One fore the history books

Edmonton inventor helps make quadriplegic “golfers” 

a media hit on the links 

N E W P O R T BEACH, CA. – Greg Gazin Edmonton Sun 

 
When Edmonton Multiple Sclerosis sufferer Bill Miller played 15 holes of golf last week, he rewrote history. He and 14 others with quadriplegia, along with several paraplegics, teamed up and played with able-bodied golfers for the Real Abilities Charity Golf Tournament - held at the Pelican Hills Golf Course in Newport Beach California. “Pinch me! What more can you ask (for), a dream past imagination, more than you can ever imagine- unbelievable,” says the excited Miller, “With a smile going past my ears.” 

The event was hosted by the Teddy’s Star Foundation, an Alabama-based charity, and sponsored by both Madentec Limited of Edmonton and the Microsoft Corporation. The Quadriplegic Golfers (AT Golfers) utilized advances in assistive technology to play. The goal of the event was to increase awareness of technology that can be used to make the lives of physically challenged individuals easier, to raise money for charity and to have some fun. 

“Technology has leveled the playing field for people with disabilities in a game that already accommodates all skill levels”, says Randy Marsden, president of Madentec “This isn’t just about going golfing” states Edward D. McLaughlin Jr., chairman of Teddy’s Star. “The same technology that allows people with disabilities to golf will also allow them to control the environment in their homes, return to school, find gainful employment, access the Internet, communicate, and be more independent. This equipment can instantly changes a person’s life, giving them hope self-assurance and independence. It is a modern day miracle.”

 While the able-bodied golfers maneuvered the terrain in golf carts, those utilizing the assistive technology played the course from a powered wheelchair equipped with a notebook computer, a special outdoor LCD display and a device, designed by Madentec, called Tracker. Tracker acts as replacement for a traditional mouse: it allows a person without the use of their limbs to move the cursor on a computer simply by moving his head and clicking by moving his face. 

Tracker 2000, a camera-like device, sits atop the display and tracks a tiny ‘dot’ worn on the user’s forehead or the brim of a hat. The device converts the dot into a computer mouse movement. Its advanced design allows its use even in direct sunlight. Driving the computer hardware was Microsoft’s Links LS 2000 Golf software, loaded with a virtual “replica” of the actual Pelican Hill course. To ensure accuracy and realism, every detail of the course was accounted for, including bushes, trees, sand traps, hills and even wind, which enhanced the experience. “Some of the houses on the hills were even at the same stage of being built., “ exclaimed AT Golfer, Chris Timmins. What the golfers saw on the screen is what was right in front of them. 

Once the golfer set up his swing and the ball is struck, a Global Positioning System (GPS) mounted on each golf cart deter-mined exactly where the ball is to land and the players move to that location and hit from there. According to Marsden, the Links software was an ideal fit because it’s fully controlled by the mouse. He also added that, while people with disabilities will golf virtually using his technology, it’s not a “pretend” experience for them at all. They are golfing. “It highlighted what is possible when perseverance, imagination and assistive technology are combined – it showed the general public how something works rather than just telling them. This goes a long way toward removing the barriers which individuals with disabilities experience in their daily lives. The more (everyone sees) what is possible, the more they will accept the talents of those with disabilities.” states George Allen, Accessibility Product Manager, Microsoft 

Edmonton-based Madentec Limited is known as a world leader in Assistive Technology. It has been providing solutions for those with disabilities since the late 1980’s. Its products assist people with severe disabilities like MS, Cerebral Palsy, Muscular Dystrophy and quadriplegia. They have worked with giants like Microsoft and Parkinson’s disease victim Muhammad Ali. 

U.S. President Bill Clinton, U.S. Senator Orrin Hatch, U.S. Senator Max Cleland and actor Christopher Reeve pledged support for the Real Abilities Charity Golf Tournament. PGA Players who participated in the event included Jon Wright, Brigham Gibbs, Chris Jones, Eric Neilson and Tommy Johnson; Madentec has already received interests from organization for future events from Hawaii and China.

Greg Gazin is an Edmonton based computer professional and freelance columnist with 20 years experience in the industry. He can be reached at (780) 424-1881 or mailto: mouse@incentre.net Or at www.madentec.com, http://www.teddysstar.org/events.htm www.theartmiller.ab.ca/bluewind
