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Get Ready to… Survive!   
 

This guide will prepare you for your field trip to study survival skills at Caumsett State Historic 
Park Preserve or, at our Brookville Environmental Education Center.  In addition to learning 
basic survival skills, you and your team will be involved in activities that are designed to give 
you practice with communication and problem solving. 
 
What will happen on your Field Trip?  
   

  Your bus will arrive at our Nature Center and you will be  
  assigned to a group. You and your classmates will be working  
  together with one of our naturalists. 
  
  A naturalist is an outdoor  
  educator who has   
  studied many topics about  
  the outdoors.  

         Caumsett Environmental Center          
      
In addition to survival skills your naturalist will share many 
interesting facts about forest habitats.   And, they know lots               Brookville Environmental Education Center  
of great ways to help you and your team work together.     
  
What to Know Before You Go! 

 
You’ll learn lots about being prepared for survival 
situations but you also need to know how to “dress for 
success” on your field trip: make sure you dress for the 
weather and the season!  
 

Dressing in layers is the best way to make sure you will 
enjoy your day. And don’t forget to wear old shoes that 
can get muddy! 
      
You’ll also need to bring along your good observational 
skills and a questioning mind! 
 
 

Now… survivors ready? 
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You’ve Become Lost or Stranded…Now What? Understand the Basic Rules of 
Survival: 
 

Do not panic! When you realize you are lost…  
  Sit down,  
   Relax,  
     Think and…  

Remember the Rule of Threes!  Did you know you can live: 
  3 weeks without food 
   3 days without water 

    3 hours without protection in cold weather 
     3 minutes without air 

 
Unless you find yourself at risk for no oxygen such as during a fire or near water, your first 
chore is to find shelter.   
 
Try to find a protected area to build a shelter and marking any trail so that it is easy to return 
(or for others who may be searching for you).   
 
You and your team will be working in a forest to learn your skills so some basic forest ecology 
knowledge may help you. 
 
Layers of the Forest 
 
When you walk along a forest trail, look 
around you and notice that different types 
of plants and trees will grow to different 
heights. This simple diagram shows these 
layers.  
 
The canopy of the forest is the upper part 
of the tree where you find most of the 
tree’s leaves. The canopy of a forest may 
also help to shelter you from heavy 
weather and along with the other two 
layers – the understory and forest floor, 
supply materials for your shelter. 
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Forest Sub-floor 



Types of Forests: Coniferous and Deciduous  
 

 
A conifer is a cone-bearing tree. These are trees 
that have needles as their “leaves” and trees we 
commonly call “evergreen.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 

Deciduous trees change color in the Fall and drop 
their leaves. On Long Island, the trees are mostly 
oak, maple and hickory.  
 
 
 
 
In both types of forest, the forest floor will be 
important too, because it will provide materials 
for your shelter. 
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Students collect materials in a coniferous forest. 



Shelter Design 
 

Your shelter should be low to the ground to 
conserve your body heat and can be 
constructed with natural materials such as 
fallen logs, rocks, and branches.   A dry spot 
under evergreens and fallen trees is best.  
  
Natural debris from the forest floor is used to 
cover the shelter and should be at least 3-4 
feet thick.  The thicker it is, the better the 
insulation.  And,  a steeply angled dome on 
your shelter will give better the protection 
from rain and snow. 
 

 
The diagram at right will help you  

to understand how the shelter is constructed. 
 
How to Dress for the Cold Weather 
Consider that your clothing is a type of “shelter,” 
too. When you travel during cold weather, dressing 
in layers is very important. Your clothing must 
protect you against the five ways your body loses 
heat. 
 
Radiation: you lose heat through unprotected parts of the body.   15-50% of your total body 
heat is lost if your head is unprotected …so wear a hat! 
 
Respiration: you lose heat by breathing cold air. This is prevented by putting a scarf or ski 
mask across your face and breathing through it…so wear a scarf! 
 
Conduction: you lose heat loss when your skin touches something cold and is really a problem 
if your clothing gets wet…so, stay dry! 
 
Evaporation: you lose heat when you perspire… so, try to pace yourself during activity! 
 
Convection: you lose heat from exposure to wind…  
so, stay covered and check the wind chill! 
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We have a saying:  
“There is no bad weather… 

just bad clothing decisions!” 



Wind Chill 
 
Wind has the effect of making temperatures feel lower than they read on the thermometer.  As 
an example, at 10o F with winds of 35 m.p.h. it feels like -35o! That’s why finding shelter is so 
Important! 

 
      Wind chill can put you at risk for two medical conditions: 
 

1. Frost Bite is from exposure to cold elements. The main 
symptom is that your skin will look white and the body part 
will feel cold and numb (usually fingers, toes, the tip of 
your nose or ears).  Staying well covered up is the best way 
to avoid this condition. 
 

2. Hypothermia is the loss of deep body heat, brought on by 
body getting damp, then chilled. The first sign of this is  

                                                          shivering – it is your body’s way of trying to warm up.  
                                                          Staying dry and out of the wind is the best way to avoid  
                                                          this. 

 
Fire –Building 
Before planning a fire, you should know that it takes a large amount of your energy to find 
enough wood to maintain it. Your efforts may be best used to making a good, well insulated 
shelter. 
 

So let’s consider that fire will probably not be the way that you stay warm. But it may be used 
to heat food or melt snow for water. You’ll need to conserve fuel…and YOUR energy so make 
the fire only as large as necessary.  These are the types of fuel you must have on hand: 
 

• Tinder is light, airy material that catches and spreads a 
spark into flame.  Dry reeds and grasses, birch bark and 
dry pine needles work well. 

 

• Kindling is composed of tiny twigs or wood slivers up to 
the size of a pencil.  Tinder and kindling must be dry. 

 

• Squaw Wood is thicker and larger than kindling up to the 
diameter of your wrist.  It is named for the Native American women and their children who 
collected these sticks as part of their day. 

 

• Bulk Firewood usually needs to be cut and can be added to a fire only after a blaze is going 
strong.  Usually you don't have to be concerned about keeping bulk wood dry.   

 

Did you Know? 
You can get hypothermia even 

when it is 500 F outside? 
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How Will You Start Your Fire? 
Using matches is not the only way to start a fire.  Your naturalist may have you try one of these 
other ways during your trip with us:  
 

Flint and Steel: steel or iron struck against any glassy stone 
such as quartz or flint will produce sparks.  The sparks 
should then be used to light highly flammable tinder.  The 
blunt edge of a pocketknife can be used for this. 

 

 

 
Magnifying Glass: a magnifying glass can be used to direct 
the sun's rays onto a dry leaf so it will start burning. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Friction: a fire can be started using friction. Many 
people believe you just “rub two sticks together.”  
You will definitely warm up but not because of 
getting a fire started! Early peoples knew this too, 
and invented ways to create friction. Your naturalist 
will show you how to use a bow drill. With lots of 
practice, you may be able to create a spark!  

 

Finding Water 
 

Humans can go for a while without food, but when it comes to water, we can only survive 3-4 
days without it.  Our bodies need at least one quart per day and of course it depends on your 
health, your physical activity and the weather. (One quart would never be enough if you were 
playing a sport on a hot summer day!)  
 
Drinkable water is not always easy to find but there are 
other ways to get your body the water it needs: 

• Rain Water can be collected in containers. 
• Water from Snow:  Dig away the top layer and use 

the clean snow underneath. But DO NOT EAT ICE OR 
SNOW DIRECTLY - ALWAYS MELT FIRST! Eating snow 
will take too much of your body heat to melt it in 
your mouth. 
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• Water from Plants: Plants are a great source of 
water! 
 

Grapevines:  You can cut a length and drain the 
water into a container or directly into your 
mouth!  
 

Tree Sap: Birch, aspen, maples and hickory trees 
are all sources of this sweet and generally good 
tasting fluid.  The trees can yield as much as 2 
gallons of sap in a 24- hour period.   
 

Transpiration: All green plants photosynthesize 
and one of the by-products of this process is 
water. Put a plastic bag over the leaves on a 
branch and tie it off and shortly you will see 
water collecting on the inside of the bag. 

 

• Ground Sources:  
 

Dew can be a source of water, too.  When there is a big change between day and 
night temperatures, condensation will form and heavy dew may occur.  You can mop 
up dew at dawn and squeeze out water into a container. 
 

Mud also contains water.  You must let the dirt settle out, then skim the water off, 
filter it through a cloth and then boil it to purify it before drinking. 
 

Solar Still:  A still uses the energy of the sun to cause evaporation of the moisture 
stored in the earth. Your naturalist may demonstrate this to you: 
 

Dig a bowl-shaped hole, 1.5-2 feet deep.  
Place a container in the bottom center of 
the hole.  Next, spread a sheet of plastic 
across the top of the hole, making sure it is 
tightly sealed around the rim with piles of 
rocks or soil.  Add a small rock in the 
center to create a cone shape over the 
container.  You have created a “mini-water 
cycle” and will collect good, clean water! 
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Finding Food 
 
If you remember the rule of three's, you know a person can live up to three weeks without 
food! Your naturalist may show you some plants and let you sample them during your field trip 
but finding safe foods to eat requires lots of prior knowledge and much more than we can 
provide in t this short guide.  Try researching the topic of “wild edible plants” to find out more. 
 
So the best plan when you go hiking is to pack high energy 
foods such as chocolate, nuts and raisins.  These foods are 
high in carbohydrates and sugars, which the body breaks 
down and changes to energy which helps to keep you warm.   
 
Survival Stories: 
You don’t have to go to extremes to find yourself in a 
survival situation (or a game show!). There are many 
stories of people needing to survive after their car breaks  
down or becoming lost or stranded during a hike. Knowing basic survival skills can help you 
and your family stay safe. The novels listed below are two of our favorite stories. While they 
are works of fiction, you’ll pick up some great information on the subject of survival: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We hope you enjoy your trip to 
Caumsett.  

 
Remember to visit each season – it’s a 

special place any time of the year! 
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Most trail mixes include dried fruit, 
nuts and chocolate for high energy 
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