Your GPS Secretly Wants You to Get Lost

Shén Ellerton, December 9, 2019
Not being able to read a map and totally relying on your GPS giving directions can lead to
interesting results.

| remember hearing a joke many years ago. It went something on the lines like
this. A gentleman was walking in one of the rougher areas of Newcastle (in
England) and was totally lost. He spots a nun walking on the opposite side of

the road and approachesh . Al t hough she was dresse
had a pin that exclaimed, ‘Jesus i s Bc
note that even the nuns are a bit on the dodgy side here. He asks her where he

can find the nearest train station. $he en sai d, ‘“ You wal k uf

turn right. Just a little way up the hill, you will sepaper shopGo in thereand
then buy your Ohwaell, thatwakin theglayinefope!GPS
devices were common.

On the radio the other day, | hamldontain myself from chuckling oaloud

during a commentary citing various cases where car drivers got lost using their
GPS(global positioning systengevicesusing their mobile phones or-oar
navigation system$&ome of the stories seemed way too outlandish to be true;
however, after delving into the subjéctmore detail, my reservations were
guashed almost immediately. There really are people out theranglteither

one or a combination of being totally unaware of their surroundings whilst
driving, completely useless at reading a map, no idea what a compass does or
basically just being plain stupid.
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More than 10 years ago,dmembern articlein the UKfeaturing the case of
an ambulance driver who was destined to go fkadstoneto Birmingham
He, one hundred percent, relied on his GPS from start to finish; however, for

some reason or another, ended up @b@mile detourdue to an error by

accidentally includingpr failing to omitan intermediate stop the GPS setup
That may all be very well except for the fact that the intermediate stofhevas
city of Exeter, in Devona very long way indeed from the intended roitéiat
makes this so mintdlowing is the fact that the driver (native to the UK) had
absolutely no sense of geography of the country. His GPS told him taffexit
the M25onto the M3 towards Exeter which iaderstandable if one thinks
Exeter is on its way to Birmingham but surely the driveuld have noticed the
signs that say THE SOUTH WESFassing nearby Stonehenge and roads
veering offto the rightgoing to Oxford might have aroused suspicion? Not at
all. He just kept on going convinced that his GPS was taking him via the best
route. Thankfully, the trip did not involve a patient but only @rrando deliver
the ambulance back to its correct origin. Had a patient been involved, it could

have turnedoubt b e -saf U mmoy '’
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recovered during his trip and offered thanks to his ambulance driver for a lovely
trip to Devon After, of course, inhaling copious amounts of laughing gas to
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However, there is a dark side to getting lost. Well, of course there is. The radio
commentary then began to mention the i
fromroad travellers getting into very sticky situations like driving inldtazing

heat through California’s Death Vall ey
not even bring a traditional map on long journeys anymore nor how to use them
effectively.And this is a problem.

Backin Death Valley, one of the typical situations tbatur is when the GPS

tells you to go that way for the next three or four hours to get to the next town
only to find that you’ve been foll owir
years and has been blocked off at the far €hd.car, in questiorithen does not
haveenough fuel for the return trip leaving the travellers stranded in the middle

of nowhere One wouldhalf-expect that there would be a fleet of abandoned

carsand the odd skeleton or tved the end of the road should other travellers

makethe same mistake!

Death Valley can live up to its name
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Now there is nothing at wrong with using GPS. | use it when | really need it.
For example, hunting around city streets to get to an addressauntryareas
riddled withconfusing twisty roads alongith bad signposting. In the dark,



this is especially handy. However, if you ¢dke road, say from Adelaide to
Melbourne, youeally do not need a GPS except for, perhaps, the final
destination point in Melbourndaont whi c
duringyour approactio the city.You could keep it on during the main bit of the
journey as it kind of gives you an idea of how many hours it will take to get
there, but for crying out loud, turn tla@noyingvoice bit off, unless you like

being reninded every ten kilometres or so by a robot that you are nearer to your
destination. But most importantligok where you arelf you find that you are
driving on an increasingly rough road and suddenly end up at a dead end,
something went blindingly wray whether it was input or computational error

or just plain incompetence.
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Mind you, this seemed to be a common occurrédocmein Wales whilst

driving in the middle of the night amongst the hilithough, to be fair, this was

more than 10 years ago whendar navigation systems were a little more basic.

On more than a couple of occasions, | would be driving in fog in the night on a
well-paved road flanked by tall bushy hedges only to find dae had

narrowed to one lane and then to further narrow agampletewith a grassy

strip in the middle ofthelarend t hen t o end up at a f
engine off siep out of the caand n thickblanketedsilence except for the

occasionableating of a sheep or two, it dawned upon me ti@tonly was |
alonein the fog, but realised thdtis, indeed, was not the road to Machynlleth.

VHow did | get off th rﬁaln roua{d?A
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Another source | read concerning reliance on GPS over reading a traditional
map I s the gradual | oss of the brain
in how the brain works buhbe articledescribesiowthe brain absorbs patterns,
shapes and referese while reading a traditional mapd how it renders an

overall picture of where things aratherthan being confined tan A to B strip

on a GPS devickeinghoodwinkedirom anythingoutside of the narrow strip

We all think a little differently of course. For example, if | ask for directions by

a |l ocal villager and he replies that
straight down the road, turn left at the old house then turn right at the old mill,
corntinue for a couple of miles and head up the dirt track to the top of aaise;

be honestl would have already forgotten what he was talking about after the
“old mill’' part. H-eescoandviewqfamaghowingthea s gi
way (and not a crudy handdrawn ong, a virtual image of that map would be
in my memory with astonishing clarity.
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There is one caveat with maas far as | am concerned. Theymllistbe facing
north.There must be a standard reference. For exampleuitfurn Australia
upside down, it looks rather differetny map that is not conforming to north
or, at the very least, not have a compass rose should be deemed unfit for

purpose Anyone who finds i1t frustrating
when scrolling about; you are not alone!
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If someone knows how to lock this to North facing up, please tell me! ()
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Another problem with using GPS instead of reading a traditional map is the
perception of scaland getting an overall picturet °' s not so0 much &
but more of a difference the way we procesaformaton Say you’'re o
road journey from Lisbon to Stockholm, a car journey of nearly 3,600km. You

look at the GPS and it says you hd®ehours or around,000km to goFair

enough, that could be the case, but would it not be more interestingwbesee

you are and what surroundsyob’hat °' s what that map of
back of the passenger seat is usedJiest by looking at the overall route, your

mind cangive you a far clearer picture of where you are on the journey. And a

far more interesting one at that.
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|l > ve never had any i1issues with map r es¢
having collected boxes of foldp maps whether they beitish Ordnance

Survey mapsiNational Geographid)JS Rand McNally atlases or detailed

country fire service maps of South Australia, which are, indeed, very splendid. |

have a very large world atlas in the living room and a couple of globes of the

earth, oe physical, the other political. | teach mydarold son how to use a

map and how to use a compass. His favourite pastime in the car, apart from

sl eeping, i1Is to follow the atlas when
‘are we there' weeré,ahe waysow?’ at wr
on the atlas himself. Magic! At home, he will point out the route wewtien

friends and relatives visit ublever underestimate what kids can do at an early

age with maps. If we do not teach our kidsvito navigate and read maps or

take an interest in them, it makes navigation in their later years far more

difficult.
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Sadly, there are many adults out there
are on a compass, what the symbols on a stama@pdneanhow to use the
scale bar or even know how to | ocate t

one of many; however, who, on occasion, finds it notoriously difficult to fold

back some of these maps to whattheywereb ut t hat ' mtiepceast my
when folding thingsupnicely The problem for many i s
or have any passion for the power of navigation and the beauty of maps having,
instead to be onbundred subservient to the robot voice on their ®@R&bled
mobiles.We can only hope for the best that children are learning the skills of
navigation and mapeading in school because if they are not learthiege

skills from parents, we are all going to becomel! lost
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