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FIG. 5
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FIG. 5A
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FIG. 6
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FIG. 7A
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MULTIMODAL AGILE ROBOTS

PRIORITY CLAIM AND RELATED
APPLICATION

[0001] This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provi-
sional Application No. 60/868,842 entitled “Hopping and
roving robot” and filed on Dec. 6, 2006, which is incorporated
by reference as part of the specification of this application.

FEDERAL FUNDING

[0002] The research and development for inventions
described in this application received funding under LANL
TUT 72232-001-03 and LANS subcontract 72232-002-06
from the Los Alamos National Laboratory. The U.S. Govern-
ment may have rights to various technical features described
in this application.

TECHNICAL FIELD
[0003] This application relates to robotic devices and sys-
tems.
BACKGROUND
[0004] A robotis a machine that can perform certain opera-

tions or tasks in an autonomous manner. One or more digital
processors such as a microprocessor may be implemented in
a robot to control the operations of the robot.

[0005] Robots may be used to perform various tasks such as
tasks that are dangerous, laborious, repetitive, or entertaining
in a wide range of applications, including but not limited to,
reconnaissance, search and rescue, military, exploration, per-
sonal assistance, education, entertainment and toys.

SUMMARY

[0006] This application describes examples and implemen-
tations of various robotic mechanisms, apparatus, systems
and techniques including multimodal robotic devices and
systems.

[0007] These and other implementations and examples of
robotic devices, systems and techniques are described in
greater detail in the drawings, the detailed description and the
claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

[0008] FIGS. 1, 2 and 3 illustrate an example of a hopping
and roving robot having three reaction drive wheels.

[0009] FIGS. 4A, 4B, 4C, 4D and 4E illustrate an example
of a reaction drive wheel based on a functional mass design.
[0010] FIGS. 5, 5A, 5B, 6, 7A, 7B and 8 illustrate an
example of a dual 4-bar linkage system to provide a variable
transmission for a robotic hopping mechanism.

[0011] FIGS. 9A, 9B, 9C, 10A, and 10B illustrate an
example of a hopping propulsion motor for driving the dual
4-bar linkage system.

[0012] FIGS. 11A and 11B illustrate operations of the
robotic hopping mechanism based on the above dual 4-bar
linkage system.

[0013] FIG. 12 illustrates an example of a motorized fric-
tion drive system facilitating pole climbing in a multimodal
robot with two or more reaction drive wheels.

[0014] FIG. 13 illustrates pole-climbing operations of a
multimodal robot in climbing stairs.
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[0015] FIGS. 14A and 14B illustrate an example of a mul-
timodal rover body design with two main reaction drive
wheels that can change their relative orientations to be canted
between a parallel configuration (FIG. 14A) and an approxi-
mately perpendicular configuration (FIG. 14B).

[0016] FIGS. 15A, 15B and 15C illustrate three different
configurations of an exemplary multimodal rover body
design with two reaction drive wheels that can shift in posi-
tion about an axis perpendicular to the drive wheel axis of
rotation.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0017] The robotic mechanisms, apparatus, systems and
techniques described in this application can be used in various
robotic applications including constructions of multimodal
robotic devices and systems. A multimodal robot includes
structures that can autonomously reconfigure between two or
more primary modes of operation. One or more digital pro-
cessors such as a microprocessor may be implemented in
such a multimodal robot to control its operations. Such robots
may be used in a wide range of applications, including recon-
naissance, exploration, search and rescue, military, sports,
personal assistance, education, and entertainment and toys.
[0018] Examples of multimodal robots described in this
application are wheeled robots that use two or more drive
wheels to perform various motions and operations. The
present wheeled multimodal robots can be configured to pro-
vide more versatile operational modes that are difficult to
achieve in other wheeled robot designs and to negotiate com-
plex terrains such as terrains containing sharp and uneven
protruding features of a size comparable to that of the robot
itself. For example, this application describes exemplary
designs and operations of multimodal robots that provide
complex hopping and roving movements and a robot based on
the described designs and operations can be used as a recon-
naissance, search and rescue vehicle in harsh environments,
involving complex terrain and obstacles inaccessible to con-
ventional wheeled robots. The present wheeled multimodal
robots can be designed to be efficient in energy consumption
than various legged robots employing two or more multiple-
degree-of-freedom robotic legs.

[0019] The present multimodal wheeled robots can incor-
porate one or more robotic mechanisms and control algo-
rithms to facilitate their construction and effective operation.
These robot systems are both efficient on smooth terrain and
maneuverable on complex terrain. The robots described can
autonomously change between their fundamental modes of
operation. Thus, our new multimodal robot systems effec-
tively bridge the gap between the efficiency of conventional
rolling robots and the maneuverability of conventional legged
robots. The specific examples and implementations below
include the systems-level configurations used to achieve mul-
timodal robot functionality, component-level mechanical
designs used to realize multimodal robot systems, and control
algorithms used to maneuver these multimodal robot systems
and to stabilize their unstable operational modes even in the
presence of significant disturbances and measurement errors.
[0020] This document describes exemplary designs and
operations of multimodal robotic systems that leverage effi-
cient wheeled locomotion and can self-transform between a
plurality of the following operational modes: 1. horizontal
roving: rolling on two or more wheels; 2. upright roving:
rolling on two approximately equal-sized wheels situated
approximately parallel to each other; 3. pole climbing: bal-
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ancing while self-climbing a pole that may be extended ver-
tically downward from the main body; and 4. hopping: self-
propelling into the air, either once or repeating many times, by
energetically extending a pole vertically downward from the
main body to launch the body into the air in a pogo-stick-like
fashion.

[0021] FIGS. 1, 2 and 3 illustrate an example of a hopping
and roving multimodal robot having three reaction drive
wheels. Referring to FIG. 1, this robot includes a main robot
frame to which three reaction drive wheels are mounted for
various rover motions and an elongated rigid beam movably
engaged to the robot frame as a hopping leg to provide hop-
ping motions. First and second pitch-axis reaction drive
wheels are engaged to the robot frame on two opposite sides
of' the robot frame to spin around a first rotation axis referred
to as the pitch axis. The first and second pitch-axis reaction
drive wheels are positioned to stabilize the robot and to drive
and move the robot. The first and second pitch-axis reaction
drive wheels are independently powered, controlled and oper-
ated. The third reaction drive wheel is a roll-axis reaction
wheel engaged to the robot frame to spin around a second
rotation axis that is perpendicular to the first rotation axis.
This roll-axis wheel is operable to balance the robot along
with the two pitch-axis drive wheels. A spring-loaded hop-
ping propulsion device is mounted to the hopping leg and the
robot frame to linearly move the hopping leg relative to the
robot frame for the hopping motion. In one implementation, a
dual 4-bar hopping linkage systems can be used as part of this
spring-loaded hopping propulsion device to use a hopping
propulsion motor that causes a straight-line hopping motion
of'the hopping leg along its elongated direction relative to the
robot frame. A passive caster can be positioned at the top end
of the hopping leg to assist the motion of the robot when the
top end touches a surface when the robot in a horizontal
roving motion mode.

[0022] FIG. 2 shows a photo of a prototype robot based on
the design in FIG. 1. Various components are illustrated and
labeled and will be described in detail in later sections. Nota-
bly, FIG. 2 shows the robot in an upright roving mode. FIG. 3
further shows the robot in the horizontal roving motion mode
by using the two pitch-axis reaction drive wheels to control
the direction and speed of the motion.

[0023] This robot can be powered by two independently
controlled drive wheels, which also function as reaction
wheels for stabilization during hopping. This provides the
capability of operating in three distinct modes: 1) Horizontal
roving, 2) Upright roving, and 3) Hopping. In the horizontal
roving configuration, the robot can be operated to drive on
three wheels: the two pitch axis wheels and a passive caster
affixed to the end of the hopping leg, and this operation of the
three drive wheels gives the vehicle a low vertical profile,
suitable for passing underneath low obstacles. In the upright
mode, the robot drives solely on the two pitch-axis wheels,
with the caster pointed skyward, providing a platform for
mounting vision systems to survey the surroundings. Addi-
tionally, upon encountering an obstacle, the robot may hop
over it, even from a running start, using a coupled dual 4-bar
hopping propulsion mechanism.

[0024] Inthis example, the robot integrates roving and hop-
ping abilities into a single streamlined package. Notably, this
design incorporates three features: 1) The drive wheels used
to propel the robot as a rover also serve as reaction wheels to
balance the robot during hopping maneuvers. This adaptabil-
ity reduces the mass and mechanical complexity of the robot.
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2) All drive motors and batteries (except for the hopping
propulsion drive motor) are mounted on the drive/reaction
wheels, in order to maximize the stabilization provided by the
reaction wheels for a given motor size. This configuration, in
turn, can significantly reduce the overall weight of the robot
by diminishing the need for large/powerful motors. 3) The
hopping propulsion mechanism utilizes a spring-loaded
coupled dual 4-bar linkage, which traces a perfectly straight
line throughout its entire range of motion. This mechanism
behaves as a continuously-variable transmission between the
hopping propulsion motor and the leg of the robot, by con-
verting input torque from a DC motor into low-speed/high-
force output at the, bottom of each rebound, and high-speed/
low-torque output at the top of each rebound. In addition, the
spring-loaded mechanism may be locked into a fully-ten-
sioned state, using the same principle as a latch on a toolbox
or ski-boot, allowing for offline build-up of hopping energy
stored in the spring, which may be released “on-demand”,
without the need for clutches or locking pins.

[0025] The dual-four bar hopping linkage with a spring
tensioner that is attached to a main body shell via linkage
joints 6 and 8 shown in FIG. 2. The hopping mechanism
includes 7 links (including the main body shell and hopping
“leg”™), interconnected through 8 rotating ball-bearing joints,
and is actuated via a direct connection to a high-speed gear-
motor to hopping linkage joint #6. The linkage is attached to
the hopping “leg” via joints 1 and 7. The motion of the
hopping “leg” resulting from rotary actuation at joint #6,
traces a perfectly straight line. This straight line motion can be
difficult to achieve using other mechanisms, such as a con-
ventional “double-wishbone” linkage used in automotive
suspensions. In this particular design, this rotary actuation is
preferred over the rack-and-pinion drive, due to the continu-
ous variation of the relationship between torque input at joint
#6 versus linear force output at the hopping “leg.” In this
configuration, the mechanism converts motor torque into
high-speed/low-force output at the top of each hopping
stroke, and low-speed/high-force output at the bottom of each
hopping stroke, thereby maximizing the operation of the
high-speed hopping propulsion motor in its peak power band.
Furthermore, the mechanism may be locked into a fully-
tensioned state using the gearmotor which, to an certain
extent, functions much like a latch on a ski-boot. This is in
part because the effective gear reduction between the hopping
propulsion motor to the hopping “leg” is infinite when the
links in the four-bar mechanism are parallel.

[0026] In the horizontal roving mode, the two pitch-axis
drive/reaction wheels propel and steer the robot, by indepen-
dently varying the torque output at each wheel. A passive
caster on the end of the hopping linkage trails behind the
robot, allowing this end of the robot to slide freely along the
ground, in response to both forward and steering motions of
the drive wheels. In the upright roving mode, the robot bal-
ances on the two drive wheels, using attitude information
supplied by on-board accelerometers and gyroscopes, in
order to remain upright. The drive wheels act as necessary to
maintain the balance of the robot in the presence of distur-
bance forces on the body. The robot may move forward and
steer in this mode by appropriately leaning forward or back-
ward to compensate for the inertial forces generated during
these maneuvers. The transition between horizontal roving
and upright roving is accomplished by “popping a wheelie”;
i.e. applying sufficient torque through the drive wheels, so as
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to raise the passive caster skyward. The robot may transition
back from upright to horizontal mode in a similar manner.
[0027] In the hopping mode, the hopping mechanism is
activated while the robot is in upright mode, in order to launch
the robot, using the combined energy of the high-speed hop-
ping propulsion motor and the pre-tensioned elastomer
springs. The robot may be re-oriented during takeoff, flight,
and landing by appropriately accelerating the drive/reaction
wheels, in order to produce an equal and opposite torque on
the robot body. Attitude measurements provided by on-board
accelerometers and gyroscopes allow the robot to stabilize
itself throughout the hopping cycle, as well as to hop for-
wards, backwards and side-to-side. The robot may transition
from the hopping mode, back to the upright mode by suffi-
ciently loosening the elastomer springs via the leadscrew
mechanism, so that the robot “bottoms out” on its wheels
during landing.

[0028] FIGS. 4A, 4B, 4C, 4D and 4E illustrate an example
of a reaction drive wheel based on a functional mass design.
For example, each reaction drive wheel is configured to
include at least one drive motor and a portable power supply
that energizes the drive motor to power the wheel. The por-
table power supply can include at least one battery. Reaction
wheels with both batteries and motors mounted as functional
mass. In this embodiment, a fixed spur gear (2) is mounted to
the robot body concentric to the wheel axis (3), to which the
shaft of two motors (1) mounted on the wheel are engaged
with smaller gears.

[0029] Multimodal robotic systems designed to transform
only between horizontal and vertical roving operation modes
have no particularly special constraints on the wheels used,
and simple off-the-shelf (OTS) wheels may be used. How-
ever, multimodal robotic systems that may also be used in the
climbing and/or hopping operational modes require the
wheels to, at times, act as reaction wheels. As such, the wheels
must have significant mass to be effective in this capacity. In
the present designs, in order that the robot be as efficient and
lightweight as possible, it is thus beneficial to include func-
tional mass on the wheels. As batteries are one of the heaviest
set of components in the robot design, it is beneficial to mount
some or all of the batteries on the wheels. In addition, in some
designs, the motors that turn the reaction wheels can be
mounted on the wheels as well as shown in FIGS. 4A-4E.
[0030] In the base, stable configuration, a multimodal
robotic system can move around on two or more drive wheels.
As an example, a three-wheel system can include the two
“main” wheels at or near one end of the body, and one or more
smaller wheels at or near the opposite end. This is a stable
configuration. The main wheels can be independently pow-
ered, so forward/backward motion may be achieved by torqu-
ing both wheels the same direction, whereas turning may be
achieved by torquing both wheels the opposite direction,
steering the vehicle much like one steers a military tank.
[0031] The multimodal robots proposed herein are also
designed to have a large enough torque available to the main
wheels, a small enough moment of inertia around the axis of
the main wheels, and enough clearance around the end of the
vehicle to “pop a wheelie” and upright the vehicle into a
two-wheeled rover configuration akin to that of a Segway
human transporter.

[0032] Insome implementations, this fast torquing motion
may be designed to be powerful enough that, if a projectile
(spherical, cylindrical, or otherwise) is stored within body of
the robot and released into a lacrosse-like hook (or impinges
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upon a paddle/racket) at the upper end of the vehicle at the
appropriate time, then said projectile can be catapulted in a
controlled fashion in any desired direction.

[0033] FIGS. 5, 5A, 5B, 6, 7A, 7B and 8 illustrate an
example of a dual 4-bar linkage system to provide a variable
transmission for a robotic hopping mechanism.

[0034] FIG. 5 shows three different views of the dual 4-bar
linkage system and its components that facilitate the directed
release of gradually accumulated tension. The hopping
mechanism employs a “hopping leg” (26) that is joined to the
main vehicle body (25) via a pair of coupled four-bar link-
ages, the first four-bar linkage consisting of members (1,27,
3,26) and joints (5,6,9,10), and the second four bar linkage
consisting of members (4,27,2,25) and joints (7,8,11,12).
Link 1 is constrained to counter-rotate symmetrically with
respectto link 2 about the axis orthogonal to link 27, by means
of'a “figure-8” loop of flexible stranded steel cable wrapped
around the round portion and rigidly embedded within the
elongated portion of the links (this is also true for links 3 and
4). FIGS. 5A and 5B show an example of this “figure-8” loop
design. The main load-bearing joints (8,12) are supported by
ball bearings (23) with a hollow spacer (24) sandwiched
between them and the main body (25).

[0035] The motion of the hopping leg resulting from rotary
actuation at joint (12) traces a straight line. In this particular
embodiment, this rotary actuation of the leg is preferred over
a standard rack-and-pinion drive configuration due to the
continuous variation of the ratio between torque input at
joints (12,30) and linear force output at the hopping leg in the
present design. In this configuration, the mechanism converts
motor torque into high-speed/low-force actuation of the leg
when links (1,2,3,4) are nearly orthogonal to link (27), and
low-speed/high-force output when links (1,2,3,4) are nearly
parallel to link (27), thereby maximizing the operation of the
high-speed hopping propulsion motor in its peak power band
during the hopping cycle.

[0036] The hopping mechanism is actuated via a battery-
powered gear-motor (28) by means of a roller-chain drive
(30,31,21), wherein sprocket (21) rotating about joint (12) is
permanently engaged to link (4). A spring (14), connected to
the leg at (13) stores and releases tension as necessary to
facilitate hopping motion of the body.

[0037] As links (1,2,3,4) become nearly parallel with link
(27), the motor torque input at joints (12,30) required to
oppose the tension in spring (14) approaches zero, allowing
the hopping linkage to lock into a tensioned state. Within the
tensioned state, the spring may be gradually elongated via
force applied by a modestly sized motor with a large gear
reduction, so as to facilitate energetic hops, which might
otherwise only be possible through the use of significantly
more powerful actuators.

[0038] Referring to FIG. 6, three operation states of the
dual 4-bar hopping mechanism are illustrate: locked state
when the four bars are parallel (left), the deflected state (cen-
ter), and the fully upright state (right). When the motor is
driven to rotate link (4) clockwise, the body moves linearly
upward with respect to the leg (26) until it impacts a rubber
bumper (29), resulting in liftoff of the vehicle [as illustrated in
the rightmost subfigure of FIG. 9]. Upon landing, the motor is
reversed to increase the downward velocity of the body with
respect to the leg until it stalls (due to the opposing torque
generated by the spring tension), whereupon (if in continuous
hopping mode) the motor is again reversed to propel the main
body again skyward. Alternatively, the device can just as
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easily be returned to the locked state [as illustrated in the
leftmost subfigure of FIG. 6] after a single hop.

[0039] A third auxiliary four bar linkage consisting of
members (18,19,20,25) and joints (8,16,17,12) is perma-
nently attached to links (2,4) via joints (8,12). This auxiliary
linkage serves only to constrain members (2) and (4) to rotate
in the same direction when links (1,2,3,4) are nearly parallel
with link (27) [as illustrated in the leftmost subfigure of FIG.
6]. A pin with a tapered tip (22) engages a hole in the bottom
of the body (25), to add stability to the main linkage in a
similar manner provided by the auxiliary linkage when links
(1,2,3,4) are nearly parallel with link (27).

[0040] FIGS.7A and 7B show additional details of the dual
4-bar hopping mechanism. FIG. 8 illustrates kinematics of
the dual 4-bar hopping mechanism, in terms of an analogous
rack-and-pinion drive with a continuously variable pinion
gear radius, p(h) (far right). Note that the effective gear reduc-
tion, 1/p(h), is infinite when the links are parallel (6=0).
[0041] In one embodiment of the hopping mechanism, the
propulsion motor (28) can be used as a dual-mode motor. In
this mode, the motor is mounted via bushings in the main
body (25) whereby the motor housing can be designed to
freely rotate about its centerline, so as to apply torqueto either
(but not both) of'its two ends. The “linkage-end” of the motor
(i.e. the end of the motor to which sprocket 30 is attached)
actuates the hopping linkage via the chain drive affixed to
joint 12 in the previously described manner when the “spring-
end” of the motor (i.e. the end of the motor around which the
spring (14) winds and attaches at (15) is held fixed. Con-
versely, the “spring-end” rotates so as to stretch/retract the
spring when the “linkage-end” is held fixed. This method of
actuation eliminates the need for separate linkage actuation
and spring tensioning motors, thereby reducing overall
vehicle weight.

[0042] FIGS. 9A, 9B and 9C illustrates this dual-mode
operation of the motor. Fither of the “spring-end” (8) or
“linkage-end” (7) of the motor (9) can be held fixed with
respect to the body by means of a locking pin (1) that engages
one of many holes arranged in a circular array concentric to
the motor housing. The locking pin is guided by two bushings
(4) and may be actuated by an eccentric pin (3) attached to the
output shaft of a small gear-motor (6). FIGS. 10A and 10B
further illustrate the operations of the two modes.

[0043] Referring now to FIG. 11 A, a sequence of four states
in a hopping motion is shown. 1) In the upright mode, hop-
ping mechanism locked in tension with the high-speed hop-
ping motor off. Activation of the high-torque lead-screw drive
motor produces a pretension in the elastomer springs. 2) when
the springs are fully tensioned, the high-speed hopping motor
is turned on to unlock hopping mechanism and release stored
spring energy, 3-4) the high-speed hopping motor continues
to operate until takeoff.

[0044] Continuous hopping in a pogo-stick-like manner is
one mode of operation that may be realized with this design.
FIG. 11B illustrates that the present hopping mechanism may
also be locked, allowing the robot to collect energy into its
spring-like mechanism gradually, then unlocked, allowing
the robot to release this gradually-collected energy in the
spring suddenly to achieve a single hop to a very high height.
Upon return to earth, the spring may be re-tensioned as the leg
is pushed into the body again and the vehicle caught in the
“loaded-spring” state, prepared for another energetic jump.
Such hopping on demand is, of course, much more energeti-
cally efficient than continuous hopping. If this hopping is
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initiated while the vehicle is in forward motion, then the
vehicle will continue in forward motion when it is in the air.
Thus, the combination of hopping and fast forward rolling
motion may be used to clear complex obstacles (or holes in
the ground) entirely.

[0045] FIG. 12 illustrates an example of a motorized fric-
tion drive system facilitating pole climbing in a multimodal
robot with two or more reaction drive wheels. This system
includes a pole (2) with a pre-selected length along which the
two reaction drive wheels are movably engaged via motor-
driven friction rollers. In this example, two pairs of friction
rollers are shown where the two friction rollers in each a pair
are located on two sides of the pole to engage to the pole. The
reaction wheel assembly with the two wheels is engaged to
the friction rollers and move along the pole as the friction
rollers rotate. Friction roller motors are provided to drive the
friction rollers, respectively. Three climbing positions are
shown in FIG. 12. This is a linear bearing with a motorized
friction drive system (1,4) and is designed to traverse the main
body of the robot up and down the full length of a central pole
orleg (2).

[0046] FIG. 13 shows an example of the climbing operation
of the pole-climbing robotic system in FIG. 12 in climbing
stairs. This example includes a sequence of 15 states of the
robot. In essence, the robot is made to climb its own pole
(balancing using its main wheels as inertial reaction wheels)
until the robot reaches an adequate height, at which point the
robot is made to lean onto the obstacle it is climbing. The
robot then retracts its leg all the way through the body [or,
alternatively, flips its body approximately 180 degrees]| and
then repeats the process to climb over the next obstacle or
stair. This process is quasi-static, and may be performed
backwards to climb down obstacles or stairs. In states (1)-(5),
the robot uses its two drive wheels to rotate the pole to an
upright position. Next, states (6)-(10) show that the robot
climbs the pole when the pole is in the upright position. After
reaching to the top of the pole in (11), the robot operates its
reaction wheels to tilt towards the stair and to rest and lean
against the stair as shown in state (13) so that the two drive
wheels are on top of the next step. The above process repeats
as the robot climbs the next step.

[0047] In the example in FIGS. 1-3, the two drive wheels
are fixed in a parallel configuration. Alternatively, a configu-
ration can be provided to allow the two wheels to adjust their
relative orientations for various operations and motion
maneuvers.

[0048] FIGS. 14A and 14B illustrate an example of a mul-
timodal rover body design with two main reaction drive
wheels that can change their relative orientations to be canted
between a parallel configuration (FIG. 14A) and an approxi-
mately perpendicular configuration (FIG. 14B). This multi-
modal rover that hops and/or pole climbs may be constructed
using only two main wheels (3) instead of three, mounted at
the ends of wheel support arms (2) that engage to each other
at geared joints (1) and can counter-rotate or cant about the
joints (1). A motor can be used to control the relative motion
of the two wheel support arms. When in contact with the
ground, the axes of rotation of the wheels can be controlled to
be approximately parallel. When out of contact with the
ground, the axes of rotation of the wheels in this embodiment
are adjusted by counter-rotation about the joints (1) to
become approximately perpendicular to each other.

[0049] FIGS. 15A, 15B and 15C illustrate three different
configurations of an exemplary multimodal rover body
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design with two reaction drive wheels that can shift in posi-
tion about an axis perpendicular to the drive wheel axis of
rotation. This robot hops and/or pole climbs using only two
main wheels which in this case adjust primarily in their rela-
tive position instead of their relative orientation. The axes of
rotation of the wheels are approximately parallel and coinci-
dent when in contact with the ground. When out of contact
with the ground, the axes of rotation of the wheels in this
embodiment remain parallel, however are translated about the
roll axis, i.e. the axes perpendicular to the axes of rotation of
the wheels, as marked by the arrow. This can be achieved b
two rotating linkage wheel support arms and a control motor
that rotates the two rotating linkage wheel support arms.
[0050] When the linkages rotate in the same direction at
equal velocities, the center of mass remains fixed, and the
rotating assembly emulates reaction wheel torque, which
might otherwise require a separately powered wheel mounted
orthogonal to the drive wheel axis of rotation. Additionally,
when the linkages rotate out of synchronization, the center of
mass may be shifted to appropriately counteract disturbances
which might otherwise tip the vehicle over.

[0051] Hence, the independently-driven reaction drive
wheels are used to propel and steer the robot system when in
the horizontal roving and upright roving operational modes,
and are used as reaction wheels to balance the robot system
when in the pole climbing and hopping operational modes.
The pole climbing mechanism and hopping mechanisms can
be implemented when needed.

[0052] The coordination of multimodal robots can be
achieved by using two distinct classes of control techniques.
The first is known as nonlinear trajectory planning, and may
be described as the offline computation of efficient control
input sequences to command the robotic vehicle to perform
the desired complex maneuvers efficiently (that is, with low
control input energy), assuming one can derive a perfect
physics-based model of the system with zero modeling errors
(relating to motor efficiency, spring tension, coefficients of
drag, etc.) and zero external disturbances (accounting for
wind, surface irregularities, sensor noise, etc.). The second is
known as feedback control, and may be described as the
online computation of additional (and, generally, small) con-
trol correction sequences to counter the unpredicted depar-
tures of the robotic vehicle from its desired trajectory in order
to make it behave as desired even in the presence of both
modeling errors and external disturbances. In the embodi-
ments shown in the figures, the technique of adjoint-based
model predictive control has been applied to the first problem
and Linear Quadratic Gaussian feedback control has been
applied to the second, to great effect. These techniques are
described in great detail in the 2007 Masters theses of Sean
Summers and David Szeto at the Department of Mechanical
and Aerospace Engineering at the University of California,
San Diego.

[0053] The features described in this document can be used
to construct a new class of multimodal agile robots that can
self-transform between a plurality of horizontal roving,
upright roving, pole climbing, and hopping modes. In one
aspect, amultimodal robotic system can include arobot frame
and two or more multifunctional wheels, that can self-trans-
form between two or more of the following operational
modes: horizontal roving: rolling on three or more wheels;
upright roving: rolling on two approximately equal-sized
wheels (referred to below as the “main wheels” of the robot
system) situated approximately parallel to each other; pole
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climbing: balancing while self-climbing a pole that may be
extended vertically downward from the main body; hopping:
self-propelling into the air, either once or repeating many
times, by energetically extending a pole vertically downward
from the main body to launch the body into the air in a
pogo-stick-like fashion. In one implementation, this robotic
system can include a functional mass on its wheels which
have significant mass in order to function as reaction wheels
when the robot is in pole climbing and/or hopping modes. In
one embodiment, the robot’s batteries can be mounted on the
wheels. In another embodiment, both the batteries and the
drive motors can be mounted on the wheels; in this embodi-
ment, a fixed spur gear or pulley may be mounted to the robot
body concentric to the wheel axis, to which the shaft of one or
more motor(s) mounted on the wheel may be engaged with a
smaller gear or timing belt and pulley.

[0054] In another aspect, a robotic system with three reac-
tion wheels can be designed so that the axes of the wheels are
approximately fixed in their relative position and orientation.
In this configuration, two of the wheels (the “main wheels™)
are arranged approximately parallel to each other (and are in
contact with the ground when the device is in the upright
roving configuration). The axis of the third reaction wheel is
approximately perpendicular to the axis of the main wheels
and is also approximately perpendicular to vertical when the
robot is in upright roving configuration.

[0055] Inanotheraspect, a robotic system with two reaction
wheels can be designed to allow the axes to be adjustable
primarily in their relative orientation. In this configuration,
the wheels are arranged approximately parallel to each other
(and are in contact with the ground) when the device is in both
the horizontal roving configuration and the upright roving
configuration. When the robot body and the attached wheels
leave the ground (when the robot is pole climbing or hop-
ping), these two wheels are adjusted to be at an angle to each
other in order to facilitate reaction-wheel stabilization of the
robot around both the pitch axis and the roll axis. For
example, in one embodiment of this configuration, the wheels
can be adjusted to be at a 90 degree angle to each other when
the robot is in the pole climbing and/or hopping modes. The
wheels can be arranged approximately parallel to each other
at all times, and are in contact with the ground when the
device is in both the horizontal roving configuration and the
upright roving configuration. When the robot body and the
attached wheels leave the ground (when the robot is pole
climbing and/or hopping), these two wheels are torqued in
order to facilitate reaction-wheel stabilization of the robot
around the pitch axis, while they are also moved left and right
(for example, via mounting either on the ends of two swing-
arms or on the ends of a single long axis approximately
perpendicular to the main axis of the body) in order to facili-
tate stabilization of the robot around the roll axis by mass
movement, akin to a tightrope walker maintaining balance by
moving a pole left and right.

[0056] Inarobotic system, a slowly extensible and retract-
able pole canbe provided to extend vertically downward from
the main body of the robot, thereby capable of lifting the main
body of the robot into the air. In this configuration, the reac-
tion wheels of the robot may be used to balance the vehicle.
[0057] A robotic system can also be designed with an ener-
getically extensible and retractable pole that may be quickly
extended vertically downward from the main body of the
robot, thereby capable of launching the entire robot (that is,
the body and the leg) into the air in a pogo-stick like fashion.
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In this configuration, the reaction wheels of the robot may be
used to balance the vehicle. In one embodiment, the hopping
mechanism is configured to perform a single hop, staring
from a locked pre-tensioned spring state, efficient and stabi-
lizable maneuvers between the four operational modes of the
robot system.

[0058] In another aspect, a hybrid optical/visual range sen-
sor mounted on the robot system may be combined with
Artificial Intelligence incorporated in the controlling elec-
tronics to attain situational awareness and thereby aid in
predictive path planning in complex environments.

[0059] Furthermore, a robotic system may be used to mount
complex or steep obstacles (stairs, rugged terrain, etc.) via a
sequence of 1) pole climbing, ii) leaning, iii) rolling, and iv)
self-uprighting onto successively higher positions on the
obstacle, akin, loosely speaking, to an uphill “inverse-slinky”
maneuver. This maneuver, which is quasi-static, can also be
applied backwards in order to climb down a complex or steep
obstacle in a controlled fashion. The robotic system described
can be used to overcome complex obstacles (or voids) via a
“running jump” maneuver. This maneuver may be achieved
by executing an energetic single hop while undergoing rapid
forward motion, resulting in a parabolic trajectory of the
robot over the obstacle of interest.

[0060] While this specification contains many specifics,
these should not be construed as limitations on the scope of
the invention or of what may be claimed, but rather as descrip-
tions of features specific to particular embodiments of the
invention. Certain features that are described in this specifi-
cation in the context of separate embodiments can also be
implemented in combination in a single embodiment. Con-
versely, various features that are described in the context of a
single embodiment can also be implemented in multiple
embodiments separately or in any suitable sub-combination.
Moreover, although features may be described above as act-
ing in certain combinations and even initially claimed as such,
one or more features from a claimed combination can in some
cases be excised from the combination, and the claimed com-
bination may be directed to a sub-combination or variation of
a sub-combination.

1. A robot, comprising:

arobot frame;

an elongated rigid beam movably engaged to the robot
frame as a hopping leg;

two pitch-axis reaction drive wheels engaged to the robot
frame, mounted on opposite sides of the robot frame, to
spin around a pitch axis and provide reaction-wheel
stabilization when the pitch-axis reaction drive wheels
are not in contact with one or more surfaces, or to drive
and steer the robot when these wheels are in contact with
one or more surfaces, wherein the pitch-axis reaction
drive wheels are independently powered, controlled and
operated;

a roll-axis reaction drive wheel engaged to the robot frame
to spin around a second rotation axis that is perpendicu-
lar to the pitch axis, and operable to balance the robot
when the pitch axis wheel is not in contact with a sur-
face; and

a hopping propulsion mechanism comprising coupled
four-bar linkages tensioned by springs and actuated in a
rotary manner via one of the links in the hopping mecha-
nism, thereby acting as continuously variable transmis-
sion between the rotation of a motor output shaft and the
linear motion of the hopping leg.
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2. The robot as in claim 1, wherein each of the first and
second pitch-axis reaction drive wheels and the roll-axis reac-
tion drive wheel is configured to comprise a drive motor and
a portable power supply that energizes the drive motor to
power the respective wheel, as well as other motors attached
to the main body shell.

3. The robot as in claim 2, wherein the portable power
supply comprises at least one battery, and in which these
batteries function together with the wheel-mounted motors as
ballast to increase the reaction wheel inertia.

4. The robot as in claim 1, wherein the linkage structure of
the spring-located hopping propulsion device comprises of
one or more coupled four bar linkage mechanisms to produce
the straight-line motion of the hopping leg.

5. The robot as in claim 1, wherein the linkage structure of
the spring-loaded hopping propulsion device comprises one
or more coupled four bar linkage mechanisms to lock the
springs into a fully tensioned state.

6. The robot as in claim 1, containing a body-mounted
motion sensing module to detect the motion and orientation
of the robot, consisting of one or more of the following: a
magnetometer, a gyroscope, an accelerometer, and/or a GPS
unit.

7. The robot as in claim 1, containing an integrated vision
system to detect and identify its surroundings and/or objects
of interest.

7. A method of operating the robot as in claim 1, compris-
ing:

independently controlling the rotation of first and second
pitch-axis reaction drive wheels to propel and steer the
robot as a rover, either in a horizontal configuration (on
three wheels) or an upright configuration (on two
wheels), and further, using the torque of the two pitch
axis wheel to transition between the horizontal and
upright configurations.

8. The method as in claim 7, further comprising controlling
the rotation of the pitch-axis and roll-axis reaction wheels to
stabilize the robot about both axes when the pitch axis wheels
are not in contact with the ground.

9. The method as in claim 7, further comprising:

activating the spring-loaded hopping propulsion device to
cause the robot to hop.

10. The method as in claim 7, further comprising of a
control strategy utilizing a combination of nonlinear trajec-
tory planning via gradient-based methods as well as time
periodic linear quadratic guassian algorithms to reject distur-
bance from the approximately time-periodic hopping motion.

11. A robot, comprising:

a robot frame;

an elongated rigid beam movably engaged to the robot
frame as a hopping leg;

first and second pitch-axis reaction drive wheels engaged
to the robot frame on two opposite sides to spin around
a first rotation axis, wherein the first and second pitch-
axis reaction drive wheels are positioned to stabilize the
robot and to drive and move the robot, and wherein the
first and second pitch-axis reaction drive wheels are
independently powered, controlled and operated;

a roll-axis reaction drive wheel engaged to the robot frame
to spin around a second rotation axis that is perpendicu-
lar to the first rotation axis around which the first and
second pitch-axis reaction drive wheels spin and oper-
able to balance the robot; and
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a spring-loaded hopping propulsion device amounted to
the hopping leg and the robot frame to comprise a link-
age structure that engages the hopping leg to the robot
frame and a hopping propulsion motor that causes a
motion of the hopping leg relative to the robot frame.

12. The robot as in claim 11, wherein each of the first and

second pitch-axis reaction drive wheels and the roll-axis reac-
tion drive wheel is configured to comprise a drive motor and
a portable power supply that energizes the drive motor to
power the respective wheel.

13. The robot as in claim 12, wherein the portable power

supply comprises at least one battery.

14. The robot as in claim 12, wherein the linkage structure

of the spring-located hopping propulsion device comprises
four linked bars.
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15. The robot as in claim 12, further comprising:
a motion sensing module mounted to the robot frame and
operable to detect a motion and orientation of the robot.
16. The robot as in claim 15, wherein the motion sensing
module comprises at least one accelerometer and one gyro-
scope.
17. The robot as in claim 16, wherein the motion sensing
module comprises:
three accelerometers for measurements along three
orthogonal directions; and
three gyroscopes for measurements along three orthogonal
directions.



