
Finding your way is the core mountain skill. It involves two tasks: orientation, then navigation. (Navigation, which is 
the how of getting from here to there, is addressed in Module 2.) As a J.U.M.P. hiker, you’ll learn to orient yourself 
using map and compass. A map is a bird’s-eye view of a precisely defined area of the Earth’s surface. A compass is a 
magnet that allows you to align the map with the Earth. Used together, they’ll answer three questions:  
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 • Which way is our destination? (Direction)
• How far is it? (Scale)

• What will the route be like? (Topography)

Orient the map. At the trailhead, unfold your map and 
place it on the ground, so that you can read it, like 
the page of a book. Find your trailhead on the map. 
(Trailheads are usually on well-marked roads.) That’s 
YOU ARE HERE on the map. Next, turn the dial of your 
compass to 0 degrees North. Now align the long edge 
of the plastic compass plate with one of the vertical 
edges of the map. Rotate the map, keeping the edge of 
the compass aligned with the map edge, until the red 
arrow of your compass point to 0 degrees North. That’s it! 
You can now point with your finger in almost* the exact 
direction of your destination, or for that matter to any 
other point on the map. 

* The subject of magnetic declination is addressed in a 
 Compass Rose module supplement.

2
Determine the scale.  Suppose that you now measured the 
map distance from your trailhead to your destination, with 
a ruler. “It’s only a six-inch hike!” Obviously not. Which 
brings us to scale. Scale is the “map-to-ground” distance, 
which you’ll find at the bottom of the map, in the legend.  
Maps are drawn to different scales. A world globe is a very 
small-scale map of our planet. The map we’re picturing is 
a large-scale map of the Quabbin Reservoir. Its scale is two 
and a half inches to the mile. A map of this scale shows a 
lot of fine detail about the area it depicts. 



Training Standard

Skill Initial Date

Orient a map, using a compass.

Identify the scale, and determine the rough
distance between two given points.

Point out on the map a particularly steep
section of the trail.

Trainee’s printed name

Instructor’s printed name Date

This training is valid for one year

3 When you’re on a trail, the terrain—the ups and downs—
determines your hiking time and effort much more than 
the distance to your destination does. Maps that show this 
third dimension are called topographic, or ‘topo’ maps. 
(Maps that don’t, such as road maps, are called planimetric 
maps.) The trail maps you’ll be using are called “topo” (for 
topographic) maps.  With some practice, you’ll be able to 
look at a topo map of your upcoming hike, and picture in 
your mind where the hardest parts will be, and where the 
going will be easier. You’ll be a “3-D” map reader.  

First, identify the contour interval, which is stated in the 
legend. In Photo 2, notice that the contour interval is 10 
feet. That means that the elevation gain (or loss) between 
adjacent points on any two concentric lines is just 10 feet. 
Easy going. But on our topo maps of the White Mountains, 
the contour interval is 100 feet. Now that’s terrain. Once 
you can read topography, you’ll see why it might make 
more sense to take a longer trail than a shorter one. 

On the map at left, you’ll see a few small concentric 
circles, the lines very close together. Those are summits. 
Notice the wide spaces between the lines at Quabbin Hill. 
That’s a nice flat plateau. You’ll learn more about this when 
you attend your first “dry land training” session.  4

Put it all together. Your knowledge of direction, distance, and 
terrain, thanks to your map and compass skills, will allow you to 
envision the hike in your mind before you’ve taken a single step. 
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