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INTRODUCTION

TIME AND DIRECTION

Natural navigation, and the observation of the sun, moon, and stars, is a complex process that also necessarily involves the concepts of time and time-keeping. Sundials and compasses are intimately related, for example. But our focus here is navigation, with or without a compass, and so we will address the motions of the earth, sun, moon, and stars as they pertain to navigation primarily, and as they relate to time-keeping only when necessary.

Ancient people did not have any of our modern technology, and so they developed an acute awareness of their environments, including the movement of the sun, the moon, and the stars. They knew where they were in relation to other things, and they developed unique tools for maintaining this sense of awareness.

Modern people rarely think about north vs. south, the divisions of time, or how these things are figured, adjusted, or corrected. Why? We’ve let our technological tools do this work for us, and as an unintended consequence, we’ve grown increasingly unaware and ignorant of our surroundings.

In this book, we hope to awaken in you that excitement that comes with learning how to determine north from the stars, how to determine east from the sun, and how to use your natural sense of awareness to guide you.

This book is an excellent first step towards developing those skills which will lead to a greater sense of direction—in the city, or in the woods.


Q: Is it true that you were once hopelessly lost in the woods?

A: No, but I was very confused for a few days.



“Remember, you’re not lost. It’s your camp that is lost.”

—Ellsworth Jaeger
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CHAPTER 1

NATURAL OBSERVATIONS

You want to go natural. You want to shed all vestiges of civilization and throw away your maps and compasses, and learn to live off the land and read the landscape like a native. Right?

How do you do so?

In fact, there is no single natural observation that will tell you directions. You need to be observant of many features and understand what they mean. You need to use your common sense and you need to be able to “think on your feet.” Then, with practice, you stand a good chance of determining compass points and knowing how to get around without modern devices.

Here are a few of those general guidelines. Keep in mind that some would put these observations into the category of “folklore.” This is because they are general guidelines. Rely on these alone and you may still remain hopelessly lost. In fact, I was once pompously informed that I should not teach any such navigation techniques if they are not foolproof and 100 percent accurate all the time. Really? Though the person who told me that probably had the best of intentions, I merely responded, “Welcome to the real world.” In the real world that I have come to know, this world that we are going to learn to navigate, we need to blend subjectivity with objectivity, hard facts with intuition, pragmatism with pleasure, as well as the hard fact versus harsh realities.

Getting Yourself Oriented

Studying the Lay of the Land

The best way to understand the landscape you’re in is to get to a high spot where you can observe as much of the local terrain as possible. Get up to a rocky peak, or some high area with an unimpeded view of the terrain. Once, when there was no such high spot, I actually climbed a tree in order to get a look at the lay of the land.

Look for the flat zones—where water flows, the high peaks, the undulating valleys—anything that relates to your ability to travel and to obtain water. If you have the ability to jot down in a notebook some of your observations, you should do so, especially if it’s your first time in a new area.
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Observe your landscape, ideally from a high elevation. Binoculars can help you spot details.

Observing where water flows is important from a navigational standpoint because you might have to cross a body of water. You’ll need to go around, or cross it where the river is either narrowest (where it would be easy to have a makeshift bridge), or where the river is widest (where the water is the most shallow). Also, there are often trails along a river or stream because they are often easy to follow, and easy to get to the next town or village downstream. (Remember, “often” is not synonymous with “always”.)

A map is the most convenient and reliable way to study unknown landscapes, so you should get a map for the area you’re in, and take advantage of all that it tells you. But if you don’t have one, and can’t get to high ground, there are still plenty of observations you should be making.

Always Look Back

As you travel, don’t only look forward to the next turn in the road. If you know you’ll be coming back the same way, you should make the habit of constantly looking back. Why? Is it because someone might be following you? No, not necessarily.

People have gotten lost on their return trips because they didn’t recognize the terrain they had just walked through hours before! How is that possible? Just try it the next time you’re on the trail. Hills and trees and bridges and trails and canyons looks very different from the opposite angle, often with a different light from later in the day.

Using Boulders

Boulders will absorb the heat from the sun during the day, and some campers have discovered that if they sleep near large boulders, they will stay warmer as the heat slowly radiates. Darker-colored boulders will absorb more heat than light-colored boulders.

If it’s slightly after sundown, you might be able to determine north from south (roughly) by feeling large boulders. You’ll feel more heat on the southern exposed sections than you will on the northern half. This all depends on the configuration of the boulder, of course, and how exposed it was to the sun.

Using Trees

Moss on Trees

You have no map, no compass, and you’re lost or confused. Are there signs in nature to tell you directions?

We have long heard that moss grows on the north side of trees. We have all heard this so often, in so many formats, that you’d think it was some sort of absolute dogma. I still recall in my high school years when I was taking backpacking and survival classes from Abbey Keith of the Sierra Madre Search and Rescue Team. Keith liked to ask us a lot of questions.
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This patch of moss was growing on the northwest side of the tree.

On one Saturday morning, he asked all of us, “Does moss grow on the north sides of trees?” The room was somewhat silent. Everyone was leaning towards a strong “yes,” but no one answered. “Yes,” said Keith loudly with a broad grin. “It does! But it also grows on the east side, the south side, and the west side of trees, especially in a dense forest where there is little light.” Everyone laughed.

Though there is logic to this idea, and though in a clearing the moss is predominantly on the northern half of the tree (there’s less light and more moisture there), it is not a precise, nor reliable, method of direction-finding. Keith would later tell us that if it’s a pine tree, and if you’re in California, and if the tree is in a clearing, then the moss is probably on the north half of the tree. Somewhat useful, but not very good for precision direction-finding.

Other Tree Observations

Another observation to take with trees is to place your palm onto the tree, and move your palm around the trunk. The general rule of thumb is that the tree is warmer on the south side, and cooler on the north side. I have tried this a lot, and found that though there is great variation among trees, there does seem to be a kernel of truth to this folk observation.

Collectors of spruce gum in the woods have pointed out that when the gum that oozes from the tree is a clear amber color, it’s generally on the south side of the tree. If the gum is a dirty gray color, it’s usually on the north side of the tree. Hmmmm?

If you encounter a tree stump that has been neatly cut, observe the tree rings. On some trees, under certain circumstances, you will note that the rings are wider towards the north and northeast. The bark might also be thicker on the north and northeastern sections. This might help in your natural orienteering, in addition to many other observations.

Tips of trees

Tips of certain trees will tend to point in specific directions. This is usually a result of prevailing local winds, and because the tree tips are the most tender and susceptible to bending.
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These tall trees often sway in the wind. Discerning directions from them, however, can be difficult.
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These tree tips will sway whatever way the wind is blowing. Sometimes, however, the tips will indicate the dominant wind direction.
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Sometimes you can glean directions from trees, sometimes not. If you walk entirely around some trees, you might note thicker growth on one side.

The tops of willows, poplars, and alders often point south because they grow typically in canyons or streams, which are (more often than not), flowing southward. But a stream can have lots of bends and curves and so this is only a very general observation that can help in conjunction with other observations.

The tips of pines and hemlocks often point east. These trees are typically found at higher elevations and the tips are affected by prevailing winds. The operative word here is “often,” not “always.”

Deciduous trees, if isolated, tend to show the heaviest growth towards the south, meaning, towards the sun, usually. You might not immediately notice which side of the tree has the heaviest growth, but if you slowly walk around the tree, observing it from all sides, it should become apparent. You won’t notice this in a forest since the trees are all typically growing upward, towards the light. But if the tree is solo, and you can walk all around it, you should be able to tell that there is a side that the growth is favoring. That’s the south.

Back when I was in my teens, my friend Tom Kaye was a landscaper and gardener. One day he told me, “Plants have a front and a back, you know?” I thought about it, and it seemed logical, but before I had a chance to respond, Tom led me to a smallish potted tree that we could walk entirely around. “See?” said Tom, showing that the growth was sparse on the north side, and thicker and more luxuriant on the side that faced the south.

Tom wasn’t interested in using trees to navigate. He just wanted the trees to grow equally on all sides, so at least in the case of his potted plants, he made a habit of regularly rotating the pots just a bit so that over the course of the year all sides would be equally exposed to the sun.

Plant Observations

Flowers often face the sun. This is where sunflowers (and the sunflower family as a whole) got their name. You can point a time-lapse camera at a sunflower and watch it move throughout the day to face the sun as the sun moves across the sky.

Many plants have long been used for general orientation. Of the many that have often been cited, I have personally observed how the leaves of prickly lettuce (Lactuca serriola) seem to fold up vertically, especially when it is very hot. The flat edge of the leaf faces the sun, so this is probably a water-saving mechanism by a plant that seems to survive in the poorest soil. Since the edge of the leaves often follow the sun across the sky, its other common name is “compass plant.”

Keep in mind that “facing south” in these cases refers to anywhere from the south-east to the south-west, nearly a full 180 degrees of the horizon. That’s certainly helpful if you’re completely lost, but a compass plant is not a compass!

Goldenrods have long been used as a general direction finder, with the tips of the nodding flower heads generally facing north. There are several species of goldenrod (Solidago spp.) nationwide, and sometimes you will observe them mostly pointing north, and sometimes not. In open fields, there is a tendency to point north, whereas in canyons where there are local prevailing winds, the flower tips will simply flow with the breeze.
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The leaves of the prickly lettuce plant (Lactuca serriola) sometimes point their edges to the sun. It is believed that this occurs to save moisture during hot weather. The thin edges of the leaves will sometimes point to the sun as it moves across the sky, but not always.

Two species of genus Silphium have a history of being used for general orienteering. Silphium laciniatum (commonly known as compass plant) and Silphium terebinthinaceum (commonly known as rosinweed) are both members of the sunflower family with stiff leaves that stand vertically, and are said to line up with north and south. These are found mostly in the Eastern and Central US. Both were used by native people for medicine, and by pioneers for general direction-finding.

The giant saguaro cactus produces fruits in the summer on the tips of its giant “arms.” These flowers, and the fruits that follow, reportedly tend to be more tightly clustered on the east side of this cactus, mostly found in Arizona, but also found in other parts of the American Southwest.

Water

Dry Ground vs. Moist Ground

Any hill or mountain range which runs in an east-west direction will retain the most moisture on the northern side. The south side will be more exposed to the sun, and will have different plant communities and will generally be drier.

Because there is less direct sun on the northern half of the range during the winter, the north side will retain snow longer, and will have more shade, and thus more ferns, moss, etc.

The practical side of this is that if you had to travel and be quiet, it would be best to walk on the northern side of the hill where there is more moisture. On the south side, there would be drier soil and dry twigs that would make more noise as you walked through.

Conversely, if you’re walking along a range, it’s very loud and crackly because of the dry vegetation. You might be on the southern side of an east-west range. Maybe, but not definitely. If perhaps there was a recent rain, then all that normally-dry vegetation would be quieter as you walked through it because of the moisture. If you’re walking along a range and it’s very quiet because of the moisture of the ferns and moist leaves, then you might be on the northern drop of an east-west range.

You’d still need to make other observations to be certain, such as observing stars, and taking recent weather patterns into account.

Rivers and Where They Flow

We’ve all heard it before: All rivers flow to civilization. It’s been said so often that it has taken on the status of a dogmatic reality in the minds of many. If you’re lost, just follow the river downstream and eventually, hopefully, you’ll end up in some town. Really?

This myth has been repeated so frequently that it seems to be a fact in the minds of many, as much a “hard fact” as the moss that grows on the north sides of trees. And since it sometimes does work, its efficacy seems enforced. But it simply isn’t always so. Just look at a map. Such “truisms” fall into the category of “old husband’s tales.”

If you are lost, following a stream downstream might lead you into a town. Sometimes. But it might also lead you into very rugged wilderness. This is not a sure-fire way to get “un-lost.”

Snow Melt and Shadows

Many observations are subtle, and you look for these when there are no more obvious signs to observe.

If the terrain is snowed-in, and it’s overcast, navigation can get very tricky. It can be easy to get turned around. How can you ascertain directions once you get confused?

Start to observe the snow that has piled up at the base of trees, bushes, and other plants. If you look carefully and closely, you might see a slight shadow, assuming the cloud cover is not too thick. We’ll assume that the sun is in the southern part of the sky, and since it’s daytime, there is light, and there can often be observed slight shadows. This would not apply if you’re in a dense forest.

Also, if there has been any snowmelt at the base of trees or bushes, it will be the most obvious on the southern side of the base of the tree or bush. The back side, or north side, of the plant won’t have received much sun, and there will be minimal snowmelt there.

Living Things

Birds

It has been said that the holes of woodpeckers are always on the east sides of the trees. This is demonstrably false. However, in general, the pileated woodpeckers tend to peck primarily on the east sides of trees. This is still a bit too imprecise to be of any practical value; plus, how many of us can differentiate between the holes made by the pileated woodpecker and any other woodpecker’s holes? And suppose you actually see the woodpeckers? How many of you know the difference between the pileated woodpecker and any other woodpecker you might encounter?
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Parker examines some holes made by acorn woodpeckers in pine bark. These holes face west.
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Holes from the acorn woodpeckers in pine bark. Many of the holes still contain acorns. These holes face west.
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Holes made by some type of bird on the north side of eucalyptus trees.
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Supposedly made by a sapsucker, these holes on a large pittosporum tree face the west.
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Bird behavior might reveal some navigational clues—maybe, and maybe not.
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You might learn a few things about your environment by observing the birds in the area.

I did an informal poll at an Audubon meeting to see if any of the bird-people knew how to differentiate the pileated woodpecker from any other woodpecker. To my shock, most of them actually knew the difference, and they chided me for my ignorance of birds. Okay, so it was at an Audubon meeting, and I’m not a bird person. Still, what if you just see woodpecker holes on a tree? You can’t tell which woodpecker made the holes, just by the holes, can you?

Increasing your awareness of your natural environment is a good thing, and it isn’t just about finding your direction. When you see an abundance of birds, it could be an indication that water is nearby, and that could be your lifesaver. Being lost also seems to go hand-in-hand with getting hungry and thirsty. Where there are birds circling, it possibly could mean life-saving water is nearby.

But look closely. Maybe those are vultures? Could that just mean that a dead animal is nearby?

Spider Behavior

Where I grew up, there was a hedge that faced the south. My brother and I would go stand there and observe the many spider webs that faced the south. These webs all had a little funnel shape towards the back, and if you slightly touched the web with a stick, a spider would run out and check to see if it caught a fly. All these webs faced the south, something that we never thought about because the hedge faced only south and there was the wall of the house behind the hedge.

In time, as we observed nature and spider webs, we noted that many spider webs nearly always face the southern direction. Nearly all—but not all—the webs we observed “faced south,” but “south” was everywhere from nearly the eastern sunrise to the western sunset, nearly 180 degrees facing the southern half of space. This was not a means of precise orientation, but rather a rule of thumb for seat-of-the-pants reckoning.

Animal Tracks/Sightings

Animals are just like people. There are many sorts of “usual” behavior, and there are countless exceptions to the norm. We’ve all heard that animals are creatures of habit, and they will follow a regular trail from home to water to feeding just as regularly and redundantly as the human who takes the exact path to the highway to work to the store and home again, day after day. Usually. There are enough exceptions to normal animal behavior that in some way relates to your ability to navigate that you must consider all such observations as general guidelines and general rules-of-thumb, but nowhere as neat and tidy as the direction of the compass needle.

Animal trails and runs can be found all throughout North America. Could these help you navigate your way through the forest or desert, from your Point A to your Point B? Maybe, maybe not.

After you’ve spent some time outdoors observing signs of animals, it’s likely that you’ll notice animal tracks and trails everywhere. And animals are creatures of habit, even more than you are. They travel from the spot they sleep to find food and water every day. Each animal has its own “territory” and its own “home range,” and these are not the same. The territory of, for example, a bear, would be akin to your own house and yard. In the case of the bear, each bear considers its territory its own. The home range is akin to your daily travels to the store, workplace, library, post office, etc. The bears’ territories generally do not overlap, unless their population gets too big for a given area. And the home range can extend for miles and extends way beyond their own territory.
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