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About the Book

Starting with a simple question – ‘Which way am I looking?’ – Tristan Gooley blends natural science, myth, folklore and the history of travel to introduce you to the rare and ancient art of finding your way using nature’s own signposts, from the feel of a rock to the look of the moon.

You’ll learn why some trees grow the way they do and how they can help you find your way in the countryside. You’ll discover how it’s possible to find North simply by looking at a puddle and how natural signs can be used to navigate on the open ocean and in the heart of the city.

Fully illustrated, The Natural Navigator Pocket Guide is a user-friendly, practical book to help the traveller on their instrument-free journey.


About the Author

Tristan Gooley set up his natural navigation school, The Natural Navigator, after studying and practising the art for over ten years. His passion for the subject stems from hands-on experience. He has led expeditions in five continents, climbed mountains in Europe, Africa and Asia, sailed across oceans and piloted small aircraft to Africa and the Arctic. He is the only living person to have both flown and sailed solo across the Atlantic. Tristan is a Fellow of both the Royal Institute of Navigation and the Royal Geographical Society and is the Vice Chairman of Trailfinders. He lives with his wife and two sons in West Sussex.
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INTRODUCTION

The Art of Natural Navigation

NATURAL NAVIGATION IS the art of finding your way by using nature. It consists mainly of the rare skill of being able to determine direction without the aid of tools or instruments and only by reference to natural clues including the sun, the moon, the stars, the land, the sea, the weather, the plants and the animals.

Natural navigation is an ancient art, borne from an era when there were no alternatives. Natural selection dictated that those animals and humans unable to work out a way of getting to where they needed to be in order to survive did not contribute to the next generation’s gene pool. Evolutionary theory tends to focus on the physical: as a general rule, the faster the animal, the better its chances, but in the race for survival speed in the wrong direction was a fast way to lose out. We now know that we exist in part because our ancestors learned how to navigate, even if we do not yet fully understand how they did so.

Ancient journeys can enrich contemporary ones, because the ancients learned to read their surroundings with more skill than most modern travellers can. They have much to teach, but it is not laid out in ancient textbooks. Some of the pieces of the jigsaw come from oral traditions, or even the very earliest images etched in stone.

The ancient Egyptian god Horus may not help us to navigate directly, but the myths that surround him illuminate for us the way in which the ancient Egyptians perceived the sky. Horus took the form of a falcon and his two eyes were the sun and moon. He had injured his left eye, the moon, and was sometimes blind in it, but even when he could see it was always weaker than his right eye, the sun. This helps demonstrate the Egyptian familiarity with the moon’s phases as it moved from an invisible new moon to a full moon.

Religious texts are another ancient source. They exist either as a reflection of reality or an attempt to explain it, depending on your view-point, but either way they yield valuable information about early journeys, perspectives and methods. The Quran refers to the use of rivers, the sun, moon, stars, landmarks and shadows as means of navigating and encourages this: ‘Surely in this there are signs for men of understanding.’

Why Navigate at All?

War and conquest have been motives both for great journeys and pioneering navigation. The hunger for new territory can be found behind many of the great expeditions, from the ancient Egyptian ruler Necho II, who wanted to see canals forced through land and sent ships to circumnavigate Africa, and on down to the European scramble for colonies in the late nineteenth century.

For others, the desire to travel has come from intellectual curiosity. Solon was an Ancient Greek who travelled to Egypt on a sightseeing trip, while the Roman poet Manilius wrote of his astonishment that people would travel to see art and temples rather than to stand and wonder at the volcano of Mt Etna. Other motives have been a little earthier. Long before the Pacific explorers of the eighteenth century returned with tales of the beauty of the women and their generosity with their sexual favours, new lands have hinted at the possibility of sexual adventure.

Some journeys are a temporary flight from responsibility. The great natural navigators of the Micronesian island of Puluwat have long had a habit of getting drunk and then sailing to the neighbouring island of Pikelot:

‘A minimum of equipment and any available food is loaded aboard and they depart, singing and shouting as they work their way across the lagoon and out of the pass, while their wives and other sober souls scowl their disapproval on shore.’1

We travel not only to escape, consume and copulate, but also to think and create. Jean Jacques Rousseau wrote, ‘When I stay in one place I can hardly think at all.’2

The Silent Revolution

One of the earliest glimpses of the compass can be found in a French poem written by Guy de Provins at the start of the thirteenth century. And so we witness the start of the silent, technical revolution in wayfaring, whereby an individual with previously valuable knowledge of the stars, the sun, the moon and the sea itself is to be usurped by an ‘ugly brown stone’ to which iron sticks. And now the compass itself is having its supremacy tested by the irrepressible rise of satellite navigation.

The impact of this revolution is given perspective by looking at the changing role of the navigator in society. In many societies there are cultural links between maturity and an ability to navigate. Young Australian Aboriginal men3 are expected to set out on a journey of some length as part of the rite of passage to adulthood. In the Pacific, navigators were traditionally afforded an elevated status in the social hierarchy, not far below that of a priest. Their knowledge was passed down from father to son and jealously guarded.

In our industrialised society, the navigator is in danger of losing the place afforded to those with valuable skills and becoming viewed as just one more machine operator. The job often disappears altogether as the task of navigating by computer is assimilated into a broader job: there are still pilots in the cockpits of aircraft who navigate effectively, but very few ‘navigators’ left in these cockpits.

Why Navigate Naturally?

Asking yourself the question, ‘which way am I looking?’ can present the key to unlock the natural world. Using our senses and mind to answer it can lead to thoughts, connections and ideas that are as exciting as any journey that follows.

Natural navigation is one of the rarest arts on the planet, but it has not yet disappeared altogether. We tend to see it primarily in relation to our understanding of how earlier cultures looked at the world. It is common to encounter the notion that the degree to which the ancients were connected to the natural world indicates their lack of sophistication. We consider our need to lead lives that leave no time for contemplation of our physical environment as superior, but in doing so we often fail to recognise what has been lost.

The second way in which natural navigation has endured is as a survival technique. Though there are very few books on the subject itself, it surfaces in the hundreds of books that cover survival skills. Survival is by definition a desperate and urgent business and this approach strips out almost all that is fascinating in the subject. Survivalists are not going to spend time contemplating the ancient Greek astronomer Hipparchus or arcane relationships between beaches and the moon.

A very common question is whether being able to navigate naturally is a necessary skill. Since it is quite possible to get through our daily lives without any knowledge of this most ancient of arts, the answer must be ‘no’. However, it is also true that we can get by in life without any knowledge of music, art, drama or history. So a better answer to this question is perhaps that it does not matter if you are walking to the newsagent or sailing across an ocean, natural navigation can provide a unique insight into the world around you.

Safety remains the top priority in any journey and the techniques in this book are recommended for use in a complementary way and not instead of navigational instruments. All normal instruments and maps should still be carried and used to ensure safe journeys.

Getting Ready

Familiarity is the foundation stone of all early navigation experiences. Very young children like to keep parents or home within sight. As the child grows older, the distance from their comfort zone that they are prepared, and able, to travel grows steadily. By the time of adulthood the process is so intrinsic that little thought is given to understand ‘how’ it works. From a familiarity with surroundings, a series of associations develops, most of which are logical and useful. But humans are also prone to making incorrect assumptions. Natural navigation is therefore about effectively combining observation and deduction.

We all learn to ‘read’ our home areas as a series of recognisable landmarks, from road junctions to where we are in relation to a river. There does not appear to be any bias towards either natural or manmade landmarks, only towards what works. This adaptability can also be seen in the animal kingdom: bees look for patterns that they recognise, regardless of whether they are natural or manmade.

Here, then, is the first system for wayfaring without instruments: all we need to do is become familiar with the landmarks of an area and then remember where they are, relative to each other and our destination. There are only two real flaws to this method: landmark navigation only works on land and if you are already familiar with an area. Our perception of the world around us is subjective. We each develop a unique memory map of an area, which will vary significantly from that of any other person.

There is a way of describing locations that does not require familiarity and is not subjective, but a new way of describing places is needed to use it. In fact, it is a new language.

Taming Conventions

Every location in the world can be described in terms of its direction from a known point and the distance from that point. The international navigational language that has become most prevalent is to describe location by referring how far north or south a place is from the Equator (latitude) and how far east or west it is from Greenwich, London (longitude). Direction is described by cutting the circle of all possible directions up into 360 degrees, starting at the direction of the ‘north’, and working clockwise all the way back round to it.
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The use of ‘degrees’ can appear cold and mathematical. But the concept remains a natural one: 10 degrees is simply one thirty-sixth of a circle, whether it is measured by a sextant, compass or an outstretched fist. The conventions over distance are more convoluted, but here too we find roots in nature. The ‘mile’ stems from the Roman term ‘mille passus’, denoting 1,000 paces, and the metre was defined by the French in 1791 as one ten-millionth of the distance from the North Pole to the Equator, via Paris.

All of this amounts to a kind of shorthand for communicating directions and distances. There is nothing that makes any one method of shorthand inherently more correct than another. If you find it easier to discuss direction among friends in terms relative to a local landmark and to communicate distance using paces, then not even the Royal Institute of Navigation can call that wrong.

Wherever I have used the established conventions in this book, it is because they stand the best chance of being meaningful, not because they represent the beauty in the subject. Natural navigators should feel free to translate these conventions into the language they find most comfortable.

A Sense of Connection

Learning to navigate naturally forces us to re-examine the ways we connect to our physical environment, how our senses are pivotal to effective natural navigation and how they in turn define our experience and understanding. Sensual awareness is critical to finding our way without instruments, but it is also important if we do not want to be denied some of the texture of a journey.

Sight

Our eyes feed far more detailed information to our brains than we can possibly process and so a filtration takes place. Our brain allows us to focus on what seems most important, but the process is not perfect for two key reasons. The first is that there are biases in our view of the world. We are much more sensitive to shape than we are to colour,4 for example.
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When you first looked at this picture, did you notice the curve in the path or the subtle change in shade from one side of the path to the other.

Secondly, because
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When the sun disappears behind clouds it is possible to ‘remember’ where it was by touching two sides of a large boulder.
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