
Topo What?
How to read and understand the basics of a topographical 

maps



What is a topographical map?

• Topographic maps are detailed, accurate graphic representations of features that appear 
on the Earth's surface. These features include roads, buildings, railways, airports, names of 
places and geographic features like elevation, streams and rivers, State and international 
borders and so on. 

• Topography = “shape of land”  

• Elevation = height above sea level



What is a contour line?

Let's start by looking at a Topographical map.

Contour lines are continuous lines used on a 
topo map in order to show points in same 
elevation. 



What is Contour?

Index Contour line

Contour interval

What is point A on your map? A

Labeled with elevation above sea level

The elevation between two contour     
lines

It is the halfway point between the 
index lines. Between the 100 and 
200 foot marks the line is drawn at 
150 ft but not numbered. Count the 
Contour intervals between the 100 
and 200 and you will count 10 
total. That means it is 10 foot 
intervals.



Example of contour interval

Count the contour intervals between 700 and 
800. You should have counted four. Depending 
on how many intervals there are determines 
the value of the interval. In this case the value 
is 20. That means there is 20 foot intervals 
between 700 and 800.   



Practice counting the intervals with these two examples

Both seem similar but one is steeper than the other



Rules for contours

Contour lines never cross each other



Rules for contours

Contours always form closed loops even if not shown on a map



Rules for contours

Contour lines bend upstream (up hill) when crossing a river



Closely spaced contours

On a steep slope contour lines are close together.  



Widely spaced contours

On a gradual slope the contours are far apart





Direction of Water flow lines

What can you observe about contour lines 
regarding water flow? Water flows 
perpendicular to the contour lines. Rivers 
flow downhill through the concave part of 
the contour. concave slope mean the 
surface that bends inward.



Contour Practice!



Did you get it right?

1-B

2-E

3-D

4-C

5-F

6-A



Topographical map key

Most topographical maps have a map key. Once you study and learn how to read 
the maps you will be able to identify symbols and lines on the map without needed 
reference. On the next side you will see an example of a map key.





Looking at the map

Use the map key to find points 
of interest on the map



Conclusion

There is still much to learn when it comes to understanding and using topographical 
maps. So I urge you to do more research then go out to your nearest national forest and 
use a provided map to learn and experience the important uses of these maps. 

What you have learned in this lesson is the basics of what a topo map is and how to read 
and understand the lines on the map. 

One last thing, it can be overwhelming when seeing all of the bunched up lines on the 
map. You should use your phone or other devices to find the map of where you are hiking 
then zoom in on the trails and study the location. So when you see the map in its larger 
size you can get more of an understanding on what you are looking at. Most people who 
carry these maps have a magnify glass with them to see the maps better. 


