The Origins of Geocaching
Geocaching, first coined by Matt Stum on the "GPS Stash Hunt" mailing list on May 30, 2000, was the joining of
two familiar words. The prefix geo, for Earth, was used to describe the global nature of the activity, but also for its
use in familiar topics in gps such as geography.
Caching, from the word cache, has two different meanings, which makes it very appropriate for the activity. A
french word invented in 1797, the original definition referred to a hiding place someone would use to temporarily
store items. The word cache stirs up visions of pioneers, gold miners, and even pirates. Today the word is still even
used in the news to describe hidden weapons locations.
The second use of cache has more recently been used in technology. Memory cache is computer storage that is used
to quickly retrieve frequently used information. Your web browser, for example, stores images on disk so you don't
have to retrieve the same image every time you visit similar pages.
The combination of Earth, hiding, and technology made geocaching an excellent term for the activity. However the
"GPS Stash Hunt" was the original and most widely used term until Mike Teague passed the torch to Jeremy Irish in
September 2000.
https://www.geocaching.com/about/history.aspx

The Origins of Letterboxing
The origin of letterboxing can be traced to Dartmoor, Devon, England in 1854. William Crossing in his Guide to
Dartmoor states that a well-known Dartmoor guide (James Perrott) placed a bottle for visiting cards at Cranmere
Pool on the northern moor in 1854. From this hikers on the moors began to leave a letter or postcard inside a box
along the trail (sometimes addressed to themselves, sometimes a friend or relative) – hence the name “letterboxing”.
The next person to discover the site would collect the postcards and post them. In 1938 a plaque and letterbox in
Crossing’s memory were placed at Duck’s Pool on southern Dartmoor.
The first Dartmoor letterboxes were so remote and well hidden that only the most determined walkers would find
them, allowing weeks to pass before the letter made its way home. Until the 1970s there were no more than a dozen
such sites around the moor, usually in the most inaccessible locations. Increasingly, however, letterboxes have been
located in relatively accessible sites and today there are thousands of letterboxes, many within easy walking distance
of the road. As a result, the tradition of leaving a letter or postcard in the box has been forgotten.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letterboxing_(hobby)

Geocaching can be added to hikes, to add a new focus and interest to the activity.
It can also be used in conjunction with traditional map-and-compass activities to expand and
“modernize” orienteering courses. A discussion should follow on the pros and cons of using a
GPS unit vs map and compass.
Geocaching can also be incorporated into STEM activities, focusing on how the technology
works, and using the geocaching activity as “hands on” practice.

A good place to start is https://www.geocaching.com/. This site has a simple three-step guide to
starting your first geocaching adventure, as well as an extensive database of geocaches around
the world.

Vehicle (car/truck, boat, airplane) GPS units are the most familiar to most people, and are
available as built-in options on many higher-end models. Though portable units are removable,
they are generally not well suited to geocaching activities.
Handheld GPS units are preferred by most “serious” geocachers, as they tend to be more rugged
than smart phones or vehicle units, have longer battery life – and usually replaceable batteries or
battery packs – and have basemaps and software more suited for geocaching.
Most newer smart phones have built in GPS capabilities (that’s what Uber or Lyft use to find
you, and what ads use to point you to the nearest store, etc.). In order to use it for geocaching,
you need to download an app with maps, geocache locations, etc. https://www.geocaching.com
is a good place to start.
Fitness trackers and similar GPS-enhanced devices typically use GPS signals to calculate
distances run, speeds, etc., but don’t coordinate that with map data. With some devices, you can
download the tracking data into a computer or laptop afterward, but that doesn’t help at the time
you’re conducting the geocaching.
There are also GPS-based tracking devices, like car and truck trackers, etc. These use an
additional layer of technology to log and/or send the tracking data to another device or location,
and are not useful for geocaching activities.

Note that civilian GPS units are only accurate to about 30 feet, unless more satellites are
detected. It is important to tell scouts that the GPS unit will not put them “right on top of” the
cache – they have to look around and explore the local area to find the cache.

There are several GPS systems in use: the original one deployed by the U.S. military is Navstar
(the default when using the term GPS). Other notable satellite navigation systems in use or
various states of development include:


Beidou – system deployed and operated by the People’s Republic of China, initiating
global services in 2019.



Galileo – a global system being developed by the European Union and other partner
countries, which began operation in 2016, and is expected to be fully deployed by 2020.



GLONASS – Russia’s global navigation system. Fully operational worldwide.



IRNSS – A regional navigation system developed by the Indian Space Research
Organization.



QZSS – A regional navigation system receivable in the Asia-Oceania regions, with a
focus on Japan.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Positioning_System

If your GPS unit doesn’t do it, there are numerous apps that can convert D/M/S to D.DDD and
vice-versa.

Note that with many GPS devices – especially lower cost devices – the GPS unit cannot tell its
orientation until you start moving, so the directional indicator will be meaningless while you’re
standing still. Higher end models use an electro-magnetic “compass” to determine the
orientation even when the device is not moving.

