Survival Basics – Adapted From US Field Manual 21-76 and Field Tests

Water Procurement

By C. Toelken

Water procurement is probably the most important step in survival. One can live for days and weeks without food, but one can perish in 3-5 days without water in some environments. I tested 3 forms of water procurement (as outlined in FM 21-76) in August, 2004. I made a Solar Still, gathered water using a rag, and used a plastic bag to make a still directly on vegetation. Additionally, I tested purifying water using a 12” x 12” piece of aluminum foil and a campfire. The Solar Still yielded the most water. Here are the instructions:
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Dig a hole using water tools you have available. Try to find a location that gets a lot of sunlight. Digging in the Texas Hill Country was strenuous and I hit caliche’ after 18”. I dug a 3’ x 3’ hole 18” deep. Larger holes will yield more water.

2) Place a container the in center of the hole to capture water. I have a 4’ length of aquarium tubing in my survival gear, which I put in the bottom of the container which allowed me to drink the water without disturbing the still.

3) Place plastic sheeting over the hole and put rocks and soil around the edges to “seal” the still. If you have a drinking tube, make sure it extends at least two feet beyond still edge.

4) Place a rock in center of still. Gently press down on rock to “crater” the still. The more severe the angle, the higher the water production.

      


Rags and Bags


Collecting water by wiping moisture from vegetation in the morning and then wringing it out worked, but didn’t yield a lot of water. I was only able to collect 2 or 3 ounces in 45 minutes!


Using a bag as a still was not very successful either. After 24 hours I had approx. 2 ounces of water that tasted like cedar. Additionally, my bag got dozens of tiny holes from the vegetation, which made it useless to transport water if I had later found a water source.











Purifying water with aluminum foil in a campfire.





I keep water purification tablets in my survival pack, but I wanted to test how well aluminum foil would hold up in a campfire. I boiled 16 oz of water for 15 minutes in one layer of aluminum foil, which I formed into a bowl (over my knee). The foil didn’t fail, even though it took 25 minutes to get the water up to a boil!





Results:


Yield:  18 oz. In 16 hours


Water Quality: Excellent, Distilled, Crisp, Clean!


Concerns: energy expenditure digging, yield variables in dryer soil.





Tips:


Make certain you “crater” the still as much as possible without letting the plastic touch your container.


I used 10 mil plastic which was way overkill. 3 mil painters drop cloth plastic sheeting would be sufficient.








