


1 Layers give you relevant 
information geotagged to a 

specific location. You can watch 
animated swell forecasts in 
real time, or view geotagged 
video and photos from other 
users (which is how I found 
Sacajawea’s grave site). There 
are layers for nude beaches (if 
that’s your thing) and ones that 
deconstruct kayaking routes. 
Anyone can create layers, which 
are saved as .kmz and .kml files. 
(The best spot to find user-
generated layers is at the Google 
Earth Community’s website, bbs.
keyhole.com.) When imported, 

they’ll appear in your Places list. 
Don’t confuse this with Layers 
(uppercase), a menu reserved 
exclusively for Google and its 
official content partners. The 
Scatterometer Climatology of 
Ocean Winds layer identifies 
the windiest spots in monthly 
increments. During March, it 
showed a windblown beach 
at Cayo Sabinal in Cuba. Sure 
enough, Sabinal was getting 
blasted when we showed up. 
After I got back, I built a file that 
catalogs kite spots, detailed with 
waypoints and photos so others 
can re-create my trip.

2 Consider this scenario: Google Earth 
shows a magnificent break peeling 

left near an isolated beach in Nicaragua, 
and you’re pretty sure nobody has ever 
surfed it because getting there demands 
a slog through a roadless rain forest. 
Ruler, which calculates crow-fly measure-
ments in straight-line segments, tells how 
far you’ll have to portage your longboard 
and indicates the cardinal heading to 
keep you walking in the right direction. 
Personally, I prefer the Path option: A 
mouse click lets you drop different points, 
so no matter how much you meander, 
there’s an accurate tally of distance. Path 
helped me plot the scramble route in Yel-
lowstone that followed a dry creek bed, 
visible in satellite images, to a cluster of 
hot springs four miles from the nearest 
trail. I also was able to pinpoint the per-
fect campsite that was impossible to see 
on the ground, in an adjacent meadow 
surrounded by thick lodgepole forest.  

3 Placemarks are the digital 
equivalent of sticking a 

pushpin in a map (the icon is, in 
fact, a pin). These marks store 
longitude and latitude data, 
elevation, and even notes. Before 
heading to Cuba, I used Place-
marks to flag beach turnoffs and 
potential promising surf breaks 
and lagoons. For an analog back-
up, I jotted the waypoints di-
rectly onto a driving map, which 
became handy in Cuba for hom-
ing in on our targets. When we 
were near one of our waypoints, I 
compared the coordinates on my 
Suunto X10 (a wristwatch navi-
gator that fooled customs agents 
— GPS devices are a big no-no in 

Cuba) with those I’d recorded on 
our map. At times we lost hope 
after driving for hours through 
mangrove backwaters — then a 
fork in the road would appear, 
exactly where we’d observed it 
on Google Earth, and lead us to 
yet another sugary beach. When 
I’m bored at work, I scan the 
globe looking for my next dream 
vacation, then store the Place-
marks in a menu folder titled 
“Someday.” I recently fingered 
a remote coast in Mozambique 
that gets nuked by winds all 
summer — it’s now on my short-
list of future kitesurf expeditions. 
Pretty damn cool for a desktop 
app that doesn’t cost a dime.
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a partner in crime
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The perfect companion to 
Google Earth is Garmin’s Ore-
gon 550t. With ExpertGPS soft-
ware ($60; expertgps.com), all 
Placemarks and personalized 
routes are transferrable to and 
from Google Earth; plus it has a 
3.2-megapixel camera that geo-
tags photos for uploading to lay-
ers ($600; garmin.com). 
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