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Project Walk
A health club in the US is being transformed into a world-class facility for people
living with a spinal cord injury. Ray Algar reports

:K\GRʛWQHVVDQG
healthcare work so
independently
of each other when we
know exercise has such a
SRZHUIXOHʞHFWRQKHDOWK"
Mike Alpert

M

ike Alpert’s early career was as
a Californian stockbroker with
Shearson Lehman Brothers, but
it was a move to Oregon that
profoundly changed his life. He
had been drawn to Oregon for
the winter skiing, but soon after
arriving decided with a close friend
to create The Athletic Club of Bend, a new multi-use
athletic, aquatic, tennis and social club.
One programme they started at the club was for children
with severe physically disabilities, called US Able Oregon, and
Alpert began twice-weekly warm water pool sessions with
DʛYH\HDUROGER\OLYLQJZLWKVHYHUHVSLQDELʛGD$OSHUWZDV
struck by the joy these sessions brought to a boy who would
never walk and asked himself why the club wasn’t doing
more programmes like this. “I became obsessed with wanting
WRGRPRUHRIWKHVHNLQGVRIWKLQJV7KDWʛYH\HDUROGER\
changed my life and gave me meaning,” he says.
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Alpert eventually returned to California where, since
1997, he has been the president and CEO of The
&ODUHPRQW&OXE)RXQGHGLQWKHKHDOWKFOXEʛWQHVV
and wellness centre nestles in 7.5 hectares (19 acres) in the
city of Claremont – around 52km east of downtown Los
Angeles – where it serves more than 10,000 members.
The inclusive operating philosophy that Alpert embedded
in his earlier Oregon club is also evident at The Claremont
Club, which is why this year it was the recipient of IHRSA’s
Outstanding Community Service Award; each year, IHRSA
UHFRJQLVHVRQHKHDOWKFOXEWKDWȷVPDNLQJDGLʞHUHQFHLQDQG
beyond, its local community.

SPINAL CORD INJURIES

In 2007, Claremont Club member Hal Hargrave was
LQYROYHGLQDURDGWUDʡFDFFLGHQWWKDWUHVXOWHGLQDOLIH
changing spinal cord injury. After one year, his insurance
company stopped paying for rehabilitation and Hargrave
was in limbo until The Claremont Club stepped in and
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7KHFOXERʞHUVDIUHHRQH
\HDUSURJUDPPHIRUFKLOGUHQ
DQGDGXOWVOLYLQJZLWKFDQFHU

LIVING WELL AFTER CANCER PROGRAMME
“I feel like I’m trying to run away from my cancer when I’m on the
treadmill,” says Linda Johnson, a Claremont Club member. Johnson
used to describe herself as a ‘professional couch potato’, but that
was before she enrolled onto the club’s Living Well After Cancer
programme. Private donations enable the specialised programme to
be delivered without charge.
The programme is a collaboration between The Claremont Club
and Pomona Valley Hospital’s cancer care centre, and over 13
ZHHNVPHQDQGZRPHQWDNHSDUWLQʛWQHVVFRQGLWLRQLQJQXWULWLRQ
workshops and support group meetings. As at June 2016, 790 people
have completed the programme, reporting higher self-esteem, better
ʛWQHVVOHYHOVDQGDQHQULFKHGTXDOLW\RIOLIHDVDUHVXOW
'XHWRLWVSRSXODULW\WKHFOXEQRZRʞHUVDIUHHRQH\HDU
programme for children and young adults living with cancer.
RʞHUHGWRFRQYHUWDVLQJOHVTP VTIW UDFTXHWEDOO
FRXUWLQWRDGHGLFDWHGWKHUDS\J\P
,WVRRQEHFDPHHYLGHQWWKDWWKHUHZHUHPDQ\RWKHUSHRSOH
ZLWKVSLQDOFRUGLQMXULHVQHHGLQJRQJRLQJUHKDELOLWDWLRQ:KDW
VWDUWHGDVWKHFRQYHUVLRQRIDVLQJOHFRXUWKDVWKHUHIRUH
EHHQH[WHQGHGLQWRDVTP VTIW ZRUOGFODVVIDFLOLW\
FDOOHGWKH3URMHFW:DON6SLQDO&RUG,QMXU\5HFRYHU\&HQWHU
VXSSRUWLQJDSSUR[LPDWHO\IXOOWLPHFOLHQWV
3URMHFW:DONLVDIHHEDVHGSURJUDPPHDVWKHFHQWUH
HPSOR\VVHYHQVSHFLDOLVWVWDʞEXWWKHFOXEʛQDQFLDOO\
VXSSRUWVSHRSOHRQDFDVHE\FDVHEDVLV&ORVHIDPLO\
PHPEHUVUHFHLYHFRPSOHPHQWDU\FOXEPHPEHUVKLSVRWKH\
FDQUHFXSHUDWHDQGDOVRQRWKDYHWRZLWQHVVWKHLUORYHG
RQHVJRLQJWKURXJKZKDWFDQEHYHU\GLVWUHVVLQJWKHUDS\
$SSUR[LPDWHO\SHRSOHOLYLQJZLWKSDUDO\VLVKDYH
H[SHULHQFHG3URMHFW:DONWRGDWH/LYHVDUHEHLQJ
WUDQVIRUPHGZLWKVRPHSHRSOHPDNLQJVXFKUHPDUNDEOH
SURJUHVVLQERWKWKHLUSK\VLFDODQGPHQWDOZHOOEHLQJWKDW
WKH\DUHVXEVHTXHQWO\KLUHGWRZRUNDWWKHFOXE

&UDVKYLFWLP+DO
+DUJUDYHZDVWKH
ʛUVWEHQHʛFLDU\RI
Project Walk

The club serves more than 10,000 members
IN A NUTSHELL
Project by: The Claremont Club, US
Web: www.claremontclub.com
Charities supported: Various
Project status: Ongoing and long-term
Impact: United States
Gymtopia keywords: Health & Wellbeing,
Helping Children, Education
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Alpert (above right) at Project Walk

:HKDYHWKHDELOLW\WRUHDFK
out and really help people
struggling with chronic
injuries and illnesses

Meanwhile Hargrave has since formed The Be Perfect
)RXQGDWLRQDQRQSURʛWRUJDQLVDWLRQWKDWVXSSRUWV
people living with paralysis.

HEALTH CLUB MEETS HEALTHCARE

Alpert believes a health club should be more than a domain
for those predisposed to physical activity – a playground for
ȶDFWLYHDʢXHQWVȷ+LVSDVVLRQIRUVXSSRUWLQJSHRSOHDʞHFWHG
by a life-changing injury or illness comes from his belief that
exercise really is a medicine.
,WȷVDQRSHUDWLQJSKLORVRSK\WKDWȷVDOORZLQJKLVFOXEWR
VWUDGGOHʛWQHVVDQGKHDOWKFDUHȺ:HKDYHWKHDELOLW\WR
reach out and really help people struggling with chronic
LQMXULHVDQGLOOQHVVHVȻVD\V$OSHUWȺ,QVRPDQ\FDVHVWKHVH
SHRSOHKDYHEHHQZULWWHQRʞDQGIRUJRWWHQȻ
+HFRQWLQXHVȺ([HUFLVHLVPHGLFLQH,VQȷWLWWLPHZH
took the lead in merging the experts in healthcare with
WKHH[SHUWVLQʛWQHVV":K\GRWKH\FRQWLQXHWRZRUNVR
independently of each other when we know that exercise
KDVVXFKDSRZHUIXOHʞHFWRQSHRSOHȷVKHDOWK"Ȼ

WHAT DOES YOUR CLUB BELIEVE IN?

Helping people living with paralysis may not form part of
\RXUKHDOWKFOXEȷVGLVWLQFWLYHVWRU\EXWZKDWGRHV\RXU
EXVLQHVVEHOLHYHLQ"
:KDW,EHOLHYHLVWKDWDVFRPSHWLWLYHSUHVVXUH
LQWHQVLʛHVLQWKHʛWQHVVVHFWRULWZLOOEHFOXEVOLNH7KH
&ODUHPRQW&OXEWKDWZLOOʜRXULVKȲDQGWKDWȷVEHFDXVH
WKHLUVWDʞHPSOR\HHVPDQDJHPHQWLQYHVWRUVDQG
RWKHUVWDNHKROGHUVDOONQRZWKDWZKDWWKH\ȷUHGRLQJLV
transformative and genuinely remarkable.
So ask yourself this: are other people saying the same
DERXW\RXURUJDQLVDWLRQ"O
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Project Walk
patient Brandon
Rayburn was
injured while
snowboarding

GYMTOPIA –
A PLACE WHERE CLUBS DO SOCIAL GOOD
Gymtopia was conceived by founder and
FKLHIHQJDJHPHQWRʡFHU5D\$OJDU OHIW 
ZKREHOLHYHVWKDWWKHJOREDOKHDOWKDQG
ʛWQHVVLQGXVWU\KDVHQRUPRXVLQʜXHQFHDQG
SRWHQWLDOWREHDIRUFHIRUJRRGLQWKHZRUOG
reaching beyond its immediate customers.
7KHLGHDRI*\PWRSLDLVVLPSOHWRFXUDWH
DQGVSUHDGUHPDUNDEOHVWRULHVLQZKLFKWKHʛWQHVVLQGXVWU\XVHVLWV
LQʜXHQFHWRUHDFKRXWDQGVXSSRUWDQH[WHUQDOFRPPXQLW\LQQHHG
,WZDVFUHDWHGZLWKWKHJHQHURXVVXSSRUWRIʛYHRUJDQLVDWLRQV
&RPSDQKLD$WKOHWLFD*DQWQHU7HFKQRORJLHV/HV0LOOV5HWHQWLRQ
0DQDJHPHQWDQG7KH*\P*URXS*\PWRSLDUHFHLYHGDQ2XWVWDQGLQJ
$FKLHYHPHQW$ZDUGLQWKHXNDFWLYH
0DWUL[)ODPH$ZDUGV
5HDGPRUHVWRULHVDQGVXEPLW\RXU
RZQwww.Gymtopia.org

