
Iakinu Eailh's
lempelalue
The 3O-mi le- long
thermometer.

ay researcn-
ers want to
monitor the
temperature
of a shr ink-

ing glacier.  That used to
mean pul l ing satel l i te data
(which gives very rough
measurements) or taking
readings by hand (which

can cause frostbi te) .  Now
they simply rol lout  the
world 's biggest thermom-
eter:  a f iber-opt ic cable
up to 30 mi les long that
records temps at  3- foot
intervals every 1O seconds.

Original ly developed
to monitor oi l  wel ls,  the
technology is being used
to study some of Earth 's
most inaccessible places.

I t  works by f i r ing laser
pulses down a length of
opt ical  cable.  The Pho-

tons col l ide wi th atoms
in the cable 's structure
and bounce back at
shi f ted f requencies,
reveal i  ng temperatures
along the ent i re l ine.

Scott  Tyler,  a hydro-
geologist  at  the univer-
s i ty of  Nevada, Reno, was
one of  the f i rst  research-
ers to adapt the tool  for
science, tweaking i t  to be
more precise ( to a loth of
a degree) and more dura-
ble:  "We had to f igure out,
for  example,  what k ind of
cable a snapping turt le
wouldn' t  b i te through."

His team is now creat ing
a thermal map of  a desert
pool  near Death Val leY
that 's home to the wor ld 's
only populat ion of  Devi l 's
Hole pupf ish.  And in Lake
Tahoe, they're t racking
currents to predict  where
warmth- loving invasive
species wi l l  migrate.  Next
up: an Antarct ic ice shel f
and the mi le of  seawater
below i t .  l t  a l l  adds uP
to gigabytes of  data a
day. "The more info we
have,"  he says, " the more
quest ions we can ask."
-Brandi  Schlossberg
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