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Ancient Navigation

• The Art of knowing where you are

• Where you want to go to and 

• Staying on course to get there
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How did those ancient navigators know where to go?

Can the Stars and the Sun help?

Navigation questions and hassles

• Where are we now?

• What if I can see no land marks?

• Which way do I go?

• Which way is the wind blowing?

• Which way are the ocean currents flowing?

Too many questions without answers
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• The Stars and the Sun can help!

• The stars provide a detailed map of the night sky that can provide 
direction like a land mark. 

• The night sky map rolls around each year as the earth orbits the sun.

• Ancient mariners learned these patterns, which in turn helped direct 
them in their travels.

• This however was still a very rough form of navigation and merely 
provided an approximate course to steer.
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A February night sky
Map for Brisbane
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Then came the Compass

• The Chinese first started playing with magnetic forces around 100AD.

• It was not until around 1300AD that the now familiar mariners 
compass was invented in Europe. 

• The compass was a significant step toward better 

navigation as it provided a consistent pointing tool

for keeping on course.
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Do you Remember the points of the compass

• North 0°

• East 90°

• South 180°

• West 270°

• Never Eat Soggy Weetbix

But how do we know where we 
are when traveling.

We need to know more
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•We need to know our location

•A grid reference for a map

•We need Latitude and Longitude.
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Latitude

• Represented by horizontal lines around the earth.

• Common Examples

• Tropic of Cancer 23.5°N

• Equator 0°

• Tropic of Capricorn 23.5°S
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Longitude

• Represented by Vertical lines around the earth.

• The earth is divided into 360° starting at 0 °

• Common example

• Prime Meridian 0°N  - Greenwich – England 

• This longitude is use to base time from, i.e. Greenwich Mean time 
or GMT.
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Calculating Longitude (is the hard part)

• We’ll need an accurate clock set to Greenwich mean time. 

Note: Accurate clocks only came about in the 1400’s 

• We’ll also need a Sextant
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• We then use the Sextant to measure the sun is at its highest point.

At the sun’s highest point it would mark midday - our local noon. 

Then we calculate the difference between GMT and local noon. 

• For example if we were in Brisbane we would find a local noon with a 

a difference to GMT of just over 10 hours, 

e.g. our midday = GMT 10.00

•Some longitude Mathematics

• The Earth as a circle = 360°, divide this by 24 hrs /day = 15°/hr

• Thus Brisbane is at longitude 10hours x 15°/hour 

= 150° East of the Prime Meridian.
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Calculating Latitude (a bit easier)

• Day time Using the Sun

• Using a sextant @ local noon we can estimate the angle of the 
sun.

• This angle needs to be adjusted for the time of the season due to 
the changing angle of the earth axis

• Night time using the Stars.

• Find the Southern Celestial Pole 

• Calculate the Angle from Horizon to the Southern Celestial Pole

• Both of these methods provide your latitude
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Rod’s Trip

Durban - South Africa      via South Indian Ocean      to Perth – Australia

41 Days Sailing 
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Navigation is a practiced science 
with several different methods

Today, technology, satellites & GPS 
make navigation easy & accurate.
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Questions ?
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Tonight we hope to see

• Moon

• Constellations: Southern Cross, Pointers, Orion the Hunter

• Globular Cluster (large cluster of stars)

• Nebula (Glowing Gaseous Cloud)

• Stars & Milky way

• Saturn

• Plenty More...
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Tonight's Viewing Tips


