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Learn to navigate by following nature! 

Type of activity – exploring outside (in a garden or on a walk) 

Who is it for?  All the family  

What do I need?  

• Curiosity 

• Eye for detail as you explore the world around us. 

 

Introduction 

People have been using nature to find the way for thousands of years. These days, we ‘cheat’ 

by using GPS on our phones, or have learnt to use a compass and map. But did you know that 

you can still learn to find your way through following the clues the wild world gives us. Why 

don’t you have a go next time you are outside in your garden or on a walk and set a course 

with clues for the rest of your family to follow? 

Here’s how to... 

1. Learn these clues: 

a. Find some trees and look at the way they bend or lean. This is the way the wind 

tends to blow, and here in the UK our winds come from a westerly to south-westerly 

direction, and blow to an east or north-easterly direction. So, if you can see that 

the trees are bent in a particular direction, you will know that they are leaning to 

the east or north-east.  

b. The branches on trees also tell us which way the wind is blowing. Branches on the 

northern side of a tree point more upwards (vertically) while those on the southern 

side reach out horizontally towards the sunlight. 

c. Look for lichen on your trees. Lichen likes clean air, but also damp parts of the tree. 

The parts of a trunk that point to the north and north-west receive less sunlight 

through the day and therefore are wetter and likely to have lichen growing on them. 

So when you spot lichen on a trunk, it will be on the north or north-west side. 

2. Set up the course. Use the clues of nature to help your family move around your 

garden or a woodland – perhaps ask them to ‘move five steps north from the lichen on 

this tree’ or ‘head 10 hops away from the side of the tree where the branches lean 

upwards’.  

3. Make sure there is a good reward for your family at the end of the course – maybe a 

lovely view or a little treat! 

What now? 

Explore more ways of using nature to navigate your way through the outdoors with the John 

Muir Trust. Head to their website here (https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/latest/news/1939-field-notes-

direction-of-travel) to find out more ways to use wildlife to find your way! 
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