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television monitor which stares down
from the top. Admittedly, the beast is
not yet a game. Wilson Sporting
Goods is introducing it as the ultimate
training device.

A touch of the mechanical arm sum-
moned the computer. WELCOME TO
THE WILSON-ARIEL 4000 flashed across
the screen. A young gymnast in a
white leotard positioned herself be-
tween the machine’s arms while Gid-
eon Ariel, Ph.D., the biomechanics
and computer science expert who in-
vented the 4000, punched directions
into a small keyboard. A moment later
the display changed to diagrams and
instructions for her first exercise, the
military press.

Your Solid-State Coach

The gymnast had already been
through the brief diagnostic program
to acquaint the computer with her
body. When shefmoved the bar to the
proper height, the computer beeped
its approval. This summer, when the
4000 becomes available in health
clubs, each user will simply insert a
special exercise cassette into a reader
to program each of the exercise sta-
tions for his particular body and exer-
cise regimen.

Then the machine becomes a coach,
telling you what exercises you will do
in what order, and how much rest time
you will spend between exercises.
While trying to cheer you on with
beeps, it also determines how much
resistance you will push against, the
speed at which you will push and the
amount, if any, that the resistance will
change through your range of motion.

When the gymnast pressed the bar
over her head, a red bar shot up on the
screen. The computer beeped.
“Eighty-four pounds,” said Ariel,
reading the numbers beside the graph.
“That’s an average of 84, with a maxi-
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mum of 110 and a minimum of 32.” She
lifted the bar over her head again and
again. Each time a new bar graph
sprung up beside the last one, until the
computer beeped for her to stop.
Then a new graph filled the screen—
showing in bright red and green a
curve of the total work she had done
for the set, superimposed on the opti-
mum curve that she should be working
toward. Ariel pushed another button
and a nearby printer spewed out a pa-
per copy of each graph for her files.

Ariel’s machine had just been warm-
ing up on those presses. “We’ll put her
force curve on the screen again to see
where in her range of motion she is
weakest. We want to build where her
force dropped.” Ariel punched a few
more buttons. “Now the computer
knows where she is weak, and when
she tries again, the computer will stop
the bar for one second to overempha-
size that point. It's called sticking-
point training.”

Sure enough, the next time she
pressed the bar it stuck for a second
midway through the lift and then con-
tinued. Ariel put her new force curve
on the screen to demonstrate the ex-
tra work put on her weak point.

“You see,” continued Ariel, “with
my machine you can work the muscles
any way you want. We still need to do
more research to find out which is the
best way to train, but whatever it is,
this machine will do it. Other weight
machine manufacturers claim that
their way is the best way to train.
Well, my machine will do any way. Just
tell me which is best.”

The cost of the full 4000 line—the
primary machine, the leg extension
machine and the computerized tread-
mill—has been set tentatively at
$75,000, including the computer. But
paying that much is probably compara-
ble to paying $395 for the first elec-
tronic calculators. A large part of the

Sweatshops
Shape Up

The 1979 Federal Trade Commission
report on health clubs might well have
been called “Health Clubs as Con-
sumer Sweatshops.” According to the
report, would-be exercisers were in-
veigled into signing contracts with
promises and prices that might as well
have been written in disappearing ink.

“We had over 500 complaints a
year,” says Mark E. Smith, assistant
attorney general for the state of Wis-
consin, who testified at the FTC hear-
ings. But Smith quickly adds, “We
hardly have any complaints now.”

‘Why? New laws in 11 states require
that all services be written into the
contract, and customers have a three-
day cooling-off period to reconsider.
But clubs also have found that they
don’t need hard-sell tactics. The sell-
ing is done well before customers pass
through their doors.

One center’s sales rep calls it “the
Rocky syndrome.” Victims cart them-
selves off to theaters, emerge high on
Chariots of Fire and race to join a fit-
ness center where $400 seems a small
price to pay to wrestle with Nautilus
machines, pound the treadmill and re-
lax in a well-earned sauna.

The flow of new members—up to
10 a day at a branch of one New York
City chain—is the backbone of urban
fitness centers. Unfortunately for cus-
tomers, the Rocky syndrome is not
chronic. According to Harry Snyder,
president of Consumers Union, the act
of paying the fees cures the symp-
toms. After three or four workouts,
70% quit, and their dues keep the
doors open for the few who do work
out and the many outside who have yet
to catch fitness mania.

Ironically, the added motivation of
video exercise machines might not
only attract new members. It could
backfire by keeping the old ones com-
ing back again and again—filling the
clubs to bankruptcy.
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Atari Brain Weds N

Video games can
build bodies, not
strain hearts, if
built into exercise
machines. Turn
Exercycle into Pac
Man play. By
Stephen Kiesling

“Ever see a muscle machine so addict-
ing that it kept a 52-year-old woman
tugging for five hours without a
break?” I admitted that I had not, so
my guide, a 52-year-old fitness-club
owner; took my arm. But she did not
lead me to the industry show in the
tennis pavilion where all the latest in
exercise technology was on display.
Instead we turned left toward the ho-
tel lobby. “There they are!” She
pointed to the packed corridor of jeal-
ously tended slot machines. “The one-
armed latissimus-dorsi-building ban-
dits. And if you play three at once, it's
aerobic.”

I'was not yet impressed. I had come
to Las Vegas for the International Rac-
quet Sports Association convention.
Many racquet clubs have fallen on hard
times, so their owners convened ear-
lier this year both to commiserate and
to decide in which direction the sweat
of fitness is now flowing. As one rac-
quet-club owner complained, “We
now face the same problems bowling
alleys faced 20 years ago. The boom is
over, and we have to find other ways
to draw people to use our facilities.”

To keep the lanes open, bowling al-
leys installed pinball arcades and be-
came family entertainment centers.
Similarly, many racquet clubs are now
installing exercise machines and call-
ing themselves fitness centers. Time
and time again club owners offered £ Y
34 A.H. May/lune’82





image3.jpeg
autilus Muscle

P

A.H. May/June ‘82

by John West

lustration

testimonials on the rejuvenating
power of a line of Nautilus machines.

“I believe that if Jesus Christ came
back today he would work out with
weights,” professed Red Lerille, Mr.
America of 1960 and owner of a fitness
center in Louisiana. And the other
owners, as well as the equipment man-
ufacturers, all seemed to agree.

But my guide, who already operated
afitness center, was quick to point out
the problem: “Weight machines and
bicycle ergometers are great training
machines, but in a fitness club, who's in
training? Our members are not pre-
paring for the Big Game. Except for
the few ex-athletes, most members
join to look better in a bathing suit and
to not have to puff so hard when they
climb the stairs. But the beautiful
salespeople don’t mention the time,
the pain and most of all the boredom
that must be endured for most ma-
chines to be effective. After a few
workouts, most people quit.” (See
“Sweatshops Shape Up,” page 36.)

“We should take a lesson from the
bowling alleys,” she continued. “My
weight machines cost as much as an
Atari computer game, but if I had to
pay for them by waiting for people to
drop quarters into a slot, I would wait a
long time. You know, 20 billion quar-
ters were dropped into video games
last year for little, if any, tangible re-
ward. Imagine what would happen if
somebody turned an exercise machine
into a video game!”

Computer Games as Sports

An exercise machine turned into a
video game. Of course, serious ath-
letes and weight enthusiasts might
shudder at the thought. But in fact the
games are already a lot closer to sport
than most people realize.

1 thought of what sociologist Sherry
Turkle of MIT had told editor Paul

Trachtman of Smithsonian magazine
after watching computer-game play-
ers. “I think they are learning a lot of
spatial thinking, a lot of geometrical
thinking. What I see is an experience
that great athletes have, where they
can allow their bodies to think for
them. The games are giving that expe-
rience to larger numbers of people.
‘With good players, their fingers do the
thinking.”

Well-attuned fingers are giving the
nonathlete video-game player access
to something of the joys of sport. And,
like psyching up for a big meet, playing
video games can also give a powerful
boost to the system. Robert Eliot,
M.D., and his colleague Mark McKin-
ney, Ph.D., at the University of Ne-
braska Medical Center have demon-
strated heart-rate increases of 60
beats per minute and blood pressures
as high as 220mm within a minute of
starting a computer game. And that
was with the subject sitting quietly ina
chair. (See “Video Games: Hazardous
to Your Health?,” page 30.)

That powerful physiological kick
helps explain why computer games are
so addicting and—in comparison—
why weight machines, treadmills and
most bike ergs are so boring. Merging
the motivational powers of video
games with the outlet for stress pro-
vided by exercise machines would not
only make us fitter. It might protect
video-game enthusiasts from becom-
ing hypertensives.

Dreaming of such a marvelous new
machine, my guide and I walked down
the stairway into the trade show. We
did not findit. Not quite. But for indoor
exercise, what we did see may turn
out to be the Pong before the Aster-
oids storm.

The machine is strangely anthropo-
morphous. It stands about seven feet
tall with a stout trunk supporting two
mechanical arms and a 19-inch color
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