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Congratulations! You’ve used your GPS unit on a few hikes and bike rides this summer 

and now that cooler weather is here, you are looking forward to getting out even more. 

This is a great time of year to enjoy the outdoors.  The temps are cool, the bugs are gone 

and there’s no leaf canopy to interfere with your GPS satellite reception. 

 

Here are some tips and tricks to help make using your GPS unit a little easier.  

  

 

Always bring a map and compass and know how to use them both! 

Need I say more?  

 

Read the owner’s manual. 

You’d be amazed at how much information is in the owner’s manual. Go to the 

manufacturer’s website and download your GPS unit’s owner’s manual. Print it out 

double sided on three hole paper and put it in a loose-leaf binder. It will be a lot easier to 

use than the little version that originally came with the unit. 

 

Make sure your unit’s software is up to date. 

I’m not talking about the mapping software that you may have purchased with your unit; 

I’m talking about the software that resides in the GPS unit. Go back to the manufacturer’s 

website and check that you have the most current software for the specific unit you 

purchased. If not, connect your GPS unit to your computer by the included USB cable 

and download the up-to-date software.  

 

Turn on WAAS. 

Simply put, the Wide Area Augmentation System (WAAS) satellite provides GPS signal 

correction. Theoretically, WAAS can give your GPS unit accuracy of better than three 

meters. If your unit has it, turn it on. 

 

Give the unit some sun. 
Turn the unit on, set it outside and leave it undisturbed under the sky with no overhead 

obstructions and away from buildings that may inhibit satellite reception. Your GPS unit 

needs to collect the ephemeris data from the orbiting satellites. Ephemeris data tells the 

GPS unit where the satellites are, where they will be throughout the day, the number of 

the satellite, the time of day and other important information.  I try and keep the unit 

undisturbed for at least 15 minutes. Try to let it “bake” in the sun before every trip. 

 

Batteries. 

As the temperature drops, your batteries will not last as long. Use fully charged batteries 

and always carry an extra set in a warm pocket. Use rechargeable batteries. It’s not only 

good for our environment - it’s good for your wallet. Non-rechargeable batteries are 

expensive.  



 

Where to keep the GPS unit? 

When I’m mapping trails the unit is usually in my hand, held out in front of me in an 

upright position to get the best reception. If I need to stow the unit, while I am out, it goes 

in a fanny pack turned around so the bag is in front for easy access. If your pack has a 

good pocket on a shoulder strap, use it and see how the reception is. 

 

Protect the screen. 

Put the unit in a small stuff sack, a Ziploc, a sock, anything to protect the screen. There 

are commercially manufactured screen protectors available. The screen is small enough -  

why make it any harder to read? 

 

External antenna. 

If your hands will be busy with ski poles, buy an external antenna and stow the unit. 

Keep the antenna up high. I place a tiny rare-earth magnet I purchased from a 

woodworking tool catalogue on the inside of a baseball cap and put the antenna on the 

outside of the hat. The rare-earth magnets are unbelievably strong and will hold the 

antenna securely in place. Keep some twist ties, duct tape, clothes pins, binder clips, or 

toy carabineers handy to help manage your cord. 

 

Recording notes and data. 

Using your GPS unit in the winter, presents some interesting challenges. I have a pair of 

fingerless gloves I use along with windshell mittens. I’m set up so when I remove the 

mittens they hang from my wrists and I don’t have to “stow” them anywhere. I’m then 

free to use my GPS unit without hanging on to my mitts. I often take a small pad or paper 

and clipboard with me to record field notes at each waypoint I create in the field. This all 

fits into my turned around fanny pack.  I have also used a micro recorder instead of paper 

to record my notes. Of course, this presents more battery issues but it certainly works 

well if it’s snowing or windy.   

 

Jonathan Frishtick is a Geographic Information System consultant. He lives at 
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