
Trail Signs & Blazes 
by Ernest Thompson Seton 

Day 6 Skills Training 

First among the trail signs that are used by Woodcrafters, Indians and hunters, and 
most likely to be of use to the traveler, are axe blazes on tree trunks. The Indian in 
making it may nick off an infinitesimal speck of bark with his knife, the trapper with his 
hatchet may make it as big as a dollar, or the settler with his heavy axe may slab off 
half the tree-side; but the sign is the same in principle and in meaning. 

Trail blazes: When you are on an unfamiliar trail, you MUST look for trail blazes on 
trees and sometimes on rocks.  There are many unofficial trails, ATV paths and wood 
roads out there that lead to nowhere or to someone's back yard.  If you're not paying 
attention, that's where you'll end up.  Inexperienced hikers constantly end up on such 
trails and have no idea where they are.  BE SURE YOU ARE ON A MARKED TRAIL 
(unless you are an intrepid explorer). Never assume that the trail simply follows the 
biggest cleared "path" through the forest.  Sometimes is doesn't! 

 

Each trail has a designated blaze color, usually white. Sometimes special access trails 
are blazed a different color than the main trail. Pay special attention to the trail when 
you see two blaze marks on the same tree, or if the trail you are on splits.   

There are two ways of employing it: one when it appears on back and front of the 
trunk, the trail can be run both ways. When it appears on but one side of each 
tree, making a blind trail, which can be run one way only. The blind trail is often 
used by trappers and prospectors, who do not wish any one to follow their back track. 

Stone Signs 

These signs done into stone-talk would be as in the top line of the cut. These are much 
used in the Rockies where the trail goes over stony places or along stretches of slide-
rock. 

 

 



Grass and Twig Signs 

In grass or sedge the top of the tuft is made to show the direction to be followed; if it is 
a point of great importance three tufts are tied, their tops straight if the trail goes 
straight on; otherwise the tops are turned in the direction toward which le course turns. 

 

 

 

Woodland tribes use twigs for a great many of these signs. The hanging broken twig 
like the simple blaze means "This is the trail." The twig clean broken off and laid on the 
ground across the line of march means, "Here break from your straight course and go 
in the line of the butt end." When a special warning is meant, the butt is pointed toward 
the one following the trail and raised somewhat, in a forked twig. If the butt of the twig 
were raised and pointing to the left, it would mean "Look out, camp, or ourselves, or the 
enemy, or the game we have killed is out that way." With some, the elevation of the 
butt is made to show the distance of the object; if low the object is near, if raised very 
high the object is a long way off. 

 

 

 

Signal by Shots 

The old buffalo hunters had an established signal that is still used by mountain guides. 
Two shots in rapid succession, an interval of five seconds then one shot; this means, 
"where are you?" The answer given at once and exactly the same means "Here I am; 
what do you want?" The reply to this may be one shot, which means, "All right; I only 
wanted to know where you were." But if the reply repeats the first it means, "I am in 
serious trouble; come as fast as you can." 

 



Smoke Signals 

A clear hot fire was made, then covered with green stuff or rotten wood so that it sent 
up a solid column of black smoke. By spreading and lifting a blanket over this smudge 
the column could be cut up into pieces long or short, and by a predefined code these 
could be made to convey tidings. 

But the simplest of all smoke codes is this: 

 One steady smoke--"Here is camp." 
 Two steady smokes--" I am lost, come and help me." 
 Three smokes in a row--" Good news." 
 Four smokes in a row--"All are summoned to council." 

 

 

Other Signals 

  



Tramp Signs 

Among the many signs and blazes are the signs of tramps and Gypsies.  These, no 
doubt, vary from time to time, but they must be fairly permanent and general; otherwise, 
they would not serve their purpose. An interesting article on Tramp Signs appears in the 
American Examiner of January 30, 1910.  

 

 



Topographic Map Symbols 

What is a Topographic Map? 

A map is a representation of the Earth, or part of it. Traditionally, maps have been 
printed on paper. When a printed map is scanned, the computer file that is created may 
be called a digital raster graphic. 

The distinctive characteristic of a topographic map is that the shape of the 
Earth's surface is shown by contour lines. Contours are imaginary lines that join 
points of equal elevation on the surface of the land above or below a reference surface 
such as mean sea level. Contours make it possible to measure the height of mountains, 
depths of the ocean bottom, and steepness of slopes. 

A topographic map shows more than contours. The map includes symbols that 
represent such features as streets, buildings, streams, and woods. These symbols 
are constantly refined to better relate to the features they represent, improve the 
appearance or readability of the map, or to reduce production cost. 

Consequently, within the same series, 
maps may have slightly different 
symbols for the same feature. Examples 
of symbols that have changed include 
built-up areas, roads, intermittent 
drainage, and some type styles. On one 
type of large-scale topographic map, 
called provisional, some symbols and 
lettering are hand drawn. 

The portion of the Elizabethtown, 
Kentucky, area shown here 
demonstrates how map symbols 
represent features on the Earth's 
surface. The bottom third, an aerial 
photograph, shows the Earth as seen 
from above; the middle part portrays 
some of the features on the aerial 
photograph that will be symbolized on 
the map; and the top third shows the 
finished map as a digital raster graphic. 

 
 



  



Reading Topographic Maps 

Interpreting the colored lines, areas, and other symbols is the first step in using 
topographic maps. Features are shown as points, lines, or areas, depending on 
their size and extent. Individual houses may be shown as small black squares. For 
larger buildings, the actual shapes are mapped. In densely built-up areas, most 
individual buildings are omitted and an area tint is shown. On some maps, post offices, 
churches, city halls and other landmark buildings are shown within the tinted area. 

The first features usually noticed on a topographic map are the area features 
such as vegetation (green), water (blue), some information added during update 
(purple), and densely built-up areas (gray or red). 

Many features are shown by lines that may be straight, curved, solid, dashed, dotted, or 
in any combination. The colors of the lines usually indicate similar kinds or classes 
of information: brown for topographic contours; blue for lakes, streams, irrigation 
ditches, etc.; red for land grids and important roads; black for other roads and 
trails, railroads, boundaries, etc.; and purple for features that have been updated 
using aerial photography, but not field verified. 

Various point symbols are used to depict features such as buildings, campgrounds, 
springs, water tanks, mines, survey control points, and wells.  Names of places and 
features also are shown in a color corresponding to the type of feature. Many features 
are identified by labels, such as "Substation" or "Golf Course." 

 

 

Ground Configuration shown by contours 

Topographic contours are shown in brown by lines of different widths. Each contour is a 
line of equal elevation; therefore, contours never cross. They show the general shape of 
the terrain. To help the user determine elevations, index contours (usually every fourth 
or fifth contour) are wider. The narrower intermediate and supplementary contours 



found between the index contours help to show more details of the land surface shape. 
Contours that are very close together represent steep slopes. Widely spaced 
contours, or an absence of contours, means that the ground slope is relatively 
level. The elevation difference between adjacent contour lines, called the contour 
interval, is selected to best show the general shape of the terrain. A map of a relatively 
flat area may have a contour interval of 10 feet or less. Maps in mountainous areas may 
have contour intervals of 100 feet or more. Elevation values are shown at frequent 
intervals on the index contour lines to facilitate their identification, as well as to enable 
the user to interpolate the values of adjacent contours. 

Topographic Map Symbols 

Transportation Features - Roads and Trails 

Feature Name Symbol 

Road - hard surface, all season 
 

Road - hard surface, all season 
 

Road under construction 
(width and color vary with classification)  

Vehicle track or winter road 
 

Trail or portage 
 

Traffic circle 
 

Highway route number 
 

  

Transportation Features - Railways and Airports 

Feature Name Symbol 

Railway - multiple track 
 

Railway - single track 
 

Railway - under construction 
 

Railway - abandoned 
 

Airfield; Heliport 
 

Airfield, position approximate 
 

Airfield runways; paved, unpaved 
 



Transportation Features - Tunnels, Bridges, etc. 

Feature Name Symbol 

Tunnel; railway, road 
 

Bridge 
 

Bridge; swing, draw, lift 
 

Footbridge 
 

Causeway 
 

Ford 
 

Embankment 
 

Snow shed 
 

Barrier or gate 
 

 

Hydrographic Features - Man Made 

Feature Name Symbol 

Dam; large, small 
 

Dam carrying road 
 

Footbridge 
 

Ferry Route 
 

Pier; Wharf; Seawall 
 

Slip; Boat ramp; Drydock 
 

Canal; navigable or irrigation 
 

Shipwreak, exposed 
 

Crib or abandoned bridge pier 
 

Seaplane anchorage; Seaplane base 
 



Hydrographic Features - Naturally Occurring 

Feature Name Symbol 

Falls 
 

Rapids 
 

Direction of flow arrow 
 

Dry river bed 
 

Stream - intermittent 
 

Sand in Water or Foreshore Flats 
 

Rocky ledge, reef 
 

Flooded area 
 

Marsh, muskeg 
 

Swamp 
 

Well, water or brine; Spring 
 

Rocks in water or small islands 
 

Water elevation 
 

  

Terrain Features - Elevation 

Feature Name Symbol 

 
Horizontal control point; Bench mark 

with elevation  

 
Precise elevation 

  

Contours; index, intermediate 

 

Depression contours 

 

 



Terrain Features - Geology and Geomorphology 

Feature Name Symbol 

Cliff or escarpment 
 

Sand 
 

Quarry 
 

Cave 
 

 

Terrain Features - Land Cover 

Feature Name Symbol 

Wooded area 

 

Orchard 
 

Vineyard 
 

 

Human Activity Symbols - Recreation 

Feature Name Symbol 

Sports track 
 

Swimming pool 
 

Stadium 
 

Golf course 
 

Golf driving range 
 

Campground; Picnic site 
 

Ski area, ski jump 
 

Historic site or point of interest; 
Navigation light  

Aerial cableway, ski lift 
 



Human Activity Symbols - Agriculture and Industry 

Feature Name Symbol 

Silo 
 

Greenhouse 
 

Wind-operated device; Mine 
 

Landmark object (with height); tower, 
chimney, etc.  

Oil or natural gas facility 
 

Pipeline, multiple pipelines, control valve 
 

Electric facility 
 

Power transmission line 
multiple lines  

Telephone line 
 

Fence 
 

Dyke or levee 
 

  

Human Activity Symbols - Buildings 

Feature Name Symbol 

School; Fire station; Police station 
 

Church; Non-Christian place of worship; 
Shrine  

Building 
 

Service centre 
 

Customs post 
 

Coast Guard station 
 

Cemetery 
 

Ruins 
 

 



 


