
I distinctly remember the moment my outlook changed on a dime from “I am invincible!” to “Where’s 
my mule train?”  

I’d been hiking with my teammate up Mt. Luna, lugging 20+ lbs. of GPS equipment through the desert 
for almost two hours, and still hadn’t reached our benchmark. I was running low on water and kept 
sinking into ankle-deep gravel and sand on a ~18-20 degree incline (the “easiest” path up the hill) when 
my eureka moment struck. Field work is HARD! True, it’s also fun, and enlightening, and at times even 
serene. But I hadn’t worked out this hard since… well, since ever! I run 5 miles a day and do resistance 
training three days a week, yet this single hike was pushing me to my limit! 

But, I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything.  This hike was no mere personal challenge. We were 
on an important mission, gathering GPS data on fault slip rates on the San Andreas and San Jacinto fault 
systems. This was work that advances scientific knowledge and, perhaps more importantly, could save 
people’s lives some day. So despite my earnest wish for a mule train (or a team of Navy SEALS, or an 
ATV, or a helicopter…), I soldiered on. 

Our excursion was part of Dr. Sally McGill’s on-going work at California State University at San 
Bernardino. With the help of trusty (if occasionally disgruntled) interns like me, Dr. McGill has been 
collecting, processing and analyzing data about the San Andreas and San Jacinto faults for years, in the 
hope of filling gaps in our knowledge of tectonic activity in the San Bernardino Mountains. And it’s 
producing interesting results. 

Turns out, there’s an apparent discrepancy between geological projections of the fault movements, and 
the GPS geodetic data. It’s likely this incongruity is simply the result of different scaling and methods 
(geological data is gathered from the rock record and analyzes long-term – often centuries-long – 
patterns,  while geodetic data is collected from satellites and tracks movement on a daily basis), but 
continuing research could lead to an important discovery and refine our predictions about future 
earthquakes. Anyone who’s seen the tragedies of recent earthquakes and tsunamis should immediately 
understand the implications. 

It wasn’t all sweat and tears, though.  Our final set-up site, where we’d be camping for the next five 
days, was at a YMCA just outside of Big Bear, CA. Though we had to return to Mt. Luna several times 
during our trip (thanks to a malfunctioning GPS device that got us lost the first time out), the payoff was 
always a hot shower, a hot meal and swimming pool access when we returned to camp. We went horse-
back riding on our day off! 

The SURE Internship was my first experience with real field work. It won’t be my last. I love a challenge, 
and pursuing one for a reason that’s bigger than me and makes sense is more rewarding than any 
merely personal accomplishment. If I had any friends interested in geology, I’d recommend it to them 
without hesitation. 


