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A new electronic guide tailors information to the spot on which you’re standing. Nicholas Roe puts it to the test.
In The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, Douglas Adams conjures up a device that gives tourists such huge amounts of on-the-spot information about life, the universe and everything that it's like having God in your rucksack. 

Don't panic, as the book says, but the future has just arrived.

I'm standing on the vast southern lawn at Ashton Court, a stately home on the edge of Bristol, clutching a tiny electronic machine that mimics Adams's device quite eerily. 

It's the size of a postcard and has a small colour television screen with earphones snaking to a slot in the bottom. When I walk a few yards to my right... ping! A bell shrills in my ear and the screen bursts into life. 

A cheery voice declares, "You have walked into an interactive area." And what begins is a visitor experience like no other I've had. This tiny electronic prototype, called an Explorer, detects exactly where I'm standing within the 850-acre parkland surrounding Ashton Court, because it's equipped with an internal Global Positioning System (GPS) based on satellite signals, accurate to within about three yards. 

On screen, I see myself as a little red dot moving slowly over the grass. Depending on where I wander, an entirely different heritage or cultural story is presented through a combination of pictures, sound effects and narrative, all related to where I'm standing and what I'm looking at. 

I walk to the bottom of the lawn. Ping! With the sweeping façade of Ashton Court spread like a film set, the screen shows me how the building has changed over the centuries, images building upon images as a voiceover explains why the place looks as it does now. 

The tone of the script is light, brief but serious - a cross between Radios 2 and 4. (Later, I discover that the material has been written by an ex-BBC producer and narrated by a local radio presenter.)

I move 50 feet towards some flowerbeds and... ping! I'm urged to look up at the fourth window from the left where the 19th-century stunner Emily Smythe - "the most beautiful woman in the West of England!" - once gazed from her bedroom at the rural landscape stretching to the city. 

The screen shows me her picture. It tells me that men used to swoon at the sight of her. It shows me her bedroom.

I walk to the front of the building. Ping! I learn that the writer CS Lewis was a patient here during the First World War, when this became a military hospital. 

Here is what those sick soldiers looked like on the ward - haunted faces staring through the bright, modern sunlight of my visit as, behind me, I hear a squad of Army boots marching up the crunchy drive. I spin round. But of course there's no one there. 

What I'm experiencing is a foretaste of a semi-virtual world that, within a year, you should encounter in some of the best-known tourist centres, including the Louvre in Paris, Alcatraz in San Francisco, Edinburgh Castle and the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam. 

The idea is quite simple. Computer programmers have fed a series of precise location co-ordinates into a hand-held computer, creating hotspots. Then they have loaded up a five-gigabyte memory chip with huge quantities of data related to each of these sites - pictures, stories, music, sound-effects, maps. 

The device is fun, engaging; it can even be updated on the spot through wireless broadband technology, altering the messages as the season, or even the weather, changes. Altogether, it's a highly thought-provoking development. 

Imagine standing on, say, a vast Civil War battlefield site in the United States. At present you might be able to hire an audio device with start-stop buttons and a pre-determined walking route. 

But these are often limited and clunky (as is the new mobile phone system announced last week, which links on-site barcodes to instant messaging for tourists). This new machine lets you pick your own route and presents you with video clips, sound effects, explanations and interpretation. 

You could do the same with an entire city. With an island. Imagine driving through Rhodes with a screen that pinged every time you hit an ancient Greek hotspot. You had better be the passenger...

"This thing is huge. It's about marrying the real world with the virtual world. It's like moving from black and white television to colour," says Tom Brammar, whose hyperbole can be explained by the fact that he's one of the inventors. 

Two years ago, aged only 25, this former Virgin record company A&R man was drinking beer with a friend, Will Wellesley-Davies, a designer at the BBC. 

Both had been working on interactive media projects and found themselves musing on the relationship between information and location. "We were thinking, the best place to see a documentary about a Roman villa is right there at the villa, not at your desk," Brammar says. Ping! A dream was born.

They raised a £200,000 bank loan to form a company called Node, in Usk, South Wales. A £500,000 cash injection came from Finance Wales, the government-established investment company, and experiments were set up at sites including Ashton Court and Bristol Harbour, where they tested the idea on boat trips along the waterfront.

One of the tourism experts invited to inspect both projects was Martyn Heighton, then on the board of the National Trust. "I think this has huge potential," he says. 

"More work is needed to make people confident about using these machines - it took me a while to work out that it was showing me on the screen where I was, for instance. But overall I thought it would have tremendous application."

Crucially, Node has now signed a deal with Antenna Audio, a London-based company that provides audio-tours of 400 tourist sites worldwide, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Alcatraz and Elvis Presley's Graceland. 

This deal means that Antenna will not only manufacture the devices but also use them. "It will revolutionise travel," insists Andrew Nugé, Antenna's chief executive. "It will add hugely to the visitor experience."

Brammar and Wellesley-Davies are hunting for further deals to push the devices into the wider tourist market beyond museums and galleries, which are Antenna's main focus; sites might include cities, historic battlefields, cruise ships and islands. 

"If you go to a historic area there may be thousands of points around the site of importance, but on their own they don't warrant a museum," says Wellesley-Davies. "Our guide allows you to pull them all together. 

And how many times do you go to a castle and say it's fantastic, and then you go on and forget what you've seen? We are saying, let's bring all these resources together, right where it matters."

Node is also working on a three-year project that should see an on-screen Mr Darcy leading visitors around Bath as part of a "Jane Austen experience". 

Local guides are sniffy about this prospect: "GPS systems are great, but people like to see the colour of each other's eyes and make personal contact," says Jan Hull, who is a guide in Bath. "But I'd be very interested to see it," she adds, "and see if it might make me change the way I do tours."

Yet another proposal may turn Schiehallion Mountain, near Aberfeldy in Scotland - the place where contour lines were invented - into the world's first mountain museum.

Many Tomorrow's World-type inventions end up looking silly when tomorrow dawns. But Explorer is based on existing technology, and it works. The picture Brammar paints is of a person booking, say, a week in Istanbul, Berlin or Corfu, then hiring an Explorer for, say, £20. 

The thing is then charged up with information like a mobile phone sucking up credits, and it's ready to go. It could be available by next summer.

All of which leaves one question: never mind the rest of the galaxy, what does this mean for conventional guidebooks here on earth? Brammar says coolly: "Every medium has its place - it gets marginalised or it grows." But he admits that he is looking for an established guidebook publisher to provide content for Explorers, so he clearly believes the written word will survive. 

The people at Rough Guides, meanwhile, don't feel threatened at all. "There's something very reassuring about a book," a spokeswoman says. "I think there's a place in the market for both of us." 

Which is good news for readers everywhere. As Douglas Adams put it, no need to panic.
Some Things you may not off considered:

10 Solar-Powered Cooling Pith Helmet
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It harnesses the rays of the sun to power a miniature fan that keeps you looking fresh even after spending a whole day of trekking. The hat has a whisper-quiet motor powered by four compact solar panels on top. In the evening, or on a cloudy day, the fan is powered by two AA batteries. It sells for $49.95.

#9 Cell Phone Mini Projector
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This gives a whole new meaning to the phrase shoot and share. This mobile phone doubles up as mini-projector. It can project your clips to 15" size projection screen. So after taking some footage of your romantic boat ride, you can immediately preview the cruise over a candle lit dinner.

#8 IBM Magic Block
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Give Carrie Bradshaw of Sex in the City a run for her money with this portable recording device that could be your digital sound diary. You don't have to worry about other people having a listen to your inner thoughts, because of its embedded fingerprint-recognition reader.

#7 The Solar Generator Briefcase 
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It can run laptops, small electric hand tools, DC refrigerators, GPS systems, portable electronics, and a whole lot more! What else do you need to know after that right?

#6 StashCard
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Your peace of mind could just be worth $9.95. If you always go everywhere with your laptop and you have an unused PC card slot you can transform that to a safe of sorts to hide your money, stamps, keys, and a lot more.

#5 Inflatable, portable, travelling Washing Machine
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The name says it all. Talk about travelling light. With this device you can actually just bring one shirt, pants, socks and undies for a month long trip.

#4 An MP3 Player, $9 worth
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Everytime you go on a trip you're bound to forget something, but sometimes, you purposely forget it to keep it safe. Like your glamorous mp3 player that doesn't leave your sight. Now with Evergreen DN 2000 (1GB) you don't have to worry about it getting stolen. Chances are, nobody will.

#3 Inflatable Massage Chair
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Watch out La-Z-Boy. Here comes a portable version of you. The price for some home away from home comfort? £79.95/$143.91. But can you just imagine sitting on this with a beer in your hand in front of the TV in the Carribean? Sweet.

#2 The Beerbelly
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The Beerbelly: Is made up of a neoprene “sling” and a polyurethane “bladder” with a tube for dispensing. The bladder is held in an insulated pouch in the sling which is worn under your clothing for concealment. When worn, it looks just like a beerbelly. Priced at $ $34.95. Hic.

#1 C'ALL future phone
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Video phone. Credit and discount cards. Remote control. Keys. GPS System. Library, video and music shop. Enough said.

For the Business Traveller:
Business travel isn't all about work - it's also about waiting. There are long stretches of dead time at airports, lonely hotels and gruelling periods spent in transit. 

Here are our top 10 suggestions for gadgets that make time away from the office both more productive and more easy to deal with. 

The first is a smart phone - like the ones shown in the photo above. There are any number of devices out there for your travelling pleasure: the BlackBerry, the iPaq and the Treo are some of the most recognised names. 

Not only do these devices give you access to email, IM and calendaring on the move, they also let you sync data with your PC remotely and some even let you view and edit your Windows attachments. 

And, like the Yellow Pages, they're also good for the nicer things in life. You can surf the web, read e-books and use RSS to keep up with the news and sport. 

Which device you choose is a highly personal decision - be sure to find one with the right combination of features for your needs.
When you need to get your laptop online, data cards could be just the thing. Unlike using wi-fi, 3G data cards will give you internet connectivity just about anywhere you care to think of, even when there's no hotspot nearby - on trains, buses, even a park bench. 

Outside of the main urban areas, you may find the cards slip back to GPRS access and speed dips accordingly. Inside 3G coverage though you can expect speeds of 384Kbps and, as HSDPA (that's souped-up 3G to you) is rolled out this year, you'll be clearing 1Mbps easily. 

If you do find yourself often outside the UK's population centres, it's worth bearing in mind that Orange is rolling out its EDGE network. EDGE - which is faster than GPRS but slower than 3G and is used in the regions that are unlikely to see 3G coverage any time soon, if at all - makes downloading docs that little bit faster. 

Another point to bear in mind: 3G data cards are fiendishly useful abroad but also fiendishly expensive. Make sure you check your roaming rates before you get on the plane. 

If wi-fi not 3G is more your thing, how about taking one of these wi-fi scanners with you when you travel? 

Instead of having to open and shut your laptop to find out if there's a hotspot around, you can simply switch on your wi-fi finder, which will tell you how many access points are nearby and how strong the signals are. 

Many scanners come in key-ring form, so you can stick it on your laptop bag – or, ingeniously, on your keys, and away you go.

If you frequently use your laptop in public places, you'll be more than aware of shoulder surfers - those nosy types who like to take a gander at what's on your screen, rather than the document that's spread out on their lap. 

So, here's how to foil them: get a privacy filter. It's a black opaque piece of plastic that you clip to the screen of your laptop. 

The screen image is filtered so you get to see your Q1 financials no problem, while the man with the wandering eyes next to you gets to see a nice black screen. It also works if you don't want your boss to know you're studying the rugby fixtures and not the Q1 financials...

Just as you like a polite seatmate on a plane or train, you have to be courteous to your fellow travellers too. Turn your ringtone down a bit, save your tuna fish and gorgonzola sandwich 'til later and for heaven's sake get some headphones. 

After all, you might want the pleasure of listening to a webinar on IT governance issues - or just unwinding with some music - but headphones save everyone else on the flight or in the carriage from having to listen to it too.

When it's time to relax with some music or a podcast, reach for an MP3 player like the ones shown here. 

Subscribe to one of the many online song shops and you can fill up your MP3 player with thousands of songs and carry your entire music collection in your pocket. You can download millions of audio books, music videos and songs ranging from the Rat Pack to the latest cutting-edge songs which haven't yet made it onto CD. 

When you're ready for a break from the music, Radio 4 podcasts can keep you company on that long plane journey to New York. 

And don't forget the sizable hard drives on today's MP3 players can always be used for transporting or backing up files.

If you're more of a road warrior than an international jetsetter, how about some in-car technology? Just because you're on the M25 doesn't mean you can't be on the phone making deals - with your hands-free phone of course. 

A Bluetooth in-car system could be just the answer. Plug the phone into the system and it'll charge the device and let you control it without taking your eyes off the road – either with voice activation or by using buttons on the steering wheel. 

Volkswagen did a deal last year with Nokia which saw the phone maker's in-car Bluetooth system automatically fitted into all Passats, while Microsoft and Fiat are working on a Bluetooth system that will let drivers control their phones, MP3 players and other devices via the steering wheel. No jokes about Microsoft-enabled cars crashing or closing and opening windows to get things going again, please. 

Those that find themselves glued to their mobile abroad and terrified of expensing the roaming bill when they return might want to look at getting a foreign SIM. You'll need your phone unlocked, of course, but once that's done you'll essentially be paying the same pay-as-you-go prices as users in the country you travel to, rather than the extortionate amounts you'd be paying to use roaming. 

You'll also get to escape paying when you get incoming calls from the UK, which is a bonus for your travel budget. 

If you're juggling many SIM cards and devices, it might also be a good idea to invest in a SIM card back-up device. They're cheap as chips and a guarantee against losing all your contacts when you drop your phone into the hotel loo. 

Anyone with a serious business travel bent and a penchant for Lost - or any sport you care to name - is going to find their business travel clashing with their TV watching. And, if you can't find a bar showing the 'soccer' in Texas or your erratic travel schedule means you miss episodes you could have caught in your hotel room, you're going to need a personal video recorder, or PVR. 

A PVR is like a video recorder that's been down the gym a lot. These bad boys can store up to 25 hours of Freeview on a 40GB hard drive and you can set them to record individual shows or entire series through relatively friendly user interfaces. 

Ones with digital tuners are less hassle to deal with and give you top picture quality. Sky do their own brand offering, Sky+, and all the usual consumer hardware players are knocking their own versions out. 

Last on our list - and something you'll either carry religiously or wish you did - in short, spares. 

Spare laptop batteries, spare phone chargers, spare Ethernet cables. Take it from us, there will come a time when you're fighting for internet access or to make that vital call and you'll feel wonderfully smug when you dip in your bag and take out the necessary equipment while those about you look on impressed. 

Among the things that you might want to put in your overnight bag - and leave there - are a spare Ethernet cable, a wind-up mobile phone charger (those three minutes of extra juice could be vital), spare batteries if you're so inclined, a USB stick, a universal plug adapter - and a toothbrush.

