GLACIER « GRAND CANYON - YELLOWSTONE
The ultimate dayhike, weekend, & weeklnng trip
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JOSEPH KERSKD 1S CHASING a phantom, an
invisible—and  some  might say  imaginary-
digital location, Bem over the tiny LCD screen
of his Magellan GPS, the encrgeti 44-year-oid
with 2 mop-=top fringe of brown hair glances up
abruptly and asks, “Should we follow the il
wntil we reach 40 latitude, then take a kef”
We're hiking through Colorado's  Arapaho

Iuence Hunters

Trailblazing GPS fanatics are coming soon to a (very) precise location near you. By Timot

thy Sprinkie

National Forest beneath autumnegold  aspens
and the freshly frosted peaks of the Gore Range
If we follow his directions, we'll veer off-trail just
ahead, bushwhack through 2 thic k grove of firs,
then disappear over 2 20-toot oliff, Our goal is a
conflucnce point, a forested spot 2 miles away
where the lines of 40°N latitude and 106°%W lon-

gitugle intersect
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A g "Hr‘lljl‘h" with the LS, t'-:ullc:-gil':ﬂ }'mn'ﬂ:.' in Demver,
Kerski has boen hunting confluence points for 6 vears; he's
visited more than 100 of them, And he's not alone in his
obsession, Kerski is part of the Degree Confluence Project
(DCP), an effort by a worldwide group of GPS enthusiasts 1o
visit and photograph each of 14,000-plus land-based intersec-
ticns on earth, That goal puts the DCP ina niche somewhere
between highpointing and geocaching, but the endeavor is
more than a global scavenger hunt, The searchable reporns
anid FI'“I[(I_\. lrenm visits to more than 5,000 confluences in 172
nations alresly represent a valuabde research database:

I's also an addictive pastime, say practitioners, who may
be equal parts nerd and visionary, At geography confer-
ences, Kerski has been known o make detours o noteh
new finds, “Ome of my great thrills was in England,” he says.
“This farneer, he must have had GPS, because he plowed a
lime through his alfalfa Geld right along the prime meridian.”
While backpackers typically seck payoffs like summit views
and solitude, confluence hunters get excited about more
absolute matters like longitudinal minutes, “The line was just
beautiful,” exclaims Kerski, without a hint of irony.

OfF course, not all confluences are that easy 1o spot (or
plow), Some are located near populared areas, but most are
SIPEWTY ACTOES |_|,|::n'1_'h_'|1r;|.|_un;|_ i ||'|'|i.i|.1.!'ttl}: !iiﬂtl.‘i{'ﬂ!’h'.\'—lilﬂ.' l]“.'
one we're hiking in now. “You get to see places you wouldn'
normally go wo,” Kerski says, surveying the mouniinous ter-
rain, “If 1 ever turn up missing on a hike,” he jokes, “my wife
will start searching at the nearest confluence.”

Kerski is one of 9000 people 0 have visited a confluence
as part of the DCP. Founder Alex Jarrent was firest, when in
1996 he posted a report about a visit 1o 43°N 727W near his
Mew Hampshire home. At that time, consumer GPS technol-
ogy was still new, and Jarvett’s idea resonated with others
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looking for something 1o do with their gadgets. Before long,
they launched confluence.org, and a community of battery-

powered grid-seckers was born.

Today, this volunteer-run project attracts all kinds of par-
ticipants, from vacationing families to professional cantog-
hers, digital gearheads, and hackcountry explorers, GPS

\ ICE

A backcountry shartout
crosses a frozen lake
Should you take it? Only
with caution. Trasersing
i B never comphetaly
sale, even on subzero
days. If you must cross,
thesa tips will help you
sdentify thin ice and pick
e Smartest path
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devices had been sold by 2005,
and 88 million are predicted by
2010, That means more and more
people are heading out, power-
ing up, and occasionally looking

Get Centered

arcund 1o find a unique outdoor
spot that is far—sometimes very
far—off the beaten path

Back in the Arapaho Mational
Forest, we avoid the 20-foot ledge

by choosing an easier route, and

start climbing again, following

the unwavering arrow on Kerski's
GPS. Whatever clse it may be,
confluence hunting is definitely
pood  exercise: Our 3-mile ek
has already taken us up and over
10,000-Foor Blue Ridge and across a series of thigh-burning
hills
e

“80, do you feel centered?™ Kerski asks when we finally

We trudge on, stopping occasionally 1w catch our

h, as the distance o the confluence winds down

arrive. Oddly enough, 1 do, The spot itself isnt particulary
noteworthy—a slope of tall pines flanked by identical-book
ing hillsides, But in a geographic sense, iUs unigque—an
organized node overlaying the chaos of the natural workd.
It's nice 1o know exactly where you stand, even if it's sull
technically nowhere.

[ watch as Kerski starts shuffling aroumnd again, his head
bent over his Magellan as he mutters “Oh, oh, oh™ and calls
ot longitude readings to tenths of a scoond. “Just doing the
confluence dance,” he explains, and [ imagine a cell-phone
caller frantically searching for that elusive second bar. Finally
he lands on the exact point where his recciver “zeroes out”

ar 40°00'00"N  106°00007W, Were officially centered for the
first time all day.

Bul even as we celebrate, the comvergence slips away.
A satellive orbiting 12,000 miles above us slides over the
horizon and Kerski's GPS loses its position. “Cmon, baby!”
he cries, resuming his dance as the pine branches overhiead
sway in the brecze,

+ Brick-thick New, clear ice thicker than 4 inches is normally sale
for walking. Check thickness by punching a hole with & tent staks
or mititool. Don't trust obd or refrozen ice, which appears cloudy,
cracked, and honeycombed, and can be dangerousty rothen.

Warm snap? Gauge ice salety by recent temperature trends
riot by the calendar date or current temps. A few wanm days in mid-
January can open holes in previcusly thick slabs

Current check Avold narrow channals, lake runglis, and the
outside edges of river bends—all places whan last-fowing water
is slowar 10 freaze.

Hot zones loebound objects such as weeads, logs, and rocks
absort daytire heat and weaken the ice that swumounds them




