Bulletin #5 November 2010

Safe & Secure
the Saddleback Mountain Neighborhood Watch Bulletin

“Awareness and Knowledge are the First Steps to Safe and Secure Living and Action is the Last.”

This bulletin was instituted by the Saddleback Mountain Neighborhood Watch (SMNW) and is dedicated to keeping those of our community safe and crime free. Bob Seavey is the SMNW captain and author/editor. Note: Blue and underlined text is hyperlinked to the associated website. Place your cursor on it and left click or control + click to open the link. 

This bulletin is part 1 of basic wilderness navigation. During the summer and fall months may people go hiking, camping or canoeing, fishing or hunting, and going into the backcountry often leaving the marked trails or water ways. In winter they will go snowmobiling, cross-country skiing or downhill skiing in the backcountry.  Each type of environment has its unique navigation challenges as well as set of dangers if one gets lost. I have lived, worked, and recreated in various types of terrain and climes, from the swamps and jungles of Florida, high deserts of the West, and US Mountains of both coasts and Colorado. Each of these places at different times of year have a different set of conditions and hazards that need to be faces and dealt with. Preparation, training, and proper equipment are essential to being as safe and secure as you can in these different environs. The ill prepared, untrained, or over confident are the ones most often in need of rescue.

Being lost can be one of the most frightening situations an individual can find himself or herself in. I know because I have been lost 3 times in my life. As a child of 7 years old, squirrel hunting with my Father I didn’t stay put and wandered off trail when Dad got out of sight ahead of me. In the oak hammocks of northeast Florida, with all the undergrowth it easy to lose your way. I panicked and just made things worse by running. I did walk in a circle and ended back where I started from where I panicked. My Dad started shouting and had a dog that helped find me.  I never did that again as a child. 

The second time I got lost was as a teenager hunting with my best friend in an area we had never been in before. This time I had a compass but we got into and area where the compass for some reason kept changing directions. It was overcast so finding our direction by using the sun was not an option. We finally got out of the area that was confusing the compass and got our heading getting us out by dark. 

The third time I was lost was when I was in my 20’s at the University of Florida. I went squirrel hunting alone to put food on the table for my wife and me since we were poor students. I started moving from one hammock to another across open fields thinking I could find my way back easily. Wrong! Entering a hammock from one side and then trying to go back out the same way you came in you begin to realize that every direction looks the same, as does every game trail. I had no compass because I had not planned on hunting outside the area I was familiar with. Note the word planned. I left the plan because of the “grass is greener” syndrome. The weather was good so I had the sun to aid me. This was winter however and following the sun leads you in a larger arch and not due east or west. I panicked and got further lost. I calmed myself and heard gunshots and ran in that direction knowing that it would lead me to hunters. I never got to the hunters but it did get me to a dirt road that lead me back to my car.

I have done all the wrong things a person could do from getting lost in the first place to panicking and running frantically and getting further lost. I also didn’t let people know exactly where I planned on going so when I didn’t return they would know where to search. I have been lucky 3 times and like in baseball 3 strikes and you’re out I don’t plan on doing that again. Being prepared and trained with the right equipment is important but in the end staying calm, and using your head and the knowledge you have are essential to surviving.

Survival Navigation – Part 1

Having the tools alone is not enough!
Don't get lulled into believing in the tools alone. 
Having a compass and maps or a GPS receiver can be a real confidence builder. But maps can get lost or damaged as can a compass or GPS. GPS receivers are battery hogs if left on or in navigation mode and if you can’t recharge or replace the batteries they are worthless.
There are a number of survival books and books on navigation that you can purchase to teach you how to navigate in the wilderness. One book I recommend is specifically written on navigation is titled Wilderness Navigation (2nd edition) by Bob and Mike Burns. This book addresses finding your way using maps, compasses, altimeters, and GPS receivers. It is important to do more that just read a book you need to practice using your navigation tools in a location that you are familiar with to see how well you can navigate to a specific location. 

One practical training exercise is doing a Geocaching site hunt. There are a number of websites that do this sort of thing. They will give you a set of cache site coordinates and then you use your tools such a maps and compasses or GPS receivers to locate the cache. The caches are typically a sealed container like a plastic bucket with a number of items left in it. You may take and item out of the container but you are supposed to leave one as well and leave a log entry of the date and time you located the cache. I used my property map and my GPS receiver one time to locate the survey corner markers and then left a pile of small rock to make it easier to locate then in the future. It was a great feeling to know that I could navigate in the rugged mountain terrain we live on to that level of accuracy and visually locate the small survey markers.

Primitive Navigation
There may be a time when you have none of the modern tools available or they don’t function. Now life has become more complicated if you are lost. In the next issue of Safe and Secure we will address primitive navigation methods. I do recommend that you carry a compass with you at all times and know how to use it. I have an electronic compass in my watch and carry a magnetic needle compass in my briefcase. There are a few things you need to know about using a magnetic or electronic compass that are critical to accurately knowing which direction you are heading. Which will be addressed later.
Navigating with a Compass

The most important thing to understand about the use of a compass is “declination”. Without knowing the declination of your location you can be way off when trying to determine due east, west, north, or south. What is declination? Well simply it is the difference in true north and magnetic north of your present location. There are tables that can tell you what declination to use for your location. Navigation maps will have this shown somewhere on the map plat.  What if you don’t have the declination table or a navigation map and you crash-landed in an airplane and have no idea where you are but you saw a river pass under the plane just minutes before the crash? That is a bleak scenario in deed.  But you survived and are in good shape or you probably wouldn’t be asking this question. Let’s address this very frightening situation but first let’s understand a few other terms association with compass navigation.

Magnetic Declination

Magnetic north and geographic or true north are not necessarily the same thing, depending on where you are. Most maps are printed with true north, also called geographic north, as their reference orientation measured in degrees. For example in the Continental United States (CONUS), true north (Ng) and magnetic north (Nm) are one and the same in Louisiana at around the mouth of the Mississippi river. This is defined as the zero line of declination and to the east of this line it is measures in degrees west of your location and if you are west of the zero line declination is measured in degrees east of your location.  You can calculate your magnetic declination or view maps with the declination on them at the NOAA Magnetic Declination webpage. There are world declination maps as well.

Bearing

Bearing is the direction from one place to another, measured in degrees of angle with respect to an accepted reference line. This reference line is geographic north.
Heading
Heading is just what it sounds like; it is the direction in which you are presently moving. It may or may not be the same as your bearing. The reason it may not be the same is that an obstacle may prevent you from holding your bearing all the time causing you change course and to head in a different direction temporarily. 

Finding the Local Magnetic Declination 

Now back to the discussion of a plane crash and having no idea where you have come down. First you probably know which hemisphere you were in when you crashed right? Either you were in the northern or southern hemisphere and eastern or western hemisphere. The Equator is the dividing line of the northern and southern hemispheres. In the northern hemisphere, Polaris or the North Star will show you true north. It is in the Big Dipper or constellation Ursa Major. (Ref. Figure 1 Ursa Major and Polaris) In the southern hemisphere the Southern Cross the constellation Crux will show you an approximation of south since there is no star bright enough to see aligned with the South Pole. We will focus on the northern hemisphere for now. 

That’s great but how does that help you set your compass for your declination so you can get your bearings and set a proper heading? It is really simple, well relatively simple. First you need to have a clear view of the northern sky. This can be difficult if the weather is bad for extended periods of time or the terrain makes it hard to get to a location where you have a view of the sky. Jungles and mountainous terrain can make it difficult to get to a location to see the northern sky. It may mean taking some risk of either climbing to the top of a tall tree in a jungle or to the top of a mountain to get a clear view. This has it’s own obvious set of hazards that need to be seriously considered as well as the expenditure of precious energy before being attempted.
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Figure 1 Ursa Major and Polaris

So let’s say for example you are in North America, you have good weather, and a view of the northern sky. You first locate the Big Dipper and then follow the handle down to the ladle and then follow the line of the 2 stars in the ladle opposite the handle to the North Star. Facing the North Star, compass in hand, and its north indicator pointed in the direction of the horizon below Polaris see where the needle points to north. The angle between the compass north and the North Star will indicate the declination. At high latitudes a plumb-bob (made from a shoelace or string and a key or small rock tied to the bottom end as a weight) is helpful to sight Polaris against a reference object close to the horizon, from which its bearing can be taken. If you are west of true north the magnetic needle will indicate some degrees east of the North Star (ref. the example below). If you are east of the North Star it will indicate some angle in degrees west of the North Star. That will give you your declination in degrees east or west of the zero magnetic reference line. The plane never changed course when it can down so the river is opposite the direction you were flying. You now have enough information to start the trek when it gets light. 
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Example of magnetic declination showing a compass needle with a "positive" (or "easterly") variation from geographic north (Ng). (Image taken from Wikipedia.com/declination  )
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This image of a Silva Polaris Compass shows an adjustable declination ring. Note that the bearing to geographic north is almost 45 degrees west of magnetic north or 45 degrees east declination.
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Figure 2 Plane Crash Navigation Example
From this example you can now set the bearing to the river off of geographic north and the direction the plane was traveling when it came down which is exactly 90 degrees to true north. This means it was traveling east to west so due east leads to the river. To determine this the first thing to do is locate true north, zero degrees, and read the difference from magnetic north in degrees; then rotate the bearing ring pointer to align with the direction the plane came from, which was 90 degrees from true north or the due east mark (See figure 2 above and the right hand compass). Next rotate the compass zero degree point to align with the north end of the magnetic needle. After this is accomplished turn the bearing ring arrow back 10 degrees to maintain the 90 degrees with true north (See figure 2 above and the compass on the left). A second way, on the right, the compass needle will need to be kept at the +10 degrees east of north with the bearing pointer set on the 90 degree or due east mark. Now the bearing to the river has been determined.

Note that there is a steep mountain in the way and since it is more difficult and risky to go over it a route around it will have to be chosen.  This means that your heading will vary from the bearing that you want to maintain. In this case trying to get back to the exact bearing line is not important and you have no map. How would you try to get back to the bearing line you might ask? Well you can count the paces in the given direction of travel using counting beads or counting each step and improvise a way to keep the count like notch a stick for every hundred yards in a given direction. Remember to get back to the direct or straight bearing you were on to the river you will have to walk an equal distance in a mirrored direction for an equal amount of time (see figure 2 illustration arrows in light blue-green for average and mirror headings). The second way would be to use a watch and time the course in a given direction at a fixed pace or average pace based on the difficulty of the terrain and again mirror the course. In the case above the river was the destination not a specific area along it so the route in dashed blue was good enough.

This may be a little challenging for the novice and I assure you it was hard to try and put this into words. It is hoped that the graphics helps with understanding the navigation process. There is no substitute for actual practice so get out in a known area and try this.

I make every effort to stay informed so you can be informed. If you learn of or hear about some safe and secure worthy story or threat please send what information or article you have and I will try to address it or put it in the bulletin after I authenticate the source.

If you have any questions about classes or seminars on security, safety, personal protection, self-defense or firearms training feel free to call me.
Bob Seavey
(C) 321-591-8386
(H) 303-567-4121
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