Welcome to Geocaching!

This is designed to explain in my own terms just what geocaching is all about to those interested in trying it.  There are certainly some fine explanations on the geocaching site, but here you will only get an explanation of how I geocache.

“Geocaching is a high-tech treasure hunting game played throughout the world by adventure seekers equipped with GPS devices. The basic idea is to locate hidden containers, called geocaches, outdoors and then share your experiences online. Geocaching is enjoyed by people from all age groups, with a strong sense of community and support for the environment.” (From www.geocaching.com) 
Geocaching appeals on several different levels.  First one must develop the ability to navigate to the cache.  This involves retrieving data from the internet then navigating to a particular place on this planet’s surface.  That’s a pretty cool ability to have!  Second, once on location there is the thrill of a treasure hunt, the excitement of finding something hidden.  Finally, there is the opportunity to trade something of one’s own for something left behind in the cache by another cacher.  And the whole experience can be shared on line afterwards with others.

Cache containers come in all shapes and sizes, the smallest being called “micros” while normal ones are frequently ammunition boxes or tupperware containers.  They are often very well camouflaged to match their surroundings.  In addition to the wide range of sizes in “regular” caches, there are also multi caches, virtual caches, mystery caches and earth caches.  My discussion here will be limited to regular caches.

What follows will be an explanation of how I use the geocaching site to locate caches.  I use satellite images from Google maps instead of a GPS.  I got started before I owned a GPS.  Now that I own one I find I still prefer to cache without one, although this method does have its limitations.

Although it’s possible to view caches without creating a logon name, a logon is required to access some very important links.  A logon is also required to actually log a cache.  The geocaching seems to be very good about NOT spamming it’s users or sharing it’s databases with others, so I feel comfortable recommending one create a user or logon name and password.  It’s free, and once you become hooked you can then consider joining as a premium member for $30/year.  This will allow you to view those caches limited to premium members as well as support this wonderful hobby.  For now, though, the free membership will serve you well to get started.  Creating a user or logon name is pretty self explanatory, so I’m not going to explain it here.  If you can’t figure this out on your own you probably don’t have the computer skills you’ll need to geocache.
So, let’s assume you’ve created a logon name and have logged onto www.geocaching.com.  Let’s take a look how you can search for a cache and then print out something to bring with you while you actually search for the cache. In this example we’ll be searching for caches in near the Holiday Inn in Austin, Texas. 
Click on “Hide & Seek A Cache”
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On the main page click on the “Hide & Seek A Cache” link.  Easy so far, huh?

Enter a zip code
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Enter the zip code for the area where you wish to search for a cache, then click on “Go”.  Alternatively you can enter an address, state or country.  A zip code will work best for the United States.

Click on “with Google Maps”
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We now have list of caches in or near this zip code, listed in order of closeness to  that zip code’s geographic center.  Several columns provide information about the cache.  From left to right we can see the distance and bearing to the cache (from the center of the zip code area), the type of cache, difficulty and terrain rating (D/T) and size of cache (micro to large), date cache was placed, Name of cache and person who placed it and the date this cache was last found.
I don’t find this list very useful for selecting caches I’d like to search for.  But this is the only place you can find a link for the map I prefer, so it’s a necessary step.  Click on the “search for caches with Google Maps” link for a graphical presentation of this list.

Click on any cache icon
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Aaah, that’s much better!  Google Maps is now showing us a map for this zip code and the caches that lie within this area.  Notice on the left the scroll bar that allows one to zoom in and out, changing the area the map covers.  Be careful, if you select too large an area it will take your computer a LONG time to collect all the cache data to display.  You can use the arrows in the top left portion of the map to move north, south, east or west, or you can just “drag” the screen.  The buttons at the top right of the map allow one to toggle between satellite, street map, or a topo view of the area.  To the right of the map is a list of all the caches visible on the map.  One thing this page does not provide that the previous page did is the size of the cache.  Oh well, can’t have everything.
Let’s quickly review the different icons for caches.  The Tupperware container with a green lid is a regular cache, and can be any size from micro to large.  Two containers with yellow lids represent a multicache, or a cache that has two or more components, each piece hidden in a different location.  The first cache will give coordinates for the second, and so on.  A question mark is a mystery cache, a ghost a virtual cache, and a globe an earth cache.  The smiley face is a cache you’ve already found. These icons are universal across the geocaching web site.
Click on any icon once and a dialog box will open to tell you a bit more about the cache.

Click once on any cache icon
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After clicking on the icon we now can see quite a bit about this cache in the dialog box.  It’s called “The Drake Bridge”. We see who hid it (Sempor Questio) and when (1/29/2006), along with the difficulty (three out of five) and terrain codes (one out of five).  And we can see it’s a micro, as it has the smallest of red boxes on the left side of the cache size scale.  

To reach the page for this cache we simply click on the cache’s name in the dialog box and a new window will open, this with information about this cache only.  Of course, we could also click on the list on the right, or we could’ve clicked on this cache’s name when we first pulled up the list of caches for this zip code.  All those links take one to the same place – the page for this cache!

Cache page
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Here we see the page for this cache and this cache only.  There’s a lot of information here, and it’s worth going through carefully.  I will not explain it all here, instead you should peruse the page and see what you can learn.  I will, however, point out some highlights.  (Note that the above screen capture is just the top of a very long page.  Scroll down when on line to see the rest of the cache page)
There will both a short and long description of the cache.  Sometimes this will tell you a bit of history about the cache, or perhaps something about the location.  Most importantly you should look for clues that will help you find the cache!  
Towards the bottom are a list of logs.  These are comments written by people who have tried to find the cache.  Only the last five logs are shown, although you can display them all if you wish.  They may (or may not!) be helpful in finding the cache.
I usually print out the cache page.  A convenient link is provided just below the box containing location information near the top of the page.  I click on “Print: [5 logs]” icon. When you click this a new window will open.  I cut and paste the contents of this new window into a word document.  I could just print it, but the word document will become important later when we get to capturing satellite images from google.  Print the cache page however you wish, but before you do be sure to decrypt the hint!

Click on “Decrypt”
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If we scroll down the cache page to a point below the description we will find a hint.  Most, but not all caches have a hint.  The hint is encoded.  This allows purists who don’t want any help to avoid contaminating themselves with useful information.  For those of us who need all help we can get we can either decrypt it ourselves using the key on the right (hard) or click on the “decrypt” link (easy) to decode the hint.

Even if you decrypt the hint on the cache page you must decrypt it again when you use the “print” icon to print the cache page.  So before you copy the print page to your word document make sure you’ve decrypted the hint on the print page, too.

Click on the decrypt link to read the hint.

Click on “google maps”
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Here we see the decrypted hint.  Great, now we know all about the cache. You’ve copied the contents of the “print” page to your word document.  But how do we actually find the cache?  Where is it exactly?  Click on the “Google Maps” link!

Adjust the google maps screen
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And there it is, the cache!  If it is not already a satellite view, click that tab in the upper right hand corner of the map window.  Also, note that if the cache you have selected is not close to features easily identifiable on the satellite image this method is not going to allow you to find the cache.  For instance, if the cache is in the middle of a featureless forest you’re not going to be able to find the location in the sea of trees visible in a satellite view.  The one above will work just fine, however.

But we need something we can bring with us, and while this image is good, we can make it better.  So let’s clean it up a bit, then import it into our word document.  Why import it? Because you can’t print a satellite view from Google Maps, only a map view.
To clean up the image, close the balloon that marks the cache.  Widen the satellite image window to show a larger area.  Make the window full screen for the same reason.  

Center the cache and capture the screen
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Move the image about until it shows enough the surrounding area to allow you to navigate to the general area.  You can right click on the cache location then left click on center map to put it exactly in the middle.  Then capture the screen ( <shift> <prt sc> on most PCs) then paste it into your word document.  This first satellite image is to get us close, next we’ll get a close up satellite image to allow us to zero right in on the cache’s exact location. With the cache centered on the page use the slide bar in the upper left of the map window to zoom in as close as you can to the cache. 
Zoom all the way in and capture the screen
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Now we have the second satellite image we need.  We’ve zoomed in as close as we can.  This is the image that will get us to exactly the right spot.  We hope!  GPSs can be finicky things, and sometimes the uploaded coordinates can be quite a bit off. So location on the satellite image is at the very least a good starting point. So do a screen capture of this second, zoomed in image, paste it to your word document and print the whole thing out.  I’ve created a sample print of this cache along with some comments so you can see just what it is you’re trying to create.  Now you’re ready to hit the road!
I’ve done just about all I can do for you now.  It’s time to put your own skills to work.  You need to figure out how to get to the general cache area.  The first satellite image along with road maps or local knowledge should get you close.  As you approach the cache site switch to the second satellite image to get right on the spot.  I usually try to get myself positioned EXACTLY where the satellite shows the cache to be.  If you’ve selected a cache that is near easily identifiable objects visible in the satellite view this shouldn’t be difficult.  In this example we can see the cache is located in a small bump out on the side of a bridge.  Once on the spot the hint frequently comes useful.  “Center yourself above the waters and kneel before the setting sun” contains some valuable clues.  Center yourself seems likely to refer to the bump out, so center yourself on the bump out. Above the waters indicates that it may perhaps be close to the edge of the bridge.  Kneel indicates it’s likely to be lower, rather than higher and setting sun suggests you should be facing west. 
While searching for the cache try to consider where you would hide it if you were the one placing the cache.

This cache turned out to be a magnetic key holder placed under the lower rail of the guard rail dead center on the bump out visible on the satellite image.

[image: image12.jpg]


 [image: image13.jpg]


 [image: image14.jpg]


 [image: image15.jpg]



Caches can be hidden in a variety of places.  They are frequently very well hidden.  I’ve found caches that were metal boxes attached to steel utility cabinets on sidewalks with magnets and painted to match.  The left two pictures show a stump that had been hollowed out to hold a cache made from a coffee can.  My favorite was a cache made up of several pieces of pipe shaped in a “u”, complete with red shut off vavle and laid on the ground next to a building right where real pipes left the building and entered the ground. (see third picture from the right, above).  I was able to pick up the pipe/cache and unscrew the end to reveal the usual sorts goodies inside.  The smallest cache I found was about the size of a watch battery and was attached to the underside of a fence gate pole with a magnet. (right hand picture)  People who place caches can be very, very sneaky, so be prepared to be creative.  If you’d like to see just how creative try searching for geocaching items on eBay.  Some of the cache containers sold there are downright evil.
When you do find a cache it’s a good idea to try to avoid detection by muggles.  Muggles are non cachers, and the last thing anyone wants is a cache to be stolen by a muggle who just watched you return a cache to it’s hiding spot!  Of course you should attempt to hide the cache as well as you found it.  Don’t move the cache to another location, that’s not fair to anyone.  And if you decide to take something from the cache it’s a good leave something behind.  I like to leave junior pilot wings.
Log your visit
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Now that you’ve found a cache you’ll want to log that fact.  Or, if you didn’t find it, perhaps you’re in the mood to confess your failures?  In the upper right corner of the cache page is a box labeled “Navigation”.  Click on this link to log your visit.  The steps are reasonably self explanatory.  Feel free to use common abbreviations. TNLN means “Took nothing, left nothing”. SL is “Signed log”.  TFTC means “Thanks for the cache!” and DNF means “Did not find”.  Hopefully you won’t need that last one.
There you have it, how to look up a cache, create a document to print out and take with you, how to use the print out to get on site, and how to log your cache.  You are now officially signed off to solo and go find a cache yourself.

Happy caching!
geocaching.doc
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