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Future flock

No, they're not filming a 'Jetsons' sequel in the French Quarter. Those
tourists tooling around town on their space-age, self-propelled scooters
are putting New Orleans at the forefront of a small but growing travel
trend: sightseeing by Segway.

Tuesday, August 03, 2004

By Chris Bynum
Staff writer

Rex Martin is a Florida truck driver who puts 2,700 miles a week behind his 18-
wheeler carrying organic food around the country. When he heads to a city on
vacation, he wants to park the car and leave it there until he's ready to go
home. Any alternative to a bus tour suits him just fine for sightseeing.

After he and his family checked into their downtown hotel in New Orleans, they
explored the waterways by boat on a swamp tour and later meandered through
the French Quarter on a vampire tour. So it was only the natural next step for
them to sign up for a City Segway Tour, a four-hour, $65 sightseeing trip that
begins in Jackson Square and includes a ferry ride to Blaine Kern's Mardi Gras
World and the neighborhood of Algiers Point. Except for the time on the ferry,
each participant does his touring aboard a Segway, the self-balancing personal
transportation device that has been making inroads into popular culture.
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The 90-pound Segway
(introduced by Dean Kamen in
2001 with a mission to change
the world's perception of
human transportation) is like a
space-age pogo stick, in that
there are two handles, not
one, and it glides rather than
hops. It has varying speeds,
controlled by specific keys
used to start the electric
motor. Taking the platform on
the human transportation
device is akin to being the
Ralph Kramden of your own
"Jetsons"-style bus, moving
through local tourist sites
smoothly, as if you're on a
conveyor belt.
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Those who sign up for the local City Segway Tour, operated out of an office on
Decatur Street, must take a mini-course in a nearby parking lot before they
embark on a historical tour of New Orleans via a futuristic means of
transportation. You learn that to move forward, you lean forward onto the balls
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of your feet; to travel in reverse, you put the weight on your heels. Stopping is
a balance of the two, a skill that comes quickly to most riders. An emergency
stop can be accomplished, as tour guide Matthew Mickal says, by "sticking
your butt out.”

Instruction takes less than a half-hour with test drives through the riverside
parking lot near the French Market, before Segway tourists head out on their
rolling tour. New Orleans was the fourth city to get a City Segway Tour; Paris
was first, Nice second, and Chicago third, and Washington, D.C., is now on the
schedule.

"It's unusual," said 16-year-old Cody Martin, whose enthusiasm for the Segway
after they saw a demonstration outside the Aquarium of the Americas was the
impetus for his parents, Rex and Karen Martin, and his sister, Kellie, 15, of Fort
White, Fla., to sign up for the tour they were taking last week.

"l don't feel like a cow in a herd," said Rex, who prefers not to travel in large
groups when he's exploring a city on vacation. Segway tours are limited to
groups of eight and to those ages 12 and older.

Once the family had conquered the Segway basics, they rolled up the asphalt
path to the levee where Mickal, thespian-and-bank-teller-turned-tour-guide,
began his tour like any guide driving a carriage or leading a trail of pedestrians.
He talked about the "rolling Mississippi," explaining the significance of the
adjective.

The river is moving at the rate of "3.5 million gallons of water per second when
it hits New Orleans, and if you diverted it to the Superdome, it would fill the
dome in about 15 seconds," Mickal told the group, his Segway platform serving
as his mobile podium.

It's about 3 p.m., and the heat and humidity are living up to their New Orleans
reputation on this July day. But a slight breeze is a tourist's dream come true
as the Floridians continue to move along the Mississippi's edge.

"Stay in the middle," said Mickal, who customarily cautions beginners to give
themselves plenty of leeway for any navigating mistakes.

Immediately, the tourists became a tourist attraction. As the Segway group
moved up the ramp to the riverside overlook of Jackson Square, tourists who
had focused their cameras on the three-centuries-old St. Louis Cathedral
turned their lenses on the hip two-wheeled vehicles with their riders who were
viewing the cathedral.

Kellie, with blond hair peeking out from underneath her helmet and sporting
sleek reflective sunglasses, was oblivious to the picture takers. Her Segway
stance will probably go into the vacation scrapbooks of total strangers.

"Nice, fun,"” was how Kellie described the tour. But it was a family affair, with
parents and children sharing the experience. By midpoint, it was a thumbs-up,
the only sore spot being the patriarch's penchant to record everything in his
digital camera.

"No, not in front of the alligator,” the children protested when the lens was
aimed toward them as they entered Mardi Gras World, where a float-size
alligator rivaling the big screen's King Kong greets visitors.

As other tourists took the traditional walk through the enormous warehouse of
Mardi Gras props, floats and works-in-progress, the Segway tour glided
through hundreds of square feet of busts of everyone from Ronald Reagan to
Ray Charles to Pinocchio and life-size figures of Hollywood legends and sports
stars. In the huge showroom of floats as long as riverboats, the Segway crowd
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can do complete turns while standing in one spot for a panoramic view.

"We could learn some things in here," said mom Karen Martin, who, with her
husband, is an active volunteer for such school activities as making props for
proms and homecomings in their tiny Florida town 40 miles outside of
Gainesville. The self-monitored pace and maneuverability of the Segway made
it easy for them to navigate closer to the displays for better looks.

Mickal told them about Endymion and Bacchus and Orpheus, and they saw
floats being built from scratch, as well as completed works 240 feet long.
Wheeling past bigger-than-life sculptures of George and Jane Jetson did not
go unnoticed.

"Uh-huh," said Rex, who also stopped to pose with the sculpture of Rex the
dog. Getting back on the Segway after this dismount is a matter of leveling the
platform and pushing a red button once the five gyroscopes and tilt sensors
have responded to the user's center of gravity.

From Mardi Gras World, the tour took off through the quiet Algiers
neighborhood to wave at the locals and navigate some of the cobblestone
streets. Despite any bumps, the Segway folks say they have found the streets
generally compatible with their machine. At this part of the tour even the
beginners were given the go-ahead to use the yellow key and move their
speed up to 8 miles an hour. The highest speed, 12 miles an hour, was not an
option on this tour.

To get on and off the ferry, the tourists had to dismount and roll the Segway's
wheels forward up ramps and backwards up stairs like a lawnmower. Ferry-
riders on foot, on bikes and in cars gathered around the vehicles out of
curiosity. They knew of the Segway, but they were just not quite sure if or how
it belongs in our future.

"As a tour guide, it amazes me that people in New Orleans can still be amazed
by things," Mickal said. "We're so used to seeing so many odd things on the
street. But Segways are one thing that can get people to stop and stare. And
even the un-technological person is amazed by the technology.

"They make people smile."

Make that most people. One man grumbled as he had to wait on the sidewalk
for the Segway tour to pass through a narrow space.

And Mickal told about a little girl tugging at her mother's sleeve upon seeing
the parade of Segways go by.

"Mommy, what's that?" she asked.

"That's 'I'm-just-lazy,' " Mickal recalled the mother replying.

But Mickal knows that Segway tours are a good way to acquaint people with
alternative transportation. People on vacation are relaxed and open to new
experiences.

"It's a way to get the Segway into the mainstream, aside from retail," said
Wayne Kinsey, chief executive officer and president of Tour Glide Rentals, of
which City Segway Tours is a partnership.

Mickal sees the Segway as living up to its name -- Seg-way.

"It's from segue, the transition between two thoughts. And this is the transition
between walking and riding in a car," said Mickal.
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Cody gets the picture. He just finished a breezy four-hour tour of the city.

"I wouldn't want to walk this far," he said. And his dad, the truck driver on
vacation, certainly didn't want to drive it.

Staff writer Chris Bynum can be reached at cbynum@timespicayune.com or at
(504) 826-3458.
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