
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Welcome to part 2 of my Navigation Strategies series. In this part, we will focus on what to do if we 
get lost. 

 
Even the most experienced navigators will get temporarily misplaced whilst out on a walk. It happens 
to all of us once in a while but knowing how to get back on track and find your location again is key! 

Hopefully, you will be able to find yourself quickly if you have paid attention to where you are 
throughout your walk. By utilising all the previous skills and techniques already learnt, we can reduce 
the search area on the map. But there may come a time where you truly are lost and still unable to 

relocate, so what are our options there? This is what we will cover in this part. 
 

 
To put these skills into practice and to learn more, take a look at my Navigation Courses I offer. 

 
All confirmed bookings will receive a 10% discount code to use on Harvey Maps products from 

their site. 
 

NAVIGATION STRATEGIES 

PART 4.2: RELOCATION 

https://www.attheedgemountaineering.co.uk/navigation
https://www.harveymaps.co.uk/


Answers to Part 4.1: The 4 D’s and 5 What’s: 

 

Example: 

Checkpoint 1 - 2: 

Distance: 850m 

Duration: 13mins 45secs 

Direction: North west 

Description:  

Head on a bearing of 302 degrees for 650m (10mins 45seconds) to 

track junction. Time the distance. 

Cross stream (1). Flat ground to the right (2), steep rocky ground to 

the left. Cross stream (3). 

Track junction (4). Catching feature is Campsite. 

From track junction, head on bearing of 26degrees for 200m 

(3mins). 

Cross river twice (5) + (6). 

Catching feature and destination is the road. 

 

 

WHAT are you going to see en route? 

Cross a stream after 100m (1). Flat ground to the right (2). Cross 

another stream after 500m (3). River is closer on the right. Track 

junction to the right after 650m (4). Cross the river twice (5) + (6). 

 

WHAT are you going to see when you reach your destination? 

A main road running NW/SE with a track on the other side heading 

NE/E. Ground rises up on other side of road. 

 

WHAT will you see if you go too far? 

If I miss the track junction (4) the campsite is my catching feature. 

The main road (destination) is my other catching feature 

 

WHAT skills can you use on this leg? 

Pacing and timing to track junction. Tick off features. 

 

WHAT are the potential hazards or danger en route? 

The main road. 

 

Checkpoint 2 - 3: 

Distance: 1.3km 

Duration: 25mins 

Direction: 80 degrees 

Description: 

Follow track on bearing for 600m. Cross 4 streams. Path 

runs NW for 150m passing building on right. Handrail wall for 

500m East. Pass track running N 50m before Checkpoint. 

Catching feature open ground. 

 

WHAT are you going to see en route? 

Cross 4 streams. Path turns NW after 600m. Pass building. 

Boundary on left. Handrail wall going E for 500m. Pass track 

running N. Steep ground to left. 

WHAT are you going to see when you reach your 

destination? 

Change in direction of the boundary. Shallow, open ground 

to the E. Stream at Checkpoint. 

WHAT will you see if you go too far? 

Shallow open ground to the E. Another boundary with 

stream. 

WHAT skills can you use on this leg? 

Pacing, timing, handrailing. 

WHAT are the potential hazards or danger en route? 

Possible boggy ground by streams 

 

 

 

 

Checkpoint 3 - 4: 

Distance: 1.6km 

Duration: 34 minutes 

Direction: 68 degrees 

Description: 

Initial bearing of 36 degrees. Handrail stream for 400m to 

Cairn. Follow bridleway E to boundary. Cairn on the right. 

Follow bridleway, cross and handrail stream/boundary. Cross 

another boundary and pass hut circles, Cairn and footbridge. 

 

WHAT are you going to see en route? 

Stream to left, standing stones and cairn after 400m. 

Boundary with cairn nearby. Stream with boundary either 

side. Footbridges, hut circles and cairn. 

 

WHAT are you going to see when you reach your 

destination? 

Footbridge over stream and stream junction. Small valley 

running NE. 

 

WHAT will you see if you go too far? 

Ground rises up small spur, reservoir to the N/NE. 

 

WHAT skills can you use on this leg? 

Pacing, timing, tick off features and handrailing. 

 

WHAT are the potential hazards or danger en route? 

Crossing of streams, potential boggy ground near water 

courses.



 

Checkpoint 4 - 5: 

Distance: 1.4km 

Duration: 21 minutes 

Direction: 182 degrees 

Description: 

Handrail boundary + bridleway heading SE for 350m to cross 

stream (footbridge) Handrail boundary for 250m then leave 

boundary to follow bridleway. Catching feature boundary to 

the South. 

 

WHAT are you going to see en route? 

Boundary for 350m. Footbridge over stream. Boundary for 

250m which bends SE. Uniform ground, then several 

streams. Boundary corner. 

 

WHAT are you going to see when you reach your 

destination? 

Corner in boundary entering farmland. Steeper ground facing 

SW. 

 

WHAT will you see if you go too far? 

Boundary running SE – NW. Steeper ground heading into 

farmland. Stream after boundary. 

 

WHAT skills can you use on this leg? 

Handrailing, timing and pacing, aiming off and bearings. 

 

WHAT are the potential hazards or danger en route? 

Boggy ground near water courses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Relocation 

To understand how to relocate ourselves, we must first understand how and why we get lost. Take a look at a few ways which may 

get us lost:  

• Conditions may disorientate you, especially at night or in fog.  

• You may lose count of paces,  

• You may forget to start or stop your stopwatch. 

• Ground conditions slowing you down. 

• Losing concentration on route.  

• Faulty or misused equipment. 

• Map inaccuracy. 

• Interpreting the ground wrong. 

• Inaccurate measurements.  

This isn’t a full list, but it does highlight what could possibly go wrong for us to be unsure of our position. Let’s go into a bit more 

detail for each one below: 

Conditions: 

Darkness and fog can really disorientate us whilst out in the hills and mountains. We generally walk slower in poor conditions and 

features around us can be obscured or lost. The shape of the ground is usually more difficult to read as we only have the 

information that is directly around us. During the night navigation on my Mountain Leader assessment, I mistook a large body of 

water for the edge of a cliff! This really threw me as where I thought I was on the map, there were no cliffs near me! Being tired and 

in the darkness and fog really disoriented me. It is also possible to 'drift' on a bearing in poor visibility. Without a point to focus on 

on your bearing, it is all too easy to drift to the left or right and come off your bearing. This is why picking a point on your bearing 

and walking to it helps keep you track. 

 

 

 

Losing count of paces: 

Pacing is very antisocial. It’s all to easy to lose track by someone talking to you or to someone else in your group. And counting 

over long distances can become boring and we lose concentration. It’s all to easy to lose focus and get in a rhythm of counting, 

counting past your 100m number and continuing: 58,59,60,61,62…..78,79….89,90….. oops! Using pacing beads can help here. 

Start/stop/re-starting stopwatch: 

You start your stopwatch and set off. Whilst walking you stop for a few seconds to check the map and pause the timer. You restart 

the timer and continue a bit more, only to stop again to take a picture. You walk for a bit more and stop again to get some water out 

your rucksack and pause the timer. Off you go again. After a while you take a look at your watch and realise you didn’t restart the 

timer! How long do you have left to your checkpoint? Has time elapsed already, and you’ve walked past it? It takes a lot of 

concentration to stop and re-start your watch and this is a common error when using timing.  

Ground conditions slowing you down: 

You’ve anticipated you will be walking at 4kph. You have planned your route, calculated distance and time. A few minutes later, you 

have paced your measured distance and your timer is going off but you are no where near your checkpoint and/or it is not in sight. 



Ground conditions may hinder your progress and make your timing and pacing inaccurate. Knowing how fast you move over 

different terrain comes with time and experience. 

Faulty or misused equipment/Map inaccuracies: 

Are you sure your compass points north? How old is your map? Have you taken the bearing correctly? On a recent navigation 

course of mine, a participant’s compass had de-polarised, meaning it pointed south instead of north! In poor visibility, and our 

reliance on a compass, this could set us off in the complete wrong direction! This is where observing the ground around us and 

planning our route is important to stop us before travelling too far in the wrong direction. Old maps can be inaccurate, meaning 

feature have disappeared or been added, for example, a forest you are looking for could have been cut down.  

 

Interpreting the ground wrong: 

It is all to easy to make the map fit the ground you are on! Not naming names but they may or may not be the author of this 

article…On a recent trip to the Lake District, said person (it was me ok!) thought they were on the summit of Loft Crag when in fact 

they were on the summit of Pike of Stickle! A lapse in concentration whilst chatting, confusing the names of the summits and 

miscommunication with my walking partner, we walked to the summit of Pike of Stickle, but there I am, thinking we had walked to 

Loft Crag. It was very foggy, and I hadn’t been paying attention! When navigating off the summit, I made the ground fit to what I 

was looking at on the map. But, I was able to realise my error very early on and relocate! Interpreting the ground wrong is very 

common. Are you sure you’re not in a hollow which may impair your judgement on the slope type or aspect? 

Inaccurate measurements: 

Measuring distance, working out timings and/or taking a bearing. You have roughly worked out the distance to be 800m, when in 

fact it is closer to 950m as you haven’t measured accurately. This will not only affect your pacing but your timing as well. And your 

bearing is 6 degrees different to your partners. Over a distance of 950m, this could put you nearly 100m off your feature! 

Getting lost usually involves one or more of the above elements, plus a lack in concentration. Maintaining contact with the map as 

often as possible reduces the chance of getting lost and limits your search area if you know your last known location. But what do 

we do if we do get ‘geographically misplaced’? 

 

STOP! 

If you are unsure of your location and find yourself ‘lost’ you should STOP: 

S – Stop 

T – Think 

O – Observe 

P – Plan 

 



Stop: 

Literally, stop walking. Do not go any further. Set your map using a compass. Blindly walking on can make the problem worse and 

make relocation more difficult. However, you may need to ‘move to prove’ or ‘travel to unravel’ to gain some information, but this 

comes later. 

Think: 

It’s time to become a detective. Think about your last known location. How much time has elapsed since you left that known 

location? This will reduce the search radius by knowing how fast you have been walking. Think about what you saw on the way in 

terms of features. Think about what direction you have been travelling in. Just by thinking alone, you may gather enough 

information to work out where you are. 

Observe: 

With your map set, what can you see around you? Gather information about the surrounding area: 

• What does the shape of the ground look like around you? 

• What is the aspect of the slope, type of slope and angle (is it steep?)? 

• Are you walking along a linear feature? Can you take a bearing off a feature and relate it to the linear feature? 

• If not on a linear feature, are there any other recognisable features you can take a bearing off and relate back to the map? 

• What will you see if you walk further? It may be necessary to move from your location a short distance to be able to gather 

more information. For example, You may be on the crest of a hill or in a hollow. By going to the top, you may be able to 

see more. But only travel a short distance and ensure you can find your way back to your start point. 

• Try to gather at least five features around you that you can see on the map. 

 

Plan: 

What is your plan of action? Having gathered all the information you can, it is time to plan what you are going to do.  

• Have you been able to find your position? If so, great! Re-plan your route and continue from there but continue to check 

that the information matches the map. If it doesn’t, STOP and relocate again. 

• Still unsure of your exact position but can see a recognisable feature close by? It may be easier to relocate from that 

feature. Head to that feature and try to relocate again. 

• Is it possible to re-trace your steps and head back to your last know position? Use a back bearing to head back along the 

route you have followed. You can re-plan your route from the last known location. 

• What techniques can you use to gather more information? Techniques such as aspect of slope, a back bearing on your 

last known location and doing a resection can give you more information (more on resections later) 

• What if you cannot relocate? As mentioned, can you walk to an obvious feature you can see and identify on the map? It 

may be possible to continue walking to your catching feature and relocate from there. You can ‘Map’ and ‘search’ the 

surrounding area (more on this later) to gather more information. And finally, it is possible to use a GPS or mobile locating 

App such as OS Maps, OS Locate or Viewranger to give you an accurate position which you can relate back to the map 

and plan your route again from there. 



N.B. Try to relocate yourself WITHOUT relying on technology first. Use technology as an absolute last resort or in an 

emergency. These skills will prove vital if your technology fails on you! 

 

The Process of Relocation 

If you become lost or unsure of your location, use the acronym S.T.O.P. We can now go through a checklist for the THINK. 

OBSERVE and PLAN steps. This is a variation to the 5 What’s: 

• WHAT did you see on the way: 

• WHAT can you see around you? 

• WHAT can you see if you walk further? 

• WHAT other techniques can you use to gather more information? 

• WHAT if you cannot relocate? 

Take a look at the image from the Mountain Training publication NAVIGATION IN THE MOUNTAINS – Carlo Forte: 

 



Other Techniques to gather information 

In poor visibility, to gather more information and get a better visualisation of the ground around you, it is sometimes best to move 

from your position to get a feel for the ground. Being able to interpret the contours and the shape of the ground around you is 

beneficial in featureless terrain such as open moorland. We can do this by ‘mapping’ the ground: 

Mapping: 

In poor visibility, you will get a better feel of the ground by moving across it in an organised manner. To do this, we walk along a 

bearing for a set distance and walk along a set measured distance 90 degrees to the bearing, then returning to our start point. See 

the example below: 

 

Whilst walking on our bearings, we take note of what the ground and terrain is doing under our feet. We take note of the slope 

aspect, shape of the ground and any features we may pass along the way. 

By doing this, we can start to visualise the shape of the ground and transfer this information back to the map to help relocate 

ourselves. 

Resections: 

A resection can be fairly time consuming and involves drawing on the map, but it is a useful technique to learn to help you relocate 

in featureless terrain. However, it does rely upon you being able to see several features on the ground that you can see on the 

map. The greater the angle between each feature, the more accurate your resection will be. It may not give you a pinpoint position, 

but it will at least give you the area in which you are located. With this information, you can use other techniques to dial in your 

position. 

To do a resection, you will need to identify at least two, preferably three, features on the ground that you can also see on the map. 

Take a bearing off each of the features and convert them to a grid bearing on the map. By drawing lines on the map of each 

bearing, the bearings will converge to form a triangle. You are somewhere within this triangle. Use other techniques to pinpoint your 

position on the map. 



 

If on a linear feature, you may only need to take on bearing to get an idea of where you are on this linear feature. Take a bearing 

off a feature in the distance and transfer this bearing to the map. Where the edge of the compass base plate intersects the linear 

feature, this is where you are. It is possible to use this technique in conjunction with a calibrated altimeter too. Take a look at your 

altitude, find the corresponding contour line on you map in the area you think you are in and transfer the bearing of the feature to 

the map. Where the compass base plate intersects your contour line, this is roughly where you are. I say roughly as it depends on 

the accuracy of your altimeter.  

 

Searches: 

In poor visibility, it may be difficult to find small spot features. Especially in open terrain. You may have paced and timed the 

distance, walked accurately on your bearing and know roughly where you are. However, you still haven’t arrived at your feature. Is 

it to your left or to your right? Have you stopped short of it or have you already walked past it? The two main searches we can use 

are: 

• Spiral Search 

• Sweep Search 



Spiral Search 

A spiral search sends you walking in an organised, ever expanding square around your position. You first determine the level of 

visibility, for this example we will say it’s 50m. You then walk on a bearing for a distance of the visibility, 50m. You then walk on 

another bearing 90 degrees left or right of your original bearing but this time add 50m to your distance (100m). You repeat this 

process, adding 50m (limit of visibility) each turn, ensuring you turn the same way every time (left or right). See the image example 

below: 

 

Stop the search when you either come across your feature or you have determined that you have overshot it.  

Sweep Search 

A sweep search is done with a group. The members of the group spread out in an extended line and all walk on the same bearing. 

Spacing depends on limit of visibility and the terrain. It is essential all members of the group can see another member either side of 

them. The group walk on the bearing, at equal or similar speed. Good communication is important here and the person in charge of 

the sweep is positioned in the middle. Any communication gets passed down the line. If the line breaks up, the person in charge 

must stop the search and reorganise the group. Stop the search and bring the group back together if the feature has been found or 

it is determined that you have overshot it. If the latter is the case, Turn the group around and head back to your start point using a 

back bearing and start your relocation process again. 

 

This brings us to a close to this part. Getting lost happens. Prevention is better than a cure by keeping contact with the map as 

often as possible and knowing your last known position. Keeping track of how much time has elapsed since leaving your last know 

position and in what direction you are travelling in helps to reduce the search area when relocating. But knowing and practicing 

these techniques ensures you have tools in your navigational arsenal to help you find your way again. 

Practice relocating in a familiar area to begin with, and ideally with a partner. Take it in terns to navigate to a feature, the navigator 

picks a feature but doesn’t tell their partner where they are going. The partner has to then relocate themselves. This is known as 

‘follow the leader’ and is a great way to practice these techniques.  

Next up:  

The next article in this series will be Part 3: Planning a route 

 

For the set of questions to follow, you will need the following: 

• The OS Map attached (print to scale. One grid square = 4cm x 4cm) 

• Distance measuring card or ruler 

• Timing card 

• Compass 



 

1 

2

 

3 

4 

5 



Questions: 

For these questions, assume the visibility is poor unless otherwise stated. Mark on the map your answers. 

Q1. I left Hangingstone Hill 26minutes ago and I am walking at 4kph. My initial bearing was 354 degrees. I passed a 

cairn and joined a track. I passed a track junction 7minutes ago. From my position I can see a Tinner’s Hut on a 

bearing of 64 degrees. Where am I? 

 

Q2. I set off from Dinger Tor at 15:00, heading for Great Kneeset. I set a bearing of 178 degrees. After 19minutes I 

expected to get to Kneeset Nose and cross the stream there. It has just gone 15:25 and I still haven’t got to the 

stream. I’m in a large flattish area on what appearsto be a convex slope facing SW. Roughly where am I and what did 

I possibly do to go wrong? 

 

Q3. You set off from Cut Hill on your way to Cranmere Pool Letter Box. You forgot to restart your stopwatch after 

you stopped to check the map so are unsure how long you have been walking for. You can see the cloud rolling in 

and know the visibility will be reduced soon. You can just about make out Fur Tor, Great Kneeset and Hangingstone 

Hill. You have taken bearings off these Tors: 

• Fur Tor: 236 degrees 

• Great Kneeset: 317 degrees 

• Hangingstone Hill: 33 degrees 

 

Q4. You set off from Black Ridge using your friend’s compass. Instead of setting a bearing you just decided to head 

North until you hit the stream. A quick glance at the compass to which way North is and you set off. You’ve been 

chatting and have not been paying attention to your route. You see a stream up ahead and suddenly realise it is 

flowing in the wrong direction you expected it to: 

• Roughly where are you? 

• What went wrong? 

 

Q5. I am somewhere on Fur Tor. I have checked the aspect of slope and it is 312 degrees. My altimeter is reading 

520m. Where am I? 

 

Answers are attached to Part 3: Planning a route 


