
How to Find North

Part of your observation project depends on knowing in what direction various objects are
located. In general, it is best if you face either North, South, East or West, and draw your
observations accordingly (if the object in question is near the edge of your field of vision, you may
want to consider turning 45◦, such that you are facing either Northeast, Northwest, Southeast
or Southwest). Whatever direction you are facing, you are looking at half of the sky (or in terms
of the compass directions, 180◦of a 360◦circle). For example, if you are facing South and extend
your arms out to your sides, then your left arm points East and your right arm points West.
The tricky part is going to be finding where South is in the first place. It is easiest to find North
first, and then turn accordingly to find the other directions. There are four ways that you can
find North.

(1) Use the North Star. As you will learn in Lab #2 and #4, the North star points due North.
To find it, locate the Big Dipper and follow the pointer stars (at the edge of the bowl
opposite the handle) to the North star. It should be about half-way up the sky. This is the
most reliable way to find North.

(2) Buy a cheap compass. Actually, this will not be quite accurate, since magnetic north and
“true” north are not identical, but it will be close enough for your observations.

(3) For your telescope observations, since you are making your observations from the roof
of Davey Lab, if you face Old Main then you will be facing South (and so the opposite
direction would be North). For your naked-eye observations, if you are able to make all of
your observations on the lawn of Old Main, you will not have much problem. The large
hollow sphere in front of Old Main (which by the way is in the exact center of PA) has an
arrow on it which points due north.

(4) WHATEVER YOU DO,DO NOT USE THE DORMS OR THE STREETS AS

INDICATORS OF NORTH, EAST, SOUTH, OR WEST!!!!! Neither the campus
buildings nor the streets run North/South and East/West. All of the North/South streets,
like Atherton, really run from NW to SE, and all the East/West streets really run from
NE to SW. So, if you line yourself up at the intersection of two grid streets and face the
direction of the North Atherton Walmart, then turn 45◦clockwise, you will be facing North.
Of course, once you leave downtown, the streets start going in all sorts of random directions.
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