TOURS FROM SPACE

here’s a new way of seeing the sights of Victoria this

summer — on a handheld electronic device with a

postcard-size screen, guided by global positioning

satellites. Victoria Adventure Quest is renting the

GPS tour guides to visitors who want to amble
around downtown at their own pace. There are two walking
tours and also a three-hour driving tour.

More than a gigabyte of information is loaded on the little hard
drive inside the lightweight units about as big as a book. As you
walk along, the GPS system knows where you're standing and pops
up information about the buildings and history of that location. It
has maps, graphics, video, and sound files. There’s some historic
century-old film footage of downtown taken from the front of a
streetcar heading south on Government Street. Another clip shows
construction on one of Victoria’s biggest attractions. “You watch the
Empress being built on the screen,” says Tyler Hadfield, partner with
Steve Jackson in VAQ. Since 1995, they've also operated Golf Central,
which offers golf tours on Vancouver Island and elsewhere in B.C.

The units have a small video touch screen that displays the tour.
Text, photos, animated pieces, and voice excerpts are augmented
by 40 video clips totalling an hour and a half, mostly contemporary

scenes narrated by local TV people like Astrid Braunschmidt and
Jennifer Crosby. As an extra, the device offers multiple-choice trivia
tests by video. (Little-known fact not on the quiz: in some videos,
that’s Hadfield himself in early 19th-century frock coat and wig.)

“Guided from space at your own pace,” is the slogan for VAQ.
“You can go as fast or as slow as you want,” says Hadfield. “It’s
interesting; it’s interactive.”

Hadfield and Jackson looked for a while before picking the GPS
devices and the 50 they are using are from BarZ Adventures in Austin,
Texas, which initially intended the tour devices for zoos. Victoria is
the first place in Canada to have the GPS tours, says Hadfield.

From a downtown kiosk, VAQ is charging $15 for the walking
tours and $25 for the full-day driving tours. Battery life is about
three hours; the ones used for the driving tours come with a plug
for the cigarette lighter. The tours can be paused anytime for breaks.

The partners expect to add new features and content from time to
time and have ideas of offering a downloadable version as an Apple
iPhone application. A restaurant guide that pops up a little graphic
when you walk by the eatery and closed-caption and multilingual
versions are other ideas they’re tossing around.

See www.gpsvideoadventures.com
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