
Navigation

There are several ways to find the cardinal directions without a compass or GPS.

1. Sun. The sun rises in the east and sets in the west, even in Australia.

In the northern hemisphere, the sun is south at noon. At other times, point the hour
hand of your watch at the sun. South is halfway between the hour hand and 12
o’clock.

In the southern hemisphere, the sun is north at noon. At other times, point 12 o’clock
on your watch at the sun. North is halfway between 12 o’clock and the hour hand.

The clock face method is just approximate. Close to the equator, the sun won’t be to
your north or south at all times of the year. Also, time zones and daylight savings
affect this method. However, in most places, it should be good enough to give a
general orientation. If you only have a digital watch, visualize a clock face instead.



2. Moon. If you are facing a full moon, then the sun is behind you. If it is shortly after
sunset, then you know where west is.

If there is a crescent moon, imagine a line that connects the two horns and then
extend that line to the horizon. That point on the horizon is roughly south if you are in
the northern hemisphere. If you are in the southern hemisphere, that point on the
horizon is roughly north.

3. Stars. In the northern hemisphere, the bright star Polaris is north. You can find
Polaris by imagining a line from the pointer stars in the Big Dipper or the “M” in
Cassiopeia.



In the southern hemisphere, you can use the Southern Cross to find south. Imagine a
line going down from the Southern Cross and then extend it four times the length of
the Southern Cross. That imaginary point in the sky is south. Try to fix it against a
landmark on the horizon.

4. Other. Television satellites usually orbit the earth around the equator, so satellite
dishes in the northern hemisphere face south and satellite dishes in the southern
hemisphere face north.

The altar in old Christian churches is often in the east and the main entrance is in the
west.

The compass on your phone might be working even if your GPS and internet are not.

Maps. If you don’t have a map, then draw one and gradually improve it. Include the cardinal
directions, big landmarks, roads and rails, water and resources.

Illustrations by Grafixo.
Star maps from US Army Field Manual 21-76.


