
Discover Maps, Directions, Route Planners
and Activity Guides – All Free Online

Summer is here, and it’s the ideal time to get out
and about. But how can you find the best way to
your chosen destination? Or perhaps it’s not the
destination that matters so much as enjoying some
fresh air and scenery along the way?

Wherever you’re going, and how, and why, the
Internet offers all you need to plan the trip. Read on
to learn where to find these handy websites and how
to use them.
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This article shows you how to:

� Quickly plan the best route from A to B

� Find online guides for walking, hiking and cycling

� Get around the country using public transport
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Getting Around: Find Your Way with 
Bing Maps
Let’s start with the simplest of mapping requirements – you
just want to have a look at a map! Perhaps you want to get
a rough ‘lay of the land’ in an unfamiliar town, check which
motorway is nearest to St. Albans, or see which town would
make the best base for a tour of the Peak District. A good
choice for all general mapping needs is Bing Maps, part of
Microsoft’s ‘Bing’ search engine:

www.bing.com/maps
When you arrive, you’ll see a large map centred on the
United Kingdom. If you’re interested in a different part of
the world, you can drag this map around to locate the
country you want. (An alternative way is to search, as I’ll
explain in a moment.) To zoom in on a particular town, you
can double-click its name; likewise, a double-click anywhere
at all will zoom in on that area. Using these dual tricks of
dragging and double-clicking, you can look in detail at any
part of the world, right down to street level if you double-
click often enough.

Maps Online: Plan the Perfect Day Out M 085/2
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At the top-right of the map, you’ll see ‘plus’ and ‘minus’
buttons, and you can click these to zoom in and out
respectively. Alternatively, if you’re using a mouse, you can
roll the mouse wheel forwards and backwards to zoom in
and out respectively, which is rather quicker than using the
zoom buttons.

The tips above are fine for exploring, but if you want to
find a particular location quickly it’s best to use the search
box at the top of the page. Here you can type just about
anything that describes a location: a town or county name,
a country, a region (such as ‘peak district’), an attraction
(such as ‘alton towers’), an address, a postcode. If Bing Maps
isn’t sure what you mean, it will offer links to its best
guesses in a drop-down list below the search box and you
can click the one you wanted.

Along with its standard maps, Bing offers two useful extra
features:

•  Ordnance Survey maps: at the top-right of the map,
move the mouse to the little Road button and choose
Ordnance Survey Map from the menu that appears to
switch to an OS view of the area replete with topological
markings, public footpaths and all the useful little
symbols for car parks and Roman forts that make OS
maps so useful. (If the view doesn’t change of its own
accord, double-click the map.)

•  Photographic views: move the mouse onto the same
button at the top-right of the map and choose Aerial to
see the area as photographed from above. Going back to
the ‘Road’ menu again, you can click the switch beside
Labels according to whether or not you want the names
of roads and buildings overlaying the map.

To return to the usual map style, move the mouse to that
same button again and choose Road.

M 085/3
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1.  Click the Directions button beside the search box at
the top of the page and a ‘Directions’ panel appears
at the left of the window.

2.  In the box labelled A, type your starting point. If Bing
recognises this, it will show one or more matching
places: click the correct location. (Don’t worry if no
matches appear; just keep following these steps.)

3.  In the box labelled B, type your destination, again
selecting the correct suggestion if a list appears.

4.  Press or click the Go button. If Bing isn’t sure
what you meant in either of the boxes, you’ll see sev-
eral ‘Did you mean?’ choices below the boxes: click
the correct location to select it and click Go again.

Enter

Find the best
driving route
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Driving directions – from A to B by car
Bing Maps can also plan a driving route for you between
any two locations in the world. Just tell it where you’re
starting from and where you’re going, and let it do the rest.
Here’s how it’s done:

:
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5.  Now Bing Maps will display the driving route on the
map, and on the left you’ll see the distance and
approximate journey time: click More details to see
full turn-by-turn directions. As always, you can
zoom in or out on the map and drag it around.
Usefully, too, you can click individual turns in the
driving directions to locate them on the map and
examine them in more detail.

6.  If you’d like to print the map and directions on paper
to take with you, click the words Print selected route
just above the directions. This opens a large pop-up
panel in the centre of the window. A text box to the
right of the panel gives you space to type your own
notes about the route.

7.  At the top of the panel, choose whether to print the
map and text, just the map or just the text by clicking
the appropriate button, and then click the
button at the right of the panel. (You may wish to
print the text by itself, and then print the map to
have it on a separate sheet.)

Print

Turn-by-turn
details

Print the map
and/or directions
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From A to B on foot or by public transport
When you click the Directions button at Bing Maps and
choose a starting point and a destination, Bing gives you
driving directions by default, but that’s not your only
option. If you’re planning to walk or you want to use public
transport, Bing can sort that out for you too.

After clicking Directions, click the appropriate symbol
above the two text boxes to select either ‘Public Transport’
or ‘Walking’ and then fill in the start and finish points. If
you’ve chosen Public Transport, click on Leave now and
select the date and time at which you’ll be travelling (or at
which you want to arrive) so that Bing can work out the
transport timetables and connections for you, and then click
Go to generate the directions.

One especially friendly detail of these directions is that Bing
tells you the name of the stop or station before the one you
need, and, when walking, that if you reach a particular road
or landmark you’ve gone past your destination.
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An alternative is to visit Google Maps at :
http://maps.google.co.uk. In all the most important res-
pects this is almost identical to Bing Maps, with similar 
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Both Bing’s and Google’s maps are an excellent choice when
you simply need to consult a map, and they make light work
of getting directions between two places. However, those
directions assume that your primary aim is to get from one
place to another as quickly and directly as possible.

But perhaps that’s not what you want to do at all? If you’re
keen on walking, hiking or cycling, your finishing point will
often be the same as your starting point, and the pleasure
of the journey is the whole point. The Bing and Google maps
therefore can’t do much to help you, so let’s look at some
of the online resources that can.

Best Foot Forward: Find Routes for
Walking and Hiking
If you fancy a spot of walking in some of Britain’s scenic
locations, there’s no need to buy books of walks – the
Internet can lead you wherever you want to go. A simple
but comprehensive starting point is The Walking English-
man, which offers hundreds of well-described and graded
walks, each with a map: 

www.walkingenglishman.com

It’s an old-fashioned-looking website, but don’t let its plain
looks put you off – it’s refreshingly easy to use. From the
Regions menu at the top of the front page, pick a region (such 

options to drag maps around, click to zoom, aerial
photographic views and route planning (one difference
being that Google can also find you a cycle route). One
thing Google doesn’t have is Ordnance Survey maps.
However, the devil is in the detail, and you may prefer
Google’s approach or appearance to that of Bing.
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One extra benefit of The Walking Englishman is that it
offers the option of downloading GPX files of the routes
which can be loaded into a hand-held GPS device or the
mapping software in a smartphone or tablet computer.
I’ll explain this in more detail on page 15.
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Easy printing

as ‘Cotswolds’) and you’ll arrive at a page listing the walks
in that area together with brief descriptions of each. Click
any walk that takes your fancy and you’ll discover just what
an excellent resource this site is: you’ll arrive at a page that
tells you everything you could possibly need to know about
the walk: the distance, the grade (from ‘Easy’ to ‘Hard’), how
much climbing is involved, what hazards you might en-
counter, and even where to get refreshments along the way!

With everything you need placed together on one clear
page, you can just press + to print it (it will
probably take at least three sheets) and the simplicity of this
site’s design means that the paper copy should be presented
as neatly as what you see on the screen.

Ctrl P
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If you’re willing to make do with less information about
each walk, you’ll find several thousand at Walking Britain:

www.walkingbritain.co.uk
Open the Walks menu and click Regional lists of walks, and
you’ll arrive at a neatly-categorised list of locations:
National Parks, National Trails, Areas of Outstanding Beauty
and Counties. Click the location you’re interested in and
you’ll land at a list of all the walks in that area. Alongside
a brief description of each walk, you’ll see a grade (from
‘easy’ to ‘hard’) and the length of the walk in miles. For a
more-complete description of the walk, usually accom-
panied by one or more photos, click the walk-number link
to its left.

Alternatively, open the Walks menu and choose Find a
Walk and you’ll be able to search for walks in a particular
location that match your chosen grade (such as ‘moderate’
walks in the New Forest).

Before we move on, here are two more sites that walkers
will find useful:

•  www.walkinginengland.co.uk: this site is a bit of a mish-
mash in that it gathers together links to walks from many
other sites including the AA, councils, tourist boards and
magazines. The result is that when you click a link to a
walk, you never know quite what you’ll be faced with.
However, each link does take you straight to the page
describing the walk, and the links have been chosen well
to provide walks that include maps and a good level of
detail. After clicking a county on the front page, click
on Free walks to Download and Print to see the list of
walks from that county.

•  www.walkit.com: this site is aimed at a different kind of
walker – it’s an ‘urban walking route planner’ to guide
you around towns and cities. Along with route maps, it
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• can not only tell you the distance and walking time, but
also how many steps you’ll take and how many calories
you’ll burn. In a similar way to the walking routes at Bing
Maps, you can select a starting point and destination;
alternatively choose Circular and choose how long you
want to walk for and at what pace, and have a suitable
route chosen for you. Better still, you can find themed
city walks such as adventure walks, history walks and
nature walks: in the Themed walks section of the front
page, select a town or city and click Go and then choose
any theme that takes your fancy.

Walking isn’t the only way to enjoy the great outdoors, of
course: you could try running, cycling, mountain biking,
canoeing or horse riding, among others, and a good place
to explore all the various options is Mapometer.com:

http://gb.mapometer.com

When you arrive, start by clicking Search at the top of the
page to search for routes you can run, cycle, ski (or
whatever you choose). Next, use the map to locate the area
you want to search: drag the map around to move it, and
either double-click or roll the mouse wheel to zoom in.
When you search in a moment, Mapometer will only show
routes that are fully contained within the area of the map
you can see.
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Now turn your attention to the panel at the left of the page.
Here, start by choosing the activity (or activities) for which
you want to find routes by ticking and unticking boxes. You
can hover over the icons to see what each represents if
you’re not sure.

Next, use the two square blobs on the slider to specify the
approximate length of route you want to find: the left blob
is the minimum distance and the right the maximum.
Finally, click the Search button.

Now, assuming there was at least one route available in your
chosen area for your chosen activity, you’ll see the first
route marked in the map and noted in a small panel at the
top-left of the map. If more than one route was found, you
can click the arrows in this little panel to see the others.

If you see a route that takes your fancy, click the words
‘Click to open route’ in the little panel. This opens a new
browser tab showing your route in close-up detail. The start
of the route is noted by a green triangle, and the end by a
red square. The numbers in white boxes are mile markers.

What next? Well, click Actions in the left-hand panel and
you’ll see a couple of useful options. The first is to print the
route on paper (the printable page opens in a new browser
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window); the second is to click Export and save the route
details in a GPX file, which I’ll explain on page 15.

On Your Bike: Discover the Best 
Cycling Guides
If you’re keen on cycling, some of the sites I’ve mentioned
already in this article can help you find good routes. For
example, Bing Maps and Google Maps can find you a route
between A and B – although, as I said earlier, it will tend to
be a route aimed at simply getting you there rather than
enjoying the journey.

For more enjoyable bike rides, Mapometer.com, mentioned
above, might be a better choice. But for a site dedicated to 

Maps Online: Plan the Perfect Day Out M 085/12
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cycling, you won’t do much better than this, with hundreds
of ready-to-follow routes:

www.cycle-route.com
In the ‘Route Finder’ section at the right of the front page,
select a country (such as ‘Wales Cycling Routes’) and you’ll
arrive at a page listing the county names and the number
of routes available in each. Click a county to see the list of
cycling routes available, each of which notes the start and
finish points, the duration in hours and minutes, and the
distance in miles.

Click a route to see it plotted on a map (again courtesy of
Google Maps) with a green bicycle icon marking the start
of the route and a red one marking the end. The ‘Cycle Steps’
section of the page provides anything from a few words to
a short essay explaining the route. At the right of the ‘Cycle
Route Details’ section, you’ll find a Print link to print the
route on paper, and a GPX link to save the route as a GPX
file (explained on page 15).
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Useful Gadgets for Mapping on the Move
If you’re serious about walking, hiking, cycling and other
outdoor pursuits, modern technology can help to make it
easier and more enjoyable. Rather than continually stopping
to pore over maps, or spending hours trying to find ‘the
trailhead near the car park’, you can use the Global
Positioning System – GPS – instead. GPS uses satellites to
plot your position on a map to within a few yards.

The professional choice is to buy a dedicated hand-held GPS
device, available from well-known companies like Garmin
and TomTom. An alternative is to use the mapping apps
available for smartphones, tablet PCs and similar devices:
any decent smartphone will include a GPS system, and the
mapping apps to make use of it are either free (and usually
built-in) or very cheap.

Maps Online: Plan the Perfect Day Out M 085/14
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If you use a smartphone, choose a mapping app with a
‘Make available offline’ or similar feature, which saves
maps to your phone’s storage memory. This way, you’ll 

!
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With a GPS device, or a GPS-equipped smartphone, some of
the websites I’ve mentioned become even more useful. At
mapometer.com, cycle-route.com and The Walking
Englishman, you can download GPX files of your chosen
routes, special files containing GPS data. Transfer the GPX
file to your GPS device or smartphone, load it into the
mapping app, and it becomes a beautifully simple job to find
and follow the route on the device’s map. 

Geocaching: A High-tech Treasure Hunt!
If you’re not keen on simply walking or cycling for the sake
of it, here’s a recently-invented activity you may prefer.
Geocaching combines the healthy benefits of fresh air and
exercise with the fun of a treasure hunt, and puts your GPS
device or smartphone GPS software to good use.

A ‘geocache’ is effectively hidden treasure, although it’s
unlikely to be worth anything much and the aim isn’t to
remove it (since that would spoil things for anyone else who
goes in search of it!) – it’s all about the thrill of the hunt. At
www.geocaching.com and opencache.uk you can find
geocaches in a particular area and download the GPX files
to your GPS device.

You then go in search of a geocache using the GPS data to
guide you, but it’s not just a simple matter of reaching the
given coordinates: the geocache is likely to be cunningly
disguised and/or well hidden, and the treasure hunt begins:
where is it and what does it contain? 

Load GPX files
containing your
route details

An entertaining
use for GPS
devices

A search for
hidden ‘treasure’

be able to consult the maps without needing to be in
reach of a mobile phone signal and without constantly
downloading map data at great expense as you move
around. 
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As well as pointing you to geocaches hidden all over the
world, the two sites mentioned above both contain excellent
introductions to geocaching, explaining how it works in
detail and the rules and etiquette involved. If you’d like a
gentle start without needing your own GPS device or
smartphone, many National Trust locations have their own
hidden geocaches and can lend you a GPS device for free.
You can find out more here:

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/geocaching

Getting from A to B by Public Transport
Enough exercise – let’s return to the simple ‘A to B’ of
mapping and route-finding, this time making use of buses
and trains. I mentioned at the beginning of this article that
both Bing Maps and Google Maps can help you get from one
place to another by public transport, but there’s another
website that specialises in this type of route-planning.

Try out
geocaching 
at National 
Trust sites

Plan trips by 
bus, coach, train
and more
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At www.traveline.info you can quickly plan trips involving
all forms of public transport – trains, buses, ferries, trams
and more – and choose from a range of straightforward
options about the journey: which methods of transport
you’re willing to use; how far you’re willing to walk between
bus stops; and what speed you walk (as an aid to gauging
the journey time).

On the front page of the site, start by entering the starting
point of your journey and your destination, and specify the
date and time you want to leave (or arrive, as I’ll mention in
a moment). Now click More Options and the panel will
widen to show extra settings which you can click in turn to
expand them. Under Journey Type you can specify whether
you want to leave or arrive at the time you’ve chosen; you
can also deselect any modes of transport you’d rather avoid,
specify the maximum distance you’re willing to walk, and
how fast you walk. Finally, click the Let’s Go button.

You’ll first be prompted to choose exact ‘From’ and ‘To’
locations from drop-down lists, if your own were too
general, and finally you can click Plan Journey. You’ll then
be whisked to a page containing your search results – several
alternative journey plans each with a chevron to its left, and
each noting the basic details of the trip: the departure and

Plan your
journey at
Traveline

See details of
the possible
options
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arrival times, number of changes, amount of walking req-
uired and duration. Click one of these to see the full details
of the journey. 

Travelling by Car? Find a Car Park
These days, a perennial problem when you’re driving
somewhere isn’t working out how to get there, it’s finding a
parking space when you arrive! Here’s a website that makes
light work of it.

Visit www.parkopedia.co.uk and type your destination (a
postcode, a street and town name, or just a town name).
Specify the date and time at which you’re planning to arrive
and leave, then click Find Parking.

As simply as that, you’ll arrive at a full-page map of your
chosen area showing the locations and prices of car parks,
and a handy list of car parks at the right which you can sort
by either distance from your target address or by price. Click
any car park in the list to see full details of its opening times,
prices, height restrictions, payment methods and even
reviews from other users.

Specify where
you’re going 
and when

See local car
parks marked 
on a map
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