
how to use a compass
How to use a compass is an essential skill for anyone interested in
navigation, outdoor activities, or survival scenarios. A compass provides a
reliable way to determine direction, helping you to find your way in
unfamiliar surroundings or when the sun is obscured by clouds. This article
will guide you through the fundamental aspects of using a compass, including
types of compasses, understanding their parts, and practical applications in
real-world navigation.

Types of Compasses

When it comes to compasses, several types are available, each designed for
specific uses. Understanding the differences can help you choose the right
one for your needs.

1. Magnetic Compass

The most common type of compass is the magnetic compass, which consists of a
magnetized needle that aligns itself with the Earth's magnetic field.

- Features:
- Simple and easy to use
- Portable and lightweight
- Requires no batteries or power source

2. GPS Compass

Modern GPS devices often have a built-in compass feature, which provides
directional assistance based on satellite data.

- Features:
- Displays exact location coordinates
- Can provide additional data like speed and altitude
- Requires batteries or charging

3. Gyrocompass

A gyrocompass is used primarily in ships and aircraft. It operates based on
the principles of angular momentum rather than magnetic fields.

- Features:



- Not affected by magnetic variations
- Provides true north direction
- More complex and expensive

Understanding the Parts of a Compass

To effectively use a compass, it's essential to familiarize yourself with its
components and how they function.

1. Compass Needle

The compass needle is a magnetized arrow that points towards the magnetic
north.

- Characteristics:
- Usually colored red on one end to indicate north
- Floats on a pivot to allow free movement

2. Base Plate

The base plate is the transparent platform that houses the compass needle and
can be used for map reading.

- Characteristics:
- Made of durable plastic or glass
- Often features measurement scales

3. Orienting Arrow and Lines

The orienting arrow is a fixed arrow that helps align the compass with your
intended direction.

- Characteristics:
- Usually located inside the compass housing
- Accompanied by orienting lines for precise alignment

4. Direction of Travel Arrow

This arrow indicates where you should go when following a bearing.

- Characteristics:



- Typically located on the base plate
- Points in the direction you want to travel

Basic Compass Skills

Once you're familiar with the types of compasses and their parts, you can
move on to learning how to use a compass effectively.

1. Holding the Compass

To get accurate readings, hold the compass level in front of you, away from
any metal objects or electronic devices that may interfere with its magnetic
field.

- Keep your arm extended at a comfortable distance from your body.
- Ensure the compass is flat and steady.

2. Finding North

To locate north using a magnetic compass, follow these steps:

1. Identify the Compass Needle: Wait for the needle to settle and point to
magnetic north.
2. Align the Compass: Turn the compass housing until the orienting arrow
aligns with the needle.
3. Read the Bearing: The degree marking that aligns with the direction of
travel arrow indicates the bearing to magnetic north.

3. Taking a Bearing

Taking a bearing allows you to determine the direction of a specific point.

1. Point the Direction of Travel Arrow: Face the object or landmark you want
to take a bearing on.
2. Turn the Compass Housing: Rotate the dial until the orienting arrow aligns
with the compass needle.
3. Read the Bearing: Note the degree marking at the direction of travel
arrow; this is your bearing.

4. Following a Bearing



Once you have a bearing, it's time to follow it.

1. Set the Bearing: Rotate the compass housing so that the desired bearing
aligns with the orienting arrow.
2. Align the Needle: Keep the compass level and turn your body until the
compass needle aligns with the orienting arrow.
3. Move in the Direction of Travel Arrow: Walk in the direction indicated by
the direction of travel arrow until you reach your destination.

Using a Compass with a Map

Combining a compass with a map is a powerful navigation technique. This
section will cover how to effectively use both tools together.

1. Map Orientation

Before you start navigating, it’s crucial to orient your map to the terrain.

- Align the Map with North: Place your compass on the map so that the
direction of travel arrow points north on the map. Rotate the map and compass
until the needle aligns with the orienting arrow.
- Identifying Landmarks: Look for recognizable landmarks on both the map and
in the terrain to ensure they match.

2. Plotting a Course

Once your map is oriented, you can plot a course.

1. Choose Your Starting Point and Destination: Identify where you are and
where you want to go on the map.
2. Draw a Line: Use a straight edge to draw a line between the two points.
3. Measure the Angle: Place the compass on the line and rotate the housing
until the orienting arrow aligns with north on the map. Read the bearing from
the compass.

3. Navigating Using the Course

After plotting your course, you need to navigate it.

1. Follow the Steps for Taking a Bearing: Use your compass to take a bearing
from your current location to your destination.
2. Use Land Navigation Techniques: As you travel, periodically check your
compass to ensure you are still on course. Adjust as needed based on terrain



features.

Tips for Effective Compass Use

To enhance your compass navigation skills, consider the following tips:

- Practice Regularly: The more you practice using a compass, the more
comfortable and accurate you will become.
- Account for Declination: Be aware of the difference between magnetic north
and true north in your area, as this can affect your bearings.
- Stay Aware of Your Surroundings: While focusing on your compass, don’t lose
sight of the terrain. Use landmarks to confirm your position.

Conclusion

Knowing how to use a compass is a vital skill for navigation, whether you're
hiking, camping, or simply exploring the outdoors. With the right knowledge
and practice, using a compass can be intuitive and straightforward. Remember
to familiarize yourself with the different types of compasses, their parts,
and how to integrate them with a map for effective navigation. By honing
these skills, you'll gain confidence in your ability to navigate any terrain,
ensuring a safer and more enjoyable outdoor experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the basic function of a compass?
A compass is a navigational tool that shows the direction of magnetic north,
allowing users to orient themselves and navigate in the wilderness or
unfamiliar areas.

How do you hold a compass properly for accurate
readings?
Hold the compass flat in your hand at waist level, ensuring it is not tilted.
This allows the needle to move freely and point to magnetic north.

What steps should I follow to find my bearings using
a compass?
To find your bearings, first identify the direction you want to go. Rotate
the compass housing until the orienting arrow aligns with the magnetic
needle, then read the bearing at the index line.



How can I account for magnetic declination when
using a compass?
Magnetic declination is the angle between magnetic north and true north. To
account for it, adjust your compass bearing by adding or subtracting the
declination value based on your location.

Is it important to keep magnetic objects away from
my compass?
Yes, magnetic objects can interfere with the compass needle, leading to
inaccurate readings. Always keep metal items, electronics, and other magnets
away from the compass when taking a bearing.

Can I use a compass in urban environments?
Yes, a compass can be used in urban environments, but be aware that tall
buildings and metal structures can distort magnetic readings. It's best to
use a map alongside your compass for better navigation.
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