
Life Hacks from the Martial Arts...

Prep 101
Self-defense is More than Fighting

     September was emergency preparedness month, and if anything was 
needed to put an exclamation point on preparedness, the country has certainly 
gotten that notice with the hurricane related disasters hitting Texas, Florida 
and Puerto Rico. Fresh water, food, and fuel are all in critically short supply, 
and most or all of Puerto Rico is unlikely to have power restored for months. 
While some people had taken significant steps to safeguard their families and 
consequently were in a good position to help themselves and others, most 
people affected have been totally at the mercy of circumstances and dependent 
on outside help. Preparation can be the difference between survival and death.
     When I was a young child, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, I spent a lot 
of time on my grandparents’ farm in central Pennsylvania. The farm had been 
in my mother’s family for hundreds of years, on land that had been granted by 
William Penn (we still have the original land grant document, although we no 
longer have the farm). When I think of the farm I’m struck in particular by the 
degree of self-sufficiency that would have been possible at the time, especially 
in comparison to our dependence nowadays on infrastructure over which we 
as individuals have no control whatsoever.
     The farm was primarily a dairy operation, although hogs were also raised, 
along with extensive crops. There was a vegetable garden with fruit trees 
beside the farmhouse that was at least the size of the backyard of my home. 
While some of the garden produce was consumed fresh, most was canned and 
stored in the basement of the farmhouse — there were multiple shelves in the 
basement packed with canned fruit and vegetables. Of all my friends today, I 
know of exactly two people that know how to can.
     Although the farmhouse was served by a well, the original spring house 
still existed and I remember it being used to chill watermelons. Fresh water 
would not be a problem. 
              Continued on next page
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     The smokehouse that was used in the past to preserve 
meat was still there, used mostly for storage, but still held a 
wonderful aroma. More importantly, there were still plenty 
of people around that retained the knowledge of how to 
butcher a cow or hog and smoke the meat. 
     There were extensive woods on the property that could 
be a source of both firewood for fuel and small game for 
food. A huge, wood-fired, cast iron cook stove and oven 
still stood in the kitchen/dining area, used mostly for 
supplemental heat in the winter, but more than capable of 
handling all cooking and baking tasks as had been the case 
in the past.
     It wasn’t practical to drive tractors into town to get gas, 
so there were large, underground storage tanks kept full of 
gasoline. Farm equipment was refueled using a pump that 
was hand-cranked.
    The only real vulnerability was the use of electric 
powered equipment for milking the cows. In the event of a 
long-term power outage, I don’t know how many of the 
cows could have been milked by hand, but it would 
definitely have been some number greater than zero…
     The bottom line is, a lot of things could have happened 
that would be devastating for most people today, but 
would have posed no more than inconvenience for the 
people on that farm last mid-century — because just 
normal, day to day living and the still available, lower 
technology appliances provided the means to sustain life 
indefinitely.
     So what can people today do, especially if they live in 
urban or suburban environments? Quite a lot, actually, 
without great effort or expense. Maybe not enough to 
survive the collapse of civilization, but more than enough 
to mitigate the more likely circumstances of natural 
disasters, power outages, or transportation disruptions.
     As became evident during the recent hurricanes, many 
people seemed to assume it was necessary to purchase 
bottled water, as though tap water would be not be safe to 
store. That’s certainly not the case. It’s best to use storage 
containers designed for the purpose — usually made of a 
blue plastic that blocks sunlight — but with some care, tap 
water can be stored for at least a year at a time. The 
minimum daily need is one gallon per person, but it’s 

much better to store at least three gallons per person per 
day, for whatever duration you’re trying to cover.
     If you know how to can you’re better off than most 
people when it comes to food storage. The rest of us will 
need to rely on freeze-dried options, of which there are 
many sources. Freeze-dried foods can be stored up to 25 
years, and need only hot water to prepare. The important 
thing to keep in mind is that modern grocery stores 
maintain a three-day inventory, and it should be a sobering 
reminder of vulnerability any time there’s a forecast of six 
inches of snow and the milk and bread shelves are stripped 
bare. If there were to be a disruption of the supply chain, 
something like a truckers’ strike for instance, all the shelves 
could be stripped bare in a matter of days.
     Personally, after living through Three Mile Island, I’ve 
made certain that my car never had less than half a tank of 
gas. With the car I have now, with its much greater gas 
mileage, I keep the tank no less than three-quarters full — 
this gives me a range of well over 300 miles before 
refueling would be needed. Under normal circumstances, I 
need only make a five-minute stop at the gas station once a 
week.
     The final, absolutely minimal requirement for 
preparation is emergency heat in the home, something that 
would be critical many places in the country during winter 
months. Our home has a gas fireplace, which is mostly a 
cosmetic feature and wouldn’t provide much heat, but is 
better than nothing. The problem was the switch was 
electric, and if the power was out the fireplace could not be 
lit. For less than $300, I was able to have the gas company 
install a remote controlled switch, both components of 
which are battery powered and do not interfere with the 
original switch. In the event of a power failure and with the 
furnace inoperable, the fireplace now provides a backup.
     The Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) recommends everyone maintains a minimum 
three-day supply of essentials. That’s a great starting 
point. I’ve included FEMA’s basic list of 
recommendations — a detailed handbook can be 
downloaded at:

www.fema.gov/pdf/areyouready/areyouready_full.pdf
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