
In the last column, we dis-
cussed the basics of  how the 
Global Positioning System, 
(GPS), operates. Today we will 
go further and discuss some 
things to keep in mind when 
choosing a unit for you.

I resisted the GPS for many 
years, thinking it was beyond 
my comprehension. I finally 
purchased a unit and deter-
mined that all my fears were 
correct. It truly was far too com-
plicated for me to understand.

The unit came with a series 
of  instruction manuals, each 
the size of  a large city phone 
directory. These manuals were 
written in a language that an 
engineer would have trouble un-
derstanding. After a few brief  
attempts, I boxed up the unit 
and forgot about it. 

I continued to navigate in the 
outdoors the old fashioned way, 
with a compass and landmarks. 
I figured if  it was good enough 

for Columbus to find a new 
world, I could certainly find 
where I parked my truck.

Around a decade ago, sever-
al fellow posse members were 
using the GPS. They began in-
structing other members in the 
proper usage and demonstrated 
their potential value. Now, ev-
ery member uses one and these 
units have become essential to 
every mission we undertake. 

If  we have a GPS location of  
an injured party, we can get to 
them much faster and easier, 
and potentially save lives.

For the typical outdoorsman, 
a GPS is probably one of  the 
most important survival tools 
you can bring along. You can 
mark your starting point in 
the unit and head off  into the 
woods. If  you encounter some-
thing you may wish to return 
to, simply mark that location 
into the unit. At days end, you 
can use the unit to direct you 
back to your starting place. If  
you become injured, and have a 
means of  communicating, your 
exact location can be provided 
to rescuers.

The GPS receivers today have 
many optional features. The 
more tech savvy people will 
opt for all the extras. The posse 
uses a Magellan eXplorist unit 
that has close to a hundred fea-
tures, including a camera. It 
also has a topographic map in-
stalled in it so you see your loca-
tion on the map relative to other 

topographic features displayed.
I would point out that the 

Magellan unit the posse uses 
could be very complicated to 
use. If  I do not use it for a cou-
ple months, it is like starting 
over in the learning curve. 
Because of  this, my personal 
unit is much simpler.

Probably the most basic unit 
available is called the Bushnell 
Backtrack. This unit sells 
for just north of  a hundred 
bucks. It has very few features. 
Basically, you push a button for 
your starting point. You have 
an additional 20 or so points 
you can mark along the way. At 
the time you decide, you re-en-
ter the button for your home 

location and the unit tells you 
how to get there. The unit has a 
built in digital compass. 

The Backtrack is very small, 
fitting into a pocket easily. It 
can make the difference for you 
finding your way back. The unit 
does not, however, have the abil-
ity for you to provide your lo-
cation to another party nor can 
you enter a lat/lon for a loca-
tion and travel there. It is a ba-
sic, “get you back to where you 
started” instrument.

Next up the line would be 
a Garmin eTrex. These units 
are quite easy to learn how to 
use. The Garmin comes with a 
small cheat sheet that tells you 
everything you need to know 
for operating the unit. These 
units start at just more than a 
hundred bucks and go up from 
there, depending on the features 
you desire.

There are some units that 
come with preinstalled topo-
graphic map programs. This 
is especially useful, as you can 
identify your position on the 
map, relative to other topo-
graphic features. Roads and 
trails, along with contour lines 
are often shown. 

My personal unit is a Garmin 
64s. This unit does not have a 
touch screen feature; rather it 
uses buttons to choose the func-
tion. This works well for me as 
I usually have gloves on while 
outdoors. It is amazingly sim-
ple to use, even if  you have not 

touched it in months.
Since I am a hunter, I in-

stalled a map program called 
OnXmaps. This programs dis-
plays roads, trails and public 
or private property boundar-
ies. You can also access owner’s 
names of  private property. This 
map system covers the entire 
State of  Colorado.

I would also suggest that you 
use lithium batteries for your 
unit. The lithium battery will 
not leak and operates in cold or 
hot temperatures, while a reg-
ular alkaline battery will not. 
The lithium battery will sub-
stantially outlast the alkaline 
battery. It is still a good idea to 
carry extra batteries with you.

If  you have not looked into 
a GPS unit in the last several 
years, consider giving it anoth-
er chance. You will be pleasant-
ly surprised how much easier 
they are to operate, and you will 
be amazed at the accuracy and 
amount of  information they 
provide. 

Used properly, the GPS unit 
can save your life. It can also 
make your day outdoors more 
enjoyable. Give it a try and until 
next time, see you on the trail.

Mark Rackay is a freelance 
writer who serves as a direc-
tor for the Montrose County 
Sheriff’s Posse. For information 
about the Posse, call 970-252-4033 
(leave a message) or email info@
mcspi.org.
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Tips  
from the Posse 

By Mark Rackay

Choosing the right GPS, part 2

A Bushnell Backtrack, Garmin 
64s and compass unit are a few of 
the options available for outdoor 
recreation. (Submitted photo)

A community of strangers

He showed up in dress 
shoes, slacks and a button 
up shirt. 

He was from Dallas, vis-
iting a lady friend in Delta. 
He was a city guy with a 
Colorado girl intent on 
showing him the ropes.

I can’t remember Dallas’ 
actual name, despite 
spending two hours snow-
shoeing alongside him on 
Oak Flat Trail in the Black 
Canyon of  the Gunnison 
National Park, but I’ll 
never forget those shoes 
— sable, shoe-shined and 
sparkling.

On a whim, and after 
several promptings from 
the Montrose Daily Press 
calendar, I decided to take 
a Sunday adventure north 
of  town for the weekly 
ranger-led snowshoe walk 
along the Black Canyon’s 
South Rim. 

I’ve spent quite a bit 
of  time on my trusty old 
red snowshoes through-
out the years. They got 
the majority of  their work 
in the Gallatin National 
Forest near Big Timber, 
Montana, where winter 
stream fishing is, oddly 
enough, a thing. 

Before my first trek, I 
remember thinking those 
people were crazy for 
wanting to hike around 
in the snow with those 
preposterous contrap-
tions on their feet. I was a 

Colorado native, after all. 
We use skis here.

But then I gave it a shot, 
and a new wintery world 
opened up. The boredom I 
imagined was nowhere to 
be found.

On Super Bowl Sunday, 
my trusty ol’ reds were 
also nowhere to be found 
among the chaos of  my 
storage locker, which is 
about 10 feet too small. 
Luckily, those handy rang-
ers at the Black Canyon 
have dozens of  them lay-
ing around just waiting to 
find a partner for the day.

Our group consisted 
of  about a dozen peo-
ple decked out in light-
weight winter gear; gloves, 
hats, gaiters, packs… the 
whole bit. I felt slightly 

underdressed and unpre-
pared in my ball cap and 
snow boots, but figured 
this adventure wouldn’t 
even be on the Everest-
scale radar. 

We made our way from 
the visitor center steps 
down to the snow and 
started to get strapped in. 

Then my friend and his 
lady arrived, and they 
were green as I’d ever 
seen.

I assisted in getting the 
pair geared up, and we set 
out on our way. I was con-
cerned about Dallas’ feet 
from the start, but certain-
ly respected him for buck-
ling down anyway.

He had a long gait and, 
in an oh-so Southern way, 
gingerly placed one foot in 

front of  the other.
That’s a no-go on the 

snowshoe trail where a 
wide stance is king. He 
struggled down the slight 
decline toward the trail-
head, constantly read-
justing his feet when the 
snowshoes found them-
selves on top of  one 
another.

But he kept on trucking.
The first part of  the 

tour was a breezy down-
hill stroll. “Ranger Mike” 
Marinkovich shared piec-
es of  seasonal poetry as 
we enjoyed the 50-plus de-
gree day. Dallas took his 
time, relentlessly moving 
forward with his eyes al-
ways on his feet.

Then we hit the hard 
part — the final uphill 
stretch with a not so subtle 
elevation hike.

Dallas’ eyes widened 
just a touch. Exercise is a 
bit different at sea level, 
he said, and he wasn’t a 
young pup anymore.

We set off  once again, 
one foot not quite in front 
of  another.

About halfway, Dallas 
hit a wall. He had the 
snowshoes down, but his 
lungs weren’t cooperat-
ing. There simply wasn’t 
enough fresh Colorado air 
to meet his need.

I have a little bit of  an 
emergency services back-
ground, so I stuck with 
my new pal like latex ski 
pants. Our group caboose, 
volunteer ranger Jay, of-
fered gentle words of  en-
couragement. And Mary, 
a participant, regularly 
handed over her water 
bottle.

We stopped every few 
yards while Dallas re-
gained his composure, 
apologizing incessantly 
with words of  gratitude al-
ways on the heels of  each 
“I’m sorry.”

“That’s what commu-
nity is about,” Mary kept 
saying. “Don’t worry. 
We’re here for you.”

The last few switchbacks 
were a harrowing expe-
rience for our trail-hard-
ened comrade. Dallas was 
tired. His hands were cold. 

And no matter how long 
he rested, Dallas simply 
could not catch his breath. 

We were a team, a com-
munity, like Mary said, 
and in many ways, it 
reminded me however 
slightly of  those Everest 
near-misses. You have 
to rely on each other. 
Strangers become friends 
in an instant.

Dallas made it to the top, 
took off  his snowshoes 
and vowed to get in better 
shape and try again next 
year. I was so proud to be 
a part of  his community, 
and to learn about his man 
in a land vastly foreign 
from his comfort zone. He 
was brave and resolute.

Dallas said he couldn’t 
have done it without his 
small band of  support-
ers, but I could tell it was 
in him all along, dazzling 
shoes and all.

Lindsey Erin Kroskob is 

the Montrose Daily Press’ 

news editor. She can be 

reached at lindseyk@mon 

trosepress.com

It is wise to choose your footwear according 
to your snowshoeing style. Leather hiking boots 
that have been waterproofed are great for hiking 
and backcountry trekking. Trail-running shoes 
are perfect for running and aerobic snowshoeing 
(look for waterproofing material). Snowboarding 
boots are also ideal for snowshoeing.

Wool socks for hiking and/or a wool/silk com-
bination for running are important to snowshoe-
ing. Never wear cotton socks when in the snowy 
elements.

And, if  you plan to snowshoe in deep snow 
and don’t plan to stay on snow-packed trails, 
wear gaiters to keep snow out of  your boots and 
shoes. Gaiters are great selection for backcountry 
hikers.

Don’t be afraid to dress in layers. And, use lay-
ers that can be taken off  with ease, considering 
in some cases it can get hot during the spring sea-
son. Consider wearing synthetics and wool to in-
duce heat retention when wet. Long underwear is 
essential when snowshoeing and a zippered top 
lets you regulate body heat.

Polyester fleece provides a great insulation, as 
it too retains heat when wet. And, a waterproof  
jacket (with breathable waterproof  fabrics) will 
keep you dry and protect you from cold winds.

The more obvious choices in winter wear are 
gloves, a hat, sunglasses (or goggles) and other 
personal selections.

Bring water and food. You never know when 
you’ll need it.

Source: www.showshoemag.com

The other side 
of the world 

By Lindsey Erin Kroskob

This map depicts the Oak Flat Trail, located just west of the Black Canyon of the 
Gunnison National Park Visitor Center. (Submitted photo)


