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How To Read
Military Maps

Introduction
: The
Language of
the Land

Imagine being dropped
into  an  unfami l iar
wilderness with nothing
but  a  folded  piece  of
paper  and  the  weight
of  a  mission  on  your
shoulders. The trees all
look the same. The hills
s e e m  t o  s t r e t c h
endlessly.  Without  a
phone  signal  or  GPS,
your  only  guide  is  a
sheet of paper covered
in  strange  symbols,

colored lines,  and tiny
numbers. That piece of
paper is a military map,
and  learning  how  to
read military maps is
not just a skill—it is a
form  of  literacy  that
c a n  m e a n  t h e
difference  between
mission  success  and
gett ing  lost  in  the
backcountry.

Military  maps  are  far
more  detai led  and
p r e c i s e  t h a n  t h e
average  hiking  map.
They  are  designed  to
p rov ide  so ld ie r s ,
n a v i g a t o r s ,  a n d
strategists  with  every
piece  of  information



needed to move across
terra in  safe ly  and
efficiently.  While  the
process  may  seem
intimidating  at  first,
anyone  can  learn  to
interpret  these  maps
with  a  little  guidance
and  practice.  Whether
you are a prepper,  an
outdoor  enthusiast,  a
history  buff,  or
someone preparing for
m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e ,
understanding how to
read  military  maps
opens  up  a  world  of
confident navigation.

In  this  guide,  we  will
b r e a k  d o w n  t h e
essential  components
of  a  mi l i ta ry  map,
e x p l a i n  t h e  g r i d
s y s t e m s ,  d e c o d e
symbols, and walk you
through  pract ica l
techniques for  using a
map  and  compass
together.  By  the  end,
you  will  have  a  solid

foundation  for  reading
these powerful tools.

What Is a
Military
Map and
Why Is It
Different?

A  mil i tary  map  is  a
t o p o g r a p h i c a l
representation  of  a
specific  area,  created
with extreme attention
to accuracy and detail.
Unlike  civilian  road
maps, which emphasize
highways  and  c i ty
names,  military  maps
f o c u s  o n  t e r r a i n
features,  elevation
changes,  vegetation,
water  sources,  and
man-made  structures
that  are  relevant  to
tactical  movement.

The most common type
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of  military  map is  the
topographic  map,
produced  by  agencies
such  as  the  National
Geospatial-Intelligence
Agency  (NGA)  or  the
U.S.  Geological  Survey
(USGS).  These  maps
use  contour  lines  to
show  the  shape  and
height of the land. They
a l s o  i n c l u d e  a
specialized grid system
called  the  Military
G r i d  R e f e r e n c e
System  (MGRS) ,
which  allows  users  to
pinpoint  locations  with
high precision.

O n e  o f  t h e  k e y
differences  between
civilian  and  military
maps  is  the  level  of
s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n .
Military  maps  follow
strict  conventions  for
symbols,  colors,  and
coordinate  systems  so
that any trained service
member can pick up a

map  from  any  region
and  understand  i t
immediate ly .  This
universality  is  central
t o  h o w  t o  r e a d
m i l i t a r y  m a p s
effectively.

The
Foundation:
Understandi
ng the
MGRS Grid

B e f o r e  y o u  c a n
navigate with a military
m a p ,  y o u  n e e d  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  i t s
coordinate system. The
M i l i t a r y  G r i d
Reference  System
(MGRS)  i s  a  t w o -
dimensional  grid  that
divides  the  Earth  into
grid  zones,  each  of
w h i c h  i s  f u r t h e r
s u b d i v i d e d  i n t o
1 0 0 , 0 0 0 - m e t e r



squares. These squares
are  identified  by  two
letters, such as "NF" or
"QH."

Within  each  square,
coordinates  are  given
a s  a n  e a s t i n g
(horizontal  position)
and a northing (vertical
position).  A  typical
MGRS coordinate might
look  like  this:  18S UJ
23406 78921. Here is
what each part means:

18S – The grid
zone designation
(a specific region
of the Earth).
UJ – The 100,000-
meter square
identifier.
23406 – The
easting value
(how far east you
are within the
square).
78921 – The
northing value
(how far north

you are within
the square).

To locate a point on the
map,  you  read  right
along the easting lines,
then  up  a long  the
northing  lines.  This  is
often  remembered  by
the  phrase  "read
r ight ,  then  up."
Learning to extract and
i n t e r p r e t  M G R S
coordinates  quickly  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
fundamental  ski l ls
when learning how to
read military maps.

Map Scales:
Choosing
the Right
Level of
Detail

Military  maps come in
different  scales,  which
determine  how  much



How To Read Military Maps

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Sierra
& Donna • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 5

detail  is  visible.  The
scale is usually printed
i n  t h e  m a r g i n a l
information area and is
expressed  as  a  ratio,
such  as  1:50,000  or
1:100,000.  A  scale  of
1:50,000  means  that
o n e  u n i t  o f
measurement  on  the
map equals  50,000  of
the same units on the
ground.

Common  military  map
scales include:

1:25,000 –
Highly detailed,
used for foot
movement and
small-unit tactics.
1:50,000 – The
standard scale
for most land
navigation.
Shows roads,
trails, buildings,
and terrain
features clearly.
1:100,000 –

Less detail, used
for vehicle
movement or
large-area
planning.
1:250,000 –
Very broad
overview, often
used for strategic
coordination.

When you are learning
how to read military
maps, it is best to start
with  a  1:50,000  map
because  it  offers  a
balance between detail
and coverage area. Pay
attention  to  the  scale
bar  at  the  bottom  of
the map, which shows
distances  in  meters,
kilometers,  and  miles.
Th i s  w i l l  he lp  you
estimate  how  far  you
need to travel.

Decoding



Contour
Lines and
Terrain

Features

Contour  lines  are  the
most  important  visual
element  on  a  military
map  because  they
reveal the shape of the
land. Each contour line
represents  a  specific
elevation  above  sea
level.  When  the  lines
are close together, the
terrain  is  steep.  When
they are far apart, the
slope is gentle.

There  are  five  major
terrain  features  you
need  to  recognize:

Hill – A point of1.
high elevation
with contour lines
forming
concentric
circles. The

highest point is
usually marked
with an elevation
number.
Valley – A low2.
area between
hills or ridges,
often with a
stream or river
running through
it. Contour lines
form a V-shape
pointing uphill.
Ridge – A long,3.
elevated area
with a continuous
high line. Contour
lines form a U-
shape pointing
downhill.
Saddle – A low4.
point between
two higher areas,
resembling a dip
in a ridge line.
Depression – A5.
low area with no
outlet. Contour
lines have small
hatch marks
pointing inward.
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Being able to visualize
these features from flat
contour lines is a core
part  of  how to  read
military maps like an
expert.  Practice  by
comparing the map to
actual terrain whenever
possible.

Marginal
Information:
The Map's
User Manual

Every  mil itary  map
contains  a  wealth  of
information  printed  in
the  marg ins .  Th i s
marginal information is
e s s e n t i a l  f o r
understanding  the
m a p ' s  l i m i t s  a n d
accuracy. Key elements
include:

Sheet name
and number –
Identifies the

specific map.
Scale – As
discussed above.
Legend –
Explains the
symbols used on
the map.
Contour
interval – The
vertical distance
between contour
lines (e.g., 20
feet or 10
meters).
Declination
diagram –
Shows the
angular
difference
between true
north, magnetic
north, and grid
north.
Date of
publication –
Older maps may
have outdated
roads or features.
Grid reference
box –
Instructions for



using the MGRS.

Never skip the marginal
information.  It  is  your
first  step  in  how  to
read  military  maps
correctly  and  avoid
costly  mistakes.

Military
Map
Symbols: A
Visual
Language

Military  maps  use  a
standardized  set  of
symbols  to  represent
features on the ground.
These  symbols  are
divided into categories
such as water features,
vegetation,  roads,
buildings,  and  military
infrastructure.  While
you  do  not  need  to
m e m o r i z e  e v e r y
symbol,  you  should

k n o w  t h e  m o s t
common  ones:

Blue – Water
features (lakes,
rivers, streams,
marshes).
Green –
Vegetation
(forests,
orchards, thick
brush).
Black – Man-
made features
(buildings, roads,
railroads,
boundaries).
Brown – Contour
lines and
elevation
features.
Red – Main
roads, built-up
areas, and
special military
symbols.

In  addition  to  colors,
you  wi l l  encounter
point symbols (such as
a  small  triangle  for  a
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triangulation  station),
line symbols (such as a
d a s h e d  l i n e  f o r  a
seasonal  stream),  and
area symbols (such as
shading  for  a  forest).
The  legend  on  each
m a p  p r o v i d e s  a
c o m p l e t e  l i s t .
Familiarizing  yourself
with these symbols is a
practical  step  in  how
to  read  mi l i tary
maps  efficiently.

Using a
Compass
with a
Military
Map

A military map is only
half  of  the  navigation
equation.  The  other
ha l f  i s  a  lensat ic
compass, which allows
you to orient the map
and  take  azimuths

(bearing readings). The
standard compass used
by the U.S.  military  is
the  lensatic  compass,
w h i c h  i n c l u d e s  a
sighting wire, a floating
dial,  and a magnifying
lens.

H e r e  i s  t h e  b a s i c
process  for  using  a
map  and  compass
together:

Orient the map1.
– Place the map
on a flat surface
and rotate it until
the map's north
arrow aligns with
magnetic north
as indicated on
your compass.
You can do this
by laying the
compass along a
north-south grid
line and turning
the map until the
needle points to
the declination



value.
Take a bearing2.
– Identify a
visible landmark
on the ground
and locate it on
the map. Point
the compass at
the landmark and
read the azimuth
from the dial.
Plot the3.
bearing – Place
the compass on
the map with the
edge aligned to
your current
location. Rotate
the compass until
the orienting
lines match the
map's grid lines.
Draw a line along
the compass
edge. Your target
lies somewhere
along that line.
Calculate4.
distance – Use
the map scale to
measure the

straight-line
distance between
two points.
Account for
terrain by adding
extra time for
steep or rough
ground.

Learning  to  combine
map  read ing  w i th
compass  skills  is  the
ultimate  goal  of  how
to  read  mi l i tary
maps.  Practice  in  a
familiar  area  before
test ing  yourself  in
unfamiliar  terrain.

Practical
Navigation
Tips for
Field Use

Knowing  the  theory  is
one thing, but applying
it  in  the  field  is  where
real  learning  happens.
Here are some practical
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tips  to  improve  your
military  map  reading
skills:

Keep the map
dry – Use a clear
map case or
waterproof bag.
Wet paper tears
easily and
becomes
unreadable.
Use a
protractor – A
military
protractor helps
you measure
angles and plot
coordinates with
precision. It is an
indispensable
tool for how to
read military
maps accurately.
Check your
location often –
Do not walk for
30 minutes
without verifying
your position.
Use terrain

association to
confirm that what
you see matches
the map.
Use handrails –
A handrail is a
linear feature on
the ground, such
as a road, fence
line, or stream,
that you can
follow to stay on
course.
Know your pace
count – Measure
how many steps
you take to cover
100 meters. This
allows you to
estimate distance
traveled without
looking at your
map.
Watch for dead
reckoning
errors – Even a
small error in
bearing can lead
to a large miss
over distance.
Check your



heading
frequently.

These  techniques  are
not


