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ESCALATING

HIGH-HEEL SHOE

to be escorted up and down stairs because they tottered on stems so
precariously high, to today’s socialites and celebrities who mince
along in their lofty Manolos, comfort and even mobility have always
'Deen an afterthought. Remarking upon the heel’s dcspotu allure,
George Bernard Shaw reportedlv said, “If you rebel against high
heels, take care to do so in a very smart hat.”

Yet change may be afoot, as it were. Channeling the desire of
working women everywhere, Wei-Chieh Tu, a graduate student in
industrial design at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, has created an es-
calating high-heel shoe, the height of which can be set at six different
levels, ranging from zero to 38 degrees, with the mere push of a but-
ton. “My wife wanted three-inch heels but refused to buy them be-
cause she wouldn’t be able to wear them all Il day,” Tu explains. “She
told me, You’re an industrial designer; you should do something
about that,” and of course I listened to her.”

The resulting shoe is sleek and futuristic, with a green tiered base
that echoes Ferragamo’s iconic layered rainbow platform of the
late 30’s. Tu, however, says he drew inspiration from the elegant,
foldable Chinese hand fans he saw his mother and grandmother
use when he was a child growing up in Taiwan. His ingenious cre-
ation not only marries fashion and function but also instills hope
that high heels may soon cease to be instruments of torture. Need a
towering presence for a meeting at work? Set your shoes at a high-
eraltitude. Got a short date? Lower the shoes to half-mast. Want to
add some glam rock to an evening out? Crank the shoes way, way
up and saunter around. And best of all, when the vogue in heel
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height shifts, as it invariably does, there’s no shopping required;
push a button and — voila! — your heels will adjust. If only all
heels were as easy to manage. AMANDA FORTINI

Exoskeleton Strength / The sci-fi author Robert Heinlein had the
idea first: in his 1959 novel, “Starship Troopers,” soldiers stepped
into suits of powered armor to make themselves stronger, faster
and generally better prepared to fight off alien hordes. This year,
Homayoon Kazerooni, an engineering professor at the University
of California at Berkeley, made the idea a reality by introducing a set
of high-tech leg braces called the Berkeley Lower Extremity Exo-
skeleton, or Bleex. Strap it on, and a load once backbreaking sud-
denly feels no heavier than a couple of copies of the Sunday paper.

Bleex is a set of modified combat boots, attached to what look like
metal braces that snake up the sides of the legs. The prosthetics,
which operate with the assistance of a Pentium-5-equivalent proces-
sor, are connected to a vest and backpack. About 70 pounds of gear
can be crammed into the pack. But once the exoskeleton is turned
on, it feels like only a five-pound load; the mechanical legs pick up
the rest. Bleex 2, scheduled for June, should be able to carry 150
pounds and amble at a four-miles-an-hour clip.

The Pentagon — which has financed much of Kazerooni’s
research — says it wants the machine to literally ease the burden
on American troops, who routinely haul more than a hundred
pounds of gear into battle. But Kazerooni sees his exoskeleton as
more than just a “war machine,” he says. The mechanical legs
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might someday help the elderly get around, for instance. The idea JewelEye: “It’s not like you’ll pass someone on the s
of replacing Grandma’s walker is a long way from science fiction. Whoa, what’s in that person’s eye?” But it’s impo
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eyeball jewelry. We’re not talking pierced eyelids or eyebrows — things in the outer layer of the eye,” he says, “and I t
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Here’s how it works. An ophthalmologist anesthetizes your eye,
then makes a microscopic incision in the conjunctiva, the eye’s
transparent outer membrane. The doctor drops a tiny piece of jew-
elry (called JewelEye) into the incision, and the procedure is over. It |
takes 10 minutes and costs about $4,000, and you spend the next %
week feeling as if you have a piece of sand in your eye. When the |
conjunctiva heals, you can’t feel it (even when you rub your eye). ﬁ to bacteria. It doesn’t 1
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