Ancient Navigation
The first seafarers kept in sight of land in order to follow the coast and line up landmarks in order to find former fishing grounds.  Sounding, using a lead line helped.  Early navigation also depended on the stars.  In fact, records from 600 BC showed that navigation was done this way.
Another "trick" used by early sailors like the Norsemen, or Vikings, was to follow seabirds in flight. If their beaks were empty, the birds were heading out to sea in search of food.  Otherwise, the birds were heading toward land.  Sometimes seabirds kept caged on deck were released in order to show the way toward land.  

Another method used by the Polynesians in the islands of the Pacific, was to observe the patterns of the waves and actually construct maps of shells and twigs.

In 200 AD the Greek, Ptolemy, created the first world atlas, which included mainly the area around the Mediterranean Sea.  This was, of course, the world as the Greeks knew it.  By the 10th century, the Italian merchants supplied detailed directions, distances, depths and coastal descriptions.  

By the 13th century, sea charts drawn to scale and with bearings, were produced.

Although the compass was invented thousands of years ago by the Chinese, it wasn't  used by sailors until much later, due to the fears of "black magic".  Sailors are a superstitious group.  

The trade winds have always been important to mariners.  In the Indian Ocean, the northeast monsoon took traders to Africa in the cool, dry winters.  They followed the southwest monsoon back in the hot, wet summer.

In the Middle Ages, sailors relied on the astrolabe, a disk of metal that was suspended by a small ring. This was used to measure the height of the sun above the horizon.

The sextant was invented in 1731.  Using tables, it would take several hours to figure out longitude. 

The chronometer, a very accurate timepiece, provided assistance for calculating position.  Lately, the GPS (global positioning system) with assistance from satellites, provides accurate information about the 

location of vessels.

