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By Mark Costlow 
 Road  atlases  and  those  impossible-to-refold 

gas  station  maps  have  joined  the  list  of  things 
smartphones replaced. For the most part, good rid-
dance to them. Phone maps are fast,  searchable, 
always up to date. They fit in your pocket and go 
far beyond paper with navigation, reviews, satellite 
views, and street photos to help you recognize your 
destination. There are some limitations, like need-
ing an always-connected device, but even that can 
be overcome with a little planning.

This month we're diving into Google Maps: how 
it  began  and  the  useful  features  hiding  in  plain 
sight.

Origins
Google combined the people and technologies 

from several strategic acquisitions in 2004 to create 
Google Maps. The first code for Google Maps was 
written by Danish brothers Lars and Jens Eilstrup 
Rasmussen  in  2003.  Google  acquired  their  com-
pany in 2004, then bought Keyhole, a CIA-funded 
geospatial  visualization  company.  Keyhole  Earth 
Viewer became Google Earth, focused on real es-
tate, urban planning, defense, and intelligence. And 
finally, they acquired ZipDash, which did real-time 
traffic analysis.

Google blended this tech and data with brand-
new-at-the-time  web  software  to  launch  Google 
Maps in early 2005. It was among the first web sites 
to match the speed and responsiveness of a desk-
top app, especially impressive for one packed with 
graphics and live data. Within a decade, it had be-
come Google’s most popular app.

Many of Maps' best features, like GPS and turn-
by-turn directions, were still years away. The basics 
of a mapping app that could replace a road atlas 
(or 1,000 road atlases) on your desktop was there, 
and it was free for anybody to use.

As  with  most  Google  services,  Maps  makes 
money through advertisements and selling API 
access  to  businesses.  When  you  use  Maps,  the 
landscape  is  dotted  with  businesses  and  restau-
rants, many of which have paid for favorable place-
ment.  It's  not  unlike  sponsored  results  in  the 
search  engine,  although  it  seems  less  intrusive 

since it really is limited to the area of your search. It 
also leads to serendipitous discovery. Being able to 
search "Breakfast burritos near me" is a concrete 
delivery on the science fiction promises about our 
connected future.

Map Layers
Maps can convey many kinds of information for 

the same patch of the earth,  depending on what 
"layer" you select. In Google Maps the layer icon is 
a small double-diamond, found in the bottom-left 
on desktop, upper-right on mobile. Tap or click it to 
choose from road, satellite, terrain, traffic, transit, 
or air quality views.

Street View
Google Street View augments maps with im-

mersive  pictures  of  the  mapped  streets.  Google 
employees were working on Street View as early as 
2005, running tests with roof-mounted cameras on 
a van in the Bay Area. It went live with data for 5 
US.  cities  in  2007.  Coverage  was  steadily  ex-
panded, throughout the US and the world, collect-
ing images with cars, boats, bikes, hikers, scuba 
divers, and camels. Advanced features have been 
added,  such  as  blurring  faces  and  license  plates 
caught in the images, historical imagery, and pho-
tospheres. After 20 years of growth, the enormity 
of the project is breathtaking. Street View now cov-
ers  12  million  miles  of  road  in  110  countries, 
storing an estimated 10s of Petabytes of data.

To access Street View on desktop, look for the 
little yellow man icon, known as "Pegman", in the 
lower right corner. Drag Pegman to the area you 
want to explore.  When  you first pick him up, many 
roads on the visible map turn blue. Those are the 
roads  with  available  Street  View data.  Drop Peg-
man on a street and start exploring.

On mobile it is less obvious. Tap the map to se-
lect a location. An inset appears in the lower left 
with the curved-arrow Street View symbol. Tap the 
inset to enter Street View. There are other methods 
too. The Google Street View Support Community 
is a great place to get detailed instructions.

Time Travel
As you explore the map in your virtual  car,  a 

window in the upper left shows the street address 
of your location. At the bottom is a date, the month 
and year those images were taken. Click "See more 
dates"  to  access  other  images of  the same area. 
When the Google van comes around to capture up-
dated views, they don't throw the old ones away. 
Instead,  they  are  building  a  photo  diary  of  the 
planet.  Some roads  get  updated  very  frequently, 
but  it's  hit-or-miss.  Many  residential  neighbor-
hoods  in  Albuquerque  have  7-10  snapshots  pre-
served since 2007, much of Central Ave has more, 
and other neighborhoods have only one. You can 
compare changes over time, such as before and af-
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ter the ART Bus construction on Central.

Photospheres
As if  Google's  own images were not  enough, 

citizens can contribute pictures for everybody to 
use.  Photospheres are 360-degree panoramic im-
ages taken with special cameras. They excel at doc-
umenting hiking trails, interiors, and other places 
Street View cars can't reach.

Interiors
Businesses can use photospheres to provide a 

virtual  walk-through  inside  their  building.  When 
you drag Pegman onto the map, the streets light 
up  in  blue,  and  you  may  also  see  blue  circles. 
Those are photospheres. Drop Pegman on them to 
explore. Several may be connected together so you 
can navigate between them. A random example of 
this is Valle Verde Animal Hospital on Carlisle near 
Montgomery in Albuquerque. 

Hiking Trails
Photospheres can provide Street View-like intel-

ligence for hiking trails. Google covers some trails, 
using a backpack version of the Street View camera 
rig, but there are millions of miles of trails that no 
one company will ever explore. To see the crowd-
sourced images,  navigate to the area of  interest, 
turn on the Street View layer, and look for photo-
sphere dots. Often you can find several in a string 
along the trail to give you an idea of what to look 
for, or vicariously experience the views.

In his video, "The secret economics of Google 
Street View", YouTuber Phil Edwards features sev-
eral people and companies using Street View as a 
platform for other goals, from Geoguessr, a multi-
player geographical detective game, to document-
ing the location of fire hydrants for rural fire de-
partments  to  answering  questions  about  handi-
capped accessibility for bush trails in Australia.  It's 
well  worth the 22 minute run time. He notes the 
NM  Tourism  Department  has  funded  many  360 
videos  of  the  state,  such as  the  Sky City  visitor 
center at Acoma Pueblo. Many people have con-
tributed imagery for  Chaco Canyon.  For a quirky 

local example, search Maps for Dragon Arroyo.

Offline maps
One flaw in our always-connected maps is that 

sometimes  we're  not  connected.  Especially  in  a 
state like New Mexico, it's not hard to wander out 
of data coverage areas. Offline maps let you down-
load an area of maps to your phone and navigate 
the area even without a data connection.  They are 
only  available  on  Android or  Apple phones  and 
tablets in the Maps app, not desktop browsers.

Tap your profile picture in the upper right, se-
lect Offline maps, and click "Select your own map" 
to choose the area to download. You can choose 
how  large  an  area  to  save  and  it  tells  you  how 
much  of  your  phone’s  storage  space  will  be  re-
quired to keep it. Now your saved map is in the list 
with its expiration date (defaults to 1 year), which 
you can rename to something appropriate. You can 
save a few regions to cover a large area.

You don't do anything special to use the offline 
map;  it’s  automatically  used if  you're  in  the area 
without connectivity. You'll get the essential map of 
the area, including turn-by-turn navigation. Just re-
member  that  it  won't  have  traffic  layers,  Street 
View, or public transit navigation.

Another use for  offline maps is  when visiting 
another  country,  if  you  won't  have  a  connected 
phone upon arrival. Save maps of the area where 
you will arrive so you can navigate until you buy a 
local SIM for example.

It’s a Wide Wide World
We have only scratched the surface of what can 

be done with digital maps, and haven’t touched on 
the downsides (like location tracking). We may re-
visit the topic in another issue. For now, we hope 
this helps you make more of the maps and keep 
you from getting lost, unless you want to.

This Month in Ideas & Coffee
• Nov 12 6pm-7:30pm: Phish Proof Founders - 

Rick  Myers  of  Caldera  Cybersecurity  Ser-
vices hosts  a  discussion of  security  issues 
and  solutions  for  small  business  owners, 
nonprofit leaders, and tech-curious folks.

• Nov  18  6pm-7:30pm  – WordPress  Work 
Along -  Questions, ideas, and conversation 
about WordPress. Bring your laptop!

 Check  the  Ideas  &  Coffee  schedule  on  the 
SWCP  calendar  at  https://swcp.com/calendar 
and/or the Meetup site at  https://meetup.com to 
find out when new events are happening.

Southwest Cyberport  - swcp.com 
New Mexico’s Expert Internet Service Provider since 1994

505-232-7992 | Support: help@swcp.com 
5021 Indian School NE, Ste. 600, Albuquerque, NM 87110

Click on bold blue type in browser for links.

Figure 1: Pegman Hovering 
to Select a Photosphere
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