
Sarah Sav age was alone in the woods and didn’t know which way to turn. She had been ea ger to
ex plore the Ap palachian Trail when she moved to Penn syl va nia and dis cov ered that her house was
near an ac cess point. But not long af ter she took off from the trail head, the path branched in dif fer ent
di rec tions. She wasn’t car ry ing a cell phone or a map. Ner vous, she turned back.

“I was afraid of get ting lost. I didn’t know how to read a map or even that maps ex isted for where I
was hik ing,” said Sav age, 49, who works in ed u ca tional pub lish ing.

But she liked the phys i cal and emo tional ben e fits of be ing out there, so she kept go ing back. She
brought a map and fol lowed the trail as best she could, yet she still felt ap pre hen sive. “I had no sense
of di rec tion,” she said. “I wasn’t pay ing at ten tion to north, south, east or west.”

Phones can fail. Know ing how to read a map is a key skill for hik ing.
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Nav i gat ing is a use-it-or-lose-it skill and one that few hik ers, cy clists or walk ers em ploy any more
be cause of their in creased de pen dence on GPS units, Garmin com put ers, Google Earth and sim i lar
tech nolo gies. Ac cord ing to a 2015 Pew Re search Cen ter sur vey, nine of 10 smart phone own ers use
their de vice to get di rec tions or for other lo ca tion-based ser vices, up from 74 per cent in 2013. That
heavy re liance on de vices can give peo ple a false sense of se cu rity.

In Oc to ber 2015, a sur veyor found the re mains of Geral dine Lar gay, 66, who was hik ing a sec tion
of the Ap palachian Trail alone in the sum mer of 2013, stepped off the path and ap par ently be came
dis ori ented. She tried to use her cell phone to text for help, pos si bly caus ing fur ther dis ori en ta tion, es- 
pe cially if she was mov ing around while look ing at her de vice in stead of her sur round ings. But she
was in the dense woods of Maine, and she couldn’t get a sig nal. She sur vived al most a month be fore
dy ing of ex po sure and star va tion.

No body knows how many U.S. hik ers get lost each year, ac cord ing to Robert J. Koester, an in- 
struc tor for the Vir ginia Depart ment of Emer gency Man age ment and the chief ex ec u tive of dbS Pro- 
duc tions, which con ducts search-and-res cue train ing and pub lishes re lated information.

While a data base that Koester cre ated shows 24,000 for mal search-and-res cue ef forts a year, it’s
im pre cise, he said, given that many hik ers get lost for only a short time. “Many are able to even tu ally
re ori ent them selves, or are lucky enough to stum ble across some one else,” he said. But for some hik- 
ers, the wrong turn proves deadly.

Pre vent ing such tragedies is one rea son that Stacy Boone teaches land nav i ga tion classes through
her com pany, Step Out doors, which works in south west Colorado and north ern New Mex ico. Boone,
who says she is a rel a tive by mar riage of the 18th-cen tury ex plorer Daniel Boone, or ga nizes wilder- 
ness trips to teach in ex pe ri enced hik ers and backpackers how to use a map and com pass. She has
earned the Triple Crown of Hik ing, an award given to peo ple who have com pleted the Ap palachian
Trail, the Con ti nen tal Di vide Trail and the Pa cific Crest Trail. She says that know ing how to fol low a
map while travers ing a trail, how to ori ent a map north and how to set a bear ing are crit i cal skills that
have helped her in forests, moun tains, canyons, fields and deserts, no mat ter how many twists and
turns she has taken.

Peo ple tend to panic when they’re lost or think they’re lost, Boone said. And panic leads to ir ra- 
tional be hav ior. Her first rule? Just stop. Drink wa ter. Eat a snack. Do ing so will help you calm down.
It will also help you slow down.

“The clas sic be hav ior when you get lost is to speed up,” said Jamie O’Don nell, a field in struc tor
with the Na tional Out door Leadership School, a non profit based in Wyoming. “Peo ple think, ‘Oh, I
need to work hard to get my self out of this.’ In do ing that, they of ten make the sit u a tion worse by hik- 
ing fast. They quit pay ing at ten tion to ter rain fea tures.”

Once you’ve stopped and re plen ished your body, you can think more clearly.
“Then and only then, pull out your map,” Boone said.
That is, if you know how to use it. A map is noth ing to dread or fear. A map is sim ply a bird’s-eye-

view rep re sen ta tion, drawn to scale, of a par tic u lar area. To po graphic maps, which hik ers use, typ i- 
cally show ma jor high ways, trails, water ways, veg e ta tion (such as forests and mead ows) and con tour
lines that de pict el e va tion. It’s a low-tech ver sion of what so many have come to de pend on elec tron i- 
cally.

Although many trail users fre quently rely on elec tronic prompts to pro vide a sense of di rec tion, a
GPS de vice is not a magic box, O’Don nell said. It’s im por tant to un der stand its lim i ta tions.



“The GPS won’t tell you there is a moun tain in the way or there is a huge river that won’t be safe to
cross, but a map will,” he said. GPS units break. Bat ter ies go dead. Phones get dropped in streams.

Also, “turn-by-turn GPS [nav i ga tion] in which you see only one route and are al ways go ing
straight ahead” doesn’t teach peo ple to sit u ate them selves on a route, said Nora New combe, a cog ni- 
tive psy chol o gist at Tem ple Univer sity.

New combe and her team of re searchers are study ing why some in di vid u als are more di rec tion ally
chal lenged than oth ers. Sci en tists know that spe cific types of brain cells — called place cells, grid cells
and head-di rec tion cells — sup port our sense of di rec tion, but that doesn’t ex plain be hav ioral dif fer- 
ences be tween one per son and an other, which is New combe’s fo cus. While an swers are still un clear,
“good nav i ga tors have bet ter spa tial work ing mem o ries,” New combe said, and they an chor them- 
selves in the wider world. For ex am ple, she said, they will think: “I was walk ing to ward the lake and I
turned left, and then I was walk ing par al lel to the lake even though I couldn’t see it.”

Amer i cans might keep their bear ings bet ter if they prac ticed the skill the way some other cul tures
do. For ex am ple, the Inuit in north ern Canada place a high pri or ity on stay ing ori ented.

“For the Inuit in a tra di tional life style, it’s a more chal leng ing task due to the rel a tive lack of sta ble
land marks,” New combe said. “Thus, they use other clues such as the pre vail ing wind di rec tion as
shown in the snow.”

To become a bet ter nav i ga tor, pay at ten tion to clues. Is the ground flat or sloped? Note the
position of the sun in the sky. Keep an eye out for “handrails,” land marks that par al lel your course,
such as a creek to one side. And re mem ber: “Ev ery thing looks dif fer ent when you spin your body and
look back ward,” O’Don nell said. “If you step off a trail to use the bath room, turn back around and
pick out some iden ti fy ing mark ers, like a big oak tree that splits near the bot tom.” You’ll know you
need to pass it on the way back.

Vis ual clues can also help you stay safe and ori ented on the trail. Some hik ers set their trekking
poles out side their tent at night point ing in the di rec tion they’re sup posed to go the next morn ing,
Boone said, while oth ers never hike alone. Some go so far as to place their pack on the side of the
trail, tie a string to it and carry the string with them when go ing off to use the bath room.

O’Don nell said that when he is in an area with lots of splits and turns, he’ll draw an ar row in the
dirt at each junc tion in case he needs to back track. The ar rows serve as a vis ual record if he gets con- 
fused or dis ori ented. He says he does this rarely, only when he needs to make a se ries of di rec tional
de ci sions prompted by many forks or other choices.

And hik ers should al ways make a plan. “Let some one know you’re go ing out and when you’ll be
back,” said Brian Schachter, an in struc tor at the Bal ti more Ch e sa peake Bay Out ward Bound School.
“If you’re not back by that time, they know to con tact au thor i ties.”

While it’s smart for hik ers to have an in Reach or SPOT satel lite emer gency de vice — Boone,
O’Don nell and Schachter all carry this piece of gear, which al lows a user to trig ger an SOS mes sage
from any where in the world — it’s still vi tal to know how to read a map.

“My con cern is that when peo ple get these de vices, there’s an ex cuse to push the en ve lope be cause
their con fi dence isn’t in their skills, it’s in their equip ment,” Boone said.

Sarah Sav age, the hiker who got turned around mul ti ple times on her brief vis its to the Ap- 
palachian Trail, con tin ued hik ing. She al ready knew about the cairns and ducks (man-made piles of
rocks) and blazes (sym bols) that mark trails, and through study and trial and er ror she fig ured out
how to use a map to find her lo ca tion when she crossed a road or reached a trail in ter sec tion. She



learned to es ti mate dis tances. She bought gear. As her knowl edge in creased, so did her con fi dence,
and she be gan tak ing day hikes on well-marked paths. Day hikes gave way to week end back pack ing
trips, which turned into hik ing a sec tion on the Ap palachian Trail in Con necti cut.

“I planned it to within an inch of its life,” she said. “I knew where I was start ing, where I was end- 
ing, and where I was go ing to camp ev ery sin gle night.”

But she still re lied on guide book de scrip tions to fol low her route. “I had no clue about to pog ra phy
or con tour lines, so I never ever ven tured off well-marked, ob vi ous trails,” she said. When she be gan
hik ing out west where trails of ten van ished above the tree line, she re lied on her boyfriend, who knew
how to read maps.

“He would take the lead and I’d fol low him.”
Frus trated with that, Sav age de cided to learn map-and-com pass skills her self.
“I’m slow at it,” she said of the nav i ga tion ex er cises she prac ticed in one of Boone’s classes.
Sav age may not be fast, but when she hiked a sec tion of the Con ti nen tal Di vide Trail alone last

year, she stayed the course — with the help of a map.


