
	  
	  
	  
If there is one area of boating knowledge that causes the most heart ache it is 
trying to learn and identify Cardinal Marks.  
 
Cardinal marks are important because they signify a larger more significant danger as 
apposed to an isolated danger which is a smaller less significant danger. With an 
isolated danger you can pass either side and at a safe distance of about 20-30 metres. 
 
Most people try to memorise the cardinal marks by their top marks only however this 
system is unreliable. The reason for this is that a diagram, as shown above, of cardinal 
marks implies that you will see both the colours and top marks at the same time. This 
is incorrect.  
 
The reality is that you will see the colours of a Cardinal Mark at a distance of about 200 
metres and the top marks at a distance of about 100 metres.  So there is no sound logic 
in going 100 metres closer to a known danger just to identify a cardinal mark.  
 
Cardinal marks should be learnt by their colours only rather than their top marks. 
We can still use the top marks in making our decision but I will mentioned this a little 
later. 
 
 
 



So, firstly let’s remember this: 
1. There are only 4 Cardinal marks and 
2. Each Cardinal Mark has only 2 colours (Yellow & Black) 

 
We can now easily reduce our choices from 4 to 2 by simply by recognising that: 

a. The N & S Cardinal Marks have 2 sections of colour and 
b. The E & W Cardinal Marks have 3 sections of colour. 

 
Therefore the first thing we do when we see a cardinal mark is to identify how many 
sections of colour there are so we can reduce our options by 50%.  Therefore if you see 
2 sections of colour it can ONLY be a N or S cardinal mark and if you see 3 sections of 
colour it can ONLY be an E or W cardinal mark. 
 
Now all we need to know is that the top marks always point to where the colour 
black lies in the colour sequence. So, even though we cannot see the top marks at a 
distance of 200 metres, from this rule we know where they are pointing just as if we 
could see them.  
 
We are now in a position to identify a Cardinal Mark at its greatest possible distance and 
by its colours alone. 
 
The rule for top marks is simple.  
North top marks point UP.  
South top marks point DOWN 
West top marks point TOGETHER. (If you turn them on their side you can outline the 
letter W for west) and of course if you cannot make the letter W if HAS to be east. 
 
Finally what also needs to be done when on the water is for boat Skippers to ‘orientate’ 
themselves in regards to direction. You need to know direction so that when you identify 
a cardinal mark you will know which side to correctly pass it. 
 
	  
	  
	  
	  


