NAVIGATION HIGH

The profound way in which our ability to navigate a new city has changed is here to stay.
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For me, one of the big challenges when travelling to a new city has always been getting around. I recall a decade ago, I was spending a few days in Delhi for work and wanted to visit Dilli Haat because I’d heard so much about it. After 20 minutes of negotiation with several blackand-yellow Ambassador taxis, my husband and I settled on the cheapest deal. One driver had finally agreed to deliver us there for `400. We guessed it was probably a little too much, but since we had no choice, we accepted and got in. Less than one minute later, the cab dropped us at our destination! If only we’d known that we were actually within walking distance of Dilli Haat, we’d have saved our money, our time, and not gone through the annoyance and frustration we felt at being cheated.
 Cut to all the travels I’ve made in the last one year. With the blessings of Google Maps and the universal Uber app on my phone, the way I navigate a city has changed, as has the way I experience it. In Cape Town last month, we took Ubers everywhere. On New Year’s Eve, we made a mad dash from the Robben Island tour drop-off to our concert, reaching the venue with seconds to spare, thanks to technology. At every step of our vacation we knew where we were going, how much time we would take, and most importantly exactly how much we would pay before getting a cab. It was blissful, not to have an argument about using a taxi meter, to not always be worried about being cheated or taken for a spin, to know that we were spending within our budget.
 In Washington, D.C. last autumn, I managed to get far out into the suburbs, a place I’d never imagined venturing to in a regular taxi. I’d just have been too afraid that it would cost me an arm and a leg. I’d have been worried I’d be roaming the countryside for hours, unable to get to my unfamiliar destination. And once there, how would I have returned?  With this technology at my disposal, I navigated the trip hassle-free and was back for my meeting at the time I needed to be.
 I know I’m sticking my neck out when I praise Uber for changing the way I travel. I know there are protests and truckloads of people around the world who criticize this ride-booking app company and its various policies. But the point I am making is that the technology is wonderful. Today it may be Uber and tomorrow some other app, but the concept, the convenience, the profound way in which our ability to navigate a new city has changed is here to stay. Additionally, my experience has been that the pleasure of using this app runs both ways. One friendly Cape Town driver we chatted with put it in perspective. He told us about life as a taxi driver before he became an Uber driver: “Even if I was doing my job with complete honesty, and taking people by the shortest possible route, they didn’t trust me. Every day I would have a dozen arguments, even fights. I was always seen as a cheat.” He hated the tension and stress of the job. He disliked the way he was perceived by customers. Today, he argued, his life has changed. Customers chat with him, treat him with respect, some even ask for travel tips and advice.
 There are, of course, downsides and disadvantages to smartphones and navigation systems, and the ride-apps we have at our disposal. Yes, getting lost in a new place can often lead to interesting encounters with great locals. But I’ve been lost many times—in Delhi, Bengaluru, Bangkok, Warsaw, and Washington, D.C. Mostly I find, I’d rather spend my time getting to where I want to be in a stress-free GPS-enabled way, knowing and agreeing to pay a fair price for my journey. It’s not like I will become a bumbling helpless mess if my phone dies or I am without network. And if ever I crave human contact, I can always switch it off. Until  then, it’s Google Maps and taxis via ride-apps for me.
