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Necessity’s Children

B The first in a series on bright ideas that have changed,
are changing, or will change bowling.

BY FRED GROH

ame an invention that has had a more profound
effect on American life than the automobile. Now
) name an invention that'’s had a bigger impact on
bowling than bumpers. Not many candidates there, either.
Alex Wortman doesn't claim to have invented the
bumper idea. Brunswick beat him to that with a patent
for a motorized gutter (it rotated and created a bumper
wall) more than 10 years before Wortman started think-
ing about the problem. But if somebody at Brunswick
wis the inventor of bowling's version of the automaobile,
Waortman was its Henry Ford.
He is not part of the

a ball actually travel all the way down the lane and knock
over some pins.”

Frankly, it seemed to Wortman like a wasie of time and
maoney. Why not just roll balls across the floor of the school

F

“Well," Sheinberg said, “it's more than that. It's a whale
social thing. They're learning to come to a center and mix
with people. [t isn't just about knocking over pins.”

But he thought the game should be part of it

“Well," Sheinberg replied, “think of something.”

Like many inventors,
Wortman’s normal rou-
tine had already primed
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bowling industry.
Mever was, An educa-
tivnal psychologist by
trade, Wortman got
inte his “deflection
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because his girfriend
invited him to a local
Ann Arbor (Michigan)

center one day. Zena

Happy creators of the
first successful wersion of
bumpers, Alex Wortman
and Zena Sheinberg,

him for his project. He
had his own psychother-
apy practice and was

Sheinberg (today, Mrs.
Wortman) was a spe-
cial education teacher
who wanted a chance
o !iPE'l]d some fime
with Wortman during
the regular workday
She also thought he
might have some valu
able input for the student field trips she was conducting to
the bowling center.

“Nobody was getting any pinfall,” Wortman remembers
of that day in 1977, “Just gutter ball after gutter ball. Some
of the kids were physically capable, but very seldom would

Door weldment rings—part of the
Humpback ball seturn system—and
their inventor, JR Lanzetta.
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waorking part-time as a
counselor for emotionally disturbed children. On the side,
he was preoccupied with how beginners or intermediates
can learn and develop a particular skill.

“That could be acting in a theater. dance or whatever,
but [ particularly focused in sport, I was mainly interested
in physical skills. For one thing. it's so easy to study. Other
things, like how you solve quadratic equations, weould
interest me, too, but tough to research.”

And behind his routine, his “half growing up on a farm”
added something as well. "My family owned a farm. [ was a
city kid, but we'd go there on weekends and summers, and |
raised and rode horses, That's a very challenging thing for a
city kid, How do you move from being scared and nervous to
being able to jump on a horse bareback without a bridlet”
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Twa weeks after his first time at the bowling center,
Wartman re-appeared during one of the students” field trips
and got the proprietors agresment 1w wry semething,

“I guess [ wanted to make it more dramatic, 1 could
have gone, | guess, at a time when nobady was there and
said, "Could we try out this idea and see if [t works?’ but
I was convinced it would.

“Witheut announcing anything, and with a couple of
people helping me, right in the middle of their play. we
quickly put carpet tubes in the gutter.

"Picture that? About four or five inches in dilameter,
maybe 10 feet long, some of them.

"It was really dramartic, actually. This one kid had
miraculously knocked over four pins and her second
shot was heading right for the gutter. It hit a carpet tube,
caromed off, and she came up with a clean spare. People
started cheering.”

Wortman viewed his project as akin to creating train-
ing wheels for a bike or lowering the hoop for basketball
on an elementary school playground. He thought the
bowling industry had missed the boat, "hadn't done
anything” to make the game appealing to children.
Typical of innovators, he was conscious of the lock-step
movement of tradition. The industry was taking a 42-
inches-by-60-foot lane and saying “We're all going to do
it the same way,” he felt.

the
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The commercial prospects were evident to him right
away, especially since the deflection device he was now
determined to perfect wouldn't require as much as a
thumb tack in the gutter. Bowling lanes and equipment
would not have to be altered in any way.

[hat moved him to call on a friend in Detroit who owned &
large restaurant company, but the friend refused to underwrite
the project, “You've got a good idea,” he told Wortman.
"Develop it yourself. Be a businessman.”

"I thought, why not?”

He and Zena started brainstorming.

Carpet tubes were impractical. Where would a propri-
etor store 120 feet of tube per lane? Selling would be
hard, teo. Tubes would be difficult to handle and trans-
port on sales calls.

Working in his garage with dryer duet hose, he made “a jack-
in-the-box kind of thing." Almast 60 feet of dryer hose could be
compressed and fitted into a carpet fube. At least everything
would be in one very large canister, so to speak.

Burt it was still a heavy item. Why? Air. A lot of the vol-
uime inside the canister was air.

“When we thought about air, we said, ‘Well, what
about air? What about making inflatable tubes?’ 1 pic-
tured it like a very long sleeping bag that you would roll
up. That was the original invention.”

It was not the end of the story, of course. There followed a
couple of years to develop a prototype (made by a waterbed
manufacturer in Ohiol, 1o decide on a name ("The Glancer™),
1o work out a marketing pitch in which the device would be a
profitable addition to a centers birthday party business [“The
Glancer Is the Answer”), and to come up with a marketable
package. For $400, Worntman sold two Glancers, a small
partable inflator, a retrieval device so the tubes did not have to
be ralled up by hand, and a cart en which to move everything
around.

In 1979 he went to the Patent Office. 1.5, patent num-
ber 4,330,122 was issued on May 18, 1982,

On the other hand, Wortman's marketing efforts were
so sporadic that he doesn't remember selling a single
unit until 1986. In that year, he hired his nephew as a
road rep, and business began to pick up—especially
when Brunswick, AMF and DBA got wind of the inven-
tion via their salesmen,.

Wortman hasn't become a rich man. Tee much
maney has gone into fighting off patent infringements.
He jokes that he sold $100.000 worth of Glancers aut of
his garage before he signed a licensing deal with DBA,
but that he had to spend $100,001 to make it. Yet he has
the satisfaction of having successfully bootstrapped the
project all the way. He never went to a bank, and was
never more than 87,000 in debt,

Best of all, perhaps, he has the satisfaction of knowing
that his brainwork (and his wife's) changed an industry.
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JR Lanzetta is not an outsider. He's worked in bowling

centers most of his 47 vears, starting with painting pin-
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setters when he was in high school, When the machines
broke down, it seemed the regular mechanic was always
in the bar drinking, s0 Lanzetta would scramble under
the masking units to fix the problem himself. "I'd seen
him do it, and 1 just got interested,” he says now of his
affinity for the technical side of bowling.

Like Wortman—Ilike many inventors—Lanzetta is a self-
starter, Not having the money for college, he discovered the
public library and schooled himself in engineering, drafting,
mathematics and marketing. I taught myself electronics in
three weeks,” he says, enough to start making gadgets.

The first device invented by the creator of the
Humpback Ball Return was a dual-vial nail polish bottle.
One compartment held a clear-coat, the other a quick-
drying conditioning oil. It was alse his first patented
item, marketed through his own company.

The Humphack was his first bowling patent. Except
for a moving belt, the device has no mechanical parts. A
thickened section of the belt rolls the ball up and out of
its receptacle under the ball lifi.

Desperation led to its invention, Lanzetta says. He
was helping a friend, Bill Petty, re-do Petty's center,
Rainbow Lanes in Clearwater, Florida.

“Every week he would average out how many -
series they would have during scratch leagues, and keep
playing with the oil level until the [mumber of] series
stopped increasing, The balls wouldn't come back. They
just kept vo-voing. He didn't want to cut the oil back
because everyone was really happy; scores were good.
That's when | came up with the idea.

I remembered when | was a kid, probably 30 years
ago, | had done something similar with balls slipping on
the way up. Sometimes the ball would go halfway and
just sit there and spin because the up-rails were slip-
pery. | glued an extra piece of rubber on the beit to kick
the ball up. It worked but kept coming off. It was under
too much pressure.

“I just thought it would work, right from the beginning.”

As it turned out, the idea for the Humpback was a
holiday present from Lanzetta to himself. He had the
brainwave shortly before Christmas 1997, then quickly
jerry-rigged a rough prototype out of canvas and rubber
at the back of the bowling center to test the idea. The
first time the prototype worked was that New Year's Eve.

Lanzetta confesses to having celebrated a little, but
the invention clearly lifted him higher than the holiday
did. "It was an experience,” he says, “seeing a ball go up
with no mechanical devices at all. It was exciting at the
time. And it works!”

Like Wortman, he wanted to make as sure as he could
that he had a salable item, so he set to work on special
machinery to make the belts. Hence five months between
the first test of the prototype and his filing for a patent. "It
was harder to tool up to make the item than 1o design and
make the item [prototype] itself,” as it turned out.

He applied on May 18, 1998—16 vears to the day after
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Wartman was awarded his patent for the Glancer.

Mext, Lanzetia hit the road himself to peddle his

invention to bowling centers, initially more interested
in placing it than in making money.

Unlike Wortman, Lanzetta has stayed in the industry

and worldwide sales of his Humpback Ball Return have
been so successful that he's been able to move into new,
20,000-square-foot quarters in Hudson, Florida where
everything will be made in-house.

“There's very little gquality control in the industry.” he

notes. “All 1 need to do if | find out there's a problem with
our products is walk out of the office down to the shop and
say, ‘Do this’ or 'Do that,’ and the problem is resolved.”

Lanzetta speaks deliberately about his "products.”

With four patents to his credit and several pending, the
bowling industry will soon see more innovation from
the brain cells of TR Lanzetta, <

We wish ta thank Bill Morrissey, vice president of mar-
keting for Brunswick capital equipment, for background

for this article.

Have you patented an idea thar has been used in bowl-
ing? Know someone else who has? Wrire us at
zinfo@bowlingindusiry.comz=, Your {or their) 15 minutes
aof fame could be at hand!
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