T.S. RYE TRAINING OFFICE - EXPEDITION TRAINING


THE PARTS OF A COMPASS


In simple terms a compass is a piece of plastic with a pivoting magnetic needle. With no interference the magnetic needle, or compass needle, will always point to the magnetic north pole.  Generally it is the red end of the compass needle that points to the magnetic north pole, but check your own compass.  The parts of a compass are listed below. 
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The COMPASS HOUSING holds the COMPASS NEEDLE.  On its outside edge the COMPASS HOUSING is divided up into 360° generally in 2° divisions, but check your own compass. The COMPASS HOUSING can be turned through 360° independently of the BASE PLATE without interfering with the direction the COMPASS NEEDLE is pointing. 

It is through the COMPASS HOUSINGS ability to turn that a compass can act as a protractor, measuring the angle between, say, a footpath and the magnetic north pole. 

The point at which the angle is read is where the DIRECTION OF TRAVEL ARROW intersects the COMPASS HOUSING at a point known as the INDEX LINE.  The angle is known as a bearing. There are two different types of bearing, a magnetic and a grid bearing. Measuring, or taking and using a grid and magnetic bearing is covered in another worksheet. 

Use and Care of a Compass
There are a number of things an owner and user of a compass should be aware of if the compass is to be of continued usefulness. A compass should be stored away from other magnetic fields such as other compasses and all electrical equipment. If not, over time, a compass may loose its ability to point accurately at magnetic north causing the user to consistently walk in the wrong direction. 

Most metal objects such as gates or cars have a magnetic field and can interfere with the compass, so the compass should not be used on or near such objects.  If it is used in such a location it is highly probable that the needle will not be pointing at magnetic north again causing the user to walk off in the wrong direction. 

Finally, when in use the compass should always be held flat otherwise the compass needle may not float free within the compass housing and not point directly to the magnetic north pole. 


THE NORTH POINTS


When using a compass with a map it is important to know about two other 'norths' apart from magnetic north. The first, and the least important of the three norths, is true north. True north, or the north pole, is the point at which the earths axis meets the surface in the northern hemisphere. In normal compass/map navigation true north is not used. 

The second north is grid north. All Ordnance Survey maps are drawn with north at the top of the map. They all also have a grid drawn on them. The lines of the grid that run north to south point to, at the northern end, grid north. The difference between magnetic north and grid north is known as the magnetic variation. In the south east on England in 1997 the magnetic variation was 5°. 

It is important to note however that magnetic variation changes with place and time.  Firstly, depending on your location in the British Isles the angle between grid north and magnetic north (ie the magnetic variation) may be different. Secondly the magnetic north pole gradually moves over time. In the south east of England in 1997 it was moving east (ie decreasing) 0.5° over the following 4 years. 

In the key on the side of an OS map the magnetic variation is given for that area on a particular date with its predicted change over time. This should always be checked before using a map with a compass. 
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