Navigation

Technology has moved on again and the way we plan our tracks with it.  We try on this page to explain how we do it but it does come with a health warning.  Most of the software we use for track planning is not documented.  Even when it is does have a manual it often does not work properly or in the way expected.  Working it out is a bit like doing a three dimensional puzzle without instructions.  At one stage the stoker was in despair.  The management seemed to be gazing bemused into computer screens day and night.  The only communication was a series of grunts and the occasional stifled swear word and the stoker’s friends were offering her counselling.
The result of this nurdish behaviour is a series of tracks which can be downloaded onto the GPS and followed on the road.  Like all computer navigators the first thing we did was to download the latest version of Google Earth.  Using the hand tool and the scale slider we moved to the part of the world where we needed to plan.  Armchair flying is much greener than the real thing and considerably more comfortable.

Google Earth has a bewildering number of options and the instructions were not much help to the management’s small brain.  
1. Put the roads overlay over the aerial photographs.  Doing this also helps with understanding how the thing works.  On the left of the photograph is a navigation screen.  At the top is “Places” and below it “Layer”.  Go to Layer and click on “Primary Data Base” and then click on the “Roads” box to put a tick into it.  Quite slowly, the more important roads will appear on the aerial photograph.  When moving to a new location on the photograph allow at least 20 seconds for all the roads to appear.  The level of road detail will vary with the scale of the aerial photograph.
2. The next stage is to draw a track onto the Google Earth screen.  Click on the “Add Path Tool”, it is in the top tool bar and looks like a triangle of three dots.  This brings up a box headed “new path”.  Name the path e.g. “Sunday Ride” and set the colour of the line.  Important - do NOT close this box at this stage.  Right click on the top of it and drag it out of the way to the edge of the screen.
3. The cursor on the screen is now a small square box shaped target.  Move this to the start point of the track and do a left click.  Then move on to the next point on the track and left click and so on.  Alternatively hold down the left mouse button and draw the track.

4. When a mistake is made put the cursor on the last point and a hand will appear.  Left click on a point and it will be deleted.  Right click and hold and you can drag the point to another place.  

5. You can also do the above in the middle of the track.  
6. When the track is complete find the box that was moved to one side of the screen and right click on the top and drag it back to the middle.  
7. Right click the OK box at the bottom of the box and the box will disappear.  In the “places” bar on the left of the photograph there will now be a path called “Sunday Ride” and the cursor on the aerial photograph is a hand again.  
8. When Google Earth is closed it keeps this “path” called “Sunday Ride” in the “places” bar.  To view the track the next time Google Earth is opened, left click on it and  the aerial photograph will show it and zoom in on it.
Learning to move the Google Earth photographs and interpret what we see has been a matter of trial and error.  Before we started serious track planning we learned to use the scales and devices on the right top of the screen to change the scale and orientation and to move the aerial photograph across the screen.  We now use these with a good degree of confidence when track planning.  It took some time to learn that the scale and orientation devices can still be used when in the “paths” mode. That is when we have the square box cursor rather than the hand cursor.  We do this carefully so as not put a point on the path otherwise all tracks would lead to the top right hand corner of the screen.  
The next step is to save the track “Sunday Ride” onto our own computer as well as the Google Earth “cloud”, where it was left at stage 8 above, and to convert it to GPX and other formats. 
1. Right click on “Sunday Ride” in the Google Earth places bar.
2. Left click on the “save my places”.  The next box is the usual familiar Windows save box.

3. Give the file a name and put it in a directory on your computer.  It will save by default as a .kmz file.  If you wish you can now change the format, see 4. 
4. We change the file type to .kml on the drop down menu and save it in that format.  We find .kml files are easier to work with than the default .kmz files.
5. Download the software from http://www.gpsbabel.org/download.html 
6. In the top box use the browse button to put in the .kmz or .kml file.

7. Choose the type of file to save to,  .gpx is the format which is supposed to be common to all mapping software.

8. In the lower box put in the directory and file name to save it to.

9. Click “lets go” and it is done.

There are a huge number of file formats used by the different GPS and mapping software providers.  The first thing to do is to convert the track to .gpx format as above and then into the format used by your mapping programme or GPS.  We use Garmin and convert to a .gdb format to load straight into our Garmin GPS and many of our friends can load the .gpx into other GPS or mapping systems.  The .kml file can be loaded back into Google Earth on any computer.  We share the files by sending them as email attachments and riders with GPS can follow the routes.  Even without detailed computer knowledge the path can be  opened and viewed in Google Earth.
Our story does not end here.  We have bought Garmin mapping software for most of the places to which we go.  We download the tracks onto these maps.  This forms a double check on whether an onroad track is viable.  We mentioned above that it takes considerable skill and experience to interpret Google Earth.  It is easy to mistake a railway line for a road.  It is also easy to think two roads join when they are in fact separated by a ravine or similar obstruction fifty metres wide.  We actually came to such a ravine in Gran Canaria in 2007 and it involved a rather long retrace, much to the management’s disgust.    

Using our Garmin software it also possible to edit the middle of a track or even quickly redraw it using the original “Sunday Ride” as a base.  No doubt other mapping software also offers similar facilities.  Having changed it we can convert it back into the various file formats and even upload it back into Google Earth.  
With the exception of Cuba, where GPS devices are not allowed, when we are on the ride the management navigates using a Garmin Map76 csx on the handle bars and the stoker uses her “SmartyPants” Garmin Foretrex.  We dispensed with cycle computers and their wires which break, wireless senders that don’t work and fittings which fail in the wet years ago.  GPS gives far better cycling information and with tracks downloaded we often never look at the paper maps during a ride.  In fact when we cycle in foreign lands we seldom now buy detailed maps at all.  In most places outside the UK, with a few western EU exceptions, the 100,000 or 50,000 maps, if available at all, are unreliable.  We simply print out each day’s ride from the Google Earth or Garmin software track and keep it in the front bag in case we need it.  
In Cuba we will be using a combination of printed Google Earth photographs and a 1,250,000 map.  We will update this page of the web site when we return saying exactly how we managed this aspect of the navigation. 

