Survival Stories Gone Bad:
Chris McCandless

There are many good reasons why we may end up in a survival
situation, but putting ourselves there intentionally is pretty
far down on the list.

These days, those who do it intentionally often end up with
their own extreme reality show. Others end up as an example of
survival stories gone bad.

Chris McCandless fall into this category. Here’s his story.

At the end of April, 1992, Chris, AKA Alexander Supertramp,
left Fairbanks, AK and ventured into the Alaskan outback,
determined to kill the “false being within.” He survived on a
meager diet of scavenged roots, nuts, berries, small game, and
mushrooms.

He’'d also taken a 10-pound bag of rice with him. He lived for

113 days before dying on about August 18™.

His body was found inside his sleeping bag by a moose hunter
who had stopped at the old bus that he had been using for
shelter.

There was a note pinned to the door begging any visitor to
wait for him because he was injured, weak, and starving. He
was so far gone that he hadn’t even taken the note off the
door when he returned.

Now, that may sound like a terribly tragic story to you, and
it most certainly is, but Chris’s adventure and death 1is a
controversial topic.

https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=DNt7PNTuePY

Video first seen on carinemccandless.
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Some consider him an arrogant, entitled kid who died because
of that arrogance and failure to prepare. Others think that he
was somebody to admire who fell victim to the tides of
misfortune, and yet others think that he was a mentally ill
young man who went into a situation and died because of that
mental incapacity.

Like everybody, I have an opinion. I believe that it’'s a
combination of the three. He was certainly not lacking in the
clarity or mental capacity to set forth on his adventure,
though it turns out that he was educated but misinformed.

From most accounts, he was also at least a little arrogant and
likely overconfident in his abilities. Misfortune also played
a part. But mostly, in my opinion, it was lack of preparation
and experience.

Anytime you combine arrogance, 1ignorance, and bad Tluck,
disaster of some type is bound to happen eventually. Even the
most humble, skilled, and lucky of us experience misfortune
sometimes, and they combined to equal the perfect storm for
Chris. It cost him his life.

But .. what can we take away from his experience?

Don’t Underestimate the Danger

First and foremost, perhaps his biggest folly was
underestimating the danger of what he was doing. Living solely
off the land isn’t just a matter of taking a walk, shooting a
rabbit or two, and gathering a bushel of berries and edible
plants along the way.

Some of those animals may just want to eat you back once the
sun_sets, and the edible plants, as he learned, aren’t always
so edible.

Hard-core wilderness survival at the level he undertook is the
epitome of the word survival. The only thing that could have
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possibly made it more difficult would have been if he were
being hunted, barring nuclear fallout and other apocalyptic
scenarios.

Don’t let the romance, for lack of a better word, of surviving
on your own in the wilderness, being one with nature, and
“finding yourself” blind you to the incredibly real dangers of
surviving only your own competence and on what'’s available to
you.

Don’t Overestimate Your Skills

This goes hand-in-hand with underestimating the danger, and
both of them can be chalked up to the arrogance factor. This
reminds me, on a much more deadly level, of the kid who wants
to build his own treehouse. It seems easy, but the reality is
a whole different beast than the idea.

You don’t just decide one day, “Hey, I've been hiking and have
experienced some pretty harsh camping conditions. I think I’'1ll
wonder into the Alaskan bush for an underdetermined amount of
time.”

He may have read up on what he would face but this sort of
thing isn’t exactly something that you jump into without
shorter trips and much more preparation. He was a traveler but
had no experience remotely similar to this.

Plus, the fact that he was living on such a limited diet and
at such a calorie deficit for so long indicates that he wasn’t
prepared. Pictures that he took show that he became gaunt even
before he was apparently feeling much of the effects of the
poison that eventually killed him.

He was obviously not eating enough calories and was existing
on a diet that had very little variance. The same mushrooms,
wild potato roots and seeds, and whatever protein he caught
surely didn’t provide his body with the wide range of



vitamins, nutrients, and fatty acids that it needed to thrive.

In short, he walked in thinking that he could just live off
the land, and he couldn’t. Even had he survived, he would have
likely been malnourished when he did emerge.

Don’t Ignore Your Body

Your body knows what it needs and it diverts energy from non-
critical places on your body to critical ones. In other words,
if you're not eating enough calories, your body will steal it
from other parts of your body to keep your vital organs
functioning. First it burns sugar, then it burns fat, then it
burns muscle.

He was to the point of emaciation — he went in weighing 140
pounds and his remains weighed just 66 pounds with no
discernable subcutaneous fat — before he died. He didn’t get
that way overnight, nor did he become sick and weak overnight.

The toxin in the wild potato roots and seeds that has now been
determined to have led to his demise doesn’t just kill you on
the spot. It’s a neurotoxin that acts slowly, so he would have
been feeling the effects for days or even weeks — plenty of
time to hike to the highway to get help. But he ignored his
body.

Prepare for Every Contingency

We all know that this point has an inherent flaw: there’s no
way to KNOW every contingency, so there’s no way to prepare
for every one of them. What a reasonable, experienced person
would do before attempting such an extreme idea is plan and
prepare.

They’'d play the what-if game. What if I can’t find game? Maybe
I should have some back-up MREs. What if I get hurt? Maybe I
should have an emergency means to communicate. What if my



lighter or matches get wet? I need an alternate method of
building a fire. What if, what if, what if.

In his case, he was woefully unprepared for wilderness
survival. According to his notes, he attempted to head back to
civilization in July, but couldn’t because his path was
blocked because the Teklanika River was swollen at the place
where he’d crossed in April.

Had he done his research and had a topographical map, he would
have known that there was a hand-operated tramway that crossed
the river not even a mile away from his original crossing
spot.

Have a Backup Plan and Fail-safes

There’s an old saying credited to a German field marshal that
says that no plan survives first contact with the enemy. It’s
a good saying. That'’'s why experienced soldiers and outdoorsmen
always have a backup plan and fail-safes.

Any experienced hiker or outdoorsman (heck, any Boy Scout)
will tell you that it’s just part of the planning process to
include information such as your path, your destination, and
how long you expect to be gone in a plan that you share with
at least one other person. That way, if you don’t show back up
or make contact, they know to send somebody after you.

An emergency radio wouldn’t have been a bad thing. Nor would
maps, a working knowledge of how to preserve meat (he killed a
moose but most of the meat went bad because he didn’t preserve
it properly), and just basically used a little bit of common
sense. Maybe this is where mentally ill part comes in. Either
that, or supreme arrogance.

The one part of his demise that he can’t be blamed for, much,
is the fact that the wild potato seeds that made up a majority
of his diet were listed as safe to eat in the book he wrote
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his diary in. It took a couple of decades for it to be
determined that the seeds contain a neurotoxic amino acid
commonly known as ODAP.

Of course, had he been eating a wide variety of foods and been
properly nourished, the toxins likely wouldn’t have affected
him.

So, it’'s easy to look at Chris’s experience and, if nothing
else, learn from it. The real reason that he set off on the
trip will never be known, but in the scheme of things, it
doesn’t really matter. What matters is that he wasn’t prepared
and he died because of it.

Would you do any of the mistakes he did?

Do you have anything to add? If so, please feel free to
comment in the section below.

This article has been written by Theresa Crouse for
Survivopedia.



