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¨Seat of Power
Welp, that's  4,000 miles on the
exercise bike that I hooked to an
alternator because I got tired of
wasting so much food energy.

 I found a bike with a big,
heavy flywheel, then took off the
friction belt, substituted an auto-
motive belt, and hooked that to a
standard car alternator that I
mounted on a bracket screwed
into a plywood sheet. The belt is
tensioned by a turnbuckle on a
hook screwed into the wall.

I attached the alternator to a
combination starting/deep cycle
battery, hooked an inverter to the

alternator back into action again. (This
would be the stair-climber feature.)
Sometimes you have to turn off "I
Dream of Jeannie" in order to get things
right, and that's hateful.

 Four thousand "miles," as mea-
sured by the bike's odometer, has
taken about 12,000 minutes or 200
hours. The average output is 4.5 amps.
So that would be about 900 amp hours.

After all that work, I have only one
thing to say, and it has already been
said: What a frail thing is man.

That's about 15 hours of run time
for a diesel engine with a stock alter-
nator. Shoot, you could carry in one
jug the amount of fuel that a Yanmar
3GM would burn at minimum charg-
ing speed to get the same result. No
wonder we like fossil fuels and inter-
nal combustion engines so much.

Still, we have to break ourselves at
least partly from this lousy addiction.
In a sidebar to our story about deck-
fill fuel filters in the November 15th
issue, we remark the obvious: Fossil
fuels pollute, destroy ozone, and warm
the globe (in both temperature and
tension). Sailors should be among the
first to withdraw from this addiction.
But I can tell you this: If you want to
keep up the juice to run an electric
windlass or a microwave on your
boat, you won't be doing it on muscle
power. Bring on the solar, bring on
the soy diesel, bring on the fuel cells,
and don't spare the wind.

How to keep your battery topped up:
flywheel to alternator to battery to
inverter to TV and overhead lights. At
lower left is a DC motor (for a related
experiment that shows what you can fry
without proper voltage regulation).

battery, a TV and a big fluorescent
light fixture to the inverter, and pres-
to, I had a painful little set-up.

The flywheel on the bike has a 16"
diameter, and the alternator pulley
has a 2" diameter, which gives a ratio
of 8:1 (not allowing for some slippage,
of which there's a bit). The flywheel
revolves 3.1 times per full pedal stroke
of 360°. At cruising speed I pedal
about 90 strokes per minute, so that
gives an alternator speed of about
2,200 rpm. It would probably work
better if I could spin it at 5,000 rpm,
but I don't have enough gears or legs.
Anyway, the battery seems to be in
good shape after a year and a half.

There are some tricks to working
the system: You have to sprint for a
few seconds to get the alternator to
kick in; then you can back off to
cruising speed. During normal pedal-
ing, the alternator voltage is about
14.5V, the battery voltage at the ter-
minals during charging is about 13.6V,
and the battery's standing voltage af-
ter an hour or so at rest is about 12.5V.

If you crank up the load with both
fluorescent lights (80 watts) and the
TV (65 watts), and you start slacking
off the pedals, the load starts to get
ahead of you and the riding gets hard-
er. If you slow down enough for the
alternator to stop charging, and the
battery voltage goes down below about
12.3V, you have to stand and battle
uphill for quite a while just to get back
to the point where you can sprint the


