This Trikke is for the big kids [The News & Observer, Raleigh, N.C.]

Jul. 20--A couple of years back, Warren Slate took a spill while skiing at Snowshoe Mountain Resort in West Virginia and messed up his knee. That, coupled with the assorted dings he'd accumulated on his mountain bike, caused him to do a little soul searching.

So he did what many of us do when we seek guidance and direction in these hectic times. He Googled.

"I typed in 'low impact, high aerobic exercise,'" says Slate, whose work as a personal chef -- a personal chef who insists on sampling the product thoroughly -- demands that he stay active.

The first thing that popped up? A Trikke. Slate was thinking what you're probably thinking: "I'd never heard of it." But he looked at the Web site and was smitten. The Trikke resembles a stand-up tricycle scooter with one key deviation: The rear wheels are on articulated arms. Shifting your weight from left foot to right foot, right foot to left and steering into, then away from the turns makes the thing go -- at speeds of up to 18 mph on the flats, according to the Web site.

"Your calves, your quads, your core -- you can really adjust what muscles get worked," says Slate, who is 43 and has dropped about 30 of the 260 pounds he was packing on his 6-foot-2 frame around the time of his fortuitous Google. "You can really tailor your workout based on the terrain you ride."

To demonstrate, he takes a spin up the level sidewalk outside the Fuquay Sports Shop in Fuquay-Varina, the only local Trikke dealer. His lilting, side-to-side motion is more graceful ice skater than hard-charging, feel-the-burn Trikker.

But when he crosses the street to climb a steep incline -- a 7 percent or 8 percent grade -- he has to dig in. Suddenly, you see where the Trikke offers a strenuous full-body workout.

Introduced in 2002, the Trikke was named one of Time magazine's best inventions that year. In a short period of time, the Trikke has gone from two versions selling for $200 to $300, to a full range, baby bear/mama bear/papa bear family.

That includes the Cadillac of cambering vehicles, the T12 Roadster: 12-inch pneumatic tires (most Trikkes have 7- or 8-inch polyurethane wheels, similar to those on skateboards), aluminum frame, disc hand brakes, downhill speeds up to 50 mph -- Rrrrrrrrr! -- and a price tag of $599.99. "I wouldn't recommend that one for a beginner," says Slate, who rides 50 to 100 miles a week (often doing laps in the parking lot of a Wal-Mart) on his T8.

Prices start at $79.99 for the T5w, targeted at children up to 10. Older children and smaller adults (less than 200 pounds) can start on the T67 ($189), while the T78 ($299.99) and T8 (like Slate rides, for $499.99) are for bigger, more ambitious adults.

Slate scored his Trikke online. This spring, he persuaded the Fuquay Sports Shop to handle them. He says he gets none of the action, just a "small compensation" when a new owner needs help figuring out how to ride the thing.

Slate says the store has sold 35 Trikkes in the three months it has been handling them. And he says you might be surprised by who's buying them.

"It's people 35 and up," says Slate. "It's mothers coming in with their daughters, grandmothers coming in with their daughters and granddaughters."

It's retired brick masons such as Marvin Owen of Holly Springs. A hip condition made it difficult for Owen to walk, even caused him to retire early.

He tried a treadmill (hurt his hip), tried swimming (liked it, but you need a pool), never much cared for cycling. Then he noticed his friend Warren riding this crazy contraption.

Owen started riding in March; Since then, he's lost 25 pounds, gone down four holes on his belt loop and his hip feels so good he's thinking about rejoining his son in the family business. "I don't have much trouble with my hip any more," Owen said after wrapping up a five-mile ride with Slate one morning last week. "I don't even think about it."

For the record, I ask Owen how old he is. "I'm 57," he replies. That prompts a short conference with Slate. "I'm 67," he corrects himself with some surprise. "I guess it makes me feel like I'm 10 years younger."
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