

Upon arriving at the house, I’d look for 

other anomalies around the premises. Are 

there any rocks or vegetation that have 

been recently disturbed? Are there any 

footprints or tire tracks in the snow? Are 

there any lights on or off inside the house 

that shouldn’t be? Have the window cover-

ings been disturbed? 

After discovering the front door is ajar 

and the hide-a-key rock is missing, and as-

suming my review of the security footage 

prior to my approach didn’t reveal the pres-

ence of any intruders, I’d assess the situa-

tion to determine the best course of action. 

The blinking red light on the alarm panel 

indicating the alarm has been activated 

rules out the likelihood that the housekeep-

er is making an unscheduled visit, since she 

would’ve disarmed the system using the 

alarm code. 

Given there were no alarm indications 

or intruders on the video feed prior to my 

final approach of the house — otherwise I 

wouldn’t be at the front door — the most 

innocuous scenario at this point is that I 

had somehow left the front door unsecured 

and the wind dislodged the door just prior 

to my arrival. The most dangerous scenario 

is that an intruder had made entry just 

prior to my arrival. I’ll treat this situation as 

though it were the latter until I can prove it 

was the former.

Crisis
My immediate priority is to find a position 

of cover and concealment while I complete 

some administrative tasks. If I’m able to get 

a cellular or Wi-Fi signal with my cell phone, 

I’ll review the security camera footage from 

the time I last checked it to the present. If 

I’m able to see any intruders on the video 

feed, I will be sure to download the video 

and take screenshots of the perpetrators 

for later identification. I’d also immediately 

call 911, report the incident, and wait for law 

enforcement to arrive. 

If I review the video footage and don’t 

see any indication of a break-in, I’d place a 

call to my wife to inform her of the situation. 

Based on the information I’ve gathered to 

this point, I believe my best course of action 

is to clear the house myself, as there’s no 

additional evidence of any intruders. 

After entering the house and seeing noth-

ing out of order in the kitchen, the likelihood 

that I screwed up and forgot to secure the 

door during my previous visit is looking more 

and more plausible, until I hear the “thump” 

upstairs. At that point, I’d call 911 and report a 

possible break-in. Maybe it’s the cat falling off 

the bed, but I’m not taking any chances. 

Although I have the legal right to be on 

the premises and no duty to retreat in my 

state, the only other people in the house, if 

any, are the bad guys. If there were innocent 

people in the house, then my priority would 

be to ensure their safety and clear the 

house, but since there are none, there’s no 

reason for me to remain inside the house, 

and doing so would place me at a tactical 

disadvantage. My best option at this point 

would be to vacate the house and observe 

the front door from a safe distance to see if 

anyone leaves the house while I wait for the 

police to arrive.

If I do see anyone leave the house, I’ll re-

cord as many details as I can (height, weight, 

sex, clothing, identifying marks, physical im-

pairments, etc.) to give to the police. I didn’t 

see a vehicle parked nearby, so they must 

have walked in or been dropped off by a get-

away vehicle. I’d be watching to see which 

route they take when they leave the house, 

if they’re carrying anything, if a vehicle picks 

them up, and their direction of travel.

Taking this approach to this situation 

is the best way to ensure my own safety. 

There’s nothing in my friend’s house worth 

dying for, especially not the cat. It’s possible 

that police have already been alerted by 

the alarm company, so they might show up 

at any moment. Staying outside is the best 

way to prevent being mistaken for a burglar 

when they arrive, and to avoid implicating 

myself in what may be a crime in progress.  
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Conclusion
The entire purpose of this column is to get 

you, the reader, to think about what you’d do 

if you were in this situation. It requires some 

self-awareness and honesty about how you’d 

be willing to deal with certain situations that 

have a huge question mark. There are prob-

ably individuals out there who’d feel totally 

comfortable clearing a 5,000-square-foot 

house alone, but even though you’ve ac-

cepted the responsibility of overseeing and 

caring for a friend’s home and cat, posses-

sions (including dearly beloved pets) are not 

a higher priority than your own life. 

With all the little red flags triggering 

concerns outside the home, this is one 

situation where you should be keenly aware 

of the potential problems that could occur 

before walking through the door and into 

an unknown situation. Whether it’s your 

own house or a friend’s house that you’ve 

been asked to watch while they’re out town, 

clearing a house with a potential threat is 

a huge risk. If the lives of innocents are at 

stake, it may be justifiable, but it’s unwise 

to put your life on the line for replaceable 

possessions. Establishing baselines through 

observation and orientation and looking for 

anomalies is the best way to stay in front of 

a dangerous situation. Avoidance is always 

the best defense. 

WHAT  
IF?
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T
here’s a huge misconception that 

game wardens are nothing more 

than glorified park rangers. Spend 

a few minutes talking to Lt. John 

Nores, and you’ll quickly realize 

nothing could be further from the truth. During 

his service with California Department of Fish 

and Wildlife (CDFW), he was on the front lines 

of illegal grow sites embedded in our national 

parks and forests that not only seek to avoid 

government regulation, but do so at the cost of 

our precious resources. Stream diversions, highly 

toxic banned pesticides, and anti-personnel boo-

bytraps were just a smattering of the devastation 

Nores encountered during his 28-year tenure. 

When people think of California’s illegal mari-

juana trade, images might come to mind of the 

recent series Murder Mountain or cops serving 

a warrant at some tract home rigged up with a 

greenhouse hidden in a garage — but there’s a 

much larger war going on that’s hidden in plain 

sight and rapidly escalating. The environmental 

impact and danger to nearby residents gets little, 

if any, mass media coverage. On August 5, 2005, 

Nores and his colleagues came under fire while 

preparing to raid an illegal marijuana grow opera-

tion in the densely wooded hills of California’s 

prestigious Silicon Valley. Nores’ partner sus-

tained life-threatening injuries after taking a bullet 

through both legs from a cartel member’s AK-47. 

Although the 2005 bust netted a large sei-

zure of drugs and his partner survived, it gave 

everyone involved just an inkling of the cartel’s 

willingness to engage in violence and ecological 

degradation to make a few bucks. It also led to a 

recalibration of how to handle this ongoing prob-

lem, with the formation of the CDFW’s first dedi-

cated Marijuana Enforcement Team (MET) aimed 

at targeting trespass grow sites throughout the 

west. After Nores shared his firsthand knowledge 

of this conflict with us, we walked away with a 

sobering realization that it’s not happening in 

some far-off land. It’s entrenched in locations only 

miles from major cities, where average citizens 

may inadvertently stumble upon a drug traffick-

ing operation that could cost them their lives. 

 THE 

PATRON 
SAINT OF 
MOTHER 
NATURE
The Woods Are Lt. John Nores’ Church. Now He’s 

Fighting the Proverbial Blasphemy Our Lands 

Are Suffering at the Hands of the Drug Cartels

By John Schwartze

Photos by Mike Weaver
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105,000 acres of epic wildlands. We took off 

on a Friday night in a downpour and hiked 

13 miles through the night, getting soaked. 

The next morning, we got this fire going 

because we were trying to dry off, and 

there was no one else around because no 

one was dumb enough to go there in the 

middle of winter [laughs]. Then, here comes 

this green 4x4 just winding down this really 

steep trail to get to us, and it was a game 

warden who thought we might be deer 

poaching. After he realized we weren’t a 

threat, I kept him there for two hours asking 

questions. He said it was an amazing career. 

I was like on fire and really inspired by 

that. As soon as I got home, I went back to 

school and talked to a criminal justice pro-

gram advisor, told him my predicament — 

and it was perfect because San Jose State 

has one of the best criminal justice schools 

in the country. 

I changed my major, targeting the profes-

sion, and that was it. In ’92, they had slots 

for four civilians who scored high enough 

that weren’t military veterans or other law 

enforcement officers to lateral over, and I 

got into the academy at Napa College. I was 

in working on my master’s and got halfway 

through that and put it on hold temporarily 

to take that opportunity. I passed every-

thing and then off to the races, and that 

was almost 30 years ago. 

RECOIL OFFGRID: What made you want 

to go to work for California Department 

of Fish and Wildlife?

John Nores: It really started with my 

grandfather’s influence. He was a Navy die-

sel mechanic and engineer on one of the 

cruisers in Pearl Harbor and survived that. 

Before he deployed, he and his high school 

buddies discovered Montana, and it blew 

their mind. When he got out of the service, 

he bought some property up there to make 

it a homestead for the family and anyone 

else who wanted to come. My dad, who has 

since passed away, got that whole ser-

vice mentality, conservation, hunting, and 

shooting from him; really all my aunts and 

uncles did, and that trickled down through 

the generations. I was shooting trap and 

skeet at 9 years old; I passed the hunter’s 

safety course at 9 with dad’s help. My dad 

was a champion trap and skeet shooter and 

hunted everything from waterfowl to big 

game, so he was my hero. 

I grew up in a rural part of south Silicon 

Valley in a little town called San Martin. 

When I was in college at San Jose State 

University in 1986, I wasn’t really feeling 

passionate about the civil engineering 

courses I was pursuing, but on winter break 

that first semester, my childhood friend and 

I took a pack horse and went on a 75-mile 

loop through Henry Coe State Park, which is 

1. Nores’ wolf pack

2. John Sr. and Jr. 

— first white-tailed 

deer, 1992

3. RTO Nores: Cadet 

Academy Inspection, 

2005

4. Teaching wildlife 

investigations in 

Cambodia, 2007

What’s your advice to people looking to 

enter that line of work?

JN: Know what the job really entails. Joe 

Rogan said this before I went on his show, 

and everybody says this. When they think of 

a game warden, they think of someone driv-

ing around in a truck checking a fishing or 

hunting license, looking for illegal fish, and 

telling hunter education stories — things like 

that. Understand that it’s a very challenging 

law enforcement profession now. You deal 

with a lot of violent people periodically. Now, 

granted, 90-plus percent of everyone you 

deal with are people you really want to see. 

They’re lawful firearms users being stewards 

of the environment. It’s that 1 or 2 percent 

you run into who might be heavily armed 

and dangerous, so you need to treat it like 

any other law enforcement officer, because 

you might be by yourself with backup two 

to three hours away. 

I recommend that people not only go 

through the hiring process, but talk to a 

recruiting officer in any state they want 

to be in. I’m getting a lot of inquiries from 

across the country right now as a result 

of all the podcasts, book tours, and things 

we’ve been doing. It’s been really cool, but 

don’t just start the application online. Look 

at the state you want to apply in, talk to 

somebody in the recruiting office, and get 

a few ride-alongs with game wardens in the 

particular state or area you want to work 

to see what they do, because the job is so 

much more diverse than people think. 

It’s gotten more challenging in the last 20 

years. There’s the cartel/foreign invasion/

marijuana/poison issue that I kind of special-

ized in, but there’s also the wildlife traffick-

ing and ivory trade coming in from all over 

the world. Now there’s wildlife trafficking 

teams fighting that fight within a Fish and 

Game agency that was mandated under the 

Obama administration — and rightfully so to 

make sure every state had teams doing that 

if they didn’t. Those are just a few different 

things that only came up in the last few 

years that weren’t around when I started. 

Tell me about the books you’ve written.

JN: I’ve got two. War in the Woods wasn’t 

1 2

3 4
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planned. It came about at the request of 

people starting to see the cartel/trespass 

marijuana-grow front and black market stuff 

in Silicon Valley. I found my first grow site 

in 2004. When I went into that site and saw 

the level of devastation environmentally 

and the public safety threat from the grow-

ers we witnessed and didn’t have any con-

tact with that day, that completely changed 

my perception of what my efforts and our 

agency’s efforts needed to be.

The first chapter of War in the Woods 

goes into this. A very good friend of mine 

who’s a wildlife biologist was working on his 

master’s thesis, by observing this transect of 

two creeks in Coe Park that spanned about 

three miles and is one of our last viable 

migrating steelhead channels left in the 

Bay area. He was studying frogs and their 

vitality, and I got a call in April from him that 

the creeks were running the previous week 

just fine, and all of a sudden one side of it 

was bone dry and everything in it was dead. 

Keep in mind that steelhead trout are en-

dangered species, so I was super concerned 

about this. He found black pieces of plastic 

and other debris that had washed down and 

didn’t know what it was. 

The next day we went up to the top of 

the canyon to get to the creek at its source. 

I expected to see an illegal water diversion 

from maybe a rancher or a development 

where someone was trying to create their 

own pond. We dropped down the canyon 

and found this beautiful creek dammed up 

with a garden hose and siphoner in it that 

was basically diverting it down the edge of 

the creek. So, we started following the diver-

sion about 100 yards down, and I started to 

see some 2- to 3-foot marijuana plants. 

Then, we saw a couple cartel growers, 

and these guys had long rifles — one had 

an AK, they had knives on their hips, and 

were in battle dress gear. This was on public 

land and an “oh crap” moment, because I 

had a civilian with me and we’re hiding on 

the bank of a creek. I had the red-dot on 

my AR carbine aimed at these guys, and I’m 

thinking if we got into a gunfight, it might 

be the crappiest moment of my career, if 

not the end of it. Fortunately, they didn’t see 

 THE PATRON SAINT  
OF MOTHER NATURE

us, but I realized by the way they were oper-

ating that they weren’t the typical poachers. 

We got out of there, called narcotics 

task forces, and started to integrate with 

drug teams — we became the guides to 

help those guys get into that canyon, do 

the eradication, and hopefully arrest these 

growers. We had a couple game wardens, 

the Santa Clara County Sheriff, and multiple 

different agencies. When we went in and did 

that raid they didn’t really put a lot of em-

phasis on catching these guys that I knew 

could’ve been caught and they ran off. We 

eradicated all the plants; it was a 7,000-plant 

grow. I’d already been on about 15 years 

and had done a lot of operations, but I’d 

never seen anything this devastating — and 

it was in my backyard. It was also against 

a type of poacher who was very violent, 

well-armed, and had complete disregard for 

public safety and environmental purity. 

5. EPA banned poison-

tainted cartel MJ grow 

— Bodfish Creek, 2012

6. Cartel grower 

gunman — Croy 

Creek, 2012

7. Toxically tainted 

weed processed 

for sale in cartel MJ 

grow — Silicon Valley 

foothills, 2012

5

6 7

After we eradicated all these plants, we left 

and I looked around at the team leaders and 

remarked that there was still propane, a di-

verted waterway, the creek’s still dry, all these 

fish are dead, and there was all this trash. I 

didn’t even know yet about all the banned 

toxics that were there, and we had no idea 

we were potentially exposed to it. But they 

were like, “We don’t clean this stuff up, that’s 

not our job.” I thought that was total bullsh*t. 

The fact that we didn’t do any reclamation on 

the site to protect our wildlife and deter these 

guys from coming back really upset me. I 

talked to my chief at the time about it, and 

she agreed that if we’re going to get involved, 

we have to bring in that environmental 

component. That’s when we started to ramp 

up, and a handful of us began specializing in 

this with the sheriff’s department, Forestry 

Service, and other federal agents on these 

types of grow operations. 
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career became chief in 2013 after Nancy’s 

retirement. I and another captain had a 

meeting with him and agreed we needed 

to test a tactical unit dedicated to doing this 

with no red tape, no traditional patrol duties, 

that worked strictly for headquarters with 

straight-line supervision to the top, basically 

modeled after SOCOM in the military. 

I got to handpick 12 of us and incorporate 

our two best K9 handlers. Building that team 

and testing it proved it was effective, and 

six weeks into our pilot program we were 

just running out of money and looking for 

funding to keep doing what we were doing. 

We developed an operation called “Pristine,” 

where we worked every day of the month 

because the counter-drug 129th Rescue 

Wing out of Moffett Field had an airship or 

two and two ground crews to assist any law 

enforcement agency in California on an op-

eration dealing with the cartels. They wanted 

to pick an agency who was really going to 

work hard to not only go chop down dope, 

but bring in the apprehension and environ-

mental element — so they asked us. 

In Operation Pristine alone, I think it was 

like 500,000 of these toxically tainted 

cannabis plants we eradicated, we caught 

around 200 guys, confiscated several 

hundred weapons, and did a lot of restora-

tion. We proved ourselves throughout that 

process, and word got out very quickly 

because the military was talking up what 

we did together. There were so many things 

Fast-forward to August 5, 2005, which was 

only about the third operation we’d done af-

ter this one. We walked into a very fortified, 

very calculated grow site. My partner was 

shot through both legs by a grower who 

was lying in wait to defend their site before 

harvest time. It was a lot bigger than we 

thought. It was like 11,000 plants in one area 

and 32,000 for the whole mountainside, all 

spread out. So we probably got 20 growers, 

all armed, in a location that probably had no 

law enforcement presence in over a decade. 

The one shot that hit my partner did a lot of 

damage. I probably worked on him for three 

hours, trying to keep him from bleeding out 

before we had an air rescue. That gunfight 

shook up the perception of what game war-

dens do. The governor’s office was in dis-

belief about it. Nancy Foley, our chief at the 

time and very progressive, stuck to her guns 

and did a lot of TV interviews explaining 

that we were tactically trained just like every 

other officer and discussed that this wasn’t 

some mom-and-pop marijuana garden. 

After we got ambushed that day, I knew 

we needed a specialized team with more 

trauma gear, more support, K9s, more air 

assets, and training to catch these guys 

safely and get them out of circulation. It 

changed everything, not only for us in Cali-

fornia, but nationally. It was a long process 

of over a decade to get to the point where 

Hidden War, the second book, goes into. An-

other of my mentors who helped craft my 

we’ve learned that I teach now to law en-

forcement and civilian groups. 

War in the Woods goes into just finding 

the problem as a game warden, working 

side by side with other agencies, and being 

looked at as equals. We weren’t just the 

bird and bunny cops anymore. They saw us 

for the trained professionals we were, who 

could do a lot of hiking, hold up in the heat, 

and move around quietly, because we’d all 

grown up in the woods and learned how to 

track. In Hidden War, when we got to build 

the specific agency game warden team, 

some agencies and people within our own 

couldn’t get past the stereotype of what it 

was that we did — and that changed. It took 

about two years. We went full time Janu-

ary of 2014. The chiefs didn’t want to wait. 

They told us to develop all the protocol for 

testing, and that we’d be equipped and get 

all the support we needed. The gloves were 

off. We ran with it, and it was really effective. 

Since it’s been really successful; we don’t 

have that resistance anymore. When I speak 

to other conservation agencies throughout 

the country, it’s amazing to see how much 

this problem is popping up in other states and 

how ill-equipped they are to handle it. The 

whole thin-green-line thing that I’m all about 

in retirement is putting a good message out 

there, and I’m getting a lot of support for it. 

Hidden War goes into all the politics of build-

ing a non-traditional team and doing some-

thing that hadn’t been done before. 

Cartel grow MET mission — filming for Patriot Profiles, 2016
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What do you think the biggest threats 

are to the resources you were tasked 

with protecting?

JN: Water, for sure. When it comes to the 

trespass marijuana grow problem, they’re 

diverting and putting the worst types of 

poisons in our waterways at the source 

headwaters. This carbofuran that’s banned 

in America and is a felony to possess, is 

the one thing besides the growers that the 

cartels need to smuggle up here. The other 

infrastructure they need is already here. Two 

tablespoons of this stuff can kill several miles 

of every living thing in a creek. Growers put a 

couple drops of it out in tuna cans for bears 

to find before they can get to the plants, and 

that’s enough to kill a 400-pound black bear.

It gets in the soil, the water that they 

pump to the plants; it’s sprayed all over the 

plants and looks like liquid paper. That’s 

not only an environmental crime, but it’s 

poisoning cannabis consumers because 

they’re ingesting it. It dissipates a little and 

falls off after it’s cut down, so you don’t nec-

essarily see it, but it’s there. I’ve never seen 

so much concentrated dead wildlife, from 

big to small, in these grow sites. 

Being a lifelong hunter, I know how critical 

genetics are in one area for deer to have a 

thriving population and a buck to have good 

genetics to put back big deer into the sys-

tem. In one grow site, sometimes you see 

five or six trophy-sized animals that have in-

gested poison and their heads are on sticks 

like trophy caps. They’re just getting killed 

so they don’t impact their cash crop. That’s 

killing a herd for miles, because it can kill on 

contact and affects all the other biodiversity 

in the area.

Have you had any game wardens or oth-

ers working these sites get affected by 

these toxins?

JN: We haven’t had anyone die, but we 

have had exposures where guys almost 

died. In fact, two years ago, a couple federal 

officers who were back east were exposed 

to carbofuran on plants, had temporary 

respiratory failure, and went partially blind. 

They were in the hospital for days. Had they 

not been immediately evacuated from the 

site and had the right injections, they likely 

would’ve died. When that happened, OSHA 

came in and looked at the protocol of how 

we deal with grow sites on a federal level, 

because this stuff is in forests all over the 

country, and we started to come up with 

more personal protection equipment re-

quirements. That was the first wake-up call. 

Even though there were others who’d 

had exposures that hadn’t made the news, 

we had two officers in California who had 

dropped into a grow and started to feel 

headaches, nausea, blurry vision, but they 

were OK because they got out quickly 

and were treated. We know now that a lot 

more people are getting exposed in the 

law enforcement realm and still having 

symptoms months after treatment. When 

the growers dilute it with liquids, it usually 

looks like Pepto-Bismol, and they carry it 

around in a water bottle in their backpack 

with a sprayer. They call it el diablo, which 

means “the devil.” They know it’s nasty, but 

they use it because it’s so effective at keep-

ing everything off the plants. Since they’re 

not a legitimate cannabis group, they don’t 

care about health issues. They just know it’s 

really potent weed and is about half of what 

anything else costs on the black market, 

and they sell it all over the nation. 

What do you think the biggest miscon-

ceptions are that the public has about 

the war on drugs?

JN: When people think of marijuana, many 

think it’s a waste of time. People wonder 

why we’re spending time on it with game 

wardens, and since it’s legal to leave it alone 

and the problem will go away. They think 

the war on drugs is a farce for revenue gen-

eration and to get cops jobs. These same 

organized crime groups out of Mexico are 

dealing in tainted cannabis all the country, 

but also in the off-season they’re cooking 

meth, dealing in fentanyl that’s killing thou-

sands, dealing in human trafficking, and gun 

running to fuel the fight down in Mexico, so 

this is a bigger issue than just cannabis. 

CDFW-MET team, 2018

California Senate-Assembly MET and 

K-9 Phebe Resolution Award, 2017

Nores MET 

Reclamation Op, 

2018
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Not necessarily. Is there any easy solution? 

In the last chapter of Hidden War, I go into 

the challenges of regulation and if it will it 

help in the cannabis world.

Like I spoke to Joe Rogan about on his 

show, because he’s obviously an advocate, 

if we’re going to legalize and regulate, we 

need to do it right. We need to do what-

ever we can do to eliminate a black market 

that’s gotten so big it’s generating massive 

amounts of environmental crime and public 

safety threats. If we’re going to do it, we’re 

going to have to do it in such a way that we 

don’t encourage more of a black market — 

which we’ve started to see in California and 

in other states with red tape, fees, and lack 

of trust in government by growers who’ve 

traditionally been in the black market after 

Prop 215 that goes back 20 years. They’re 

not registering or regulating because it’s 

too costly for them to do so. They’re stay-

ing in the black market still, but they’re not 

putting a bunch of poisons on their crops. 

There’s still that demand in many other 

To talk about the war on drugs issue, the 

biggest misconception is that it’s not just a 

war on drugs, it’s a war on environmental 

destruction and threatening our public safe-

ty. Let’s not make it about drugs, let’s make 

it about environmental purity, the security 

of Americans within our borders, and the 

safety of everyone, even internationally. This 

whole issue isn’t necessarily about drugs; 

that just happens to be the black market 

product that’s fueling all this violence, en-

vironmental destruction, and is making it un-

safe to be out in our wildlands. I was quoted 

by the Associated Press not long ago saying 

that if cherry tomatoes were on the black 

market and the demand was so high that 

they were $4,000 per pound, we’d probably 

have poisons on them, gunfights, and some 

war on vegetables. You could make it about 

any product there’s a desire to have, there’s 

no regulation, and you can’t get on the open 

market. The war on drugs has validity from 

the standpoint of environmental protection 

and public safety. Are we doing it correctly? 

states that want good weed, and they can’t 

get it through legitimate channels. 

In addition to that, since we have regulated 

for two years in California, the cartel thing 

hasn’t slowed down at all. Those guys have 

just continued to see that the black market is 

thriving, and now there’s all this enforcement 

attention on growers who are regulating and 

getting registered. About one-quarter of the 

game wardens in my old agency are dedicat-

ed to cannabis enforcement. We were a tacti-

cal elite unit dealing with the cartel threat, so 

we’re not the private land inspection teams, 

but there’s watershed enforcement teams, 

marijuana permitting teams, all funded to just 

regulate and make sure everything’s done 

right under the new requirements. That’s 

taken a lot of enforcement pressure away 

from the cartels in public lands. We’re one of 

the few teams doing it. The Forestry Service 

is doing it, sheriff’s departments, and a lot of 

other regulatory units like DEA and BLM in 

certain cases, but they’re too overwhelmed 

to handle the unregulated growers. 
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The penalties for public land trespass 

grows went from a felony to a misdemean-

or, and a misdemeanor to an infraction 

for a juvenile cartel grower. We’re seeing 

a lot of teenagers within the organization 

working with the older, vetted grow bosses 

on these sites, and they’ve watered down 

their crimes. The DAs can’t even prosecute 

this without environmental enhancements 

so we bring that in to get felony status of 

water pollution, deer poaching, or whatever 

the case may be. So when someone says, 

“Let’s just legalize it, and the problem will 

go away,” it’s not that simple. It’s something 

we have to look at federally and not just 

state by state. Every time we do something 

right in one state, another state sucks in the 

black market from the state that made a 

change, and it becomes a revolving cycle of 

never being unilaterally successful. 

It seems like with proliferation and incre-

mental legalization that the war on drugs 

is tougher now than it was 30 years ago. 

What do you attribute that to? 

JN: The thin-green-line officers of Border 

Patrol agents, conservation officers, military, 

and park rangers haven’t grown in numbers, 

but public demand has. Population in Amer-

ica has skyrocketed in the last 30 years. 

I’m approximating, but the last statistic I 

read was 40-million-plus cannabis users in 

America, and that’s growing every day. A lot 

of that is black market users in states where 

you don’t have regulation. Law enforcement 

is taxed so much in other areas with limited 

numbers; I think that’s why it’s gotten worse. 

One of the things we did in Hidden War was 

a comparison from when War in the Woods 

was published. We did a breakdown of how 

many game wardens were in each state, the 

total number nationally, and the population 

in each state. It’s been exactly 10 years in be-

tween books. We did that same analysis, and 

it’s crazy. We’ve gone up like 1,000 game war-

dens nationally, and you can only imagine how 

population growth and the impacts it’s had on 

our wildland areas. It’s kind of free game for the 

cartels, because they realize law enforcement 

is so overwhelmed. They keep doing their 

thing and understand they’re going to lose a 

few grows, but even if it’s two out of 10, they’re 

still going to make like $100,000,000 or more. 

Law enforcement just can’t keep up with it. 

There’s tons of money being poured into 

the border wall. What kind of effect, if any, 

do you think it’ll have?

JN: I think a wall could slow things down if it 

was built the right way, but it’s not just surface 

level we’re dealing with. There’s an established 

tunnel system underground, stuff coming 

in from the coast on panga boats delivering 

dope, people, and weapons from Mexico into 

America. A wall could slow the flood down a 

little bit, but I don’t think it’ll solve the problem. 

In gathering intelligence and talking with the 

people we’ve captured, they laugh when we 

talk about border control. At best, it’s a speed-

bump on the I-5 freeway. 

If they put up a few hundred-thousand dol-

lars, they’ll get their operatives into America 

and pay a small amount for the money they’ll 

generate. Case in point, we’ve had multiple 

deported felons, classified as such because 

of heavy criminal history, and have deported 

them well into the double digits from site to 

site — and they keep coming back. Different 

K9s have apprehended the same guy mul-

tiple times. That makes me skeptical that a 

wall will solve the problem. The bigger thing 

we have to look at is what’s happening on 

both sides of the border. How can we hope-

 THE PATRON SAINT  
OF MOTHER NATURE

fully have an impact down there with Mexico 

helping us on the problem?

Why do you think there’s so much resis-

tance to federal legalization?

JN: I think it’s frame of reference and differ-

ent contexts of what people consider drug 

abuse or how they classify marijuana. You 

have certain states with varied perceptions 

and, until we get the testing and things 

happen federally or more progressive states 

work together to address this problem, we 

won’t get on the same page of how we 

perceive what cannabis really is. Things like 

what the medical benefits are and if we’re 

going to test it federally to validate that it has 

medical benefits. If it’s going to happen fed-

erally, it’s not going to happen overnight, so 

what can we do on the ground to hold back 

the tide as best we can right now? Whether 

you’re for or against, let’s just take all that out 

of the equation and look at what’s going to 

be good for our public safety and environ-

mental purity throughout the country. Let’s 

try to make some decisions based on that. 

What involvement do game wardens 

have with wildlife trafficking in the U.S.?

JN: California is one of the most progres-

sive Fish and Game agencies in the country 

with its training level, resources, and diver-

sity of teams. In California, you have a little 
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bit of everything. You have the coast, with 

abalone which are heavily threatened and 

there’s a black market for. Sturgeon eggs 

are very high dollar on the black market. 

There’s the ivory trade in L.A. and San 

Francisco, with people wanting legitimate 

ivory pieces for multiple reasons. All the 

states have these problems, and that’s why 

these teams were built. In California, we’d 

been doing that even before the formalized 

wildlife trafficking team had been built. It 

came about right after our MET team got 

built, and it’s been very effective to the 

point they’re out there doing covert buy 

busts and surveillance, catching everything 

from the things I just mentioned to people 

selling black bear gallbladders. 

The ivory trade, though — that’s where 

these animals are so impacted over in 

Africa because there’s such a huge amount 

paid for a rhino horn or elephant tusk. By 

the time it gets into the black market, you’re 

talking hundreds of thousands of dollars, 

if not more, on just a few animals. That’s 

where we’ve embedded and are working 

very closely with the African officials and 

their game wardens. We’re sending people 

over there, communicating, and sharing 

information at the source. When we start 

communicating country to country and 

get into these black market circles, we now 

have a team that can go anywhere in the 

state and embed on a particular suspect as 

long as they need to, and basically intercept 

the ivory coming in. We’ve really stepped 

up the game with our federal colleagues. 

I used to do a lot of covert undercover 

work on wildlife illegal sales and buys with 

our special operations unit. What we’ve 

learned is when you catch a guy like that 

red-handed at the source, the ripple effect 

it has on national and international com-

mercial poachers is overwhelming because 

you never know who’s who. It doesn’t have 

to be ivory; it can also be prohibited reptiles 

or primates. We’ve had celebrities with 

an illegal primate that’s endangered and 

not supposed to be here, but they paid a 

huge amount of money and it got into the 

black market. There’s a black market for 

everything wildlife; it’s nuts. There’s tons of 

money in it, and second only to the drug 

trade when you look at the statistics. 

What can private citizens do to aid in the 

conservation effort?

JN: Be aware, know who to contact if you 

run across this, and spread the message. 

The more people who can spread that mes-

sage, the better. So few people know this 

is really going on and the magnitude of it. 

One thing we need to do is unify. The more 

people get involved and shed light on it, 

then you see more funding, more educa-

tion, it getting in the press more. Then, we 

start to feel more empowered as citizens to 

stand up and say we’re not going to allow 

this. That’s how they can be a force multi-

plier. Hunters, fishermen, and outdoorsmen 

and women are our best reporting parties 

through things like the CalTIP Program to 

turn in poachers and polluters. Every con-

servation agency has a turn-in-a-poacher 

hotline. Use it. Help your game wardens out. 

Explain how legal, regulated hunting and 

fishing assists in the conservation effort.

JN: Glad you asked that. What we need 

to remember is, even if you’re not a con-

sumptive user of wildlife or don’t believe in 

hunting or fishing, try not to chastise those 

who do it ethically and legally. Conservation 

is based on a balance of species, natural 

depredation in the wild, and environmental 

changes. Ethical and legal hunters and an-
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glers are actually helping all of those species 

numbers, because they’re buying into a pro-

gram that has studied the population and 

determines how many need to be taken to 

keep the population in balance so too many 

don’t die of starvation or from predatory 

kills. That meat is being eaten, appreciated, 

respected, and done so humanely.

All of us as conservationists who hunt and 

fish — our license fees, ammunition, firearms, 

and the equipment we buy, percentages of 

that fund go right into agencies like California 

Department of Fish and Wildlife to study and 

make sure that population thrives. When we 

talk about the increase of urbanization and 

population, which leads to less open spaces, 

once we start to impact that through develop-

ment, we’re impacting wildlife many times in 

a negative way because we’re leaving less 

habitat for larger numbers of animals within 

particular species to thrive. If we don’t man-

age, help, or support a species in a population 

increase where it’s depleted, as conservation-

ists from all that funding at the agency level, 

it couldn’t be done without anglers, hunters, 

and conservationists. 

That’s not saying everyone should be a 

hunter. I’ve spoken to preservation groups 

on the animal rights front as much as I’ve 

talked to people who are like-minded. It’s in-

teresting when I talk to the Humane Society, 

PETA, or Mountain Lion Society in California 

and give a presentation on the cannabis 

thing and all the dead wildlife. We don’t get 

into a debate about it, because whether you 

hunt and fish legally and ethically or abso-

lutely don’t want to, no one wants to see an 

animal die this way from a banned poison 

by someone who isn’t even here legally and 

working for groups committing felonious 

crimes all over the world, especially here in 

America. A majority of our tips to find these 

grows come from hunters, anglers, and hik-

ers getting into those pristine waterways to 

check them out. They’re making one of the 

biggest dents by finding it and turning this 

stuff in for the sake of everyone’s wildlife, 

no matter where you sit on the spectrum. 

What other non-drug-related threats 

should people know about that you’ve 

encountered in your line of work?

JN: You also have the environmental issues 

as well, with everything from rattlesnakes to 

wild animal attacks. Something that’s drug 

related that we didn’t really talk about is 

stuff like pungi pits, tripwires, boobytraps, 

and hidden holes. All outdoor public should 

know to be careful of where they’re at. Be 

aware of your surroundings and know that 

some of this stuff is on trails. There are boo-

bytraps in and around roads, and it doesn’t 

even have to be drug related. It can be 

felons on the run, and they can have some 

nomadic camp where they’re trying not to 

be found. The public can run into that to. It’s 

a small amount of people who can be that 

threatening, but they’re out there.

I ran across that a lot, and we still do. We 

get the guy who has an arrest warrant or 

there’s a group of criminals doing some-

thing. Where are they going to go to get off 

the grid into an area that has as little law 

enforcement as possible? They’re going to 

get into our wildlands and remote areas. 

Who’s going to run into them? It’s going to 

be someone like the game warden. 

ACCOLADES: 
California Governor’s Medal of Valor
San Jose State’s Criminal Justice Hall of Fame induction, 2018 
Regional Officer of the Year, 1999
Nores’ MET and K9 Phebe were recognized in both the California 
Senate and Assembly in January 2017 with Resolution Awards for 
service, the first congressional resolution for our officers in the 
agency’s history 

CHILDHOOD IDOL: Dad

URL: www.johnnores.com; Instagram: @johnnores



E
very year, we hear about cold-weather-related 

fatalities that could’ve easily been avoided with the 

right training and supplies. As winter is upon us 

once again, we felt it prudent to raise awareness of 

situations that commonly lead to injuries or worse 

during the cold months, as well as some myths that are continu-

ally perpetuated about cold-weather survival. With a résumé that 

includes instructing Marines at the Mountain Warfare Training 

Center, we tapped survival instructor Thomas Coyne, whom we 

profiled in RECOIL OFFGRID Issue 27, for tips to keep you safe this 

winter. In addition, we asked director of training for Sierra Element 

and former Marine scout sniper Victor Lopez to provide recom-

mendations on best practices for firearms use in cold weather.

RECOIL OFFGRID: A quinzhee is one of the best shelters 

you can make using snow. For those unfamiliar with 

how to build one, what are the steps involved?

Thomas Coyne: All you do is pile snow, preferably the freshest 

snow, into a dome shape big enough to leave 18-inch walls all 

around you and dig out a living space for you to lay down or 

sit up in. You can make them fairly large for a whole group of 

people or just one person. After you pile the snow, pack it down 

with your feet or a shovel to compact it enough to solidify, and 

let it sit for at least 30 minutes. It’s good if it’s in the sun to help 

it fuse together a bit. Then you can dig out a living space at the 

base that’s big enough to lay down in that’s in the shape you 

want. Before you dig out the opening, in order to make sure you 

don’t go too shallow, break off a bunch of sticks that are at least 

18 inches long and jam them into the top all around and all the 

way to the top. That way you know if you hit the stick not to go 

any farther. If you’re building one for yourself, as long as it’s big 

enough for you to lay down in that’s a good rule of thumb for 

how wide and high you need to make it. 

What do you think some of the most common miscon-

ceptions are about cold-weather survival?

TC: One thing people never talk about is hydration in the cold. 

People talk about how you shouldn’t drink cold water, but you 

need to stay as hydrated as you can in extreme cold — it’s just 

as important as hydrating in extreme heat. Blood regulates 

body temperature. When you’re too hot, it takes the heat from 

your organs; your blood vessels dilate and radiate that heat 

off the surface of the skin. When you’re too cold, it constricts 

on the surface of the skin and to the extremities like your ears, 

nose, and fingers, which is why your hands get cold first. The 

body restricts blood flow to those areas when you’re cold and 

focuses it on the internal organs so you don’t get hypothermia. 

If you’re dehydrated at all, you’re going to get colder faster and 

have much less blood on the surface of your skin, so you’ll be 

much more prone to frostbite. Pre-hydrate for a few days before 

Survival Techniques and 
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you go on any cold-weather expeditions as if you’re going on a 

hot-weather expedition. 

The quickest way to absorb water is if it’s at room tempera-

ture and an isotonic solution, which is 0.9-percent salt. Your 

body works on what’s called the sodium-potassium-electrolyte 

pump. We don’t run out of potassium the way we do salt, be-

cause we don’t sweat it out like salt. Salt opens the door to the 

cell to let water in, so if your drink is too salty it pulls water out of 

the cell. If it’s just salty enough it lets it into the cell. An isotonic 

solution matches the salinity of our body’s cells naturally so 

you can hydrate the quickest and safest. When you get an IV of 

saline, that’s what they’re giving you. 

Caffeine dehydrates you, and it’s a vasodilator, so it affects 

your blood pressure. When you’re really red-lining, like when I 

was a firefighter and working on the fire line, it’s not a good idea 

to have caffeine. What we’d do is after we drank 2 liters of water, 

our third liter would always have an electrolyte replacement in it. 

That’s so we don’t become hyponatremic. If the salt level in your 

body gets too low, that’s called hyponatremia and it can kill you. 

That means your body can’t absorb water anymore. You’ll drink 

a liter of water, and urinate it right out. If you’re hyponatremic 

and drink water without salt, you’re hurting yourself. Avoid caf-

feine and alcohol. There’s that old belief that drinking alcohol 

makes you warmer, but that’s because it makes the blood ves-

sels on the surface of your skin dilate and is radiating away heat.

ROG: What should people know about cold-weather 

clothing?

TC: A lot of people don’t know how to dress for the cold. There’s 

a proper three-layer clothing system that all your military, cold-

weather mountaineers, arctic expedition, and pipeline guys are 

wearing. There’s your performance baselayer; that’s your ther-

mal underwear, which should be tight-fitting against the body. 

These items should also be rapid drying and insulate when wet. 

It’s not just about warming you, but for active and extreme cold, 

it needs to serve as a sweat management system. 

When you’re more active, you build up sweat; being sweaty in 

extreme cold can cause you to freeze to death. When you have 

material that insulates when wet, no matter how sweaty you get, 

as long as it’s up against your body as an insulation layer, your 

body heat will keep it warm. It needs to be rapid drying because 

once you stop sweating and sit down, you want it to dry well 

even though it’s underneath the other layers. That’s why you 

should only use certain materials like wool and polypropylene. 

Those two have the best warmth-to-weight ratio, insulate when 

wet, and dry rapidly. We call cotton the death fabric. We don’t 

use it in the cold because it loses all insulation capabilities when 

wet and dries very slow. 

The next layer is your insulation layer; it keeps you warm but 

isn’t skin tight. It’s not really the clothing that keeps you warm, 

it’s your body heat and your clothing should trap that. When 

you have an insulation layer, it should be a little loose to give 

you a little room for your body heat and trap that around you. 

If you’re in cold and wet weather, again, you want something 

that insulates when wet and dries rapidly, like fleece. If you’re in 

weather where it’s below freezing 24 hours a day where you’re 

not going to get wet, down is a great material because it’s very 

light. Down has a tendency to absorb a lot of water, it doesn’t 

insulate, and will never dry in the field, so that’s why we don’t 

wear it when it’s both cold and wet. 

Your third layer should be a waterproof, breathable layer. You 

want that to be an outer shell. The colder it is, the more breath-

able it has to be. If you’re going below zero you need a highly 

breathable jacket. What people don’t realize about breathabil-

ity in the cold is that in extreme cold your jacket will begin to 

condensate if it’s not breathable enough. For instance, if you just 

wear a rubber rain slicker, it condensates inside. If the material 

isn’t breathable enough, it’ll get soaking wet inside. 

For footwear, avoid cotton socks. In extreme cold weather, 

your boot should have a removable insulator. If you’re hiking 

all day and build up a lot of sweat, you want to take that out to 

give it time to dry. You want a three-layer system for your feet as 

well. You have the sock, which is your performance baselayer, 

the boot insulator, and then the boot itself so you can manage 

the moisture in your boot. Trench foot indications are like when 

you sit in the bath too long and your skin gets wrinkly. When 

you keep grinding on that layer of wet skin over and over again, 

it just comes off. When you’re post-holing through 2- to 3-foot 

snow without proper footwear, your feet will get soaking wet 

and frostbite or trench foot is likely to set in.

What tools do you think are over and underrated for 

cold weather?

TC: One thing that many survival guys will disagree with me 

about are fire steels. They’re just a bushcraft play tool and a 

poor option for emergency circumstances. If you’re injured, 

hypothermic, or have a little frostbite, it’s easier to light a match 

Thomas Coyne 
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when you’re having trouble feeling your hands than to spark a 

fire using a steel. A match you can strike and just toss it into the 

fuel. With a steel, you have to prepare the fuel a particular way 

and shave it up into little bits. If you’re using something natural, 

it won’t work on anything moist at all. You generally have to use 

both hands and be very precise with your sparks. Any thermal 

emergency attacks the brain and makes it hard to think. You 

don’t want to carve down shavings of bark in that condition. You 

get ataxia, which is a loss of coordination, so they’re not good 

when you’re hypothermic, cold, and wet. 

Matches are easier to use and light more materials. The 

primary fire-starting material should be a proper storm match. 

It can burn in the water, in mud, and in crazy winds, so it’s very 

hard to put out. You should also have an accelerant like solid 

fuel cubes. There are lots of brands out there for like 50 cents 

a piece. They’ll burn for over 10 minutes at over 1,000 degrees. 

Forget the cotton balls and Vaseline. In cold weather, it’s likely 

going to be wet as well, so all the small stuff that might light 

easily like pine needles, bark, and grass are all affected by the 

moisture so they’re going to be hard to light. You need a good 

flame length and a very hot flame. All the cubes like WetFire, 

Duraflame, Weber, and Fast Fire will give you at least a 4- to 

6-inch flame length. Just throw your match on the cube and 

warm your hands up to get them working again, then light your 

second cube to get your fire going. You can get emergency 

heat from just the cube. The No. 1 reason we’d have to rescue 

people off trails is because they fell and hurt their leg, so if you’re 

injured you want it to be as easy as possible. 

A catalytic heater and 24-hour hot packs are great for 

vehicles. Every winter you read articles about people who took 

a wrong turn down a road or ended up stuck in the snow some-

how. They end up freezing to death in their vehicles because 

they run out of gas, and the car is useless. Catalytic heaters are 

like little propane heaters. You can use little $5 propane tanks, 

but it can be used indoors — since it’s catalytic it uses platinum 

in the device to purify the emissions. Some will run on a tank 

for eight hours on low, but you can also make a tank last for 

like three nights if you just run it for a half hour to stay warm 

as needed. If you need to build a quinzhee, you can pop some 

hot packs and put them in your clothing or wrap them in your 

e-blanket to stay warm.

What should people know about using electronics in 

cold weather, particularly stuff powered by lithium-ion 

batteries?

TC: Cold weather zaps the batteries a lot quicker, so you have to 

protect your devices from the cold, which is another thing you 

can use hot packs for. Also, if I’m bringing a water filter, you’ve 

got to make sure they don’t freeze overnight, so you can pop 

a hot pack and put it in the compartment with those materials. 

For whatever mustn’t freeze, you need to have some kind of 

insulation. You’re going to have to charge more and bring more 

batteries since the cold drains it faster.

What are some medical conditions cold weather causes 

that don’t get enough attention?

TC: Snow-blindness is one. If you get a stuck in a snowy area 

without the right eye protection, you can go snow-blind in less 

than one day. In addition to goggles, they make emergency 

snow glasses. Many of them are rolled up in little containers like 

the Survival Metrics i-Shield. They’re one-size-fits-all. You can 

make improvised versions from birch bark or a piece of card-

board. You can cut thin slits in it just big enough to see out of. 

They have to stick out at least ½ inch off your face and have to 

cover the sides and bottom to keep light from getting in, so you 

have to fold it a bit to look a little like Geordi from Star Trek. 

What should people know about getting lost in snowy 

weather in a vehicle?

TC: Stay with the vehicle, because it’s easier to spot than you 

are. One mistake is when people stay with the vehicle when it’s 

very cold and succumb to falling asleep. That’ll easily lead to 

becoming hypothermic and dying. I call it the Freddy Krueger 

rule of cold-weather survival. If you’re experiencing symptoms of 

hypothermia, you have to stay awake. Try and do some kind of 

physical activity in place. Tense your muscles as hard as you can 

and do little isometric exercises and whatever you can to stay 

awake and warm. 

If you can clear away any branches or foliage so the sun can 

get to your car easier, do it. The sunlight will create that green-

house effect in your vehicle and help warm it. You can turn your 

car into a quinzhee too, but you need to have a ventilation hole 

and a way to mark the outside so people can see there’s a car 

under there if it’s continuing to snow. Try to make a signal. A re-

ally good tip I learned is to use Kool-Aid packets because they’re 

very bright colors and you can use them to spell out SOS — and 

it’s a lot cheaper than dye. 

Magpul 

Core Quick 

Reference 

Rifle Cards are 

good reference 

materials to 

have on hand 

when shooting 

in extreme 

weather.

038
IS

S
U

E
 3

5
GRIDWEB.COMDDOFFGG



What are some of the biggest considerations to keep 

in mind when using firearms in cold weather?

Victor Lopez: Clothing can affect the way you present the 

weapon, jackets and gloves in particular. You should practice 

with the equipment you’re going to be wearing prior to go-

ing out. A lot of people think it’s cool to wear gloves when 

they go out, but like on a Glock, it has that extra safety on 

the trigger. A lot of times I see people who never really 

trained with it and go on training evolutions in mountainous 

areas where they have gloves on and can’t find that nub on 

the trigger. 

If you’re using gloves, make sure they have good dexterity 

in the fingers; train with your gloves before you go out so 

you can have that tactile feel on the trigger and use them to 

try reloads as well. With jackets, try them on and present the 

draw — see how it’ll feel when prone and any other positions 

you anticipate being in. Sometimes with shoulder-fired weap-

ons, materials like certain fleeces will feel different than just 

wearing a cotton shirt and can actually slip easier.

For changing temperatures, I’ve seen guys go from cold 

weather training and then put the gun in their sleeping bag, 

where it collects condensation. Overnight, you can see rust 

start to form on some weapons because of the body heat 

trapped in a sleeping bag. You want to keep it close to the 

ambient temperature. Keep snow out. If it gets in there, it’s 

going to cause rust. Barrel caps are fine, but putting plastic 

on will collect condensation when it warms up with the sun, 

like when you put a plastic tarp out to collect moisture in a 

survival situation; it’s the same type of principle. 

What are some myths you hear getting perpetuated 

about using firearms in cold weather?

VL: A myth I hear is if you’re above freezing that it’ll completely 

shift your zero on something like a bolt gun. Another I hear is 

that the trigger won’t freeze up. I have seen, when it’s truly cold, 

swelling of the bolts in rifles, and you can feel it get sluggish so 

it will respond differently than in warm weather. I’ve also heard 

people say you don’t need that much lubrication on your guns 

because it’s cold so it’s not evaporating. In altitude it can still be 

cold and dry, so your lubrication is  

still dissipating. 

For lubricants, I’ve seen guys use paste type stuff. Avoid 

grease and paste lubrications. Just go with a CLP or oil-based 

lubricant. When you return home, always make sure you com-

pletely dry and lubricate your weapon before you store it. 

The air is less dense in altitude and cold weather. Tempera-

ture, air pressure, and humidity affect your impacts; increased 

muzzle velocity results in higher impacts on your targets. 

Magpul has some cheat sheets with the computations to 

keep in mind. Devices like a Kestrel can also provide info for 

your weather data. 

BUYER’S GUIDE

ESS

Influx Cold Weather Goggle
MSRP

$135

URL

www.esseyepro.com

Pros

 Comes with clear, smoke gray, 

and alpenglow (amber) lenses 

 Headband is removable 

 Lens cleaner included 

Cons

 Only available in white

 A bit too narrow to wear with 

corrective lenses 

Notes: ESS is a subsidiary of Oakley and focuses specifi-

cally on eyewear. Their Influx Cold Weather Goggles are 

geared toward tactical use. We felt they were a great 

value and never fogged up on us. Shooters will be happy 

to know they meet U.S. Mil-spec MIL-PRF-32432, ANSI 

Z87.1-2015, OSHA and CE EN166 ballistic protection stan-

dards. They come with three 3mm polycarbonate lens 

choices, which we found easy to remove and switch out. 

The headband has a sliding sleeve on it to keep the lens 

protected when not in use, and it also comes with a car-

rying case that has Velcro attachments to hook it onto 

your belt or backpack. The fleece-lined face foam was 

comfortable and did a great job wicking away moisture. 

Although we appreciated how form fitting they were, 

anyone wearing corrective lenses might have to switch 

to contacts, as the goggles might be too narrow to wear 

with most eyeglasses.  

Made in the USA. 

Oakley

Line Miner Snow Goggle
MSRP

$120 to $150

URL

www.oakley.com

Pros

 Numerous goggle and lens color combos

 “Asian Fit” sizes available 

 Shape is compatible with most helmets

Cons

 Headband not removable 

 No carrying case; microbag only provides 

minimal protection

 Only comes with one lens

Notes: The Line Miner from Oakley provided 

impressive forward and peripheral vision 

with wide, high lenses. They meet the ANSI 

Z87.1 and EN 166 standards for goggle impact 

protection, but are intended more for outdoor 

activity than military “ballistic” standards. 

These goggles were wide enough to accommo-

date corrective lenses, and we never had an 

issue with fogging or moisture evaporation. 

According to the manufacturer, the injection-

molded Plutonite lenses provide 100-percent 

protection against UVA/UVB/UVC and harmful 

blue light up to 400nm. Other lens options are 

sold separately, though changing them out is 

a little tricky till you get the hang of it. Lens 

thickness is 2.34mm. Made in China.
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BUYER’S GUIDE

Eddie Bauer

Vinson Down Parka

Eddie Bauer

Powder Search 2.0 
Insulated Pants

Notes: You definitely feel like 

you’re getting a lot of value for 

this parka. It’s machine washable 

and the Velcro wrist closures, elas-

ticized cuffs, drawstrings on the 

waist and hood, and zipper/button 

front closure ensure that cold had 

a hard time getting through. With 

all the extra storage, fasteners 

for the openings, and full-bodied 

lining, you certainly know you’re 

wearing a jacket intended for harsh 

weather — in other words, it’s not 

light. We loved the abundance 

of large pockets with Velcro or 

zippered closures. Even though 

we’re fairly sure firearms weren’t 

a consideration in the design, 

a pass-through on one of the 

external pockets would enable the 

wearer to retrieve something of 

the concealed persuasion much 

more discretely. The parka had an 

expected low waist to it. Combined 

with the Cordura/nylon material, it 

held up very well in winter weather. 

Made in Bangladesh.  

Notes: The Powder Search 2.0 

Insulated Pants also provide quite 

a bit of value for a comparatively 

low cost with features absent on 

other brands we tested. The pants 

were very comfortable and the 

polyester/nylon materials worked 

well to insulate for warmth. Their 

StormRepel Super DWR finish 

repelled rainwater effectively 

and the elasticized ankles on the 

lining performed well to keep 

snow from creeping into footwear. 

Although these pants don’t have 

zippers along the legs to be 

donned quickly, they do have an 

elasticized waist with Velcro cinch 

straps to adjust to your liking. The 

addition of belt loops and a D-ring 

attachment were nice touches. 

Two zippered hip pockets, along 

with two Velcro flap-closure thigh 

pockets, allow for plenty of stor-

age. Made in Vietnam.

MSRP

$299 to $317

URL

www.eddiebauer.com

MSRP

$113 to $125

URL

www.eddiebauer.com

Pros

Faux fur is removable 

Comes with a balaclava 

Storage galore with nine 

pockets 

Cons

Hood itself can’t be 

removed

Only comes in two colors

Pros

Tall sizes available

Inexpensive

Two zippered thigh vents

Cons

No full-length leg zippers 

for fast removal
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Arc’teryx 

Camosun Parka
MSRP

$649

URL

www.arcteryx.com

Pros

 Practical for a variety of 

uses

 Feels much lighter than it 

looks

 Arc’teryx branding visibil-

ity is subtle, unlike some 

companies that add huge 

logos everywhere  

Cons

 Price is quite a bit higher 

than many of its competi-

tors 

 Only three colors

Arc’teryx LEAF

Cold WX Pant 
SV Men’s

MSRP

$89

URL

www.arcteryx.com

Pros

 Drawstrings on pantleg 

bottoms are a plus when 

walking through deep snow

 Can be easily layered 

over other clothing and 

removed quickly with the 

full-length zippers on each 

leg

 Plenty of sizes to choose 

from

Cons

 Only two pockets

 Beltloops would’ve been a 

plus in case you’d like to 

carry more equipment

Notes: When it comes to cold-

weather clothing, the LEAF line 

from Arc’teryx is well known for 

its quality. The level of thermal 

protection against both wind and 

direct contact with snow you’ll get 

from the Gore-Tex material and 

Climashield lining is top notch. 

These pants are surprisingly 

comfortable and maneuverable 

for how well-insulated they are. 

Unless cold-weather work and 

exposure is a regular occur-

rence for you, the price might be 

discouraging. Although the pants 

are high-waisted, the integrated 

belt doesn’t really allow for the at-

tachment of any accessories you 

might like to carry. We’d have to 

liked to see these in other colors 

than the two offered, but we really 

can’t complain about the fit and 

finish, and have confidence these 

will hold up to the elements for a 

long time. Made in Canada. 

Notes: Although this parka can 

definitely hold its own keeping 

you warm, it doesn’t feel heavy or 

cumbersome. The Gore-Tex material 

is light but robust enough to repel 

the elements. Its design is simple 

and practical for winter sports and 

extended outdoor activity. It ‘s 

stylish enough for urban wear and 

could even pass for a raincoat since 

the waist is higher than most par-

kas. The hood can be removed via 

snap-button attachments if desired 

and pulled snug with drawstrings if 

you’re getting hit hard by the wind. 

Two external hand pockets and 

one internal pocket with zippered 

closures are sufficient for a decent 

amount of storage. The sleeves 

were fairly snug with internal cuffs, 

but we were surprised there aren’t 

any drawstrings to make the waist a 

bit tighter. Made in China.
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Varusteleka

Särmä TST L7 Camouflage 
Trousers; Särmä TST L7 
Camouflage Anorak

Varusteleka

Särmä TST L3 Loft Jacket; 
Särmä TST L3 Loft Trousers

Notes: This snow-camo suit is intended to be 

worn in conjunction with the L5 Thermal Trou-

sers and Anorak for adaptability to environ-

mental changes. They basically have the same 

zippered vent locations as the L5 combo, and 

the entire suit is very lightweight. According to 

the manufacturer, an old trick is to use snow-

camo trousers with the “frozen” pattern jacket 

to mimic the snow on the ground as well as the 

winter foliage. While the system is very modu-

lar, not everyone needs camo, so your color 

options are confined to those patterns. We’d 

have liked a pass-through sleeve on the front of 

the anorak for storage or as a handwarmer. The 

quality is robust since it’s intended for law en-

forcement and military, but lack of storage may 

be an issue for hunters or others who desire 

this type of clothing. Bottoms have loops for 

M1950-style suspenders; Varusteleka carries 

such options. Anorak has drawstrings on hood 

and waist with Velcro wrist closures, but unfor-

tunately not on the trousers. Made in Estonia. 

MSRP

$93 (trousers); $140 

(anorak)

URL

www.varusteleka.com

MSRP

$75 to $93 (jacket); $93 
(pants)

URL

www.varusteleka.com

Pros

Easily to put on and take off 

over other clothing 

Surprisingly good insulation 

for how thin it is 

Takes up minimal space if 

packed for impromptu use

Cons

Elasticized waist, but no 

drawstrings or belt loops

No non-camo colors

Limited practicality 

Pros

Great value

12-month warranty

Lots of size options

Cons

Color options are limited to 

larger jackets; only one color on 

pants

Pants don’t have belt loops

Notes: The Särmä TST L3 jacket and pants 

are thin enough to be worn as midlayers, 

but warm enough to be worn as outer lay-

ers. Both items are exceptionally priced 

for the quality you get. We’d have liked to 

see more than one pocket on the jacket 

(and any pockets at all on the pants), 

but appreciated the drawstrings on the 

collar and waist. Both are lightweight, 

breathable, and made from 100-percent 

polyamide with Climashield insulation. 

Pants can be removed easily with full-

length zippers on each leg, but we were 

surprised that no drawstrings are on the 

waist or ankle. Jacket has elasticized 

wrists. Both items are warrantied for 12 

months and worked well to repel cold and 

wind. Made in Estonia. 
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Varusteleka

Särmä TST L5 Thermal 
Trousers; Särmä TST L5 
Thermal Anorak

Varusteleka

Särmä TST L2 Turtleneck 
Shirt; Särmä TST L1 Liner 
Gloves; Särmä TST L1 
BalaclavaMSRP

$149 (trousers); $186 

(anorak)

URL

www.varusteleka.com

MSRP

$42 to $56 (top); $19 

(balaclava); $24 (gloves)

URL

www.varusteleka.comPros

 Price is exceptional for the 

quality 

 Fleece-lined hood large 

enough to accommodate a 

helmet

 Thick enough to repel ele-

ments without being bulky

Cons

 Only two pockets on 

trousers; none on pull-over 

anorak

 No belt loops 

Pros

 Cheaper than many Ameri-

can brands using the same 

material combinations 

 12-month warranty

 Material is very form-fitting

Cons

 Crotch opening would be 

nice

 Only item with color op-

tions is the balaclava 

Notes: If you’re looking for camouflage winter 

clothing options, Varusteleka’s TST line is both 

a highly affordable and practical option. The 

“frozen” pattern is intended to mimic winter 

foliage patterns before snowfall. The fit was ex-

ceptional, and both items were comfortable in all 

the right areas, while keeping us well protected 

from the elements. Material is 100% PA ripstop, 

with shin, knee, butt, and waist areas reinforced 

with 500D Cordura. Abundance of sizes would 

work for practically anyone. Elasticized ankles 

on trousers, wrists, and waist on the anorak kept 

snow from creeping in. Since these are more 

for tactical use, our main complaint was lack 

of pockets. The zippered vents on the anorak 

worked well to access your inner layers, although 

we wondered why the zippers didn’t run the full 

length of the pantleg. Also, the buckled crotch 

strap on the anorak was an interesting way to 

keep your top from riding up if you’re crawling 

or prone for long periods of time, but might take 

some getting used to. Made in Estonia. 

Notes: Varusteleka is a military and outdoor 

company from Finland, so we knew they spoke 

fluent cold-weather clothing. They sent us 

an assortment of baselayers, and we were 

pleased with how the items performed. They 

were thin enough to be worn in with other 

baselayers if desired. The 80/20 merino wool/

polyester combo kept us sufficiently warm 

and were very comfortable. They’re machine 

washable, but air-drying is recommended. The 

zippered turtleneck shirt is practical even 

as an outer layer in the right environment. 

Gloves repelled cold and moisture penetra-

tion very well. Balaclava can be worn as a 

cap, tube scarf, or full facemask. Made in 

Lithuania. 
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Notes: Merino wool is definitely the way 

to go on baselayers. The Heavyweight 

FreeDry Merino Hybrid Baselayer Pants fit 

snugly without being constricting or itchy. 

They made of 50-percent merino wool/50-

percent polyester, so these bottoms can 

be machine washed and dried delicately. 

Breathability, heat retention, and mois-

ture wicking worked well, and we were 

pleasantly surprised to find these bottoms 

longer in the legs than expected. We did, 

however, wish there was crotch opening, 

since sometimes nature calls when you’re 

actually out in nature. Made in China.  

Eddie Bauer

Heavyweight FreeDry Merino 
Hybrid Baselayer Pants

MSRP

$63

URL

www.eddiebauer.com

Pros

Very light and comfortable

Legs stayed snug and didn’t ride 

up the calf after hours of use

Cons

Crotch opening would be nice

A bit pricey

BUYER’S GUIDE

Lowa

Renegade Evo Ice GTX
MSRP

$295

URL

www.lowaboots.com

Pros

Larger sizes available

Three neutral color options 

Cons

Padding could be improved in toe 

area

Consider wearing crampons with 

these if you’re walking on ice

Notes: Even when walking through knee-

deep snow, we were pleased how well these 

boots kept it from creeping inside and 

getting our feet soaking wet. The Gore-Tex 

and leather provided great insulation from 

the elements, heat retention, and were 

comfortable to wear. We’d have wished for 

a bit more padding in the very front, as we 

got a bit of toe-slam walking downhill. The 

aggressive traction was great on snow, 

especially going uphill, but was a bit dodgy 

at times on ice. All in all, we felt they were 

a good investment that could be worn 

in a variety of muddy, slushy, and snowy 

environments to keep your feet protected. 

Made in Slovakia.   

COLD  
OPEN

044
IS

S
U

E
 3

5
GRIDWEB.COMDDOFFGG



700
LUMENS

2 HR
RUN TIME



IS
S

U
E

 3
5

046 GRIDWEB.COMOFF



A 
fitness guru once said, “If you’re 

craving something and you 

don’t know what, it’s water. It’s 

always water.”

Indeed, water is our most 

basic human need, a resource that we’d only sur-

vive for three days without, so water availability 

naturally ranks high on wish lists of the self-reli-

ant. Local governments have lobbied hard over 

the last decades to carry public water to even 

the most rural areas. As a result, 87 percent of 

the U.S. population has access to a public water 

supply, which explains why we never hear home 

seekers on those real estate-themed reality 

shows ask, “Does this place have water?” 

If your chosen dwelling has access to a mu-

nicipal water supply, an argument can be made 

for embracing that. The federal government reg-

ulates public water to ensure its quality against 

bacteria, heavy metals, and other contaminants, 

but when it comes to the purity of well water, the 

property owner is essentially on his or her own.

But 13-million homes in the U.S. still rely 

on wells, whether by necessity or choice. If 

you aren’t blessed with a spring or an idyllic 

mountain stream in your backyard and you 

desire to meet or supplement your family’s 

water needs without “city water,” then a well 

could be a viable option. Furthermore, with 

proper construction and regular monitoring 

of water quality, it ’s entirely possible to have 

well water that’s as safe and reliable as your 

neighbors’ public supply. 

“In some regions, there may be a large cost 

barrier for drilling a well, maintaining it, and 

treating the water,” explains Ryan Bushong, 

president and owner of Bushong Drilling LLC 

in Marysville, Ohio, and a fourth-generation 

driller. “For the most part, however, a com-

plete private water well system will cost less 

to install than a private septic system, and the 

toughest barrier to overcome is the age-old 

stigma that well water is stinky, stains every-

thing it contacts, tastes bad, and is unsafe.”

Thinking of Building a Well? 

Here’s What You Should Know

By Phillip Meeks



A forgotten well 

can be both a 

safety hazard 

and a source of 

groundwater 

contamination.

Lead: Likely due to older plumbing; there’s no acceptable level.

Arsenic: Naturally occurring in some types of rock; linked to cancer, 

stomach pain, paralysis, blindness.

Copper: Blue-green staining; nausea, vomiting, stomach cramps; 

children and infants most susceptible.

Iron and manganese: Often occur together; reddish-brown staining; 

metallic taste; not usually a health concern.

Sodium: Salty taste; corrosion of plumbing.

Nitrate: Could indicate contamination by sewage, livestock manure, 

fertilizers; serious health threat to infants.

Hydrogen sulfide: Rotten egg smell; naturally present near coal or 

oil fields.

Fluoride: Naturally occurring, as well as added to public water 

supplies; long-term exposure linked to bone cancer.

Total dissolved solids: General indicator of water quality; sources 

may be either natural or man-made.

Hardness: High levels of calcium and magnesium; not a health risk; 

shortens lifespan of plumbing and fixtures.

pH: Mainly associated with the geology of site; general indicator of 

water quality.

How Wells Work
A portion of surface water will make its way deeper 

and deeper into the ground, eventually accumulating in 

the pores and fractures of a layer of soil and rock. This 

accumulated water is known as an aquifer, and aquifers 

can be classified as either confined — bound both above 

and below by impermeable layers — or unconfined.

Confined aquifers tend to be deeper than unconfined, 

and because the water can’t move directly down into 

them, it may enter from a considerable distance away. 

The water contained in a confined aquifer may be thou-

sands of years old.

A well is simply a drilled or dug hole that intersects that 

aquifer, allowing the water to accumulate in the bottom of 

the hole to be carried to the surface as needed by a well 

bucket or a pumping system.

Depending on the depth of the well and the hydro-

geology of the site, it may take hours or years for water 

to move from the surface into the aquifer. Therefore, a 

seasonal drought won’t necessarily impact the availability 

of water in the well, at least not immediately.

Generally, the closer to the surface the aquifer, the 

more the water will be influenced by surface conditions, 

such as pollution or climate. Unconfined aquifers are 

more prone to contamination from the surface, due to 

the limited buffer between what goes on above and what 

makes its way below.  

Specific 
Contamination  

Issues
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Not all wells will 

require a storage 

tank, but it is an 

option.

Types of Wells
There are three types of wells that may be used in sup-

plying water to a home: bored, driven, and drilled.

Bored or dug wells are what most of us past a certain 

age may remember from our childhoods. Imagine the 

picturesque, stone-lined wells with a bucket on a rope 

dangling at the top. These are typically only 10 to 30 feet 

deep, with a relatively large diameter. Again, because they 

tend to be accessing aquifers that are relatively close to 

the surface, this type of well is most directly impacted by 

surface activity. 

Driven wells are the result of a pipe being driven 30 to 

50 feet into the ground. This is usually done in areas with 

large deposits of sand or gravel, where the depth to the 

groundwater table is only 15 feet or less. As with bored wells, 

contamination from the surface is a moderate to high risk.  

“Most people want a drilled well, so it’s drilled into bed-

rock with casing at the top,” explains John Jemison, an 

extension professor for soil and water quality at the Uni-

versity of Maine. “The well head sits up above the ground, 

and it has to be separated from the septic system.”

Drilled wells typically extend 500 feet or less, but mod-

ern drilling technology makes it possible to drill in excess 

of 1,000 feet.

Preliminary Steps
Bushong suggests a bit of homework for anyone 

contemplating a well, including requesting a database 

of historic well records for your area from your state’s 

department of natural resources. This will provide an idea 

of the quantity and quality of water, as well as average 

depth. This is also a good time to talk with neighbors, 

as their experiences with the process and with certain 

contractors can be invaluable.

“Be careful to ask others in the area how productive 

their wells are,” advises Jemison. “If your well recharge 

is less than a gallon a minute, you may need to install a 

cistern to hold water in times of greater use.”
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In determining the placement of the well, the contractor’s 

expertise in the local hydrogeology will guide you toward 

the most reliable water. Beyond that, the goal is to avoid 

anything that could contaminate your water supply.  

“Well placement is usually done based on access, distance 

from septic systems, and drainage,” says Jemison. “You would 

not want to drill where water might sit around the well head.”

Distances can vary from region to region, but as an 

example, Texas law requires wells to be at least 50 feet from 

septic tanks, cisterns, non-potable water, and property lines; 

100 feet from septic leach lines and drain fields; 150 feet 

from where fertilizer, pesticides, and animal feeds are stored 

and from pet and livestock yards; and 250 feet from any 

liquid waste disposal area.

During this fact-finding phase, consider any old wells 

on the property, which can provide a direct link from the 

surface to the aquifer, in addition to being hazardous to 

people, pets, and livestock. If old, unused wells are pres-

ent, it would be wise to factor their 

decommissioning into the overall 

project cost.

Finally, a phone call to the local 

courthouse or reputable contractor 

can help determine what permits 

and other paperwork, such as a well 

completion report, may be appli-

cable. The red tape can be confusing. 

Legal requirements vary from state 

to state and even across counties, so 

enlist someone in the know to help 

navigate. If a permit is needed in your 

situation, that’s likely to cost a few 

hundred dollars. 

Below: A hand-

cranked well is 

simple, but can 

be susceptible to 

contamination. 

Photo by Eliza-

beth Farris. 

Bottom: Vet any 

contractors and 

speak to any of 

their previous cli-

ents to determine 

the quality of 

their work before 

hiring them.

Construction
The website of the National Groundwater Association 

(NGWA), wellowner.org, has a contractor lookup feature, 

allowing users to pinpoint professionals based on loca-

tion and certification.

“Contractors who are actively involved in their industry 

— and who undergo continuing education — are more 

likely to construct a well in compliance with industry stan-

dards and governmental regulations,” explains Bushong, 

“and more likely to construct for you a water well that can 

last a lifetime.”

He furthermore suggests that potential well owners 

seek a contractor who’s certified by NGWA and who’s 

licensed and/or registered and bonded through the 

appropriate state. Don’t be afraid to ask for references 

when seeking a contractor and speak with two or three 

customers about their experiences.

The process of constructing a well will include the 

actual drilling, followed by the installation of the casing, 

a steel or plastic tube that protects the borehole from 

contamination. 

“In most areas with abundant water from precipitation,” 

says Jemison, “the key is getting a good seal — getting 

the casing fitted into the bedrock so that water can’t run 

right down the well head and drip into the well without 

getting adequately filtered. That’s the biggest issue I have 

found over time with new wells.” 

The space between the casing and the sides of the 

drilled hole will be “grouted” with cement or bentonite. 

The depth of the casing and grouting will be determined 

by the geology of the site and/or by local or state law. 

Finally, a watertight well cap can prevent contamina-

tion. Older types of well caps allowed insects to move 
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It’s important to 

handle samples 

according to the 

lab’s instructions. 

additional $2,500 to $4,500 on 

a pumping system and $1,800 to 

$4,900 on water treatment. 

Keeping it Clean
The quality of well water isn’t 

static, but can be influenced by a 

number of factors. The hydrogeol-

ogy of the area can certainly influ-

ence water quality, as can construc-

tion, agricultural, mining, and other 

surface activities near the well. The 

integrity of the well itself, as well as 

the condition of household plumbing can have negative 

impacts on water quality.

Yet, with all these variables that can lower drinking 

water purity, it’s estimated that 80 percent of wells have 

never had a maintenance inspection. Most well own-

ers tend to fall into the rut of being reactive, addressing 

maintenance only when a problem is noted.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency monitors 

the public drinking water supply via the 1974 Safe Drinking 

Water Act, setting standards for biological and inorganic 

contaminants, but private wells are unregulated at the fed-

eral level. That means the well owner is solely responsible 

for ensuring the quality of his or her drinking water.

WELL
INFORMED 

Dowsing or “water witching” is the process by 

which an individual walks across a parcel of land 

with a forked stick or bent wires in search of water. 

The claim is that, once the person walks over top of 

water, some form of subtle energy causes the stick to 

bend downward or the wires to cross.

The scientifically minded will argue that 

the practice is based on the outdated belief in 

underground rivers. The fact is that, in an area that 

receives sufficient rainfall, water will be encountered 

practically anywhere you dig, so the spot signaled by 

the water witch is no better or worse than a spot 100 

feet away.

On the other hand, believers share stories of the 

almost supernatural success that their own dowsers 

had in finding just the right spot. See “Debunked” in 

RECOIL OFFGRID Issue 28 for more on this topic. 

Is Dowsing  

a Real Thing?

inside, thereby transferring any bacteria or chemicals to 

which those bugs had been exposed. Modern well caps 

exclude that type of exposure and may be required by 

local ordinances. 

In some instances, water flowing downward into a con-

fined aquifer will create enough pressure to push water 

to the surface without the aid of a pump. This is known 

as a flowing artesian well. However, most water wells will 

require some type of pump, be it electric, solar, manual, 

or wind-powered.

Says Bushong, “Pump technology has come quite a 

long way in the last hundred years — from hand pumps 

to jet pumps to submersible pumps to variable frequency 

drive (VFD) pumps. The conventional pump systems of 

yesteryear could provide pressure varying between 30 

and 50 psi, and later, between 40 and 60 psi. Today’s 

VFDs are constant pressure systems that can provide a 

constant 70 psi at every tap.”

When the well is up and running, a minimum flow rate 

of 6 gallons per hour (gpm) should be sufficient to meet 

the demands of most households. However, even with 

lower gpm, a plastic or concrete storage tank or cistern 

can ensure that water is available during peak demand. 

Well construction costs alone will range from $2,500 

to $8,000, not counting the pumping system and water 

treatment. According to Bushong, expect to invest an 
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Testing for coliform bacteria should be conducted 

annually. Coliform bacteria isn’t harmful in and of itself, 

but it’s an indicator organism that can signal that surface 

water is moving into the well, and more serious bacteria 

such as E. coli could be present.

Every three years, the pH of the water should be 

checked, and a sample should be tested for total dis-

solved solids (TDS). Depending on observed water issues 

or surrounding land use, other testing may focus on lead, 

arsenic, copper, iron, manganese, nitrates, water hard-

ness, sulfates, fluoride, iron, and sodium.

Some land-grant universities offer formal well-owner 

education through their Cooperative Extension program. 

Texas A&M University, Pennsylvania State University, 

Montana State University, and Virginia Tech all offer pro-

grams that include classroom training on well construc-

tion and maintenance, as well as water testing. Water 

sampling may cost in the neighborhood of $300 through 

a private lab, but can run considerably less than $100 

through one of these programs.

To find out if this type of outreach is available near 

you, do an internet search for “[your state] extension well 

water program,” or ask Cooperative Extension personnel 

who serve your county. 

Below: A pump 

house is one way 

to both protect 

the investment 

and lessen  

liability.

Right:  Well water 

testing through 

a land-grant 

university looks 

at several param-

eters of water 

quality.

WELL  
INFORMED 

Conclusion
Constructing 

a water well is 

within the realm 

of possibility for 

most folks in the 

U.S., but it isn’t 

a do-it-yourself 

project, nor is it a 

drill-it-and-forget-

it endeavor. It will 

take an invest-

ment and ongo-

ing commitment, 

but the prize is 

the one thing that life on this planet needs the most.

Says Bushong, “Please understand, especially if you are a 

self-reliant type, you can own your own personal low-main-

tenance water plant on your own property for a reasonable 

cost that provides you and your family with water pressure 

and quality that meets or exceeds municipal water pres-

sure and quality. Knowing this, why would anyone want to 

rely on a public water system when you can tap into Earth’s 

most precious resource right beneath you?” 





R
ed teaming (sometimes abbreviated as just RT) can 

be described as executing an operation against a 

corporation or government entity to identify various 

gaps in their security policies. This could cover physical 

security, digital security, personnel/employee screen-

ing, and so on. The goal of a professional Red Team is to find as many 

shortcomings as possible so they can be brought to light and fixed 

before they can be exploited by a bad guy.

Taken down to the individual level, RT can also be used as a way to 

take an inward look into yourself to find a solution to an internal strug-

gle you’re dealing with. Ultimately, anything and everything can be red 

teamed. It’s not all code, MultiCam, and tradecraft. It can be as simple as 

looking at an issue or situation and assessing it from various angles.

In this article, we focus on the mindset used by “red teamers.” When 

it comes to this way of thinking, it’s commonly referred to as the 

adversarial mindset — which is a fancy way of saying “think like a bad 

guy.” Now, why would the adversarial mindset be helpful to the average 

person? How can you filter this down to make it useful for the prepared 

citizen? If you approach your personal security (or PERSEC) not from 

your own perspective, but from the vantage point of a potential bad 

guy, you’ll be able to defend yourself, your family, and your property 

more effectively.

I’ll give you a simple example. Let’s say you’re thinking about install-

ing a CCTV camera somewhere on your property. Where would you 

put it? Probably someplace that has the best view of the area you wish 

to monitor, right? But would you mount it at a height of 6 feet? No? 

Why not? Maybe because it would be easy for someone to reach and 

tamper with? That’s a good point. Congratulations, you just used the 

adversarial mindset. Now, how many other ways you can apply that 

same line of thinking to protect yourself either at home or in your work-

place? The following are a couple of lessons that I’ve learned from red 

team assignments throughout my career. Hopefully they can provide 

a foundation for you to take a hard look at your routine and find some 

safety gaps to fill.

When I was asked to do this article, I was posed this initial ques-

tion: “What are some of the lessons learned from your work on a 

red team?” My immediate response was “Lessons learned are 

simple; it’s really easy to park a car somewhere and blow it up. 

Everyone’s too busy looking at their phones to notice a guy park 

a Buick in the always-open handicapped spot and start walking 

across the street to another waiting car and take off.” Although 

accurate, this scenario was hypothetical. The rest of these events 

actually took place.

A Hardhat, a T-Shirt Transfer, and a Clipboard 
Can Get You Anywhere

How often has a service provider or utility company employee 

knocked on your door unannounced to read a meter, check your 

A Review of Red Teaming Retrospectives

By William Echo
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quick trip to the local office supply store, I can print said 

logo onto transfer paper, and iron the name and logo 

onto a shirt. While working on an assignment, I was able 

to gain entry to the client’s office building while dressed 

as utility worker. 

When I checked in with security, I provided a fake 

company ID and driver’s license. The guard attempted 

to scan the bar code on the back of the ID, which didn’t 

work. But I had already created a very convincing crack in 

the ID which explained the lack of scanning ability. I told 

him I had cracked it while attending a baseball game after 

sticking it into my pocket without a wallet. I also built in an 

ample amount of “aging” to my fake ID by lightly rubbing 

the freshly printed card on my blacktop driveway prior to 

deployment. The guard then entered my info manually, 

took my picture, and I was granted entry under the guise 

of “checking feeder line equipment.” Don’t know what that 

is? Neither did he. 

The gist: Perception isn’t reality. As Ronald Reagan 

once said, “Trust, but verify.” If an unfamiliar or unan-

nounced person comes to your home or place of busi-

ness and wishes to be granted entry, you can be kind 

but cautious. Look at their attire and identification, then 

verify it. If you’re at your place of business, contact your 

security staff if you have one. Or, based on the person’s 

perceived business (utility worker, construction foreman, 

etc.), contact that specific department to see if they’re 

expecting anyone. 

Ultimately, if a visitor is granted entry to your place of 

business, they should never be without an escort. If you’re 

at home, check their attire and identification (company 

issued and driver’s license). Make sure the names and 

pictures match and the license is local, then ask for their 

main office number so you can verify their identity. Before 

dialing the number, type it into Google to make sure it’s not 

a cell phone and that the number is prominently published 

on the company’s website. Never accept cell phones or 

unpublished numbers as a means of verification. 

internet cable, offer you a today-only discount on extermi-

nation services after a free on-the-spot assessment? How 

do you know they were actual employees with sincere 

intentions? Was it their attire? Or the plastic ID badge 

they had on? Was this enough for you to let them in 

your home? One of my favorite red team covers or MOs 

(modus operandi) is to pose as a utility worker. An MO is 

generally defined as “someone’s habits of working.” 

What do you know about a utility worker’s MO? Prob-

ably not much, when you think about it. Just that they 

usually wear a hardhat and have a clipboard — both are 

cheap and very easy to obtain. Usually they have a shirt 

with “Electric Company” on it. Maybe a logo, which is 

also easily obtained off of the company’s website. With a 

Left: Is this a 

legitimate utility 

company rep-

resentative, or a 

fast-talking  

con man?

Right: Generic 

“Security” badges 

can be bought on-

line. When paired 

with matching 

shirt and slacks, a 

false air of author-

ity can ease most 

people’s suspi-

cions. Don’t be 

afraid to question. 
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Don’t take the “that’s my supervisor’s cell phone” 

excuse. Once you’re able to verify the person’s intent 

and identity, it ’s still up to you if wish to grant them 

entry. If you’re a stay-at-home mother with children 

running around or napping in the next room, schedule 

an appointment when your spouse is home. Especially 

when there are two or more people requesting to enter 

your home, don’t put yourself in a situation behind 

closed doors where you’re outnumbered. And above all, 

trust your intuition. 

Even if everything checks out and you have that 

“bad feeling” or the hairs on the back of your neck 

start to stand up, listen and dismiss the unannounced 

visitor(s). Remember, most companies advertise that 

their personnel are “background checked,” but there 

are many different types of background checks and 

they aren’t all created equal. Every bad guy who has 

ever lived has had a clean background at one time or 

another. A clear background means the person doesn’t 

have a known history of criminal activity, nothing more.

Tip: Check to see if your locale has “solicitation 

licenses.” Many areas have started requiring these 

for door-to-door salesmen and the like. They usually 

require a background check prior to issuance. In many 

cases, just asking if they have a solicitor’s license will 

cause them to leave. If they do, ask to see it and then 

call your local police department’s non-emergency 

number and ask them to verify the license, then check 

with business that they’re supposedly representing to 

verify their identity (just as I described above). Also 

see if your area has a “no-knock list.” This is something 

else that many locales have started using to cut 

down on the number of people going door to door 

unannounced. If your area has one, take steps to get 

your address on it.

A Backstory, a Smile, and the Fog  
of Legitimacy

During a job, I was asked by the client to measure the 

risk of the “ex-employee route” to see if I could gain entry 

to their facility while having a moderate understanding 

of what the business’s culture was like — their internal 

system for identification, access control, etc. They 

wanted to know if I could circumvent their physical 

security using only internal information about day-to-

day operations — the kind of information any current or 

former employee would know. After taking some time to 

understand how the business functioned, I noticed that 

in many cases, associates who predominantly worked 

from home, or worked closely with clients, weren’t 

normally issued access badges since they weren’t 

coming into the office on a regular basis. That meant 

there was a good possibility that the security guards had 

no idea what some of these people looked like. 

On top of that, in many cases the company’s internal 

employee directory system provided no individual 

photos either. So, if you were a remote employee who 

knew specific internal information, you’d be granted 

entry. I then chose an employee who worked on 

the opposite side of the country who was a “remote 

employee” as my cover and fabricated the remainder of 

the MO. I created a fake driver’s license from my cover’s 

home state (harder to identify since it ’s not local and 

unfamiliar), memorized his employee ID number, and 

created a backstory about why I needed to be there. 

When I approached the receptionist, I explained who 

I was (the cover’s name,  an active employee); gave her 

my (fake) license; provided the employee ID number; 

explained that I was on vacation, a deal with a client 

was going south, and that I needed to access the LAN 

(local area network) to assist my team. I then off-

handedly complained about my hotel’s Wi-Fi. Because 

I had a driver’s license with the correct name, as well 

as an employee ID number that was valid and matched 

the name in the employee directory, I was eventually 

granted entry. There was no picture available to provide 

verification and no one called the employee’s supervisor 

THE CRIMSON  
PERCEPTION

Because 
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to verify my identity. Just a backstory, a smile, and the 

fog of legitimacy. They even offered to create an access 

badge for me so I could access that building, or any of 

the client’s other sites, going forward. 

The gist: If someone wishes to gain access to your 

place of business and they present themselves as a 

fellow employee, that doesn’t mean they aren’t a former 

employee who has knowledge of internal information. 

Take all appropriate steps to verify their identity — a 

name and an employee ID number aren’t enough. A 

picture should be included in the verification process 

(and if it isn’t, you should take steps to have your 

business leadership implement a system that includes 

pictures). If you’re provided an unfamiliar or out-of-state 

license, a quick Google search of that state’s name 

followed by “driver’s license” should bring you to that 

state’s DMV or similar department. Then verify that it ’s 

a current license type. 

Also, be sure to utilize internal assets to verify the 

employee’s perceived identity. In the scenario above, 

if the receptionist had placed a call to the supervisor 

of the individual of which I assumed his identity, my 

cover would have been completely blown. Also, if your 

business utilizes an internal messaging system, check 

to see if that person is logged in. Also check to see if 

the individual has an out-of-office message on their 

email or internal phone number. In many business and 

corporate settings, it ’s considered bad form to go on 

vacation without setting an out-of-office message on 

your voicemail and email. 

Curiosity Killed the Katz
Let’s remove physical access from the picture altogether 

and focus on digital information security. Could you let 

someone in your home or workplace without even open-

ing a door, or even giving them a key? Of course you can. 

Digital intrusion is the way of the future. If I can gain entry to 

your life without having to worry about creating an MO or 

spending large amounts of time on preplanning or recon-

naissance, why wouldn’t I? 

(Note: This isn’t my technique, I didn’t invent it, but I’ve 

used it and so have many others.) What if you found a 

memory card or USB stick laying on the ground in a public 

place or in the cafeteria in your office? Would you want to 

be the Good Samaritan and return it to the rightful owner? 

Would you maybe be curious about what’s on it? It’s the 

modern-day equivalent of finding a blank VHS tape. Let’s say 

curiosity, or your intentions of trying to find a “rightful owner,” 

get the best of you, and you insert the device into your com-

puter. You know enough to know not to download or run 

any software or program files since that could install a virus. 

When you open up the device on your computer, it only 

looks to be pictures and video files. You commence to 

opening the pictures and they open just fine. But you’re 

not installing anything, right? Wrong! The pictures had 

malicious code in them and they’re creating a “back door” 

for me to access your computer. Ah, but you have virus 

protection software and a whole gaggle of cyber-security 

software that’ll protect you. Maybe. Or maybe not, since 

there are plenty of ways to subvert these applications and 

malware designers are constantly evolving and updat-
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ing their code. The news showcases examples of this on 

prime time what seems to be almost monthly. So, if I gain 

entry to your home or office computer, what do I have 

access to? Think about what’s stored on those computers 

and what could be done with that information. All because 

you looked at a picture.

The gist: Be just as suspect of things that you plug into a 

computer as you would of people who you grant entry into 

your home or place of business. No amount of curiosity 

should supersede your goals of maintaining your personal 

or professional INFOSEC (information security). If trusted 

friends or family give you a memory stick to copy family 

photos, then you’re most likely safe, just be sure your virus 

and digital security software are up to date. Beyond that, 

only use memory sticks that you’ve purchased yourself 

from a trusted source, and ensure they’re unopened 

and show no signs of tampering. Never use USB devices 

that are sent through the mail for promotional purposes. 

Promotional material is very easy to fake and doesn’t even 

have to be sent through the mail, it can be easily placed in 

your mailbox while you’re at work. 

There are several examples of this being successfully 

executed across the globe. In 2017, a major U.S. insurance 

provider created the perfect opportunity for this attack 

to be launched on a large scale, but luckily no one, to my 

knowledge, exploited it. Someone thought it would be a 

good idea to provide USB devices in a mailer that would 

give you information on the services you could expect 

from their insurance company. Because of the sheer 

number of these that were mailed out and the very real 

danger that it posed, INFOSEC professionals and digi-

tally savvy civilians alike took to the internet to scold this 

prominent insurance provider of their clear violation of 

what should be common sense protocols.

Perhaps the most famous use of the technique was 

discovered in 2010, allegedly part of a multinational 

cyber-warfare initiative. The Iranian nuclear program was 

disrupted after a sophisticated malware known as Stuxnet 

targeted its uranium enrichment centrifuges, causing them 

to fail to produce usable nuclear material. Analysts believe 

the malware was covertly introduced to those secure facili-

ties on infected USB sticks. 

If you didn’t buy it, it didn’t come from a trusted source, 

or has been exposed to the general public out of your 

control (left at a coffee shop or received in the mail from 

your new insurance provider) consider the device com-

promised and destroy it. It’s not worth the risk.

Conclusion
Utilizing the adversarial mindset in your everyday life 

comes down to applying a few different “lenses” to your 

outlook: observing what’s happening around you, thinking 

about how actions or decisions could be exploited by those 

with ill intent, being kind but cautious when dealing with peo-

ple you don’t know, and the old adage of “trust but verify.” 

Every day, we go to work and are posed with problems that 

we are tasked with solving. The adversarial mindset allows 

you to be proactive, troubleshooting the problems before 

they arise so you, your family, and your workplace can be as 

safe as possible. Never forget to think like a bad guy. 

PERCEPTION
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J
ust like sh*t, violence happens. It tends to come 

at the worst times, in locations you thought 

were safe and from people you might not 

expect to be the provocateurs. It could be at 

home, work, or your local supermarket — you 

just never know. When it comes to defending yourself and 

those you love, it’s all on you. Although our tax dollars pay 

for law enforcement to keep the peace, it’d be foolhardy 

to expect law enforcement to be there instantly when vio-

lence erupts and you need them the most. When it comes 

to self-protection, a smart person learns from their own 

experiences, and a truly wise one learns from the experi-

ences of others. With this in mind, we dug deep into our list 

of experts to assemble a panel of “been-there-done-that” 

kind of badassery.

These experts may surprise you with their answers. 

Some statements were elegant in their simplicity, while oth-

ers were downright brilliant. You’ll recognize three common 

recommendations: get the knowledge, get the training, 

and be aware of the laws in your area. Our panel consists 

of Jared Wihongi, a SWAT operator, head of Pekiti Tirsia 

Tactical, and combatives instructor to law enforcement and 

military agencies around the world; Hakim Isler, Iraq War 

veteran with Army Special Operations, holder of multiple 

black belts, and certified bodyguard; Michael Janich, 

lifelong martial artist, co-host of Outdoor Channel’s The 

Best Defense, creator of Martial Blade Concepts, and a U.S. 

Army veteran who served at the National Security Agency, 

Defense Intelligence Agency, and Joint Casualty Resolution 

Center; and George Kelakos, lifelong martial artist, attorney, 

and managing director of Kelakos Advisors LLC.

RECOIL OFFGRID: Share with our readers a violent 

encounter from your past.

Wihongi: I’ve been in violent physical encounters several 

times throughout my life. The most memorable have been 

in my adulthood, working professionally as a nightclub 

bouncer in Hawaii while attending university, and during 

my 19 years of experience in law enforcement (includ-

ing both full-time and reserve duty). One that stands out 

was during my early exploration of martial arts and their 

application. I was training Kali, Muay Thai, and Brazilian 

Jiu-Jitsu at the same time I was working as a bouncer in 

Honolulu, and frequently had opportunities to put skills I 

was training into practice. One particular night, a large fight 

broke out between a group of patrons in the club and the 

bouncers working the floor. I went from the door where I 

was working to help the bouncers expel the violators, and 

ended up in an altercation with one of them. Even though 

I always mentally prepared to only use elbows, knees, and 

other “hard weapons,” I ended up hitting him a few times 

with my fists before I entered into a clinch and took him to 

the ground with a hip toss. I held onto him in a cross-body 

position until I was helped to usher him out.

Isler: I’ve been in several altercations in my life. The one 

that sticks out the most is when I was a teenager. It started 

because two high school seniors manipulated me and 

another freshman into believing that we were enemies so 

that we would fight for their entertainment. After the heavy 

manipulation, we met in a parking lot near the school. 

The kid grabbed me, and I punched him in the face twice. 

Out of shock, he pushed me away and I tripped over my 

own foot, hit my head on a car, and then on the concrete, 

which knocked me out. The next thing I remember, I was 

surrounded by my friends and was bleeding badly from a 

big knot on my head. I had to go the hospital and could not 

lay on the back of my head for weeks. I ended up smashing 

my opponent’s nose and causing severe bleeding, which 

Far left: Hakim 

Isler, To-Shin 

Do Ninjutsu 

head Instructor 

at Elevo 

Dynamics. 

Above: Martial 
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self-defense 

techniques; 

photos courtesy 

Martial Blade 

Concepts. 
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is why he didn’t stomp on me while I was out. Most people 

considered me the winner of the fight, but I didn’t feel like 

a winner, considering I had to deal with a concussion and a 

swollen mass on my head.

Janich: While living and working in Asia, I was involved in 

a number of incidents in which I had to defend myself with 

unarmed physical skills, and a couple of incidents in which I 

drew a weapon to defuse the situation.

Kelakos: While living in Israel, two friends and I were 

surrounded and harassed by a dozen older boys who 

threatened to beat us up. I drew my sheathed knife — I car-

ried a knife from the age of 9 — and we covered our escape 

by throwing stones at them. I’ve been attacked with broken 

bottles and bats by multiple assailants (I solved that prob-

lem by taking a broken bottle from the alpha and holding it 

to his throat); by someone who flashed a concealed hand-

gun (problem solved when I quickly put my hand on his 

weapon, pressed it against his body, and put a finger in his 

throat); by a perp who attempted to carjack me (he threw 

a brick at my driver-side window, and I proceeded to drag 

him down the road for a few feet while keeping his hand 

tangled in my steering wheel); and several attempts to rob 

or attack me by various perps who threatened me with a 

knife or stick weapons (I relieved each of their weapons to 

defuse the situations).   

What are your takeaways from these fights?

Wihongi: First, a broken bone in my hand from punches 

to the violator’s head. Although I mentally prepared to not 

use my fists, training kicked in under stress and I used what 

I was commonly training at that time. Second, when we hit 

the ground after the hip toss, I received a large laceration 

to my arm from broken glass on the ground. Environmen-

tal factors caused considerable injuries to me with the 

technique I used. This, coupled with the broken bone in my 

hand, put me out of training for a couple of months and 

limited my work. And third, while holding the violator on the 

ground, for a couple of minutes I felt very vulnerable in a 

crowded environment where several people were nearby, 

and I didn’t know who his friends were. My visual and audi-

tory awareness were also obscured due to the nightclub 

music and strobe lights. I felt very vulnerable to third party 

intervention — and I was.    

Isler: Be mindful of whom you allow into your mind. Read 

clearly the motives of those who are feeding you informa-

tion. And no one ever really wins a fight.

Janich: These incidents taught me that when it’s time to 

act, do so with commitment and intent. Carrying a weapon 

and having the ability to use it effectively also give you a 

tremendous advantage.

Kelakos: The important lessons learned were first, I was 

not “present” and my mind was elsewhere. Second, I could 

have taken steps to avoid the conflict, like running, or 

avoiding the conflict initially, but didn’t. I didn’t sense the 

potential for danger because I wasn’t in the moment. Third, 

I’ve since learned to scan and be aware of what’s going on 

around me and what people are doing around me. I now 

rely on my instincts more in sensing my surroundings. I 

constantly practice my ability to scan my surroundings 

with peripheral vision. Lastly, I’ve learned to stay calm and 

relaxed so that I might flow through and manage conflict. 

As a part of my current job, I practice all these principles 

and techniques during cross-border business negotiations.

What advice do you give to your students in regards to 

self-protection?

Wihongi: The violent encounter you’ll always survive is the 

one you’ve been able to avoid. Next, martial arts condition-

ing, or attribute development, is as important as learning 

techniques. This includes, but is not limited to, speed and 
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power development, timing, and precision.

Isler: The advice I always give my students is that in any 

altercation there’s always a before, during, and after. What 

could you have done to avoid the situation? If the situation 

is upon you, then what can you do to defuse it and keep it 

from escalating? If the situation is happening, what can you 

do to stop it with measured response? While responding, 

what can you do to ensure the image you’re projecting is 

one of intent to the aggressor, but defense to bystanders? 

When family is involved, it’s important to remember to 

teach them what to do so that everyone has a game plan. 

Defending when you have a young child is a very tough, 

dynamic role, so playing how you would handle different 

scenarios is of great value. Lastly, what actions happen af-

ter an altercation? Do you run, call the cops, or enlist help? 

Also, know how to articulate your actions. 

Janich: First, understand that physical skills are a last 

resort, and the ultimate goal is always to go home safe. 

You can’t change the world, only your reaction to it, so 

make your brain smarter than your ego and do everything 

possible to avoid conflict. Second, understand and work 

with the body you have. Although you should do your best 

to develop physical endurance, strength, and stamina, ulti-

mately, you will have to fight with the body and physical at-

tributes you have when the attack happens, so be realistic 

and cultivate a personalized system that meets your needs 

and individual capabilities. Most importantly, you don’t have 

to fight like me or anyone else — you just have to fight well. 

Although studying organized systems of martial arts is 

good, for real personal protection, focus on the skills and 

tactics that work best for you. The individual is always more 

important than the system. With all due respect to tradi-

tional martial arts and sport-oriented systems, if you’re not 

getting practical, usable self-defense skills from an instruc-

tor, move on. It’s a free country.

Kelakos: I’m not an “in the box” kind of person so I’ll 

answer the question in this manner: Be in the present, use 

common sense, and when you sense danger, extricate 

yourself from the situation if you can. Naturally, I encourage 

people I meet to study practical self-defense for a variety 

of reasons. I often use this hypothetical situation in my con-

flict management training — you just arrived on a train at 

Grand Central Station and plan to walk to a meeting. You’re 

carrying a briefcase, or a purse and a briefcase. Before you 

begin your walk, ask yourself a few questions: Should I use 

my smartphone while walking to my destination? What am 

I thinking about as I walk there? Am I carrying items in both 

hands, and am I really prepared for the unexpected?

What do you recommend our readers carry for self-

protection?

Wihongi: I recommend people carry a weapon that 

provides the highest level of protection and is within the 

bounds of their local laws. If that’s a weapon commonly 

considered as deadly force, then people should also 

consider carrying a less-lethal force option. However, there 

are two things that should be taken into consideration. 

How likely are you to keep the chosen weapon(s) acces-

sible on a regular basis? If convenience of carry starts to 

become an issue, it’s likely you’ll eventually start to leave 

that weapon at home. Have you trained with the weapon 

you choose to carry? Being armed is not necessarily being 

prepared, and I always recommend people get training 

from a credible source.  

Isler: I always recommend one medium- to long-range 

projectile weapon (such as pepper foam or spray) and one 

short-range weapon (such as a kubaton/pocket-stick or 

knife). I tend to recommend the less-lethal options if you’re 

out and more-lethal options if you’re home, since laws can 

be difficult to navigate when it comes to self-defense with a 

deadly weapon. I always highly recommend getting train-

ing — if you carry anything, you should get trained on how 

to deploy and use it under duress.

Janich: Weapon carry is very much a matter of legality 

and personal commitment. In addition to doing your home-

work on the laws in your area to determine what’s legal, 

See our feature 

"So You Want to 

Be the Karate 

Kid or Cobra 

Kai?" in Issue 27 

about selecting 

a martial arts 

discipline. 

Photo courtesy 

Tiga Tactics.
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always travel with a small folder). I travel for work in Asia 

and often find myself in sketchy environments. Where 

permissible under local law, I carry a small folding knife 

that I can pass off as a utility knife. Where carrying a knife 

might present a problem with local laws, such as in China, 

I just carry a few pens. I always carry ballpoint pens. If 

you take my conflict management course, you might also 

start carrying a cheap folding umbrella when heading 

into an urban environment.

Are there any legal pitfalls our readers need to be 

aware of in terms of defending themselves and their 

loved ones?

Wihongi: The intricacies of force in defense of person or 

property will differ from place to place, but a few common-

sense rules can help you err on the side of caution. One is 

to always consider the imminence of unlawful force being 

threatened or perpetrated against you or those you feel a 

duty to protect. Your defensive actions must adjust as the 

imminence of that threat increases or decreases. Second 

is to only ever use force that can be considered reason-

able and proportional. Is your force response reasonable 

considering the level of threat you perceive that you’re 

facing? For example, deadly force should only be used or 

threatened if you perceive that your life (or that of some-

one you feel a duty to protect) is in imminent danger of 

death or serious bodily injury. Third, is your force response 

completely necessary, or could you have avoided the situa-

tion? For example, could you have left the location to avoid 

the necessity for a force response, or did you somehow 

instigate the attack?

Isler: Always be aware that in our modern day, you can 

be bright and right, but still be considered wrong in the 

eyes of a courtroom. Never assume that because you feel 

you had to defend yourself that others will perceive it 

that same way. Know the laws in the areas you frequent 

and understand how to operate effectively within those 

boundaries. 

Janich: Self-defense is all about the judicious, reasonable 

use of force. If you use physical force to defend yourself, 

your actions may very well be legally scrutinized, so they 

must be justified. This is where the techniques of many 

traditional martial arts can lead you astray, as they are 

often battlefield-oriented, not self-defense-oriented. For 

example, in the Filipino martial arts, many counter-knife 

techniques involve disarming the attacker and immedi-

ately using his own knife against him. In the eyes of the 

law, as soon as you’ve disarmed the weapon, you’ve most 

likely ended the threat to your life. Using a knife against a 

now-unarmed attacker is therefore not justified and imme-

diately makes you guilty of assault with a deadly weapon 

you should also do some serious soul-searching to make 

sure your commitment is consistent with the weapons — or 

potential weapons — you carry. For example, if you carry 

a knife with even the thought of using it as a self-defense 

weapon, you must understand what that entails and be 

mentally and physically prepared for that reality. The 

only way to do that is to actually train diligently in its use. 

The one item I believe everyone should carry is a tactical 

flashlight, which reminds you to be aware (especially at 

night), can be used to blind a threat from a safe distance, 

and can be used as an improvised striking weapon. Car-

rying a flashlight also gets people used to the commit-

ment necessary to carry a weapon religiously and make 

it part of your lifestyle. Best of all, a flashlight can go with 

you virtually everywhere — including environments that 

prohibit other weapons.

Kelakos: This isn’t an easy question to answer. What’s 

the context? If you’re an operative in hostile environ-

ments, you might want to carry a concealed firearm 

and a backup blade (I prefer fixed blades to folders, but I 

Top left and 

right: George 

Kelakos teaches 

disarming 

techniques 

to students. 

Bottom photo 

courtesy Tiga 

Tactics.
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and potentially attempted murder. As the saying goes, “you 

will fight the way you train,” so make sure your training is 

consistent with the principles of lawful self-defense.

Kelakos: I’m a lawyer, but not a criminal lawyer, so this 

isn’t legal advice. However, let me try to provide you with 

responses from a common-sense perspective and from 

a person who spends more than half of his time traveling 

and working in countries outside the U.S. First, be aware 

of local laws. Note that in the U.S., there is no “right” of 

self-defense. It’s a privilege and depending on your actions, 

you could be prosecuted for assault and battery (or worse) 

if you use a weapon (or wield one) at the wrong time or in 

the wrong situation — and even if you manage to duck the 

criminal charges, you could still face a civil lawsuit. 

Second, use common sense. Carrying a knife or fire-

arm may save your life or help you avoid an unpleasant 

situation, but balance that with the burden of carrying a 

weapon. I would add that you should rely on your most 

important weapon: your brain. If you’re threatened by a 

drunk thug in a bar, just walk out. If he puts his hands on 

you, brush his hands off and walk away. I would suggest 

that you use the minimum amount of force to respond 

to situations like this and be sure that your actions and 

demeanor convey to the observers that you did all you 

can to avoid the situation. If you’re in a conflict situation 

and law enforcement shows up, remember that anything 

you say could be used against you. Better to stay silent 

and request to speak to an attorney. Laws vary in the U.S. 

For instance, you might have more leeway in a “stand 

your ground” jurisdiction. Still, better to use the minimum 

amount of force needed. 

I teach my martial arts students to evade and avoid 

conflict, but if necessary, intercept, disrupt, and neutralize 

— in one beat, if possible. If you post videos where you 

demonstrate disarm techniques or responses to blade at-

tacks, just remember: If you find yourself in a courtroom 

as a defendant in a criminal case or a civil lawsuit, your 

social media postings could come back to haunt you. 

Full disclosure, I’ve not researched this issue as I have no 

experience as a criminal lawyer, but I would expect that a 

trained martial artist would come under greater scrutiny 

in a courtroom setting. Lastly, if you teach or practice vio-

lent responses to attacks and you use these techniques 

in a real-world situation, there could be consequences. 

I encourage my brothers and sisters in the martial arts 

world to balance their martial arts practice with conflict 

management training. Consider taking negotiation or 

mediation training courses. Again, you may avoid being 

prosecuted for defending yourself against the perp, but 

beware of the civil law consequences of putting a perp in 

a hospital. 

Pekiti tirsia kali 

practitioner 

Jared Wihongi 

trains self-

defense against 

blunt and 

edged weapons. 

Photos courtesy 

Michael Leukel. 
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Evaluating Premade Survival 

Backpacks for Kids
By Bernie Carr  

Photos by Bernie Carr and RECOIL OFFGRID Staff

BUILD  
OR BUY?

D
espite parents’ best efforts, large-scale 

disasters often result in kids getting 

separated from families. During Hurricane 

Katrina, more than 5,000 children were 

displaced. Fortunately, nearly all of them 

were later reunited with their families, but the search process 

took several days. There’s always a chance you won’t be with 

your kids when an emergency happens, which underscores 

the importance of equipping your children with a survival 

backpack and teaching them how to use its contents.

In this modern era of off-the-shelf conveniences, there’s 

the temptation of letting someone else do the work and 

assuming that careful deliberation went into the selection 

of products. Way back in RECOIL OFFGRID Issue 6, we 



reviewed a few premade bug-out bags with mixed results. 

Now we turn our attention to three premade survival back-

packs geared toward children. We evaluated each of them 

for quality, price, practicality, and a few other key criteria. 

We also assembled our own DIY survival pack to show how 

you can build custom loadouts for your kids based on your 

budget and their needs. 

Why Buy a Premade Survival Backpack?
The main reason to buy a premade survival kit is 

convenience. Many parents — especially those who aren’t 

experienced preppers — may not have the time, energy, 

or understanding of how to build a survival kit. This quick 

purchase is intended to cover a child’s basic needs for a set 

amount of time, such as 72 hours. 

Prepackaged survival kits are designed to cover basic 

requirements like respiration, water, food, light, shelter or 

warmth, and communication. They’ll save you time and help 

eliminate the guesswork on what to include. In some cases, 

manufacturers buy the items in bulk and are able to pass the 

savings on to you. By ordering one survival kit for each child, 

you can check it off your to-do list in a matter of days. 

On the other hand, a prepackaged survival kit is by 

definition “one size fits all.” We all know every child is differ-

ent and has unique preferences and abilities. For example, 

some children may not like the taste of the food bars 

provided, but in a survival situation, some food is better 

than no food at all. You also have a baseline of included 

products you won’t have to hunt down, but you can also 

embellish these with your own personal changes if desired. 

Would your child refuse to eat the food bars, be too young 

to use some of the tools, or leave the pack behind because 

it’s too heavy? These are just a few of the points you must 

consider before deciding if a premade kit is sufficient for 

your kid.

What Should a Child’s Survival Back-
pack Include?

In general, a child’s survival kit should include the basics:

Water: Most preparedness sites, including Ready.gov, 

recommend a gallon of water per person per day for drink-

ing and sanitation. However, for a portable survival kit, that 

amount of water would be too heavy for a child to carry. 

Include at least six 4-ounce water bottles for children under 

11 years of age.

Food: Food in the survival backpack should have a long 

shelf life, be lightweight, and easy to consume without 

much (if any) preparation.

Respiration: At least one disposable mask should be 

included to offer some protection against smoke, dust, 

contaminants, or debris in the air.

Lighting: A basic flashlight or some glowsticks would be 

easy to operate, even for little hands.

Communication: A way to signal for help, such as a 

whistle and mirror, would ensure your child will have a way 

to communicate.

Hygiene: Include a few personal care supplies such as 

toothbrush, travel-sized toothpaste, tissues, soap, shampoo, 

and anti-bacterial gel. 

Warmth: A blanket will help keep your child warm in 

case temperatures drop and there’s no heat. A poncho will 

help them stay dry in the rain.

First aid: Even small kids know they need an adhesive 

bandage if they a get a cut. A simple first-aid kit containing 

disinfecting wipes and adhesive bandages will help them 

deal with small wounds or insect bites.

Entertainment/comfort items: There can be a lot of 

downtime while being stuck indoors during a storm, espe-

cially in a power outage. Kids can get more anxious if they 

have no way to keep their minds occupied. Include a few 

items for entertainment, such as a small game or activity 

book. A small plush toy can also provide comfort.

Considerations
When building your child’s survival backpack, you’ll 

need to be mindful of your child’s size, age, strength, and 

ability to understand how to use the included contents. 

Smaller children may not be able to carry a larger pack, 

so the weight of the backpack is a consideration. Another 

factor is ease of use. While an adult survival kit may have 

several compartments and pockets, the child’s backpack 

Large-scale 
disasters 
often result in 
kids getting 
separated from 
families. During 
Hurricane 
Katrina, more 
than 5,000 
children 
were  
displaced.
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Personalize 
Your Child’s 
Survival 
Backpack

 Include a family photo.

 Add a letter to your child assuring them you’ll 

do everything you can to get to them as soon as 

possible. I also added a few little jokes of my own 

to cheer them up.

 For older children, consider adding $20 in cash. 

 If your child uses an inhaler or has other medical 

conditions, consider including a supply of what 

they’ll need in the kit. However, if the kit is being 

used at school, you may need to clear it with the 

school authorities.

 Include an “In Case of Emergency” (ICE) card and 

tuck the card into the backpack in case your 

child is separated from you. Fill in your name, 

address, and phone number so emergency 

personnel can contact you.

should be simple and clearly organized so they can read-

ily find what they need.

Introducing Your Child to the  
Survival Backpack

As soon as you receive your child’s survival backpack, 

inspect the contents and determine their appropriateness 

to your child’s age and maturity. Examine each item and 

decide whether or not your child can or will be able to use 

it. For example, would your child be able to purify water 

using chlorine tablets? If you determine your child wouldn’t 

understand how to use purification tablets correctly, then 

omit them.

Each of the survival backpacks included in this guide has 

items still in the packaging, as well as batteries needing to 

be installed in the radios and flashlights. You’ll need to set 

up the items so they’re ready for your child to use. 

Once you’ve examined the kit, show it to your child and 

discuss the contents together.  Go over situations that they 

may face and how the kit can help them during events 

where you may be separated from them for an extended 

period, such as an earthquake during school hours, power 

outage, storms and associated flooding, or a tornado/hur-

ricane where children are evacuated to a shelter.

Reassurance is part of the process in getting them com-

fortable with the idea of the pack’s purpose. It’s important 

to remind your child that if they’re thrust into a situation 

where they have to use it, it doesn’t mean you’re not com-

ing to pick them up — it’s just something they can use while 

they’re waiting for you. Make it a fun learning experience, 

but be sure to keep your discussion grounded in reality so 

they know it’s not just make-believe.

Unless your child is already familiar with basic survival 

skills, they may not know what each item is for. Talk about 

each item’s purpose and how and when they’d use it. 

Maintenance
Buying or building your child’s survival backpack is not 

a one-time task. There is some maintenance involved. The 

kit will need to change as they grow and their needs evolve. 

You’ll also need to replace any clothes in the survival kit 

when the seasons change or when your child outgrows 

them. Check expiration dates annually and replace items that 

have expired. Check and replace the batteries in electronic 
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MAKE & MODEL

The Cure Inc.
Children’s Survival Kit

COLORS

red, white, and black

DIMENSIONS 

15 by 12 by 6 inches

WEIGHT  

8.5 pounds

MSRP

$80

URL

www.thecuresafety.com

FOOD 

 Pack of 6 400-calorie Mainstay food 
bars

WATER 

 12 4-ounce water pouches
 10 water purification tablets
 1 straw 

LIGHT 

 1 LED rechargeable flashlight — 
recharges by squeezing the handle 
which generates and stores power

 3 12-hour light sticks

SHELTER/WARMTH 

 1 fleece blanket
 1 plastic poncho
 1 16-hour hand/body warmer
 1 small pair of winter gloves

RESPIRATION 

 1 N95 dust mask

COMMUNICATION 

 5-in-1 survival whistle (includes 
signaling mirror, whistle, mini com-
pass, fire-starter flint, and storage 
container)

 1 pocket AM/FM radio with earbuds

HYGIENE 

 1 toothbrush
 1 tube of toothpaste
 1 mini bar of soap
 9 packets wet wipes
 3 pocket tissue packs

FIRST AID 

 37-piece portable first aid kit 
includes: 

 10 plastic adhesive bandages 3/4 
x 3

 10 plastic adhesive bandages 3/8 
x 1/2 

 2 gauze pads
 3 alcohol cleansing pads
 1 butterfly closure
 10 cotton tips in a reusable case

ENTERTAINMENT 

 1 activity coloring book
 4 crayons
 1 children's fishing toy

2
MAKE & MODEL

Stealth Angel Survival
1 Person Survival Kit for 
Children (72 Hours)

COLORS

camo; red, white, and blue. Wa-
terproof dry bag and duffel bag 
versions are available as well. 

DIMENSIONS 

15 by 12 by 6 inches

WEIGHT  

8.5 pounds

MSRP

$88

URL

www.stealthangelsurvival.com

FOOD 

 Pack of 6 400-calorie  
Mainstay food bars

WATER 

 12 4-ounce water pouches
 10 water purification tablets
 1 straw 

LIGHT 

 1 LED rechargeable flashlight — 
recharges by squeezing the handle 
which generates and stores power 

 3 12-hour light sticks

SHELTER/WARMTH 

 1 fleece blanket

 1 plastic poncho
 1 16-hour hand/body warmer
 1 small pair of winter gloves

RESPIRATION 

 1 N95 dust mask

COMMUNICATION 

 5-in-1 survival whistle (includes 
signaling mirror, whistle, mini  
compass, fire-starter flint, and  
storage container)

 1 pocket AM/FM radio with earbuds

HYGIENE 

 1 toothbrush
 1 tube of toothpaste
 1 mini bar of soap
 9 packets wet wipes
 3 pocket tissue packs

FIRST AID 

 37-piece portable first aid kit 
includes: 

 10 plastic adhesive bandages 3/4 
x 3

 10 plastic adhesive bandages 3/8 
x 1/2 

 2 gauze pads
 3 alcohol cleansing pads
 1 butterfly closure
 10 cotton tips in a reusable case

ENTERTAINMENT 

 1 activity coloring book
 4 crayons
 1 children's fishing toy

BUILD  
OR BUY?

Premade Survival Backpacks
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MAKE & MODEL

Emergency Zone
Keep-Me-Safe Children's 
72 Hour Survival Kit

COLORS

Black, navy, pink, purple, red, or 
royal blue

DIMENSIONS 

18 by 9 by 12 inches

WEIGHT  

6.5 pounds

MSRP

$60

URL

www.emergencyzone.com

RESPIRATION 

 1 N95 dust mask

COMMUNICATION 

 1 whistle

HYGIENE 

 1 toothbrush
 1 tube of toothpaste
 1 mini bar of soap
 6 packets wet wipes
 1 packet conditioning shampoo
 1 mini comb
 washcloth

FIRST AID 

 Pack of 10 children's bandages

ENTERTAINMENT 

 1 small plush bear
 2 activity books
 4 crayons
 1 pad of paper and mini pencil

FOOD 

 Pack of 6 400-calorie SOS Emer-
gency Food Rations

 2 energy bars

WATER 

 6 4-ounce water pouches
 1 plastic sports water bottle

LIGHT 

 1 rubber flashlight with  
2 AA batteries

 1 light stick

SHELTER/WARMTH 

 1 reflective blanket
 1 plastic poncho
 1 mylar blanket
 3 hand warmers

devices such as radios and flashlights periodically to ensure 

they still work properly and haven’t corroded. If you make it 

a habit to go through your own survival pack periodically, it’ll 

be easy to check your family’s packs at the same time.

Findings
It was very interesting to examine each item included in 

these survival backpacks. Here are my findings, as well as 

some retrospective tips:

Compare the itemized list to the photo: I noticed the 

written description doesn’t always match up with the photo. 

For example, The Cure Inc. didn’t have the pocket radio and 

earbuds included in the description, but these items appear 

in the photo. The actual kit I received did include the pocket 

radio and earbuds. The description for Stealth Angel’s 1 

Person Survival Kit for Children listed a “16 Function Tool, 

safety goggles, and sewing kit” in the description, but they 

don’t appear in the photo, nor were they included in the kit I 

received. The Keep Me Safe description didn’t itemize every 

item, but provided a general description of the contents. The 

photo on the website did match the actual items received. If 

you’re not sure whether an item is included or not, call the 

customer service number to clarify exactly what’s included. 

Compare prices: The Cure Inc. Children’s Survival Kit 

and Stealth Angel 1 Person Survival Kit for Children have 

identical contents. At the time of purchase, The Cure Inc. 

Children’s Survival Kit was listed at $56.95 and Stealth 

Angel 1 Person Survival Kit for Children at $77.95, although 

these prices have since changed. The only difference was 

that Stealth Angel offers a few different styles to choose 

from: a backpack in red, white, and blue; a camo backpack; 

a waterproof sack; or a red duffel-style bag. These style and 

color changes also affect the price by a few dollars. The 

Cure Inc. only offers the backpack in red, white, and black. 

Does this warrant the difference in price? The choice is 

yours, but this is an example of caveat emptor.

Food: All three backpacks contained a good amount 

of food for a child. Mainstay and SOS both contain high 

calories and nutrition, and are filling. The Cure Inc. and 

Stealth Angel Survival both included six Mainstay bars — 

the child can eat two bars per day. Keep Me Safe Children’s 

72-Hour Kit included six SOS Bars, which are also high 

nutrition and high-calorie bars, and they also included two 

extra energy bars. 

Water: Both The Cure Inc. and Stealth Angel Survival 

packs included 12 4-ounce water pouches; 10 water 

purification tables, and one straw. The purification tablets 

would be appropriate for older children who have learned 

about water purification. Keep Me Safe included six 

4-ounce water pouches and one plastic sports water bottle. 

Visit us online at  
offgridweb.com  
for more  
information on  
each survival bag
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DIY Survival Backpack
After deciding what I wanted to see in a child’s survival backpack, I went ahead 

and assembled one myself. First, I collected items I already had in the house. Then, 

I shopped for a child’s backpack at our local Goodwill store. I soon found one that 

was the right size. Better yet, it looked new and still had store tags. I also purchased 

a few items at the .99 Only Store.

It took me about a day to search for items 

around the house, and another couple of days to 

order and shop for the rest of the items. I included 

six mini water bottles to save on weight, but I 

included a sport bottle along with a LifeStraw, 

which removes bacteria such as E. coli and salmo-

nella and parasites such as giardia and crypto-

sporidium from water. During the initial stage of 

a disaster, water still runs from the tap but may 

have to be filtered for safety. The LifeStraw will 

serve as a good water filter and can be used with 

the sport bottle. I’d also go over how to use the 

LifeStraw with my child ahead of time. 

Another area I deviated from the commer-

cial backpacks was in the personal care area. I 

included sunscreen, lip balm, and insect repel-

lent. These are optional items that you may 

want to consider. 

Although my DIY survival backpack total cost 

less than my top pick from The Cure Inc., I have 

to consider that not everyone may have an extra 

flashlight, plastic poncho, or survival whistle. In 

addition, The Cure Inc. Children’s Survival Kit 

also included Mainstay Bars, which are higher 

calorie than your average granola bar, and a 

mini radio that I didn’t include. The prices for 

these items could add around $20 more to my 

cost, to total closer to $55. Factoring in the fuel 

I used picking up items and the time I spent as-

sembling the kit, the decision isn’t as clear-cut as 

you might’ve expected.

Whether you decide to buy a pre-made sur-

vival kit or create it yourself, you’ll have taken an 

important step to help your child stay safe in the 

event of a disaster.

CONTAINER School backpack Goodwill $6.99

FOOD
Pack of 12:  

Soft granola bars
Grocery store $3.99

WATER

6 4-ounce water pouches

LifeStraw

Sports bottle

.99 Only Store

Amazon

Previously owned

$0.99

$14.89

N/A

LIGHT
Flashlight 

Light sticks

Previously owned

.99 Only Store

N/A

$.99

SHELTER  

AND WARMTH

Fleece blanket

Plastic poncho 

Small pair of winter gloves

Previously owned

Previously owned

Goodwill

N/A

N/A

$0.99

AIR N95 dust mask .99 Only Store $0.99

COMMUNICATION

5-in-one survival whistle 

(includes signaling mirror, 

whistle, mini compass, 

firestarter flint and storage 

container)

Previously owned N/A

HYGIENE

Toothbrush

Toothpaste

Mini bar of soap

Pack of wet wipes 

2 tissue packs

Antibacterial gel

Previously owned

Previously owned

Previously owned

.99 Only Store

.99 Only Store

.99 Only Store

N/A

N/A

N/A

$0.99

$0.99

$0.99

FIRST AID

12-piece portable first aid 

kit-includes 2 plastic adhe-

sive bandages 3/4 x 3 in; 4 

plastic adhesive bandages 

5/8 x ¼ in; 4 gauze pads; 2 

cleansing wipes

.99 Only Store $0.99

PERSONAL CARE

Lip balm

Sunscreen stick

Natrapel 12-hour insect re-

pellent (DEET free) wipes

Previously owned

Previously owned

Previously owned

N/A

N/A

N/A

ENTERTAINMENT

1 activity coloring book,  

4 crayons,  

1 children's fishing toy

.99 Only Store $0.99

THE COMPONENTS

BUILD  
OR BUY?
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 Reuse or recycle items you already have 

around the house. You can use last school 

year’s backpack as an emergency kit. As long 

as it’s clean and undamaged, you can repur-

pose it as a survival backpack.

 Collect freebies, such as the toothbrush and 

travel toothpaste your dentist gives at your 

dental checkup, samples from your doctor’s of-

fice, complimentary hotel soaps, shampoo etc.

 If your child receives a surplus of toys and 

stocking-stuffers at Christmas, reserve a couple 

of toys they may have overlooked and stash 

them in the survival backpack.

 Buy some of the items in bulk such as food 

bars, water pouches, etc. and split the cost and 

quantities with other family members. You can 

all get more prepared at the same time!

 As of this writing, first-aid kits and sunscreen 

can be purchased using a flexible spending 

account (FSA) or health savings account (HSA). 

Check your employee benefit package and see 

what your FSA or HSA covers.

Money-Saving 

Tips for 

Creating a  

Survival 

Backpack for 

Children

BUILD  
OR BUY?

Light: All three provided flashlights that worked just fine. 

The Cure Inc. and Stealth Angel provided three light sticks, 

while Keep Me Safe only provided one.

Warmth: All three provided adequate warming items in 

the pack. Both The Cure Inc. and Stealth Angel included a 

pair of children’s gloves, which was a nice touch.

Communication: All three provided whistles, but Keep 

Me Safe’s whistle was a basic one, while the other two 

brands provided a 5-in-1 survival whistle that also included a 

small mirror, which can be used for signaling.

Respiration: All three included the same N-95 mask.

Hygiene: They all provided good items to help with 

hygiene; however, the tissue packs included by The Cure 

Inc. and Stealth Angel are easier for a child to use than the 

washcloth.

First Aid: The pack of 10 children’s bandages provided 

by Keep Me Safe wasn’t as robust as the 37-piece portable 

first-aid kit included with The Cure Inc. and Stealth Angel, 

as theirs included alcohol cleansing pads as well as various 

sizes of bandages and gauze pads.

Entertainment: They all had adequate entertainment 

options, with Keep Me Safe having a slight edge since they 

included a pad and pencil, along with a small plush toy 

younger children would appreciate.

Conclusion
After comparing all the contents, I would have to say that 

The Cure Inc., with contents identical to the Keep Me Safe kit 

at a lower price, came out ahead. 



AEROPRECISIONUSA.COM



074
IS

S
U

E
 3

5
GRIDWEB.COMDDOFFGG

YOUR MONEY’S 
NO GOOD HERE
What Happens When Money is Inaccessible or Has No Value?

By John Schwartze and Alexander Crown
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E
veryone longs for financial stabil-

ity in their life; however, despite 

your best efforts, circumstances 

outside your control might 

cause the value of your assets 

to hit rock bottom in a matter of days, if not 

hours. What if such a catastrophe affected 

hundreds of thousands, millions, or tens of 

millions of people all at once? Could there be a 

foreseeable future where money has no value, 

and all that financial strategizing and planning 

you’d spent years on was in vain? Elections, 

economic sanctions, inflation, recessions, the 

stock market, and just plain old fear are just 

some of the elements that can contribute to 

the fluctuating value of money. Sometimes 

a perfect storm of those factors causes eco-

nomic turmoil for months or years, as we saw 

in the Great Depression of the 1930s or the 

Great Recession of the late 2000s. 

If a catastrophe caused the dollar to plum-

met in value, would something else become 

the de facto currency? After all, the true value 

of anything is whatever someone’s willing to 

pay for it. Would people trade in cryptocur-

rency, jewels, or precious metals until stability 

is restored and paper currency regains value? 

Or would the collateral damage of the finan-

cial world cause durable goods such as tools, 

guns, or survival gear to become modes of 

exchange, since everyone needs them? We 

asked a few experts how cash alternatives 

could come into play during a financial crisis 

and what form they may take. 

Specifically, we picked the brains of finan-

cial consultant Sandip Sehmi, economist Dr. 

Chris Thornberg, economics professor Dr. 

Raymond Sfeir, and precious metal expert 

and cryptocurrency investor Chris Kahrhoff 

to weigh in with their thoughts. While their 

responses vary, they provide a baseline of 

recommendations to plan for such a catas-

trophe. Like every other aspect of survival, 

having an understanding of options is key 

to adapting to challenging circumstances.

RECOIL OFFGRID: What are some possible 

alternative forms of currency if there’s a 

situation where cash has no value? 

Chris Kahrhoff: U.S. coins were made out 

of precious metal up until 1964. These are 

coins that are 90-percent silver, so dimes 

and quarters because their face value repre-

sented exactly what their silver content was. 

So a silver quarter from that period said 25 

cents, but today it’s worth about $4.50. Be-

cause it’s illegal to melt down U.S. currency, 

those are traded in bags where the face 

value will say $1,000, shorthand for saying 

1,000 ounces that’s worth about $19,000. 

Of course these prices constantly fluctuate, 

so by the time your readers see this 1,000 

ounces might be worth more or less than 

that. That kind of “junk silver,” as it’s called, I 

could see being traded. It’s still theoretically 

a quarter, but it’s ¼ ounce of silver.

These coins are very easy to find. There’s a 

website called APMEX, a large precious metal 

dealer based out of Oklahoma where you can 

buy junk silver in different denominations. The 

problem with 1-ounce silver coins is that today 

it’s worth whatever it’s trading for, but no 

one’s going to fractionalize that. That’s why 

I think the junk silver works for buying milk, 

bread, gas, or something like that. Maybe for 

larger purposes, a 1-ounce coin or 10-ounce 

ingot of silver would be used. 

Money is just shorthand and a means of ex-

change. Someone will always want to figure out 

that shorthand rather than figure out whether 

they need 500 rounds of SS109 or 6 gallons of 

gas and which to trade for. People would rather 

use something more fungible, meaning it’s 

the same no matter whom you trade it to. The 

fungibility of silver or gold is a faster process. 

People will want ammo, food, and gasoline, but 

I still think bringing those connections together 

is much harder than it is to say, “I’ve got a silver 

coin I can exchange, and you can decide what 

you want to do with that coin.” 

With cryptocurrency, there’s a huge 

amount of anonymity — some cryptocur-

rencies more than others. If the government 

wants a cashless society, crypto represents 

sort of a middle finger to that thought pro-

cess. It removes itself from that control. Cryp-

to does work in a grid-down type of situation. 

You can do cryptocurrency transactions over 

a mesh network. People have sent Bitcoin 

over HAM radio. I don’t know the particulars 

of that, but they’ve accommodated these 

transactions outside the normal internet. It’s 

still viable as a transaction. Does it take lon-

ger? Yes. If you want to move large or small 

sums of money you can divide that Bitcoin 

into one-hundred-millionth of a Bitcoin, so 

whatever kind of micro-payments you want to 

make, you can do. Recently someone moved 

$1 billion in Bitcoin from one address to an-

other; it cost them $700, and it happened in 

10 minutes. You can’t do that with real cash or 

gold. With the weight, logistics, and security 

involved, it’s substantially more difficult. 
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Sandip Sehmi: I was recently in the 

Ukraine and Italy where there are serious 

concerns about the economy. There is a 

lot of talk about “black money,” which is 

cash income that is not reported for taxes. 

They use this money for daily expenses like 

groceries, gas, and restaurants instead of 

credit cards because The government is 

going above and beyond to track incomes. 

They even started looking at credit card 

statements to see what people are spend-

ing to see if it coincides with their reported 

income. They’re doing these deep dives 

into people’s finances and then arbitrarily 

assessing them with taxes. 

There’s also the question of what causes 

a financial disaster and how that factors 

into what’s valuable. Look at it this way, 

don’t you feel more confident with a couple 

hundred bucks in your pocket than a 

credit card? If the currency collapses from 

something like a massive cyberattack and 

your virtual bank accounts are wiped out, 

or access is frozen and no one is sure how 

much money you have, then cash in hand 

is better than anything else. What if ammo 

is readily available and people just don’t 

have money to buy it because their bank 

accounts appear to be empty, and there’s 

no current physical log to show recent ac-

count status? Again, cash is best.  

If you have a diamond and no one has cash 

to pay for it, what good is it? If you’re sitting 

on a stockpile of clean water and no one else 

has it, all of a sudden you’re one of the richest 

people in the country. But how do people pay 

you if there’s no money to pay you with? Are 

you going to accept service for payment? 

There are so many variables to consider. 

If you’re in a situation where the problem 

is localized and you’re trying to leave a coun-

try where there’s financial instability, you 

want to have something portable. The most 

portable asset is probably cryptocurrency. 

It’s available anywhere there’s an internet 

connection. If you had $1 million in cash, it’d 

be much more difficult to transport physi-

cally than a few diamonds, but how likely are 

you to walk around with pockets full of dia-

monds? You’d have to find someone who’d 

buy them and then provide certificates prov-

ing their authenticity. And if you need a loaf 

of bread, you’re not going to chip off a sliver 

of diamond to buy it. 

I think a lot of it comes back down to diver-

sification and not having all of your assets in 

any one particular type of currency. If things 

are bad and you have a $10,000 diamond 

that you’re desperate to get rid of in exchange 

for cash, people are going to smell the fear on 

you and might only offer you $2,000. At least 

you know what you have with cash. 

Raymond Sfeir: Historically, people move 

to buy gold or some fund that trades in 

gold. This way if prices go up and the cur-

rency is going down, they don’t lose value. 

They’re not buying gold itself and storing it 

at home, just buying shares in companies. 

That’s one way. Lately with what’s going on 

here, the gold prices went up. Many people 

invest in funds that trade in gold, but in 

most cases around the world, whenever 

a currency depreciates, the people of the 

country try to buy a foreign currency where 

the inflation rate is not high.

The best example is what’s happening in 

Venezuela lately. The bolívar depreciated a 

lot. Last year, some estimated the inflation 

rate to be 1.6 million percent. So, what did 

people do there? If you had the money, 

some invested it outside the country if they 

could. Many started buying dollars, euros, 

yen, any foreign currency that kept its 

value. This is mainly what people do when 

there’s inflation, and the currency in their 

country has depreciated very fast. Just to 

get some other currency, vendors selling 

stuff also tried to create prices on their 

goods in foreign currency. When anyone 

receives money in their own currency and 

it’s depreciating enough, they tend to get 

rid of it as quickly as possible. 

If someone sells something in Venezuela 

for $10 million bolívars, they try to use that 

currency immediately and buy something 

else, something physical. It could be any-

thing, not necessarily anything major. By do-

ing so, the velocity of the money increases — 

how often the currency is used for a period 

of time. When people plan to get rid of the 

currency, money turns over quicker and 

the currency depreciates even faster. That’s 

what’s happening now. When people get any 

amount of bolívars, they try to get rid of it, 

by buying dollars or buying something else. 

This is basically how people behave when-

ever you have a high inflation rate. 

As far as a cyberattack on the financial 

system, we’ve had cyberattacks, but they 

didn’t impact our economy very much. 

If something happened on a larger scale 

where people lose confidence in the curren-

cy they have, they would also have to lose 

The most
portable asset is 
cryptocurrency.
It’s available
anywhere there’s 
an internet 
connection.
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YOUR MONEY’S  
NO GOOD HERE

confidence in other currencies as well, so it’s 

really disastrous in that sense. In that case, 

you go to physical goods. You just try to get 

rid of any currency you have and no longer 

accept it as payment for selling something, 

which would make it depreciate even faster. 

You try to hold onto physical goods. Some 

people may buy canned goods if they feel 

the situation is very dire and they’re going 

to run out of food. I don’t know if anyone 

would start thinking about buying real es-

tate. It’s probably too late at that point.

Yes, you can buy gold. Obviously, there’s 

not really gold or silver coins in circula-

tion like there were hundreds of years ago. 

The reason they used gold is because it 

was used in jewelry, so it had value to the 

people other than for trading goods. If they 

didn’t want to trade their goods, they could 

always use it, sell it, and get jewelry for it. 

When you lose confidence in the currency, 

you just go to physical goods if you can, or 

other currencies that are not depreciating. 

Chris Thornberg: In the book Money 

Mischief by Milton Friedman, one of the 

things he talks about is the history of 

money and what money is. Once you get 

into the definition of what money actually 

is, you have a better sense of what can be 

money in some post-apocalyptic setting 

where banking systems have collapsed. In 

general we know that people are better off 

in a world where they can trade with one 

another. The most basic form of trade is 

barter — simply exchanging something you 

have for something they have. But barter 

has a fundamental limitation inasmuch as 

it can only work if two people both have 

something the other person wants. "Money" 

in its primal form is nothing more than a 

commodity that is kept on a person for the 

sheer reason that most, if not all, people 

would want it. As such, our clever trader will 

always have something to barter. 

If you’re a caveman and some guys come 

along with a few new spear points and you 

really need one, the question is what you 

trade for it. It really depends on what you 

have on you. Because of the nature of bar-

ter, it depends on your having what the oth-

er person wants. A lot of times there could 

be a potential transaction, but the available 

inventory prevents that transaction from 

happening, so the next step becomes ask-

ing yourself what you can carry with you 

that anyone might want. In other words, 

what is a product? What can you keep in 

your pocket that you know most anyone 

would want? Even if they don’t want it, you 

can give it to someone else for something 

you do want. What qualifies as “money” is 

something that is highly desired and rea-

sonably easy to carry around with you. This 

is a just a product, but that product can 

take on a life of its own. It starts out being 

something people know is an easily traded 

product, but rapidly turns into “money.” 

Everyone always thinks of gold. Right now, 

people are talking about how the price of it 

is up in this uncertain environment we’re in, 

and the gold standard, and whatnot. Gold 

is just reasonably shiny, but very soft metal 

for most uses. So, it doesn’t really have a lot 

of true use from a global perspective, but 

it was desired because it has value from 

an ornamental perspective. People were 

carrying around pieces of gold because you 

could use it yourself or give it to someone 

who wanted it. One of the earliest forms of 

money was cowrie shells. There’s evidence 

of them being found far inland at the tops of 

mountains being carried around by people 

a long, long time ago.

When you ask what people should do 

when there’s no more money, to me, money 

will create itself. Societies that are cut off 

from the normal forms of monetary econo-

mies quickly adopt one. 

In Money Mischief, Friedman described 

WWII prisoner camps. They didn’t have ac-

cess to money, so what became the de facto 

currency in those camps was cigarettes. 
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somehow. Water is dividable, but a car isn’t. 

It’s got to be reasonably dividable, reason-

ably small, and have a reasonably wide need. 

For example, let’s go back to how bullets 

could be a commodity. If we’re in a world 

where self-protection and hunting is going 

to become important, bullets make sense. 

What kind of bullets? The answer to that is 

common. What’s the most common bullet 

out there? That’s what you want because 

that’s going to have the broadest accep-

tance as a form of currency. Ask yourself 

what else would fit that same criteria. 

What do you think might cause a situation 

where cash is worthless or inaccessible? 

CK: As far as inaccessibility from the govern-

ment having less money in circulation, they 

can reduce that at any point. Inflation is a 

perception thing. As people perceive the 

relative strength of the economy, it drives 

how much someone wants for their goods. If 

I think there are more bills in circulation than 

there should be, I want to take more of those 

off for my product. There’s over $100 trillion 

in unfunded liabilities in the U.S. There’s the 

national debt — that’s outstanding bonds 

that we owe bondholders. In addition to that, 

there’s liabilities we’ve said we’re going to 

meet like social security, Medicare, govern-

ment pensions, etc. I don’t think that’s a 

sustainable thing. I don’t think you can have 

a deficit like that and expect people to take 

Most everyone smoked and, even if they 

didn’t, they knew someone who did. It was an 

easily tradeable, small product that you knew 

you could unload somewhere. Very quickly, it 

took on a life of its own, and the money sup-

ply became largely driven by cigarettes and 

everything was priced in cigarettes. 

Some of what might become the pro-

verbial cigarettes in an economic collapse 

or some other disaster would depend on 

what the economy looks like. Things like 

diamonds, gold, or any metal that’s reason-

ably valuable will probably continue to be 

valuable. If things were scary enough, I could 

see bullets becoming a form of currency. 

Something might be valuable, but that’s a 

different conversation from what could be 

used as currency. Water might be valu-

able, but the problem is it’s too heavy. It still 

makes sense to stock up on those types of 

commodities that one will surely need, but 

think through anything that is reasonably 

dividable, because you have to make change 

your bonds in lieu of some kind of hard cur-

rency, oil, gold, or whatever they decide on. I 

think there’s a point at which people will say, 

“We’ve had enough of your paper, now we 

want something tangible.” 

Junk silver would be a good thing to 

stockpile, but having been in the jewelry 

business for 15 years, I’d say no. Numismat-

ics are collectible coins — avoid them at all 

costs. Those and jewels rely on the “greater 

fool” theory, sort of like baseball cards or 

stamps. They’re items that are collectible 

and have a value higher than their intrinsic 

value. You’re better off to just have a 1-ounce 

silver coin you know the value of, so you’re 

not hoping to find a greater fool down the 

road willing to pay more for it than you did. 

The same goes with gems. They’re great 

when the economy is stable, and you may 

be able to travel with them undetected, but 

that only works as long as you know there’s 

a seller on the other end willing to pay the 

same price. When the grid’s down and 

people want assets they can immediately 

transfer, I don’t think anyone is going to im-

mediately want to pull out a diamond loupe 

and try to grade stones on their own. That 

doesn’t seem reasonable to expect. 

Silver itself is very bright and distinctive. 

No other metal has that bright white color 

to it. There were some Chinese gold bars 

on the market a few years ago, the center 

of which was tungsten and the exterior was 

gold. That’s where people started drilling into 

bars or using an X-ray spectrometer, which 

is a very expensive device. That’s why I think 

junk silver and silver ingots present a better 

avenue for these kinds of situations because 
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the scale at which you need to counterfeit 

things doesn’t lend itself to counterfeiting 

silver or a 1-ounce gold coin. It lends itself to 

counterfeiting 400-ounce gold bars, but a 

single ounce of gold at $1,500? I don’t think 

most people would think it’s worth that 

much effort to fake it. 

Gasoline has a shelf life. I can’t see any-

one attempting to barter with crude oil, but 

money is always immutable. There’s a rea-

son why precious metals have been money 

for the last 4,000 years. No one’s really 

invented a better mousetrap yet, until the 

advent of cryptocurrency. Volatility can kill 

you. In a grid-down scenario, people will be 

beholden to whoever has the thing you’re 

trying to buy with your currency, whatever 

form that may be. The seller of the goods 

will derive the price. If I have to get gas 

after an EMP, I’m probably going to have to 

exchange some silver. Am I going to get the 

last published price for silver? Probably not, 

I’ll probably have to pay through the nose 

so the volatility in this situation is going to 

suck, but I believe there’s no chance people 

will want to take paper. They’ll want to take 

something they can move, which will be 

some other type of commodity. 

RS: On an individual country basis, it’s usu-

ally the printing of currency by the central 

bank in a country that triggers inflation and 

depreciation of that currency. In Venezuela, 

that’s the case. In Zimbabwe, it was also the 

case. The government didn’t have enough 

money to pay workers, so they started 

printing money, but people noticed there 

was lots of cash around, and it lost value. 

It was the same in Germany in the 1920s. 

Germany was not able to pay reparations 

for the war to Britain and France, so they 

printed money and gave them depreciated 

currency, and they used that to buy other 

currencies in order to pay. 

I don’t know of a situation historically 

where people lost confidence in all the 

currencies of all countries in the world and 

they all depreciated at once. Normally, it’s 

one country here or there because of a par-

ticular situation, such as Venezuela. I frankly 

can’t imagine a situation where all curren-

cies of the world are going to depreciate at 

the same time, where people will panic and 

lose all of what they have when it comes to 

bank savings or holdings in treasury bonds. 

Keeping money at home is a risky deal be-

cause of theft. You hear about people being 

robbed all the time, so it’s not wise to keep a 

large amount of cash on hand. If the currency 

is going to depreciate, whether you have it in 

the bank or under the mattress, it’s worthless 

anyway. Saving cash — beyond a few hundred 

dollars in an emergency — in my view is not 

wise. Investing in gold or having real estate, 

which is something physical you’re not going 

to lose, might be a better decision. 

We had a really bad recession in 2008. 

That was the worst recession since the Great 

Depression. The dollar did not depreciate 

dramatically. We exported our depression to 

the rest of the world, because we are a very 

large economy. Our imports decreased and 

that hurt other economies. So, there was a 

recession worldwide, but it was disastrous as 

far as economies are concerned. We started 

recuperation a year or two later. The curren-

cies didn’t really become worthless. The dol-

lar didn’t change much in value compared 

to other currencies, because all economies 

around the world went down growth-wise. 

There were some panics for particular 

banks because people thought that if a 

bank goes bankrupt, they might not get 

their money back. They weren’t worried 

about depreciation of the dollar; they were 

worried about not getting their money from 

the bank — that’s why the FDIC started in-

suring deposits not just up to $100,000, but 

up to $250,000. The percentage of people 

who have more than $250,000 in one ac-

count in the bank is very small. For the vast 

majority of people, that limit covers them 

adequately, and it did during the recession. 

That was one situation where it didn’t create 

a panic on currencies, it created panics on 

weak banks, but most people didn’t lose 

money because they were insured. Out-

side the U.S., when some smaller banks go 

bankrupt and don’t have the equivalent of 

our FDIC, then some people did lose their 

money — not because of the currency, but 

because of that banking system itself. 

YOUR MONEY’S 
NO GOOD HERE
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In Venezuela, I think many people try to 

get dollars and deposit them in the bank, 

keep them with themselves, or open foreign 

accounts. The rich people know how to do 

that. They have advisers to tell them not to 

keep money in bolívars. Inflation is still ex-

tremely high, but they expect it to go down 

because the central bank there is requiring 

the banks to hold more in reserves. That 

means they will not be able to lend as much 

to the public or to businesses. By lending 

less, that will decrease the inflation. They’re 

taking some action to stabilize the currency, 

but it hasn’t worked yet. It will be better 

than last year, but it’s still very bad. 

In China, when Mao took over, the Chi-

nese currency depreciated much worse 

than today’s Venezuela. It was equivalent to 

what happened in Germany and Hungary 

before that. The yuan became worthless. 

People lost everything they had, and they 

kept changing the yuan into new currency. 

They changed millions of old yuans into 

new ones, and it didn’t work either. At the 

time, the Mao government told those who 

were holding Chinese bonds that they 

weren’t going to pay them. Eventually, they 

paid only a few pennies per yuan. 

When things like that happen and they 

don’t honor the debt of the people’s gov-

ernment, the currency becomes worthless. 

Those who lent money to the government 

lose everything that they have. This is not 

the first time that has happened. It’s hap-

pening in Argentina today. If the country 

cannot honor its debt, those who lent mon-

ey will have to take what they call a “shave” 

— they lose a percentage and they renegoti-

ate their loans with the government, but 

they end up being losers. Now the interest 

rate in Argentina is 60 percent. If there is 

something as dramatic as the Communist 

Revolution, the currency becomes useless 

and they lose all the money they’ve lent to 

their government.  

With Brexit, when the vote was taken 

about three years ago, the value of the 

pound went way down. The pound used 

to be around $1.61; now it’s trading around 

$1.21. So, there was a huge decrease in the 

value of the pound. I think it’ll continue to 

be at a low level if Britain leaves the EU 

because its relationship with them will not 

be the same as it is right now. Most likely, 

they may have some kind of agreement as 

to tariffs and so on, but in the short term, 

if they’re going to have a hard Brexit, there 

will be tariffs between the countries. They 

will not have the agreements that they 

used to. It will be more difficult for them 

to sell in the EU because they will not be 

treated like an EU member. They will no 

longer have the advantages of being part 

of the EU and decreasing the tariffs. On the 

whole, they may gain a little independence 

when it comes to certain decisions, but 

their economy will be damaged. Europe 

will also get hurt because they’re losing a 

big economy — Britain is the second larg-

est in the EU after Germany. But Britain 

will definitely suffer more than the EU and 

other countries.

SS: Even when we had the 2007 financial 

meltdown and banks failed, there are so 

many fail-safes behind it all that no one 

missed a beat. It wasn’t like the value of cur-

rency dropped in the United States. However, 

it did happen recently in Ukraine and other 

countries so it also depends on where you 

are and what the banking system consists 

of. The setup over there was that the current 

Ukrainian president was ready to take Ukraine 

to the Euro. Then, at the last minute, he de-

cided not to and sided with Putin to keep the 

currency the same. Overnight, the exchange 

rate went from about 8 hryvnia to $1 to about 

28 to $1. People went to their banks and had 

nothing left because the value of their money 

was gone. It didn’t matter if you had cash, 

because it was as useless as the bank state-

ments. The worst thing was a lot of people 

knew ahead of time about this because of 

the corruption. Many of the private bankers in 

Ukraine converted to U.S. dollars before the 

collapse and fled the country with the money. 

People woke up to empty bank accounts and 

no way to get the money back.   

The same thing could possibly happen 

here, but I doubt it. For example, If oil stops 

trading in dollars maybe our currency would 

take a significant hit. Most world currencies 

are weighted against the dollar, so it would 

take a massive global attack on the financial 

system to do it.  

On Sept. 11, the markets plummeted and 

people thought we may never recover, but 

it didn’t take long for the economy to re-

sume normalcy. The whole banking disaster 
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was all cause and effect. To prop up the 

economy, Greenspan dropped the rates to 

near nothing. The economy started moving 

again, banks started lending money, people 

spent that money and created a bubble. 

When it popped, there was a massive finan-

cial crisis. Banks had been lending money 

to anyone with a heartbeat with very little 

concern about getting paid back. When the 

defaults started, people just walked away 

and left the banks holding highly depre-

cated real estate with no buyers and it just 

kept perpetuating from there. Default after 

default and billions vanished overnight. 

However, fail-safes kicked in, the govern-

ment bail-outs propped up the banks and 

over time, all is well again. 

If you own stock, it’s not just on paper. It’s 

registered in multiple ways. With a bank ac-

count, same thing. You have your records, 

and they have theirs. If something were to 

disrupt that entire record-keeping system, 

you wouldn’t have any proof of what you 

had yesterday. That would be a problem. 

It could cause some panic, but there’s so 

many redundancies that I imagine it would 

be a very short-term situation. One system 

might be disrupted, but records are kept 

in multiple locations and it would only be 

a matter of time before the system and 

records are restored. For a few days, you 

might be a mess, but I think it would be re-

stored fairly quickly. In the short term, cash 

would be the best option. 

When I advise people on their savings, 

I tell them to keep at least three months’ 

worth of expenses liquid in an account that 

can be easily accessed. Think of it like retire-

ment strategy. Your assets should be lay-

ered so you have various pots that can be 

liquidated as needed. Cash can be the most 

conservative and then banks accounts, 

brokerage accounts, IRA’s, 401(k)'s, real 

estate, etc. If things become unstable, and 

you have a diverse pool of assets, you have 

options on where to get liquidity. It’s easier 

to remain financially stable. If things get re-

ally bad and you have three months' worth 

of cash in a safe or buried in your backyard 

that you can get to quickly, that’s going to 

help. Other assets like gold or diamonds can 

be converted to cash, but it will take more 

time. You should have other commodities 

that you can rely on. Maybe food, water, 

medicine, firearms, or maybe a little bit of 

everything just to keep you going.

CT: Worthless and inaccessible are two 

different concepts. Inaccessibility would 

increase the value at some level. Imagine 

the banking system collapsed, then cur-

rency would fall back into the liquid cash 

that people have available. On that basis, 

one could argue that even having stacks 

of ones and fives around would be a form 

of currency. Having liquid cash in hand, 

if people still believe in the dollar, would 

be a reasonable form of currency to keep 

around. That’s different than if the currency 

becomes worthless. It becomes worthless 

for one reason — people don’t think it has 

any inherent value. 

YOUR MONEY’S  
NO GOOD HERE

When you go back to how currencies 

evolved, gold was desired, it’s easily dividable, 

it’s small relative to its value, and it’s broadly 

accepted. Gold then starts to take on a life of 

its own. Gold is no longer just a commodity 

that people trade frequently; now all by itself 

it’s an asset. That is to say, you might hang 

onto cigarettes or gold because you know 

it’s a good way of accumulating wealth. Now 

it’s turned into something bigger than the 

product itself. The true value of gold from a 

jewelry or an industrial perspective is signifi-

cantly smaller than the actual price of gold 

because people have this inherent monetary 

vision of what gold is. If people didn’t think 

of gold as a form of safe haven currency, the 

price would be much lower than it is today. 

After it’s taken on a life of its own, you go 

into a fiat currency, which is where you sim-

ply replace the gold with pieces of paper. 

The funny thing about pieces of paper is, in 

the context of gold or a cigarette, you can 

look at it and see if there’s some inherent 

value to this product even though you’re us-

ing it as money. There is no inherent value 

to a dollar outside the fact that someone 

else will take the dollar. So now you’ve 

made this complete transformation from 

a product that has no monetary value to 

money that has no product value. There’s 

this interesting transmission in how things 

go about shifting in a particular context. 

Currency is only worthless when people 

won’t take it anymore. They won’t take it 

because either they’re not culturally familiar 

with it or they think it won’t buy anything. 
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One way you could destroy currency is if 

government has the inability to collect taxes 

through normal means and decides to fund 

their efforts through printing money. This 

is the classic walk to hyperinflation. When 

hyperinflation hits, that is to say the price of 

goods goes through the roof, that’s another 

way of saying that people don’t value this 

paper currency anymore. In a sense, keep-

ing ones and fives is a great idea if the bank 

system collapses, but it’s a terrible idea if the 

government should go into a hyperinflation-

ary spiral of money printing and spending. 

I don’t think we should be on the gold stan-

dard. Fiat currency works great as long as the 

central bank has the incentive not to print 

money and create hyperinflation. We have 

an independent federal reserve because 

politicians do have the incentive to create 

inflation because in the short run, a surge 

of money can get the economy heated up 

which can be good to get reelected. Since we 

know now that democrats and republicans 

both seem convinced that you can continue 

to deficit spend forever, you need someone 

else to have control over the money supply 

because that’s exactly the kind of behavior 

that will create hyperinflation. 

We have an independent federal reserve 

because they’re largely in charge of the 

money supply, which is another way of say-

ing they’re largely in charge of maintaining 

the confidence of the general public in those 

little green pieces of paper. Pushing up the 

price of gold past its true value on the basis 

that it’s money is inherently detrimental. 

We’d rather have gold prices be where gold 

prices should be from a consumptive stand-

point, not creating this excessive value on 

the basis of potential monetization. Think of 

all those poor tobacco smokers in that POW 

camp. Now you have to feed your nicotine 

habit, and the only way you can do that is by 

burning your money. A fiat currency is fine 

as long as you can trust the people who are 

in charge of maintaining the currency. 

Stockpiling precious stones or metals 

is fine for the reasons I just said. They’re 

generally desirable, tradable, and reason-

ably dividable. It could turn into a currency. 

I have faith in the banking system though. I 

think it’s well-managed. I don’t have worries 

about hyperinflation. I believe in the federal 

reserve, so I don’t have any problem put-

ting money in the banking system. If we did 

start to see a turn where the federal reserve 

is taken over by the federal government, or 

if I saw elements within the federal govern-

ment wanting to create hyperinflation like 

in Zimbabwe, then I might change my mind 

on the need to stockpile money at home. 

But in its current form, I’m reasonably com-

fortable with it. 

In order to see a huge catastrophe com-

ing on a global scale, you have to be looking 

at levels of debt, rates of inflation, money 

supply, etc. A lot of it is just paying attention 

to the monetary system. I laugh when I hear 

people say that the federal reserve is a black 

box. It’s not a black box. You can go on their 

website and download all their financials to 

know exactly what’s going on. They’re prob-

ably one of the most transparent operations 

in government. 

There are guys who want to claim end of 

the world all the time and predict reces-

sions every 12 months, but a lot of them 

may be incentivized to say that. They all 

YOUR MONEY’S  
NO GOOD HERE

want to be the guy who predicted the 

recession. If you want to get the media to 

give you free publicity, you kind of have to 

go out and make crazy calls. Even people 

who don’t understand the finer points of 

financial nuance could read a book like 

Money Mischief and understand it easily. 

There are plenty of books that talk about 

how monetary systems and central banks 

work. There are ways to become educated 

and, once you’re at that point, then I think 

you can understand how to look at the 

data a little more. You don’t need a PhD to 

understand it. 

I spend an inordinate amount of time as 

head of Beacon Economics pointing out the 

obvious. Recessions are anomalies. Growth 

is default. Every recession has a cause that’s 

a large, negative shock to the system. When 

I say I don’t think there’s going to be an-

other recession anytime soon, it’s because I 

don’t see any potential shock to the system 

large enough to create a recession type 

scenario. You’re constantly looking for the 

tip of the iceberg that’d sink the Titanic. If 

any forecaster tells you they know when a 

recession is coming, they’re lying. 





READ ANY GOOD 
BOOKS LATELY?

We Review 10 Survival Books for Children and Families

I 
became interested in survival 

around the same time I became a 

parent. When you bring a baby into 

the world, your thought process 

instantly changes from “me, myself, 

and I” to “Holy crap, how do I keep this help-

less child alive and well?!”

That led me on a path to take prepared-

ness seriously. My emergency management 

and homeland security degree studies have 

given me a unique perspective to prepared-

ness through various government initia-

tives, and my parenthood has given me the 

ability to take this information and translate 

it into kid-appropriate vernacular. 

While a parent knows their child best and 

knows what will speak to them effectively, 

it’s helpful to find curricula, books, or mov-

ies that can aid in that conversation. It’s es-

sential to convey an understanding of why 

we prepare and the difference between 

paranoia and preparedness. 

What I look for in prepping-related books 

is the quality and breadth of information, as 

well as the author’s portrayal of preppers or 

survivalists. There are so many TV shows, 

books, and movies that portray survivalists 

or preppers as crazy people waiting for the 

sky to fall. I don’t want my children thinking 

that’s reality. 

Finding decent survival books for adults 

is a challenge, much less ones for kids. 

Here we’re going to dive into 10 different 

books on survival. A few of them are geared 

toward kids, and the others are intended 

to teach survival practices to adults with 

families. I was pleasantly surprised with 

the manner in which many of these books 

spoke to family preparedness. Hopefully, 

our synopses will help you decide if pur-

chasing one of these makes sense for you 

and your children. 

By Nila Rhoades
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BUYER’S GUIDE
SURVIVAL  

BOOKS

Books for Kids

Prepper Pete  
Prepares: An  
Introduction  
to Prepping  
for Kids
Author: Kermit Jones, Jr.

Price: $9 (Amazon)

Pages: 44

Publisher: Kamel Press

The Premise: This story follows Prepper Pete and his family as they 
prepare for the unknowns of the future. What we see is that Prepper Pete 
(portrayed visually by an ant) has many reasons to prepare. Pete walks 
through what prepping is and how to do it with consideration for a family. 

The Specs: You can purchase this book from Kamel Press or via Amazon. 
It has 33 colorfully illustrated pages with a few more pages for grown-
ups. It’s not currently available as an audiobook. Also available on Kindle.

The 411: This book was one of the kids’ favorites. We enjoyed how 
Prepper Pete has a family, and we get to see mama ant and the kids 
prepping with him. It makes prepping a family affair. This book also 
weaves in FEMA directives regarding having 72 hours of emergency 
supplies just in case. I felt this added some much-needed validity to 
the concepts presented in this book. We see Prepper Pete purchasing 
vital supplies such as food, water, tools, and even a generator as a 
family! We also see Prepper Pete building a storm shelter. The one 
aspect that was a challenge for me as a parent and for my kids is that 
this book tries to talk about solar flares, an EMP, and war. The kids 
that I read to didn’t have any idea what a solar flare or an EMP was, 
and it was difficult to explain that concept to their age level (boys 
and girls ages 3 to 10). Also, the concept of war on American soil was 
a little too scary of a topic to dive into for the younger ones. 

Prepper Pete also talks about plagues, economic collapse, civil 
unrest, riots, and burglary. While the author did a great job keeping 
these concepts kid-friendly, they did garner questions that’ll take 
some thought for a parent to approach with their child. I thought it 
was very interesting that Prepper Pete keeps his prepping a secret. 
We enjoyed that concept on a personal level, because the whole world 
doesn’t need to know your business. This is a prime example of why. 

I did like that Prepper Pete speaks to firearms training courses, 
paying off debt, and purchasing precious metals for barter after an 
apocalyptic event. Many adults I’ve come in contact with don’t have 
these concepts down, much less children. I thought this type of infor-
mation was critical for the kids to understand. 

One of the last pages says, “Our family does not have to be afraid, 
because we prepare!” I think it’s critical for us as parents to help our kids 
understand that there doesn’t have to be fear in prepping or survival. That 
fear can be eradicated by the proper, methodical, and logical prepping. 

The Verdict: The kids gave this 5 out of 5 stars. They enjoyed all 
the concepts that were presented. I gave the book 4 out of 5. I’d love 
to see them explain those tough concepts and weave them into the 
story, but at the end of the day, that’s what parents are for.

Books for Kids

Survivalist  
Sam Stocks Up: The Four 
B’s of Prepping for Kids
Author: Kermit Jones, Jr.

Price: $9 (Amazon)

Pages: 38

Publisher: Kamel Press

The Premise: This book follows a badger named Survivalist Sam. The 
story walks the reader through why Sam stocks up and what he stocks 
up on. He turns prepping and survival into an easy method of remember-
ing the 4 B’s: Beans, Bullets, Bandages, and Barter. The story then walks 
through each of the B’s, what they are, and why they’re important. 

The Specs: You can purchase this book from Kamel Press or via 
Amazon. Like the other offering by this author, it has 33 colorfully 
illustrated pages with a few more pages for grown-ups and isn’t cur-
rently available as an audiobook. Also available on Kindle.

The 411: All in all, the book was great. If you compare it to its parent 
book, Prepper Pete Prepares, it comes across a little intense. While 
the information was well laid-out and explained, the book made Sur-
vivalist Sam come across like a hermit and someone whose thought 
of as a crazy person by society. However, this book does a really 
good job at explaining why it’s important to gather books, become 
educated, and have a stockpile of supplies. We see Sam reload 
ammo, which is an important skill. We also see that Sam has his EMT 
certificate, which is also important, as he can administer medical aid 
to those around him. 

I do like that this book focuses on the lack of fear needed when 
one prepares. The tagline in the back of the book is “Don’t scare…
prepare.” I think that’s a really important point to instill in children 
— there doesn’t have to be fear associated with the unknowns of the 
future. When I was reading this book to my boys and their friends 
(both genders ranging from ages 3 to 10), they were all captivated. 
The book can be difficult to read for adults because there are many 
words that all start with the same letters, and some of the terminol-
ogy is above most kids’ head at this age (ammunition, barter, etc.). 
Overall, they liked it. 

The Verdict: I gave the book 3 out of 5 stars. The graphics are a bit 
cheesy, and it’s difficult to get the point across about the validity of 
the story when it has animals for main characters rather than people. 
The kids gave the book 4 out of 5 stars. The reason is that it explains 
things very well and lays out a template for survival and prepping; 
however, the terminology took some explaining. 

Adult

Kids

Adult

Kids
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BUYER’S GUIDE

Books for Kids

Outdoor  
Survival  
Handbook  
for Kids 
Author: Willy Whitefeather

Price: $13 (Amazon)

Pages: 104

Publisher: Roberts Rinehart

The Premise: This book follows two characters, Dooley and Tina, on 
an adventure outdoors. The story starts with Dooley and Tina wan-
dering off from their parents and their campsite. Interwoven into the 
story are practical survival tips and techniques that Dooley and Tina 
use on their adventure to find their way back home. The storyline 
includes spending the night outdoors, how to make a shelter, how 
to find water, how to navigate your way if you get lost, dealing with 
bugs, filtering water, starting a fire, and a plethora of other survival 
tips. The tips and story are so intertwined that we get to see Dooley 
and Tina using all the techniques and why they’re important. By the 
end of the story, Dooley and Tina find their way back to their camp-
site and their parents by using their survival skills. 

The Specs: It has 96 monochromatic pages of information. Not cur-
rently available in audiobook form, but can be purchased on Kindle 
and Nook.

The 411: This book was a challenge to get through. The categories are 
placed together very well, but the pages seem almost handwritten 
and use poor grammar to boot. The pages seem muddy with doodles 
and different handwriting/fonts to bring the story together. It’s dif-
ficult to keep your place on the page when reading because there are 
no natural paragraph breaks. Some of the information contained in 
this book is valid, such as starting a fire. The chapter on fire-starting 
walks through making a bow drill and tinder. However, the method for 
testing potentially poisonous berries and plants isn’t something I’d 
share with my children. 

There were parts of the book that seemed a bit hokey. He tells the 
readers to essentially “speak it and it will be so.” There are times 
where it’s simply too hot or too cold and saying anything otherwise is 
just silly. The author also suggests asking the “spirits” for advice on 
how to get home. Again, not necessarily information that I’d give my 
children. Lastly, he tells children that moss only grows on the north 
side of trees to help them find the cardinal direction and ascertain 
which direction to go. As was covered in RECOIL OFFGRID Issue 20, 
this is a myth — moss doesn’t only grow on the north side of trees so 
it’s a misleading and potentially dangerous piece of advice. 

The Verdict: I gave this book a 1 out of 5 stars, because it was too 
difficult to read. Frankly, it was boring to look at as well. It also 
had some harmful and outdated advice that I’d never share with my 
children. The kids gave this book a 2 out of 5 stars. They thought 
the story was cool and enjoyed the fishbowl perspective that we see 
Dooley and Tina operating in, but there’s no color to the pages, and it 
was incredibly difficult to read for them. 

Books for Kids

Jake & Miller’s Big 
Adventure 
Author: Bernie Carr

Price: $16 (Amazon)

Pages: 32

Publisher: Ulysses Press

The Premise: Jake & Miller’s Big Adventure follows a boy, Jake, 
and his trusty sidekick dog, Miller, on an adventure that’s rife with 
survival tips integrated into the story. Jake wakes Miller up to start 
prepping for the adventure that’ll take them all over the globe, 
through all types of survival situations from extreme cold, to extreme 
heat, to dense jungle. Miller is cautious of Jake’s idealistic plan of 
traveling the globe, but Jake explains why he’s preparing and that 
there’s an absence of fear when one prepares. 

The Specs: This book is available on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and 
Kindle, and 31 of its pages are beautifully illustrated. 

The 411: This book was really cute and is perfectly geared toward 
children ages 4 to 6. The book is too wordy for those under 4 years 
of age and too childish for those over 6. The graphics in the book are 
adorable. They’re colorful, vivid, and explain the storyline very well. 
The survival content was very age-appropriate. It covered the basics 
of survival: warmth, water, shelter, medical, and food. The younger 
kids from my group loved it, but got a little bored with the content 
after a few pages. I felt the survival content was spot on for the ages 
it speaks to. It explains why it’s necessary to carry food, water and 
water purification supplies, and bandages. Also covered are some 
situations you may find yourself in where those supplies are neces-
sary. The biggest takeaway the kids had from this book was that if 
you pack canned goods for survival, bring a can opener.

The Verdict: The group of kids gave this book 4 out of 5 stars. The 
older kids wished it had more information rather than storyline, but 
the younger kids loved practically everything about it. I gave the book 
3 out of 5 stars because it’s very appropriate for the ages it targets, 
but isn’t really interesting for those outside the narrow age range. 

Adult

Kids

Adult

Kids
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SURVIVAL  
BOOKS

Books for Kids

Lost: A Wild  
Tale of Survival 
Author: Thomas Kingsley Troupe

Price: $6 (Amazon)

Pages: 56

Publisher: Stone Arch Books

The Premise: This book follows a girl named Kelly who is off to the 
woods to get bugs for a science project, gets distracted by a butter-
fly, then proceeds to get lost. A bear chases Kelly for her sandwich, 
which she willingly gives up to escape. We follow her as she attempts 
to find her way home by crossing a river and narrowly escaping the 
oncoming waterfall. The book uses common sense and age-appropri-
ate concepts of survival with little to no gear. 

The Specs: You can purchase this book on Amazon and Barnes & 
Noble; it’s only available in paperback. 

The 411: The book is really short, so it’s the perfect setup for ages 9 
to 13. My son is 9 and was able to read through the book in less than 
an hour. It’s an intense, action-packed story that left him wanting 
more. It has eight chapters that walk us through Kelly’s survival 
techniques and how she found her way back to the cabin she was 
visiting. In the back of the book is a section that covers what survival 
gear is important to have and why. There’s a glossary for terms that 
can be difficult for some readers. One of my favorite aspects of this 
book are the writing prompts and discussion questions found in the 
back of the book. The prompts and questions are great conversation-
starters for parents and kids to discuss what Kelly could’ve done 
differently, what she did well, and how she could’ve used the survival 
equipment if she had it. We’ll definitely be looking into Troupe’s other 
books, as this was a huge hit.

The Verdict: The kids gave this book 4 out of 5 stars. They liked the 
action/adventure aspects of the book and that the bear was chasing 
them for PB&J. I gave the book 4 out of 5 stars also. It was great for 
older kids. The kids under the age range found it a little boring, as 
it’s a chapter book with black-and-white pictures. 

Books for  
Families

Ultimate  
Survival  
Guide  
for Kids 
Author: Rob Colson

Price: $10 (Amazon)

Pages: 96

Publisher: Firefly Books

The Premise: This book covers every survival situation one could think 
of. From spider bites to getting lost in the woods, avalanches, tornadoes, 
and crocodiles, it covers a wide variety. This book gives quick, concise 
advice to kids for 24 different survival or emergent situations. The book 
is broken down into four sections that consist of animal dangers, natural 
dangers, human hazards, and basic (kid-friendly) survival skills. This book 
is very adequately geared toward 10- to 13-year-old children, but is also a 
great guide for adults who are new to the survival world. 

The colorful pages grab the reader’s attention really well. There are 
many colorful insets on the pages that give tips and fun and interesting 
facts about each section. The margin notes are also a beneficial touch 
of critical yet interesting information. This book isn’t structured like a 
regular chapter book. It’s interesting to read through once, but seems 
best-served to be stashed in a bug-out bag for reference during a critical 
situation.

The Specs: This book is only available in paperback and can be 
purchased from Amazon or Barnes & Noble.  

The 411: The book is structured into four sections. This aids in the 
ease of finding necessary information quickly. In reading this book by 
myself and again with the kids, I felt enamored with all the fascinat-
ing features it has. The facts are practical, but they still have the kid-
friendly “cool or gross” factor that this age group of kids loves. Many 
of the kids I read this book to were under the recommended age, but 
they all loved reading through it. The younger ones were attracted to 
the vibrant pictures, and the older ones thought the information was 
practical and interesting. 

This book covers many different survival situations that may not all 
be a danger in the reader’s area, but it encompasses a wide variety 
of disasters to prepare for. One tip that we learned through reading 
this is that a mere 25 inches of flood water can carry away a vehicle. 
The flood chapter walks through the best method to lay sandbags, 
the importance of keeping non-perishable food stocked, and filling up 
sinks and bathtubs with water so you can have uncontaminated drink-
ing water (assuming those surfaces are clean). This is a great book 
that I’ll keep on hand for gifts to kiddos in the future. 

The Verdict: The kids and I gave the book 5 out of 5 stars. We loved 
reading each section and learning fun, interesting facts about com-
mon (and not-so-common) survival situations.

Adult

Kids

Adult

Kids

087

IS
S

U
E

 3
5

WEB.COMOFFGRIDGRIDWWWWGGGG



BUYER’S GUIDE

Books for  
Families

Survival  
Mom 
Author: Lisa Bedford

Price: $14 (Amazon)

Pages: 323

Publisher: Harper Collins

The Premise: This book is entirely geared toward parents and 
families and is frankly indispensable, which is exactly what sets this 
book apart from many others. Parents who read this book don’t have 
to search for practical applications for themselves and their small 
children, as it’s already there. The author touches on some key fac-
tors such as preparing being the key to overcoming fear — something 
many parents deal with when thinking of TEOTWAWKI. Lisa goes into 
great detail on topics such as water, basic sanitation outside of a 
restroom environment, and the ins and outs of food storage. 

The author expounds further on the financial aspect of prepping. 
The pre-disaster financial tips are something that I’ve not seen many 
authors, columnists, or bloggers cover the way she does. There are 
many tips and facts about getting out of debt and how to budget 
for survival supplies. This book has numerous charts, graphs, and 
checklists that make it painless for those new to prepping. There are 
also dozens of prepping tips and tricks that us seasoned preppers 
can also use.

The Specs: While not yet available in audiobook form, it’s available 
via Kindle and Nook. 

The 411: The author includes several checklists and templates in 
this book that make it critical to have as part of your pre-, mid-, and 
post-disaster repertoire. One of the biggest things I learned from this 
book was from her financial chapter on gold and silver purchasing 
for bartering after a crisis event. This was a topic that I hadn’t had 
a chance to study much yet, and she broke it down in plain English, 
but gave a very detailed synopsis on the pros and cons of precious 
metals and how to barter. This book covers nearly every aspect of 
disasters and preparing — there’s not one thing I’d add or take away 
from this book. 

The author even goes as far as pointing out that children will need 
special one-on-one time with their parents during a crisis event. Not 
many books cover the emotional needs of the family at all; the author 
does this amazingly well. She also speaks to the need for a commu-
nity. Prepping and bugging out don’t have to be lonesome events. She 
discusses partnering with friends and family to make a more resilient 
group of people, and even includes a recommended reading list, reci-
pes, and a plethora of tips to help you in your preparedness journey, 
regardless of where you are. 

The Verdict: I gave this book 5 out of 5 stars. Lisa Bedford covers it all.

Books for Families

52 Prepper’s  
Projects for  
Parents and Kids 
Author: David Nash

Price: $12 (Amazon)

Pages: 232

Publisher: Skyhorse

The Premise: This compilation of projects is a great way to involve 
the kids in your prepping. The purpose of this book is to involve 
children in the methods of preparing for a disaster and teaching them 
self-sufficiency and self-reliance in a fun, educational way. This book 
lays out 52 projects that’ll let the child have a front-row seat, with 
plenty of involvement, in what prepping looks like, on their level. 
Some of the projects included are apple pancakes, hardtack crackers, 
rain barrels, homemade fire starters, and pie iron pizzas. 

The Specs: This book isn’t available as an audiobook, but can be 
purchased for Nook and Kindle. 

The 411: This book is broken down into 52 projects that seem 
unrelated to prepping, but the author does a great job at circling 
back around to the practical side of prepping and the projects prep-
ping applications. Unfortunately, some of the projects are a bit of a 
stretch for a prepping application. One particular lesson on making 
wire baskets out of chicken wire and coat hangers was said to be a 
great geometry starter. However, I question the relevance of geom-
etry for children in a TEOTWAWKI scenario. The soda bottle anti-drip 
cooler project is another questionable example. These particular 
projects are fun, but the prepping applications seem a bit farfetched. 
For the most part, the projects are engaging, which is always needed 
and wanted during family time. 

Some of the more helpful projects are the rain-barrel collection 
project and the mini survival kit builder project. Both of these include 
a clear picture of their prepping applications and talking points. This 
book is geared toward parents to use with their children. I enjoyed 
the family time we got from going through the projects together. 
Many of them were very relevant to the preparedness applications 
we’d want to instill in our children.

The Verdict: I gave this book 3 out of 5 stars. Some of the projects 
weren’t necessarily relevant to survival and preparedness, but we had 
a great time working through them regardless. 

Adult Adult
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Books for  
Families

Survivor  
Kid: A  
Practical  
Guide to  
Wilderness Survival 
Author: Denise Long

Price: $9 (Amazon)

Pages: 240

Publisher: Chicago Review Press

The Premise: This resource is geared toward children 9 and up, and 
walks through basic to moderate survival concepts. It’s not so much 
a “sit and read” type of book, but rather a guide that you’d throw 
in a backpack before a camping or hiking trip. It walks through all 
types of shelter building, signaling, medical tips, bugs and animals, 
water, and all the standard survival concepts. It’s well-written for the 
age group in that it’s presented to with simple, easy-to-understand 
instructions on how to give aid, start a fire safely, pack a survival kit, 
and much more.

The Specs: Available on Kindle and Nook.

The 411: This book is split into 12 different chapters that breaks 
down each topic with incredible depth. I felt that the majority of the 
info was applicable and well-written. From a practical standpoint, 
I thought the author did a good job of explaining what animals 
people might run into during a hike or camping trip. The author also 
provided good information about how to avoid the animals, some 
characteristics, and what they’re indicative of.  

My 9-year-old son loved this book. He read it through a few times, and 
the content led to many conversations about how to properly obtain 
water in a safe, clean manner. I was thrilled that the author covered 
the medical section as thoroughly as she did. Many kids’ books skimp 
on the medical information, but this resource provided clear instruc-
tions on cuts, scrapes, burns, CPR, and even checking for a pulse. 
It was a little dramatic in a few spots, which might induce a few eye 
rolls from parents, but since the book is geared toward kids, it was 
good for capturing their attention. 

The Verdict: I gave this book 4 out of 5 stars. It was very thorough 
and well-written. The kids gave it 3 out of 5 stars, because there 
aren’t many pictures and it’s a bit monochromatic even for the age 
group that the book is geared toward. 

Books for Families

Urban Preppers  
With Kids, Pets  
& Parents:  
Disaster  
Survival  
for the Family 
Author: James G. Mushen

Price: $40 (Amazon)

Pages: 490

Publisher: CreateSpace Publishing 

The Premise: The practical survival information covered in this 
resource is well-presented and walks through anything from power 
outages, water filters, types of long-term food, personal protection, 
shelter-building, and other essential survival concepts and skills. 
The purpose of this book seems to be centered around educating 
members of the general public with children and pets on the need for 
survival and preparation in an urban setting. 

The Specs: This book is available as an audiobook, and also on Kindle 
and Nook.

The 411: I must admit that if I saw this book on a bookstore shelf, I’d 
laugh incredulously and walk right past it. The cover art is a bit ri-
diculous. Perhaps that was intended, but it looks like a selfie that was 
snapped with a potato. I do appreciate that this book is both geared 
toward the whole family and urban-focused. That’s a rare find. 

However, the first chunk of this book deals with America as it was 
under former President Obama’s administration. Some things have 
changed under President Trump’s first term. I feel that this book 
is fueled by fear-mongering about the FEMA camps that the author 
believes we’ll all be herded into in the future. I found the author’s 
stereotypes of preppers or survivalists to be a little off-putting. 
While I’m not generally offended by other people’s opinions, it just 
seems a little uncouth and unprofessional to use blanket statements 
like “survivalists are paramilitary, gun-loving G.I. Joes.” That’s a false 
reading on the majority of preppers and survivalists out there.

While the author states he’s not a “paranoid nut job,” I wonder if he’s 
trying to divert attention away from the fact that he might actually 
be closer to that than he’d like to admit. I also find it a bit of a turnoff 
that he uses Bible verses to back up his survivalist principles, and not 
always in the most correct context. If you’re going to use the Bible 
as a reason to prep, at least study the entire section for contextual 
reasons to ensure accuracy. But I digress — this book has a lot of in-
formation that’s prudent to the times. Regardless of the current level 
of government instability, we mustn’t look at the federal government 
as a cause of or solution to all our problems. That’s not its job. 

The Verdict: I gave this book 2 out of 5 stars. There are nuggets of 
wisdom in it that are truly helpful, but digging through the rest of 
the content to find them, frankly, isn’t worth it. Besides, the positive 
reviews in the front of the book seem hokey and possibly fake, since 
the website www.survivalstory.org isn’t a presently active site, and 
the mentioned YouTube channel is no longer active either.  

AdultAdult

Kids
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Trauma Care Lessons Learned from Dark Angel Medical’s D.A.R.T. 2 Class

C-circulation, and H-hypothermia) and trauma scenarios. 

This came about as a way to prioritize assessment in 

the trauma patient and is synonymous with the Tactical 

Combat Casualty Care (TCCC) training courses that teach 

pre-hospital medical care in combat/trauma scenarios. 

By David Miller Photos by Dave Miller and Erik DaTrek

M
edical training hasn’t always been the 

most popular topic in the survival-

ist community, with many preppers 

choosing to prioritize skills that sound 

more exciting or impressive — the 

sort of thing you’d see in a James Bond movie rather 

than a textbook. However, in my humble opinion, medical 

training is just as important as being trained in the use of 

a firearm. With a little bit of knowledge and practice, the 

average person absolutely can render aid in the critical first 

few minutes of a trauma scenario, and those actions might 

make the difference between life and death. 

We often hear that it takes around seven minutes for an 

ambulance to arrive on scene. In that time frame, someone 

could bleed out and die without intervention. A four-hour 

class on the use of a tourniquet could’ve saved a life. If the 

scene had multiple casualties, a two-day class could’ve start-

ed the process of organizing the scene so that EMS could 

focus care on the most critical patients. Think of yourself as 

a pre-first responder. You could make a difference and save 

someone’s life. Once official first responders arrive, you can 

hand off, report, and aid as needed. 

In an effort to check out one of the “pre-first respond-

er” training opportunities that are currently available, I 

went to the Northern Woods Training Facility in Luther, 

Michigan, for Dark Angel Medical’s class, Direct Action 

Response Training (DART) 2. Kerry Davis was the lead in-

structor, with Doc Bridger (Mike Rohan) and Ross Francis 

assisting. 

As the name implies, DART 2 is a continuation of DART 

1, Dark Angel’s flagship course, covering their version of 

MARCH (M-massive hemorrhage, A-airway, R-respiratory, 



091

IS
S

U
E

 3
5

WEB.COMOFFGRIDGRIDWWWWGGGG

Dark Angel Medical interprets the MARCH acronym in 

their own way by using HABCDE — Hemorrhage, Airway, 

Breathing, Circulation, “Da brain,” and Environment. Their 

version expands upon the original ABC acronym (airway, 

breathing, and circulation) from basic life support classes. 

Out of necessity, hemorrhage is given its due place at the 

front of the line as the largest contributor to casualties in 

combat. I like that “Da brain” is included in the HABCDE 

acronym because traumatic brain injuries (TBI) aren’t 

always detected during initial assessments of trauma 

patients. The last element, environment, encompasses 

more than just hypothermia and can bring in to play as-

sessing, or re-assessing, scene safety.  

Another key concept that was emphasized, as the sce-

narios became more complex, was the use of the color-

coding system to categorize, or triage, trauma patients 

in a mass-casualty scenario. The color coding helps to 

organize and prioritize what patients need to be evalu-

ated and transferred to higher care. The colors used are 

Green, Yellow, Red, and Black. 

Green is commonly called the “walking wounded,” 

consisting of minor injuries. When you’re the first to come 

upon a mass-casualty scenario, you should stand in one 

place and say, “If you’re able to walk, please come toward 

my voice now.” These patients are now in one area and 

may be able to start providing basic first aid for 

themselves by taking care of minor cuts or in-

juries. Next, you have to quickly move through 

the remaining patients to see who falls into the 

Red category. These patients have life-threat-

ening injuries, such as massive hemorrhaging, 

and need immediate treatment. 

Once relatively stabilized, move these 

patients to an area where they can then be 

transported to higher levels of care. Next are 

the Yellow patients. These are people who may 

not have immediate life-threatening injuries, but 

will need higher levels of care in the next few 

hours. These people could move up to the Red category 

as their condition changes. Reassessment of these pa-

tients is more easily accomplished if they’re all moved to 

a common area. Black patients are those who have died 

due to their injuries or whose death is imminent. 

The hardest part of this system is hammered home 

in Day 2, when the scenarios get complex and you’re 

the one determining triage levels. In fact, Day 2 of 

DART 2 is all scenario-based. There was no down time, 

as every opportunity to learn was maximized during 

scenario setup. The amount of work put into this class 

was abundantly clear. Nobody came away disappoint-

Students 

applying their 

acquired 

skills in a 

mass-casualty 

scenario.

Dark Angel 
Medical’s 
Casualty 
Algorithm

H Hemorrhage

A Airway

B Breathing

C Circulation

D “Da brain”

E Environment
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a remote wilderness setting or a widespread disaster, you 

might not be able to reach anyone for hours or days.

You need to have the mindset that you’re the pre-first 

responder by starting triage and treatment immediately 

once the scene is safe. Whether the trauma is a gunshot 

wound, an edged-weapon wound, a broken bone sticking 

out of the skin, or some other injury, you can be the dif-

ference between life and death if you’ve invested in some 

medical training. It’s absolutely up to you to get medical 

training and to carry medical gear every day. 

Medical Skills Are Perishable
Just as firearm skills are perishable, so too is your pro-

ficiency with medical skills. Although you have the ability 

to put on a tourniquet, how fast can you do it effectively 

under stress? Can you place a tourniquet with your weak 

hand only? How about in the dark and upside down while 

whistling Dixie? No? Well then, keep practicing! During 

intermediate and advanced medical classes, like DART 2, 

you often learn the basics of the medical gear and how 

to apply it. Each of those skills, in turn, becomes part of 

a larger scenario where you use several pieces of gear 

during an absolutely chaotic situation. 

The stress is compounded by sensory overload as the 

scenarios become more complex. These skills, like tourni-

quet application, chest-seal application, and triage, are all 

part of the big picture of scene management covered in 

this two-day class. The bottom line is to keep practicing 

your medical skills. It’s easy to cut corners when you’ve 

let these skills perish. Sure, you might get most of the 

scenario correct; however, the one part you missed could 

cost someone their life. 

Improvise as Needed
Hopefully you have your everyday-carry medical gear 

(EDC-M) with you at all times. It’s just as important as 

your standard EDC. Both can be specific to you, your 

needs, and your training. Neither should be ignored. 

Maybe your EDC-M is a tourniquet and a cravat. Maybe 

it’s one or the other. Maybe it includes your favorite 

clotting agent. If you don’t carry any of it, what’s your 

backup plan for medical gear? Should you use your belt 

for a tourniquet? It’s not ideal, but I have one patient 

who’s alive, minus a leg, because the responding officer 

used the patient’s leather belt as a tourniquet to slow his 

bleeding.

Improvising should be a planned alternative in which 

you’re aware of the risks involved. You’ll also need to pay 

extra attention to the improvised method and constantly 

reassess to make sure that it’s working as you intended. 

ed and everyone learned something valuable. Here 

are some of the takeaways from the class.

Nobody is Coming to Save You
While the firearms and preparedness communities 

have an inherent focus on self-reliance, most of society 

doesn’t. The concept that nobody is coming and that, 

in an emergency, you’ll likely be on your own, should be 

embedded in your noggin. Medical training is as impor-

tant as self-defense or survival training when preparing 

for threats unknown. We always train as if we’re going 

to win the fight but what if we, or other members in 

our cadre, have been 

significantly injured in 

an altercation? Without 

medical training, you’d 

probably call 911 and wait. 

Sometimes you wait for 

seven minutes, and some-

times you wait for 20. In 

Initial patient 
assessment questions

S Signs and symptoms

A Allergies

M Medications

P Past medical and surgical history

L Last oral intake

E Events leading up to the medical situation

Students are 

honing their 

wound-packing 

skills using the 

Phokus Wound 

Cubes featured 

in Issue 28.
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That’s not to say that if you used your favorite tourni-

quet, you shouldn’t reassess, but it becomes absolutely 

imperative with an improvised device. 

Change is Constant
Things always change, so we need to constantly reas-

sess the scene, the patient, and ourselves. Perhaps the 

scene safety has shifted, requiring you to take cover or 

move the patient to a safer location. Perhaps the patient’s 

condition has changed, and they’re now bleeding despite 

having a tourniquet in place. Maybe the patient’s mental 

status has changed, suggesting a bump up in triage from 

yellow to red. Taking care of one patient can be hard 

enough, but when there are multiple casualties, reassess-

ing and communicating are critical. 

Unless you’ve trained for a mass-casualty event, it’s 

impossible to conceive the level of chaos that occurs. By 

taking a scenario-based class like DART 2, you’ll be more 

comfortable at managing multiple patients and their 

injuries. As a result of this element, I think the attend-

ees, including myself, all had a better perspective of the 

importance of a solid knowledge base, communication, 

improvising, and constant reassessment in the event of 

CONTROLLING 
CHAOS

About The Author
David L. Miller, DO, FACOI, is an internist in private practice for 20 years. 

His experiences away from the office have included time as a fight doc-

tor in regional MMA events and as a team physician for 10 years at a mid-

major university in the Midwest. Currently, he serves as the lead medical 

instructor for the Civilian Crisis Response team based out of Indianapolis.

 TRIAGE CATEGORIES                                                   

 SOURCES 
Dark Angel Medical > www.darkangelmedical.com

Northern Woods Training > www.northernwoodstraining.com

RED 
 (IMMEDIATE)

These patients will die if care isn’t rendered immediately.

YELLOW  
(DELAYED)

These patients are wounded, but have no immediate 

threat to life, limb, or eyesight.

GREEN  
(WALKING WOUNDED)

These patients have injuries, but are able to ambulate or 
provide self-care.

BLACK  
(EXPECTANT)

These patients are likely going to die due to the extent of 
their injuries.

a mass-casualty situation. Be prepared to handle one 

casualty, but understand there may be multiple casual-

ties. Seek out training to test your skills in complete 

chaos. You’ll come away with an understanding of your 

strengths and weaknesses. Practice often, because your 

level of confidence is guaranteed to diminish without 

regular refresher courses. Hopefully your skills are good 

enough to save a life someday. 

Moulage 

was utilized 

to enhance 

the learning 

environment.
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BAG DROP

By Patrick McCarthy

A
ccording to The AAA Foundation for Traffic 

Safety, the average American spends nearly 

an hour behind the wheel every day — for 

many, it’s far more than that. A spokesperson 

for the Insurance Institute of Highway Safety 

said that driving is “probably the riskiest thing any of us do on 

any given day” from a purely statistical standpoint. This adds 

up to a simple conclusion: There’s a high likelihood that you’ll 

be in or near your vehicle when an emergency occurs. It’s 

therefore critical to have some basic survival gear in your car 

or truck at all times.

Like many of you, I’ve stashed emergency gear throughout 

my vehicle. There’s a glass-breaker on the sun visor, a flashlight 

With numerous 

pockets and 

pouches, this 

affordable pack 

offers organized 

storage for a vari-

ety of gear.

in the center console, bottled water in 

all the doors, and tools and 

jumper cables under 

the trunk floor. But 

the bulk of my 

gear lives in a 

backpack that 

can be pulled 

out of the 

car and car-

ried away at 

a moment’s 

notice. Some 

might call it 

a get-home 

bag, but it’s more 

aptly described 

as a general-purpose 

24-hour emergency kit. The 

contents have helped me through 

numerous situations, from unexpected overnighters to a ve-

hicle breakdown on a 116-degree F Arizona summer day.

The Pack
The basis for this kit is a Legion Day Pack from Cannae Pro 

Gear, which features a small 19.5x11.5x6-inch footprint and com-

pact 21-liter capacity. It’s an entry-level model, and that makes 

perfect sense for this sedentary application. There’s not much 

sense in spending big bucks on a pack that’s going to get worn 

so rarely. Despite the affordable price, it offers lots of organized 

storage compartments as well as a hidden waist belt — a feature 

that’ll be helpful if I need to run while wearing it.

Exterior Pockets
I’ll explain the contents starting from the outside. Two ex-

pansion straps at the base of the pack hold a rolled-up fleece 

pullover, which has proven its worth many times on cold eve-

nings. The bottle pocket on the left side contains a 48-fluid-

ounce Nalgene full of water — you can never have enough 

MAKE & MODEL

Cannae Pro Gear 

Legion Day Pack

MSRP

$100

URL

cannaeprogear.com
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in the desert. The green disc under the cap is a Pillid storage 

compartment that holds water purification tablets.

I also carry a Source Hydration Convertube adapter, which 

lets me drink from the Nalgene on the move. This item stays 

inside the pack, since I learned its rubber pressure-relief valve 

slowly leaks water when it isn’t upright. If I’m heading out on 

foot, I’ll swap it onto the bottle.

On the right side of the pack, there’s a 5.11 Tactical 3x6 Med 

Kit pouch. It’s solely for traumatic injuries and is shoved into 

the side pocket so I can pull it out immediately if I witness a car 

crash. It contains shears, a C-A-T tourniquet, hemostatic gauze, 

an Israeli bandage, gloves, and medical tape..

The front of the pack features two compartments — a 

sunglass pocket and an admin pouch. The former contains 

multipurpose items such as paracord, zip ties, superglue, a BIC 

Lighter wrapped in duct tape, and hand sanitizer. The admin 

pouch contents are as follows:

 Spare 8-round magazine for my Shield carry gun

 Mora Garberg Black Carbon knife

 SOG PowerAccess multitool

 Coast HP7 flashlight

 Streamlight Bandit rechargeable headlamp

 Chemlight

 UCO spork

 Signal whistle

 Compass

 Ironclad heavy-duty gloves

 Bandana

 Notepad, pen, and Sharpie marker

 Deck of playing cards

Main Compartment
The remainder of the gear is housed in the full-zip main 

compartment. A mesh pocket on the inside of the lid 

contains hygiene items, including deodorant, toothbrush, 

toothpaste, chewing gum, and wet wipes, as well as a trash 

bag for cleanup. Next are three pouches. The first contains 

energy-dense, travel-friendly foods such as Millennium bars 

and almond butter packets.

The rigid foam container has a tool I consider invalu-

able — a portable jumpstart box. There are many to choose 

from; this WinPlus 8000mAh lithium ion battery cost $76 

on Amazon. It functions as a USB charger for small electron-

ics, but can also deliver a high-output jolt through included 

jumper cable clamps to boost a weak car battery. This is the 

item that saved my ass on the aforementioned 116-degree 

day, when my car battery unexpectedly died at a rest stop in 

the middle of the desert. It allowed me to drive comfortably 

to the nearest auto parts store, rather than begging other 

motorists for a jumpstart or waiting for roadside assistance. 

There’s enough extra space for USB cables, a 12V car charger, 

and a small wall charger.

For a last-ditch charging solution, I slid an Enerplex Kickr 

IV folding solar panel into the laptop pocket. If all else fails, 

it ’ ll give me enough juice to make a phone call or top off 

my headlamp.

Everyone will recognize the bright red first-aid pouch 

from Adventure Medical Kits. It includes basic supplies for 

cuts, scrapes, sprains, and other non-life-threatening inju-

ries. I supplemented it with a few additional meds, such as 

24-hour antihistamines, a Mylar blanket, and an additional 

hemostatic dressing.

The final items in the pack are clothing — pretty self-

explanatory, and held in place using the pack’s integrated 

elastic cinch straps. One notable item is an ultralight, water-

repellent Pack-It Jacket from First Tactical. Made from a thin 

layer of ripstop nylon, it offers no insulation, but fits over the 

fleece to serve as a rain shell.

With the items in this backpack, I’m ready to deal with most 

everyday inconveniences as well as more serious situations. As 

I explain in my On the Grid column at the end of this issue, it’s 

not a one-size-fits-all solution, but it provides for my immediate 

needs in the event of a vehicle-based emergency. 

Whether it’s a 

natural disaster, 

breakdown, or 

short-notice road 

trip, a vehicle 

survival kit will 

help you cope 

with almost any 

challenging  

situation.
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ON THE GRID

I
n this issue, I wrote our second installment of Bag 

Drop, a new column that focuses on the contents 

of various bags and packs built by our staff, in-

dustry experts, and members of the community. 

This column was our way of indirectly addressing 

a persistent question — what survival items should be in 

my pack?

I say indirectly because that question is hopelessly 

broad, along the same lines as what car should I buy? or 

what career path should I pursue? The only way to answer 

it in detail is to ask more questions, because there’s no 

universal answer. Your survival gear depends heavily on 

who you’re with, what scenario you’re facing, where you’ll 

need to operate, how much you’re able to carry, how long 

you’ll need to remain self-sufficient, and the amount of 

money you’re willing to spend. And that’s just the tip of 

the iceberg.

Despite this, there’s no shortage of publications claim-

ing to have the Ultimate Bug-Out Bag Checklist or the 75 

Essential Survival Items You Can’t Live Without. At best, 

these supposedly universal lists will lead those who follow 

them to pack far too much gear, weighing themselves 

down with items like binoculars, a crowbar, or a Geiger 

counter (all items we found in actual B.O.B. checklists). 

There are scenarios where each of these would be useful, 

but it’s ridiculous to claim that every pack should include 

them. On the other hand, some lists will gloss over items 

that might be absolute necessities for your situation, such 

as cold-weather clothing, communication gear, or guns (a 

tool many publications are uncomfortable discussing).

Our Bag Drop column is not — and will never claim to 

be — a one-size-fits-all formula for building the ultimate 

survival pack. Instead, it’s a quick overview of one per-

son’s approach to a specific need, with the intention of 

offering some food for thought for your own loadout.

With that in mind, I’d like to hear about the items in 

your survival pack(s) and, more importantly, why you 

chose them. Send me an email at pmccarthyoffgrid@

gmail.com with a list of gear and a few photos — I’ll gladly 

share some feedback, and we might even feature your 

bag dump on our website or in the magazine. You can 

also reach me on Instagram at @pmccarthy10. 

For more web-exclusive content, head to OFFGRIDweb.com, like our page at Facebook.com/OFFGRIDmag, or follow us on Instagram at @recoiloffgridmagazine.

Web Debriefing:

We frequently publish web-exclusive gear reviews on OFFGRIDweb.com, using the 

same in-depth, honest approach you’ll find in our print articles. Here are a few recent 

examples to check out:

 1. If a situation goes from bad to worse and you need to transition from a handgun 

to a long gun, it’s also wise to have spare magazines close at hand (not buried in 

your bag). We reviewed the Blue Force Gear Ten Speed M4, a low-profile chest rig 

that occupies minimal space and carries four AR mags plus supplementary gear.  

offgridweb.com/?p=18225

2. Combatives instructor and edged-weapons aficionado Chad McBroom got his 

hands on a new knife from Wander Tactical, known as the Barracuda EDC. He ex-

tensively tested this defense-oriented fixed blade to gauge its real-world practicality.

offgridweb.com/?p=18296

 3. While it’s probably not shorts weather right now where you live, this category of 

apparel will keep you cool and flexible when warmer months arrive again. I evalu-

ated three approaches to outdoor shorts and weighed the pros and cons of each. 

offgridweb.com/?p=18574
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By Patrick McCarthy

WHAT’S IN 

 YOUR PACK?
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Let’s face it … conventional media outlets are banning the kind 

of information freedom-loving Americans have enjoyed for years. 

That’s why we’ve stepped up to the plate and created a resource 

for everything firearms — RECOILtv. Just as RECOIL magazine 

made a name for itself giving you the no-holds-barred insight 

on firearms, we’re bringing that same trusted expertise to video. 

From testing the latest guns, giving in-depth product reviews 

and expert tutorials, showing you some top-notch vehicles, 

user-generated content, and lots more, RECOILtv is the premier 
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The Premise: Author Lt. Col. David Grossman’s thesis 

is centered on the hypothesis that human beings have a 

powerful, innate resistance to the taking of another human 

life. He describes the training techniques developed by 

the military to overcome that aversion. When I first read it, 

I thought it was profound and scholarly. I began to recom-

mend it during CCW classes I taught and presentations 

I gave about active shooters to government agencies in 

recent years.

It’s required reading for agents while in training at the FBI 

Academy in Quantico, Virginia, and on the suggested read-

ing list for the United States Marine Corps.

The 411: I first read Lt. Col. David Grossman’s book, On 

Killing, almost 20 years ago. It was the first book of its kind 

about the psychology of killing in combat. After numerous 

times rereading the book, I found that it has some flaws.

My edition of the book focuses on the Vietnam War. This 

is understandable, as it was published in 1996 and that was 

probably the largest sample group the author had to work 

with. Grossman served as a Ranger, paratrooper, and psy-

chologist in the post-Vietnam Army and counselled many 

of those veterans.

What I discovered to be the fatal flaw is that much of 

On Killing is principally based upon S.L.A. Marshall’s Men 

Against Fire. In that book, Marshall claimed that during 

World War II, only 15 percent of U.S. troops in actual com-

bat ever fired their weapons directly at the enemy despite 

being under fire and engaged in combat. Marshall’s num-

bers and conclusions have been thoroughly debunked 

between his own notebooks and actual numbers. Admit-

tedly, I had never read Marshall prior to reading On Killing, 

so I was unaware of this at the time. 

Unfortunately, Grossman accepted these findings, and 

they form the cornerstone of his book. While there’s still a 

lot of good information contained within, I feel that most 

of it is tainted because of the reliance upon Marshall.

That’s not to say the entire book is worthless. Men 

Against Fire was required reading for Army officers dur-

ing Grossman’s service. It formed the catalyst for him to 

research other authors, conduct interviews on the subject, 

By Mike Searson

Review of On Killing: The Psychological Cost of 
Learning to Kill in War and Society

A Flawed Classic

and to bring to light other findings.

Using a fraudulent study doesn’t make the author a char-

latan if the study was used unknowingly. That is the case I 

find with this book. The parts about post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) ring true, as do the conclusions drawn from 

Grossman’s interviews. Yet, there’s a touch of anti-Second 

Amendment treachery inside, which may have been the 

politically correct and academic thing to say in the 1990s if 

you felt you had the potential to win a Pulitzer Prize. “We are 

trapped in this spiral of self-dependence and lack of trust. 

Real progress will never be made until we reduce this level 

of fear. As a historian, I tell you it will take decades — maybe 

even a century — before we wean Americans off their guns.”

Having attended several of Grossman’s lectures and 

seminars, and having read his later writings, it appears he 

has had a change of heart on this matter. It’s still troubling 

to read, especially the “we” aspect.

The Verdict: Perhaps the reader’s best bet is to ap-

proach this book with an open mind. To quote Bruce Lee, 

“Absorb what is useful.” On its surface, On Killing is insight-

ful, fascinating, and informative. Despite the flaws men-

tioned previously, there’s a wealth of 

information from the interviews and 

anecdotes contained within. 

I liken it to reading a magazine 

or a newspaper. I never agree 100 

percent with every article, adver-

tisement, or editorial that I read in 

a collected work. If I find myself in 

agreement with about 70 percent 

of the content or higher, I give it a 

passing overall grade. Good readers 

who are critical thinkers should do 

the same.

On Killing is a very easy read. There 

are a few stretches that seem repeti-

tive, but most of the information is 

useful from an academic point of view 

regarding PTSD and how our society 

views violence overall.  
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