
Treasures could include foreign
coins, key chains, coupons or trin-
kets.  Regardless of the find, prospec-
tors are always rewarded with
adventure.  

HOW IT BEGAN
This modern-day gold rush began

May 3, 2000, when Dave Ulmer hid
a container of trinkets to celebrate
the availability of GPS technology for
civilian use. He hid the container in
Beavercreek, Ore. and posted its GPS
coordinates online, inviting news-
group members to locate the hidden
treasure.

Ulmer, like many others, cele-
brated the order by former President
Bill Clinton to shut down selective
ability in May 2000, allowing the
most precise GPS signal that was
once restricted to military opera-
tions to be used by civilians. Prior
to the order, the public was restrict-
ed to using selective ability, a far
less precise signal. 

Now treasure seekers had an
opportunity to follow precise GPS
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WITH A RICH HERITAGE OF ADVENTUROUS MEN AND WOMEN seeking
fame and fortune, it’s not surprising that boaters are drawn to California
waters in search of hidden treasures. 

Treasure Hunting in
Southern California
Geocaching tests GPS abilities
STORY BY CAPT. WILSON SHEPPARD 
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along coastlines.

CA regional  9/2/10  10:33 AM  Page 13



SEA / OCTOBER 2010

coordinates to find  hidden items care-
fully buried by fellow boat owners. 

HIDE AND SEEK
Since its inception, the challenge of

geocaching has spread throughout the
United States and other countries
worldwide. The challenge of tracking
down hidden items drew me to the lead-
ing website for caches (geocaching.com)
in 2003 and eventually led me to become

a registered member. 
I have searched ports near and far

for caches, including Florida, Georgia
and Louisiana. I have even found time
to find caches while traveling. After
reading that there are more than
75,000 caches in California, I thought
it was only appropriate to search for
them in my homeport of Marina del
Rey.

Since I generally practice locate-

it-and-leave-it treasure hunting, my
profile reflects a handful of found trea-
sures. More often than not, I find
myself enjoying the journey to seclud-
ed parks, scenic locations or unknown
neighborhoods more than logging
caches and retrieving trinkets.

PREPARING FOR THE HUNT
On one of my recent geocaching

trips I logged on to geocaching.com
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Trivia Treasure hunting began in
California in 1848, when

James Marshall discovered gold at John
Sutter’s sawmill in Coloma, Calif.

Mariners use handheld GPS systems and/or
marine GPS to follow the clues and
coordinates on the geocaching website.
Participants leave behind an item and take
an item when they find the hidden treasure.
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1271 Scott St., San Diego 92106 619-804-6921

Inflatable boats and RIBs of all sizes 
fully rigged with Honda outboards. 
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outboards with computerized diagnostics
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and found more than 600 caches
within 10 miles of my marina’s zip
code. Aside from GPS coordinates,
the website provides far more infor-
mation than your typical pirate’s map.
There are several types of caches,
including traditional, unknown, vir-
tual, mystery, puzzle and multiple
stage. You can also select caches by
difficulty and terrain.

I typically use my backup hand-
held Magellan Meridian Marine GPS
or my car’s Garmin Nuvi 265w GPS.
A car’s GPS is useful for unfamiliar
land-based areas, because it will
give you turn-by-turn street directions
to get you in close proximity to the
desired treasure. Of course, a marine
GPS only gives a straight-line tra-
jectory.

I have heard of some diving caches
but have never found any myself. 

FOLLOWING CLUES
I chose three caches to pursue in

Marina del Rey. Once a cache is
selected, participants provide more
details. Others may offer a cryptic
message or additional hints.  

The first cache was in a basin
that I was very familiar with.
Together my wife and I followed the
hints and threw ourselves into the
hunt. We scoured the entrance to
the berth, the seawall and the dock
ramp. And we even looked in the
water, but never found the cache.
In geocaching terms, this is referred
to as DNF (did not find). We believe
we were too preoccupied with those
walking and taking advantage of the
nice weather. 

The second cache was also a DNF
much to our disappointment. It was
placed near a popular yacht club,
supposedly in plain view but still no
luck. 

The third and final cache was near
a public facility that I have not used,
since my vessel is berthed in a wet

slip. When we were within about 20
feet of the cache, my geocaching
instincts took over. Within a few min-
utes, I had retrieved the well-con-
cealed and camouflaged treasure. The
general rule of the hobby is “take
something, leave something.” We left
a lanyard and took our find: a
Bravo-Sierra-Alpha pin.

In the end, we were not 100 per-
cent successful in our hunt, but the
adventure was certainly rewarding.
Geocaching is probably the only
shoreside activity that provides prac-
tical exercises in using and under-
standing your GPS. As boaters, what
more could we ask for?

Capt. Wilson Sheppard presents
boating seminars and teaches on-
the-water boat handling throughout
Southern California. He has worked
as captain of a sportfishing boat in
Alaska and crewed on passenger
vessels in Southern California.  
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