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RIDERLESS STABILIZATION OF A
BALANCING TRANSPORTER

The present application is a continuation-in-part of
copending U.S. application Ser. No. 09/325,976, filed Jun. 4,
1999, which is a continuation in part of U.S. application Ser.
No. 08/479,901, filed Jun. 7, 1995, now issued as U.S. Pat.
No. 5,975,225, which is a continuation in part of U.S.
application Ser. No. 08/384,705, filed Feb. 3, 1995, now
issued as U.S. Pat. No. 5,971,091, which is a continuation in
part of U.S. application Ser. No. 08/250,693, filed May 27,
1994, now issued as U.S. Pat. No. 5,701,965, which in turn
is a continuation in part of U.S. application Ser. No. 08/021,
789, filed Feb. 24, 1993, now abandoned, from which the
present application claims priority, all of which applications
are incorporated herein by reference. The present applica-
tion also claims priority from U.S. Provisional Application
No. 60/389,136, filed Jun. 14, 2002.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention pertains to dynamically stabilized
transporters and methods for maintaining such transporters
under conditions of active balance while not in operation by
a user.

BACKGROUND ART

A wide range of vehicles and methods are known for
transporting human subjects. Typically, such vehicles rely
upon static stability, being designed so as to be stable under
all foreseen conditions of placement of their ground-
contacting members. Thus, for example, the gravity vector
acting on the center of gravity of an automobile passes
between the points of ground contact of the automobile’s
wheels, the suspension keeping all wheels on the ground at
all times, and the automobile is thus stable. Another example
of a statically stable vehicle is the stair-climbing vehicle
described in U.S. Pat. No. 4,790,548 (Decelles et al.). A
statically stable vehicle will typically remain in the position
in which it is parked, subject, perhaps, to the requirement
that a parking brake be set to prevent inadvertent rolling
down an incline. Motion may then be resumed by mounting
the vehicle and beginning locomotion from the self-same
position of repose in which the vehicle was parked.

However, instead of being statically stable, a human
transporter may lack inherent stability unless actively and
dynamically stabilized. Such a transporter is described, for
example, in U.S. Pat. No. 5,971,091 (Kamen et al., issued
Oct. 26, 1999), which is incorporated herein by reference. If
a rider dismounts from such a transporter and ceases to
control its motion by leaning, the transporter may fall, and,
depending upon the control algorithm implemented
thereupon, may run away in an effort to maintain balance, or
otherwise behave erratically. Such behavior is clearly unde-
sirable.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with preferred embodiments of the present
invention, a method is provided for maintaining stability of
a riderless balancing transporter having two laterally dis-
posed wheels. The balancing transporter has a region of
contact with an underlying surface and is characterized by a
center of mass. The method has a first step where the
absence of a user aboard the balancing transporter is
detected. Next, a desired transporter pitch is determined
such as to establish the center of mass directly above the
region of contact between the balancing transporter and the
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underlying surface. Then, a torque is applied to the laterally
disposed wheels so as to maintain the transporter at the
desired transporter pitch.

The step of applying torque to the laterally disposed
wheels may include applying a torque proportional to the
difference between a present transporter pitch and the target
transporter pitch. It may also include applying a torque
proportional to the sum of coadded terms, a first term
proportional to the difference between a present transporter
pitch and the target transporter pitch and a second term
proportional to the pitch rate of the transporter. Two addi-
tional terms may also be coadded to obtain a motor torque
command signal: one proportional to the wheel rotational
velocity and a second to a time integral of the wheel
rotational velocity.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing features of the invention will be more
readily understood by reference to the following detailed
description, taken with reference to the accompanying
drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 depicts one embodiment of a human transporter to
which the present invention may advantageously be applied;

FIG. 2 is a basic block diagram of a controller of a
transporter, in accordance with embodiments of the inven-
tion;

FIG. 3 is a top view of the platform of the transporter of
FIG. 1, showing a rider detector in accordance with an
embodiment of the invention;

FIGS. 4A and 4B are schematic side views of the balanc-
ing transporter of FIG. 1 in two distinct conditions of stasis
maintained for differing relative placement of the center of
gravity in accordance with an embodiment of the invention;
and

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of an E-stand mode controller
in accordance with an embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC
EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 1 shows a transporter, designated generally by
numeral 10, of a sort to which the present invention may
advantageously be applied. Transporter 10 is described in
detail in U.S. Pat. No. 6,302,230, which is incorporated
herein by reference in its entirety.

A characteristic of many transporter embodiments to
which the present invention may be applied is the use of a
pair of laterally disposed ground-contacting members 20 and
21 for suspending a subject 8 over a surface with respect to
which the subject is being transported. The ground or other
surface, such as a floor, over which a vehicle in accordance
with the invention is employed may be referred to generally
herein as the “ground.” The ground-contacting members 20,
21, here depicted as wheels, are typically motor-driven. In
many embodiments, the configuration in which the subject
is suspended during locomotion lacks inherent stability in
the fore-aft plane at least a portion of the time with respect
to a vertical (axis z) but is relatively stable with respect to
a vertical in the lateral plane.

Some embodiments of the invention may invoke the
concept of primary wheels. The term “primary wheels,” as
used in this description and in any appended claims, refers
to a minimum set of a vehicle’s wheels on which the vehicle
is capable of operating stably. More generally, the term
“primary ground-contacting members” allows for a more
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general class of members, that includes but is not limited to
wheels. Hence, as used in this description and in any
appended claims, the term “primary ground-contacting
members” refers to a minimum set of a vehicle’s ground-
contacting members on which the vehicle is capable of
operating stably. Other ground-contacting members may
include, without limitation: arcuate sections of a wheel,
clusters of wheels, treads, etc.

In various embodiments of the invention, fore-aft stability
may be achieved by providing a control loop, in which one
or more motors are included, for operation of a motorized
drive in connection with the ground-contacting members. As
described below, a pair of ground-contacting members may,
for example, be a pair of wheels or a pair of wheel clusters.
In the case of wheel clusters, each cluster may include a
plurality of wheels. Each ground-contacting member,
however, may instead be a plurality (typically a pair) of
axially-adjacent, radially supported and rotatably mounted
arcuate elements. In these embodiments, the ground-
contacting members are driven by the motorized drive in the
control loop in such a way as to maintain, when the vehicle
is not in locomotion, the center of mass of the vehicle above
the region of contact of the ground-contacting members with
the ground, regardless of disturbances and forces operative
on the vehicle.

A ground-contacting member typically has a “point”
(actually, a region) of contact or tangency with the surface
over which the vehicle is traveling or standing. Due to the
compliance of the ground-contacting member, the “point” of
contact is actually an area, where the region of contact may
also be referred to as a contact patch. The weight of the
vehicle is distributed over the contact region, giving rise to
a distribution of pressures over the region, with the center of
pressure displaced forward during forward motion. The
distribution of pressures is a function both of the composi-
tion and structure of the wheel, the rotational velocity of the
wheel, the torque applied to the wheel, and thus of the
frictional forces acting on the wheel.

Aforce in the direction of motion is required to overcome
rolling friction (and other frictional forces, including air
resistance). Gravity may be used, in accordance with pre-
ferred embodiments of the invention, to provide a torque
about the point of contact with the surface in a direction
having a component in the sense of desired motion.

Referring further to FIG. 1, user 8 is shown standing on
platform (or ‘base’) 12 of ground-contacting module 26.
Wheels 21 and 22 are shown as coaxial about the Y axis.
Steering or other control may be provided by one or more
thumbwheels 32 and 34, or by other user input mechanisms
such as those described in detail in U.S. Pat. No. 6,288,505,
herein incorporated by reference. Any user input device that
provides the functions discussed below is within the scope
of the present invention. Finally, a handlebar 14 is shown as
may be provided on stalk 16 for gripping by the user.

A simplified control algorithm for achieving balance in
the embodiment of the invention according to FIG. 1 when
the wheels are active for locomotion is shown in the block
diagram of FIG. 3. The plant 61 is equivalent to the
equations of motion of a system with a ground contacting
module driven by a single motor, before the control loop is
applied. T identifies the wheel torque. The remaining portion
of the figure is the control used to achieve balance. The
boxes 62 and 63 indicate differentiation. To achieve dynamic
control to insure stability of the system, and to keep the
system in the neighborhood of a reference point on the
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4

surface, the wheel torque T in this embodiment is governed
by the following simplified control equation:

T=K, (0-0)+K,(0-00)+K (x-x0)+K ,(t—to), (Eqn. 1)

where:

T denotes a torque applied to a ground-contacting element
about its axis of rotation;

0 is a quantity corresponding to the lean of the entire
system about the ground contact, with 0, representing
the magnitude of a system pitch offset, all as discussed
in detail below;

x identifies the fore-aft displacement along the surface
relative to a fiducial reference point, with x, represent-
ing the magnitude of a specified fiducial reference
offset;

a dot over a character denotes a variable differentiated
with respect to time; and

a subscripted variable denotes a specified offset that may
be input into the system as described below; and

K,, K,, K, and K, are gain coefficients that may be
configured, either in design of the system or in real-
time, on the basis of a current operating mode and
operating conditions as well as preferences of a user.
The gain coefficients may be of a positive, negative, or
zero magnitude, affecting thereby the mode of opera-
tion of the vehicle, as discussed below. The gains K,
K,, K;, and K, are dependent upon the physical param-
eters of the system and other effects such as gravity.
The simplified control algorithm of FIG. 2 maintains
balance and also proximity to the reference point on the
surface in the presence of disturbances such as changes
to the system’s center of mass with respect to the
reference point on the surface due to body motion of the
subject or contact with other persons or objects. It
should be noted that the amplifier control may be
configured to control motor current (in which case
torque T is commanded, as shown in FIG. 2) or,
alternatively, the voltage applied to the motor may be
controlled, in which case the commanded parameter is
velocity. The effect of 6, in the above control equation
(Egn. 1) is to produce a specified offset 6, from the
non-pitched position where 6=0. Adjustment of 6, will
adjust the vehicle’s offset from a non-pitched position.
As discussed in further detail below, in various
embodiments, pitch offset may be adjusted by the user,
for example, by means of a thumb wheel 32, shown in
FIG. 1. An adjustable pitch offset is useful under a
variety of circumstances. For example, when operating
the vehicle on an incline, it may be desirable for the
operator to stand erect with respect to gravity when the
vehicle is stationary or moving at a uniform rate. On an
upward incline, a forward torque on the wheels is
required in order to keep the wheels in place. This
requires that the user push the handle further forward,
requiring that the user assume an awkward position.
Conversely, on a downward incline, the handle must be
drawn back in order to remain stationary. Under these
circumstances, 0, may advantageously be manually
offset to allow control with respect to a stationary pitch
comfortable to the user.

Alternatively, 8, can be set by the control system of the
vehicle as a method of limiting the speed and/or the perfor-
mance of the vehicle.

The magnitude of K; determines the extent to which the
vehicle will seek to return to a given location. With a
non-zero K, the effect of x, is to produce a specified offset
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-X, from the fiducial reference by which x is measured.
When K is zero, the vehicle has no bias to return to a given
location. The consequence of this is that if the vehicle is
caused to lean in a forward direction, the vehicle will move
in a forward direction, thereby maintaining balance.

The term “lean” is often used with respect to a system
balanced on a single point of a perfectly rigid member. In
that case, the point (or line) of contact between the member
and the underlying surface has zero theoretical width. In that
case, furthermore, lean may refer to a quantity that expresses
the orientation with respect to the vertical (i.e., an imaginary
line passing through the center of the earth) of a line from
the center of gravity (CG) of the system through the theo-
retical line of ground contact of the wheel. While
recognizing, as discussed above, that an actual ground-
contacting member is not perfectly rigid, the term “lean” is
used herein in the common sense of a theoretical limit of a
rigid ground-contacting member. The term “system” refers
to all mass caused to move due to motion of the ground-
contacting elements with respect to the surface over which
the vehicle is moving.

“Stability” as used in this description and in any appended
claims refers to the mechanical condition of an operating
position with respect to which the system will naturally
return if the system is perturbed away from the operating
position in any respect.

In order to accommodate two wheels instead of the
one-wheel system illustrated for simplicity in FIG. 2, sepa-
rate motors may be provided for left and right wheels of the
vehicle and the torque desired from the left motor and the
torque to be applied by the right motor can be governed in
the general manner described below in connection with FIG.
4. Additionally, tracking both the left wheel motion and the
right wheel motion permits adjustments to be made to
prevent unwanted turning of the vehicle and to account for
performance variations between the two drive motors.

Operating modes of the transporter may include modes
wherein the rider is supported by the transporter but may
also include modes where the rider is not supported by the
transporter. For example, it may be advantageous for the
rider to be able to alight from the transporter platform and
to have the transporter stop and keep a station until the user
is ready to remount the transporter and assume control of its
motion by leaning and steering. A mode in which the
transporter maintains stationary balanced operation without
a rider may be referred to as an ‘electronic kickstand’ or
‘E-stand’ mode.

FIG. 3 shows a rider detection mechanism used in an
embodiment of the present invention, as described in detail
in U.S. Pat. No. 6,288,505. When the absence of a rider is
detected, the transporter is allowed to operate in one or more
riderless modes. FIG. 3 shows a top view of the rider
detector designated generally by numeral 510. Transporter
10 incorporating the rider detector includes a base 12, left
wheel fender 512, right wheel fender 514, support stem 16
for handlebar 14 (shown in FIG. 1). Wheel fenders 512 and
514 cover the corresponding wheels. Support stem 16 is
attached to the base 12 and provides a sealed conduit for
transmission of signals from controls 32, 34 (shown in FIG.
1) that may be located on the handlebar to the control
electronics sealed in the base 12. Wheel fenders 512, 514 are
rigidly attached to the sides of the base.

The top of base 12 provides a substantially flat surface and
is sized to comfortably support a rider standing on the base
12. A mat 521 covers the top of the base 12 and provides
additional protection to the base 12 from particles and dust
from the environment. In an alternate embodiment, the mat
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may also cover part of the fenders 512 514 and may be used
to cover a charger port (not shown) that provides for external
charging of the power supply. Mat 521 may be made of an
elastomeric material that provides sufficient traction such
that the rider does not slip off the mat 521 under expected
operating conditions. A plate 522 is positioned between base
12 and mat 521. Plate 522 is made of a rigid material and
evenly distributes the force acting on the plate 522 from the
rider’s feet such that at least one rider detection switch 523
is activated when a rider is standing on the mat.

Referring now to FIG. 4A, a schematic sideview is shown
of transporter 10, represented by one of its wheels 21,
platform 12, handlebar 14, and stalk 16. The center of mass
(CM) 40 must lie on a vertical line 42 that passes through the
region of contact 44 between wheel 21 and the underlying
surface if the transporter is to remain at rest. Otherwise, the
pitch of the transporter will cause the wheel to rotate under
the transporter to achieve balance, and motion will ensue.
The condition in which the transporter is in repose will be
referred to herein as ‘stasis.” Two conditions of stasis are
shown in FIGS. 4A and 4B which differ in that the CM 40
of FIG. 4B lies aft (i.e., to the left on the page) of its position
in FIG. 4A. In ‘E-stand’ mode, if the CM is biased forward,
the transporter will pitch backward, and mutatis mutandis, a
backward bias of the CM leads to a forward pitch.

Referring now to FIG. §, a schematic is shown of a control
mode, referred to as ‘kickstand mode,” wherein the trans-
porter may stationkeep in a balanced position. FIG. § depicts
the manner in which a pitch command 50 is derived to be
applied to both primary wheel amplifiers. Application of
motor commands to govern wheel actuators to drive wheels
20 and 21 is described in U.S. Pat. No. 6,288,505.

First, the difference 6,,, between the desired pitch con-
dition 0., and the present pitch 0 as determined by an
on-board pitch sensor, is subject to gain 52 and supplied to
summer 54. Additionally, a signal 56 proportional to a

sensed pitch rate 0 is supplied to summer 54. State variables

9 and 6 may be provided by a sensing system such as, for
example, an inertial sensing system as described in U.S. Pat.
No. 6,332,103, which is incorporated herein by reference.

The rate @ of wheel rotation provides another input to
summer 54, subject to gain 58, while the wheel rotation is
also integrated up by integrator 60 so that the cumulative
wheel rotation required to bring the transporter to a pitch
state of stasis is maintained. Integrator 60 may be initialized
at a given value when the absence of a rider is detected by
the rider detection mechanism.

The described embodiments of the invention are intended
to be merely exemplary and numerous variations and modi-
fications will be apparent to those skilled in the art. All such
variations and modifications are intended to be within the
scope of the present invention as defined in the appended
claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for maintaining stability of a balancing
transporter having two laterally disposed wheels, the bal-
ancing transporter having a region of contact with an under-
lying surface and characterized by a center of mass, the
method comprising:

a. detecting the absence of a user aboard a balancing

transporter;

b. determining a desired transporter pitch such as to
establish the center of mass directly above the region of
contact between the balancing transporter and the
underlying surface;

c. applying a torque to the laterally disposed wheels so as
to maintain the transporter at the desired transporter
pitch.
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2. A method in accordance with claim 1, wherein the step
of applying the torque includes applying a torque propor-
tional to the difference between a present transporter pitch
and the target transporter pitch.

3. Amethod in accordance with claim 1, wherein the step
of applying the torque includes applying a torque propor-
tional to the sum of coadded terms, a first term proportional
to the difference between a present transporter pitch and the
target transporter pitch and a second term proportional to the
pitch rate of the transporter.

4. A transporter for transporting a load over a surface, the
transporter comprising:

a support platform for supporting the load, the support
platform characterized by a fore-aft axis, a lateral axis,
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and an orientation with respect to the surface, the
orientation referred to as an attitude;

at least one ground-contacting wheel flexibly coupled to
the support platform in such a manner that the attitude
of the support platform is capable of variation;

a motorized drive arrangement for driving the at least one
ground-contacting wheel;

a sensor module for generating a signal characterizing the
attitude of the support platform; and

a controller for commanding the motorized drive arrange-
ment based at least on the attitude of the support
platform.
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