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Basic Map & Compass  

Terminology: 

1. Declination; The difference in angle between true north and magnetic north. Every point on the 

earth will have a unique declination. 

 

2. Topo lines; Lines on a topographic map that represent the earth’s contours.                                                                                            

*Each topo line represents a new elevation. The elevation change between topo lines will 

always be the same on the map, no matter how close or far apart they are. This means that lines 

which are farther apart represent gradual elevation changes, while closer lines represent 

steeper terrain. 

 *Circles are mountain tops and low spots. 

* “U’s” and “V’s” pointing away from the circles are ridges, while those pointing toward them 

are drainages.  

*Every fourth topo line will be darker and list the elevation. 

 

                  



 

3. Latitude: A geographic coordinate that represents the north/south position of a point on the 

earth’s surface. (These lines run east/west on the map) 

 

4. Longitude: A geographic coordinate that represents the east/west position of a point on the 

earth’s surface. (These lines run north/south on the map) 

 

Primary Map Colors: 

1. White: Developed areas, and areas of little vegetation. 

2. Green Areas:  Areas of significant vegetation (can be dotted when fairly sparse) 

3. Blue: Water. Not all blue lines represent year round flows. Only count on water being there if it 

is a “named” waterway. 

4. Tan: Areas of little to no vegetation 

5. Brown: Topo Lines 

6. Black: Man made features 

 

Symbols and numbers: 

The map’s unique info can be found along the outside of its borders. We are concerned with: 

1. Scale: bottom center   

2. Declination: near bottom center 

3. Lat/Long: top left hand corner of the line that forms the outermost border 

4. Date of production: Bottom 

 

“If your calculated location on the map doesn’t match up with your terrain, your calculations were 

wrong. Don’t ‘make’ it work, stop and be sure” 



 

Parts of A Compass/Terminology 

1. Base plate      2. Bezel      3. Declination adjustment      4. Orienting Arrow (shed) 

5. Clinometer (gauges angle of incline/grade)     6. Bearing Sites     7. Sighting Mirror(optional) 

 

Using Your Map & Compass 

Getting Your Map Oriented 

1. Set your compass to the proper declination (the same as your map) 

2. Orient the map to magnetic north with your compass, using the upper left corner of the map on the 

lines near the lat/long guide. After you map is oriented north it should be secured firmly and left in place 

until ready to move 

Shooting Your Bearing 

1. First perform steps #1 and #2 above 

2. Look through your site or along the center and peak of your bezel at the highest point of the landmark 

you are using 

3. With the compass still sited on the target; put the “red in the shed” (line up the two red arrows) 

4. Look along the peak of your bezel (where you sited your bearing from if your compass only has a base 

plate) at the inverse triangle above the top center- the number it is pointing at is the bearing. *If your 

compass does not have geared declination, you must now add or subtract the declination before 

drawing a bearing on the map. 



“At a certain point, you must commit and begin drawing lines; this will be the only way to be sure.” 

Drawing Your Bearing On The Map 

1. It is most simple to leave the bezel set on the bearing you are using. Then place the edge of the 

compass over the peak of your feature on the map 

2. With the edge still on the feature, rotate the compass until the “red’s in the shed” 

3. Now draw a line along this bearing using your compass as a pencil guide, from the feature to the edge 

of the map, towards yourself. 

 

 


