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Memories of 8th Avenue: Charles Harrington Elster’s Pilates Experience 

by John Evans 
 

ÒPilates was just a name and a memory... something 

IÕd almost forgotten about over the years... I had to 

laugh when I started to hear tanned celebrity types 

touting its benefits in infomercials and promoting 

Pilates as if it were some hot, newly discovered 

exercise craze.Ó 

 

My ears pricked up. My friend, the writer and 

language expert Charles Harrington Elster, was in an 

expansive mood and needed little encouragement to 

continue. ÒHowever did we get from that grimy sweaty 

gym in Manhattan, full of big hairy muscular guys, to 

this now world-famous, Hollywood-endorsed program 

for overall physical and colonic health?Ó he asked. 

Charlie was now reaching for a bottle of Sauvignon 

Blanc, so I happily grabbed a glass for myself and 

asked him to tell me the whole story. 

 

At age 13 Charlie broke his right fibula and tibia and 

dislocated his ankle in a bicycling accident. He had to 

have a full-leg cast fitted, and when it came off three 

months later he couldnÕt bend his knee and all his leg 

muscles had atrophied. His modern dance instructor, 

Bruce King, recommended Charlie to Joe PilatesÕ gym 

for a series of rehabilitation exercises. (King was a 

member of the Merce Cunningham Company and had 

trained for years with both Joe and Clara; he would 

later open his own studio at 160 W. 73rd Street.) 

 

Charlie remembers making his way to the studioÑ it 

was about two or three floors up, as he recallsÑ going 

through heavy metal doors that slammed together, then 

into an anteroom and further into a gym about 25 by 

30 square feet, with wooden flooring, bare  

 

incandescent light bulbs, long Òfactory-likeÓ windows 

that opened only partially but stretched almost from 

floor to ceiling. ÒThe whole place was heavy with the 

scent of sweat. It looked as if it could have been some 

large room in the garment district where poor 

immigrant women would sew and toil interminably. 

But this place was operating as a very different kind of 

sweatshop.Ó 

 

There were a dozen or so machines that looked a 

little like modern-day Nautilus equipment, except 

they appeared to have been constructed by a DIY 

enthusiast whoÕd cobbled them together in his 

garage. There was nothing at all sleek or polished 

about those machines. For all Charlie knew they 

could have been PilatesÕ own variations on the 

Spanish InquisitionÕs strappado! 

 

He saw people with various limbs tied to straps 

connected to pulleys attached to weights on some 

Ògallows-likeÓ contraption. Some were lying down; 

others were standing in contorted postures. To an 

uninitiated observer, Charlie said, the whole thing 
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could have been something inspired by a 

Hieronymus Bosch painting, except that these 

people were clearly here of their own volition and 

performing these strange exercises willingly. 

 

The clientele appeared to be an assortment of dancers, 

athletes, boxers and body builders, people who were 

obviously serious about building muscles or repairing 

their bodies. All of them were earnestly going through 

their routines with hardly any talking or socializing. 

Charlie was very much the baby in the group. In fact 

he never saw another teenager in the four months of 

his rehabilitation, nor does he remember seeing any 

women at the gymÑ which for a hormonally infested 

13-year-old boy was certainly something of a 

disappointment. ÒWhere were all the female ballet 

dancers?Ó he wondered. ÒWere the sexes segregated by 

different appointment times, or perhaps on different 

floors?Ó But Charlie felt quite special to be included in 

these sessions. It was as if the Pilates gym was a best-

kept secret and admittance was a privilege. 

 

From around Thanksgiving 1970 to the spring of 1971 

Charlie worked with several trainers, and although he 

has no specific memory of any particular one he does 

remember their treatments being highly effective. 

From being barely able to bend his knee one inch he 

soon could run and eventually play soccer. Joe had 

died three years earlier of course, and as for Clara, 

alas, Charlie never saw her. ÒI never saw a woman the 

whole time I was there,Ó he said. ÒIt was the closest 

thing to being in a monastery that IÕve ever 

experienced.Ó 

 

Somehow weÕd reached the bottom of the wine bottle. 

Mournfully twirling my empty glass I asked my friend 

to summarize his thoughts on Pilates Òthen and now.Ó 

He gazed mournfully into his own empty glass and 

said, ÒWell, back then there werenÕt any gyms with 

personal trainers and rehab equipment. The idea of a 

gym where you could work groups of muscles with a 

specific and scientific focus simply didnÕt exist before 

Pilates. 

ÒI havenÕt practiced the discipline since, but when 

anything goes mainstream in America it generally 

means itÕs been corrupted in some way. IÕll leave it to 

others to judge whether thatÕs the case with Pilates, but 

I do feel I experienced it in its raw and perhaps purest 

form.Ó 

 

EditorÕs Note: Of course, we didnÕt go to Eighth 

Avenue! Back then, you needed a gun or a body guard. 

Today when every neighborhood in Manhattan has 

been gentrified and given a name (Noho; FlatIron) the 

area where JoeÕs studio was is now  cleaned up and  

shopping centric. But back then it wasnÕt which is why 

Geraldine Stutz, the President of Henri BendelÑ the 

original BendelÕs on 57th just off Fifth -- not todayÕs 
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store-- pleaded with Joe to open a studio in her store. 

And finally he did in 1965. In fact, the Herald 

TribuneÑ another great institution now goneÑ did a 

story showing him moving his apparatus into the store; 

he is seated on his Wunda Chair while movers carried 

in the Reformers. The actual studio was on the 6thfloor 

and was part of the beauty salon where Paul Mitchell 

was in charge. Yes, the same Paul Mitchell which 

changed hair styling, with Vidal Sassoon, from a once 

a week appointment to the wash and wear styles that 

made weekly visits history. Anyway, the 6th floor was 

done in a Moroccan dŽcorÑ very luxurious and exotic 

too.  The studioÕs floor were black and white marble 

tiles and in the changing room. by Joan Breibart 

 

JohnÕs Bio: 

John Evans is a Registered Piano Technician and Pilates 

teacher in San Diego, California. Charles Harrington Elster 

is the author of ÒThe Accidents of StyleÓ which will be 

published by St. MartinÕs Press in August 2010, and other 

books on language. 
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