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The first three decades of the twentieth century About Weight-Lifting, also had an impmiant impact on 
witnessed a steady increase in sporting awareness and the development of American weightlifting as a sport. 
opportunity for the American citizen. As interest and As ground-breaking as this text was in its time, scholars 
patiicipation in various sporting activities escalated, new have provided little infmmation on the book or its con
mles and standards were introduced. Weightlifting in tents. Attempting to resolve this neglect, this atiicle pro
particular has been described by sport historian John Fair vides an historical evaluation of the contents ofCalveli's 
as "undergoing a metamorphosis from the strongmanism book and the text's influence on American lifting during 

of an earlier era to a more regulated ~~~~i~~~~~~~~i~ a time in which the public was enam-and respectable status" during these ored with strength yet troubled by 
years. 2 Fair traced this evolution by the problem of inauthenticity. 
considering such influential organi- The respected French physi-
zations as Alan Calvert's Milo Bar- cal culturist Professor Edmond Des-
bell Company, George Jowett's bonnet hit the proverbial nail on the 
American Continental Weight- head when he published a few lines 
Lifters Association, and Bob Hoff- in 1911 about displays of strength 
man's York Barbell Company.3 The and the power of impressions: 
Milo Bar-bell Company in Philadel- "Physical prowess seems most often 
phia, Pennsylvania, allowed Ameri- indisputable; a scientific or literary 
can men, and undoubtedly a few work does not tax the eyes the same 
women, to train and compete with way snatching a globe barbell tires 
adjustable barbells. According to the body, and the public hardly wor-
Fair, however, it was Alan Calveti's ries whether the book is wotihy or 
publications, especially Strength whether the globes are empty-it is 
magazine, which "exercised the enough that the latter is large."s 
greatest influence on the develop- Some people who attended strength 
ment of an early iron game culture."4 perfmmances, and more than a few 
Strength was by far Calvert's best of those who actually lifted the 
known and most wide-spread publi- weights, cared little about the tmth, 
cation, and it may well have had the Alan Calvert's The Truth About Weight- only about the impressions left 
greatest influence on lifting culture, Lifting played a pivotal role in the evolu- behind. Although Alan Calvert 
but his first monograph, The Truth tion of the sport of weightlifting. agreed with the essence of Des bon-
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net's assettion, he regretted that what the Professor 
assetted was ttue. Calvett had grown up watching and 
reading about strongmen and their crowd-pleasing 
antics, but after he opened the Milo Bar-bell Company in 
1902, he became personally involved in the business of 
strongmanism. He supplied many of the performers 
with equipment and many of his early students trained to 
become professional strongmen; however, Calvett knew 
that strongmanism had a dark side. Because these men 
had to amaze the public in order to sell tickets, many of 
them exaggerated their lifts, claiming to be stronger than 
they were. Those on the inside knew that a healthy dose 
of skepticism was needed when hearing about the feats 
of professional strongmen. But Calvert worried, with 
good reason, that if the sport-and his company-were 
to grow, the activity had to be placed on a higher and 
more ethical level. If barbell ism was to be promoted as 
a wholesome and beneficial spmt, Calvett had to find a 
way to make people believe that the weights men lifted 
were accurately represented. You couldn't claim that 
training worked if everyone thought you- and your 
weights- were fake. 

Calvert was particularly concerned about the 
effect of such false claims on amateur lifting. The pub
lic, Calvert feared, couldn't differentiate between the 
claims of the professional strongman and those of ama
teur lifters who made up the majority of Calvert's stu
dents and potential customers. Amateur lifters didn't tty 
to make a living by giving strength exhibitions. They 
might infmmally compete against each other, but they 
didn't generally resmt to exaggeration or questionable 
practices. They stayed within their strength limits and 
didn't have the same great need to be regarded as record 
holders or the "world's strongest man" that the profes
sionals had. In September 1911, after worrying about 
the effect of what he considered to be a growing cyni
cism toward lifting, Calvert decided to tackle the prob
lem head-on in a book called The Truth About Weight
Lifting, the first hard-cover examination of the secrets of 
the stt·ongman trade. 

Calvert described the work in its inaugural 
Physical Culture advertisement as "a series of interest
ing atticles on weight-lifting, dealing with it as a sport, 
as a means of body building, and as a profession."6 His 
purpose in writing the book was "to describe some of the 
greatest known feats of strength; how such feats are per
fmmed, which feats are genuine, and which feats are 
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tricks, or fakes; also to endeavor to give the reader some 
idea of who are the strongest men of the present day and 
the records to prove them so."7 In many ways, the book 
represented the first peal of the death knell for the pro
fessional strongman business. Calvett credited those 
men he believed to be tmly strong, but he also exposed 
the fakers and exaggerators. The Truth About Weight
Lifting's other great thmst was to call for the organiza
tion of "the sport of lifting." At the same time that he 
condemned the dishonest professional strongmen, 
Calvert argued for the standardization of weights and 
lifts and for the creation of an amateur lifting organiza
tion that would keep records and oversee competitions. 

Calvett began the book with a description of his 
qualifications: "Originator of Progressive Weight Lift
ing in America. Inventor of the 'Milo' and 'Milo 
Triplex' combination dumbbells. Proprietor of the Milo 
Bar-Bell Co."s Although George Barker Windship has a 
more legitimate claim to the title of "father of resistance 
exercise in America," Calvert was by far the most impor
tant American figure in the first few decades of the twen
tieth century. The research he conducted both before 
and after he opened the company led him to develop a 
vast pool of knowledge about weight training. Although 
he didn't claim to know much when he opened his busi
ness-"my knowledge of bar-bell exercise and of lifting 
methods was rather lirnited"- he wrote that what he did 
know was "encyclopedic, when compared to what the 
average athlete knew about the subject."9 He had con
tinued to educate himself and, in so doing, put himself at 
the top of the weight lifter's resource guide, if there had 
been such a thing at the time. Readers of his new book 
were encouraged to accept what he had to say as being a 
truthful evaluation because he was writing about weight
lifting "from the inside." Calvert wrote that his volume 
was groundbreaking and sure to "create a sensation," 
because he was using previously unpublished infonna
tion.to 

The book sold for one dollar in 1911 before it 
went down to ten cents during a "September Special" in 
1912. Calvert began his ~'series of interesting atticles" 
by explaining the existing state of American weight-lift
ing as both a recreational and competitive activity. He 
firmly believed the United States had the "raw material," 
but not the history and know-how of lifting to create 
renowned record-breakers. American athletes tended to 
favor "light" athletics (i.e. track and field or baseball), 
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while European nations, especially Gennany and Aus
tria, favored "heavy" athletics, such as weight-lifting, in 
which they held many of the records.'' Another reason 
for weight training's elevated status in Ge1many was that 
some of the Turner and lifting clubs had existed for fifty 
years or more; therefore, their members had had access 
to a wide assortment of training implements-including 
barbells and heavy dumbbells- for most of the second 
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sometimes daily in the larger cities. On some occasions, 
as many as 150 to 200 entrants would compete in differ
ent weight classes perfmming various lifting feats. No 
such competitions occUlTed in the U.S . According to 
Calve11, though, the greatest factor for the neglected 
state of American lifting was the effect of the profes
sional strongmen: 

halfofthe nineteenth century.12 Such heavy-lifting clubs Probably the principal reason [why 
were extremely rare in late nineteenth-centruy America; weight-lifting as a sport is not popular in 
as a result, its populace had to wait for the opening of the this countly] is the ve1y foolish and 
Milo Bar-bell Company in order to purchase, and use shmt-sighted attitude of the profession-
with much consistency, heavily-weighted, adjustable al lifters in this country. These profes-
barbells. Mort? impmtantly, because of their longer sionals have made a practice of deceiv-
experience with lifting, the Europeans had found that the ing and "buncoing" the public for so 
most productive method of strength training was to grad- long a time, that the public has become 
ually make "the exercise harder and harder."l3 Calve11 disgusted with their methods and has 
argued that their highly developed, all-round strength come to the conclusion, either that all 
beat out the more selective strength that Americans tend- weight-lifters are fakirs, or else that 
ed to build by targeting ~~---------------....... -- weight-lifting is a 
only one or two lifts. peculiar kind of 

The primary rea- spmt in which only 
son for these disparities, a few men can 
however, was the differ- excel.I6 
ence in the number of peo
ple involved in the activity 
on the two sides of the 
Atlantic. Calvert wrote 
that it was "no exaggera
tion to say that there are, in 
the average Ge1man lifting 
club, more first-class lifters 
than there are in the whole 
United States of Amcri
ca."I4 Historian David 
Willoughby has moreover 
reported that the Ge1man 
Athletic Association
Deutschen Athletik Sport 
Verbandes-founded in 
1891 to bring all the Kraft
sport (strength sports) 
clubs together, had a mem
bership of over three hun
dred clubs and over twelve 
thousand athletes by 
1900.15 These German and 
Austrian lifting clubs held 
tournaments weekly and 

One of the few photos of Calvert known to exist is this shot 
of him performing a one-arm swing on page 32 of The Truth 
About Weight-Lifting. Although Calvert is not listed as the 
model in the book, David Willoughby wrote a pencil note 
identifying Calvert in a copy of the book given to James A. 
Cameron. Cameron's thank you letter to Willoughby, 
housed at the H. J. Lutcher Stark Center, allowed us to know 
that this was Calvert. 

24 

So, Calvett had to not only 
compete against barbell 
illiteracy as he launched his 
fledgling company but he 
had to also confront the 
image of the professional 
strongman as a charlatan. 

Sport historians 
Allen Guttmann and Melvin 
Adelman might say that 
American weight-lifting 
before Calvert was operat
ing with pre-modern ten
dencies. A "modern" sport, 
according to Guttmann, 
involves secularism, equali
ty of opportunity to com
pete in standardized compe
titions, specialization of 
roles within the sport, 
rationalization of the rules 
and training for the sport, 
bureaucratic organizations 
to lead and unify the spmt, 
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quantification of some sort, and the quest for records.'7 
Adelman further argues that a "modem" sport involves 
multiple levels of organization; competes by written, 
formalized, and standardized rules; provides chances to 
compete at local, national, and international levels; 
exhibits role differentiations; regularly reports in local 
and national media as well as its own specialized litera
ture; and publishes statistics and records on a regular 
basis.rs The professional strongmen who performed in 
circuses and variety theaters were not trying to create a 
spmt, of course. They were entertainers who used lift
ing as a means to an end-their paychecks. However, 
unlike jugglers and acrobats, where the performance is 
everything, lifting is an activity that requires quantifica
tion. Lifting is interesting primarily because it allows us 
to compare one man's strength to another's. Thus, pro
fessional strongmen had to claim to hold records and be 
title holders even though no association sanctioned their 
records. For Calvert, the fact that no agency regulated 
the various claims of the professional strongmen meant 
that it was harder to encourage a young person to take up 
heavy lifting. If the amateur had only the hyperbolic, 
umeachable records of the professional strongmen as a 
goal, it might seem pointless to train at all. 

In the early twentieth centuty, Calvert did more 
to move weight-lifting toward being a modem sport than 
anyone else. His Milo barbells allowed men in different 
parts of America to train on identical equipment so that 
lifting conditions were standardized. In his educational 
out-reach activities, Calvett worked to standardize the 
lifts themselves, creating a canon of exercises which 
allowed men in different parts of America to replicate 
each other's feats and thus compare themselves to one 
another. In publishing The Truth About Weight-Lifting, 
Calvett took the nascent sport one step closer to mod
ernization by supplying outsiders with "inside" infmma
tion and by exposing the fraudulent claims of some of 
the professionals. 

STRONGMAN "TRICKS" 

Arguments about the validity of many lifts, even 
when seen in person, were commonplace in the early 
twentieth centuty. Calvett explained that the strong
men's easiest ruses "trade on the ignorance of the audi
ence" by making absurd statements about the weight of 
their equipment.'9 Since most exhibition bars tended to 
have globe ends, just counting the visible plate-weights, 
as would be done today, was impossible. If a photo
graph was to be published in a newspaper or magazine, 
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an att editor, or the photographer himself, often wrote 
the poundage of the bar on the globes in the photograph 
so that all would know the bar's claimed weight. It was 
therefore easy for the perfmmer to simply tell the pho
tographer an exaggerated weight which was then relayed 
to the art editor. As an example, Calvett told of a 
weight-lifter who borrowed a 160-pound barbell to put 
on a strength exhibition. A reporter took pictures of the 
strength show and Calvert saw the resulting photos in 
the newspaper describing the barbell as weighing 260-
pounds-one hundred pounds more than the actual 
weigh PO 

Another such incident which amused Calvert 
and added to the fuel for his book involved a reporter 
and a "Herculean 'hand-balancer"' who performed at a 
local theatre. The reporter asked the hand-balancer to 
pose for some photos to publish with an article he had 
written. When the reporter, hand-balancer, and Calvett 
met at the photographer's studio they found that the the
atre manager had forgotten to send the gymnast's 75-
pound kettle-bells to be used in the pictures. A call to the 
theatre assured them the bells would be brought post
haste by a team of horses. After I 0 to 15 minutes had 
passed, Calvert and the others saw a young boy 
employed by the theatre parading down the street with 
two kettle-bells in one hand and a third in the other 
hand-each kettle-bell had 75-pounds stenciled on its 
globe. Calvett only commented, "If this gymnast's mus
cles are as strong as the language he used on that occa
sion he must be a wonder."21 

Calvert also exposed the fact that many profes
sional strongmen had their own stage weights specially 
made. A strongman's reputation and marketability 
depended on his remaining undefeated in regards to the 
challenges he tossed at fellow performers and audiences. 
To preserve their images of invincibility, many strong
men had unique "tricks" built into their equipment. 
Anyone not knowing about the trick could not lift the bar 
on the first try, which was all they were likely to get. 
One method was to make a dumbbell ten to twenty 
pounds heavier on one end. A challenger would lose the 
balance of the bar when he gripped the handle in the 
middle and tried to lift it. The strongman, knowing that 
the bar was heavier on one end, could make the lift look 
effmtless by gripping the handle closer to the heavier 
end.22 Some large-handed strongmen had thick handles 
on their equipment, often two inches and more in diam
eter. This was not exactly a trick, but only those with 
very large, strong hands had any hope of picking up the 
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implement. Men with average-sized hands who might be ly] in order to create an impression. "3o Suppmting feats, 
invited to the stage to "test" the weight would conse- to take one prominent example, included one-atmed 
quently have little chance of success.23 Other strongmen stunts in which great amounts of weight were suppmted 
were even known to put a liquid of some smt (e.g. mer- at arm's length overhead. The famous strongman and 
cury) in a hollow handle to throw the balance off when physique attist Eugen Sandow always included several 
the bar was in motion and the challenger tried to keep the of these stunts in his perfmmances since he believed he 
bar level.24 In this case, the strongman was able to con- could suppmt "almost any amount of weight" above his 
trol the weight by simply keeping one end of the bar head "on a straight arm if it was lifted into position" for 
lower than the other so that the mercury would not flow him.3I To Calvert's way of thinking, these acts were 
from one end of the bar to the other. great for leaving an impression with the audience, but 

If anyone questioned Calvert's source for this did "not prove that he [the strongman] is a patticle 
infmmation, his advertisements -for the book explained stronger than the average sturdy day-laborer. "32 
that he had inside knowledge. He had supplied "exhibi- Strongman stunts such as coin-breaking, chain
tion dumb-bells for many of the most prominent profes- breaking, and card-tearing also received Calvett's atten
sional 'strong-men'" and "celebrated lifters" and, there- tion. Acts like these, he assured his readers, were usual
fore, knew who gave fake representations to the public ly accomplished with the help of some deception. Those 
as to what their equipment weighed.25 He estimated that claiming to break coins were usually good at sleight of 
"not more than one professional lifter out of five will tell hand tricks. A previously torn coin (compliments of a 
the tmth, or anything like the tmth" about the weight of vise and pliers before the show) was palmed while the 
their equipment.26 With so many "tricks" being strongman acted like he was ripping a whole coin. Dur
employed by the perfmming strongmen, it was only nat- ing some contrived stmggling the previously-tom coin 
ural that portions of society began to believe that there replaced the whole coin with the audience oblivious of 
was a "catch" or "knack" to lifting. By publishing The what had taken place.33 Men who wrapped a chain 
Truth About Weight-Lifting Calve11 didn't make many around their biceps with the intention of breaking it had 
friends among the professional strongman circles; in his usually doctored the chain first by filing through a link, 
words, he became "extremely unpopular with many of subjecting the chain to acid, or replacing a steel link with 
the professionals."27 A number of the strongmen wrote a much weaker lead link.34 Card tearing, on the other 
to defend themselves and their acts and called Calvert a hand, could be accomplished a number of ways- some 
"bum sport."28 One professional who Calvert saw per- legitimate, some not. Calvert believed that anyone who 
fmm in person and who turned down Calvert's offer to trained for three months with heavy dumbells should be 
verifY his purported records even explained that he was- able to tip a deck of cards and that an advanced lifter, 
n't really a strongman at all, but a "showman."29 For the able to put a 150-pound dumbell overhead with one 
strongmen unaccustomed to such scmtiny and criticism, hand, should be able to rip two decks. Calvert explained 
Calvert was the harbinger of tough times to come. To the mechanics of how the trick was honestly completed 
the amateur lifter and uninitiated audience, though, and introduced factors which contributed to one's ability 
Calvert was most likely a welcome font of knowledge. to tear decks of cards: the material of the cards, their 

Calve11 also explained the difference between age, and whether or not they had been baked in an oven 
hue lifting feats and the showier suppmting tricks. Tme before the show.35 
lifts tested one's muscular strength while supporting When Calve11 discussed who should be consid
feats shifted the emphasis to the bones of the skeleton, ered the "strongest man in the world," he assetted that 
which are stmcturally much stronger than the muscles. "there is no man who stands head and shoulders above 
Popular supporting acts included "bridging," in which all other men in point of strength."36 However, he gave 
weight of some kind- men, automobiles, animals, credit to several famous lifters for what he believed to be 
etc.-was added to planks situated across the knees, their tme accomplishments. Relying upon European 
shoulders, and/or feet of the strongman who held or sup- standards because "they [lifters from the Old World] 
ported the whole apparatus for the audience. Bridge acts understand such things," Calvert recognized Joseph 
took quite a bit of preparation and careful consideration Steinbach of Vienna as "the strongest man" because he 
to create the best visual impression for the audience. was the sh·ongest two-handed lifter. He could put over
According to Calvert, though, these feats also represent- head in a two-hand jerk 390 pounds and he could two
ed times when "a professional will work [hard physical- hand press 328% pounds.37 Others believed Arthur Sax-
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on of the famed Saxon Trio to be the strongest man of 
this era. Saxon held the record in the bent press with 
371 pounds.3s Calvert conceded that Saxon "possesses 
muscular strength in abundance" and was immensely 
impressed with Saxon as a "dumbbell lifter" and for his 
penchant to perform "straight shows;" however, since 
his best lifts were one-atmed exercises he was automat
ically excluded from consideration for the overall 
strongest man title. 39 While one-armed exercises 
demanded skill and agility, Calvett's opinion was that 
two-handed exercises demonstrated a greater amount of 
bmte strength. He thus argued, "When a man gets a 
heavy bar-bell of 250 pounds, or more, to his chest, no 
tricks, skill or quickness in movement will enable him to 
get the bell aloft in the two-hand 'press. "'4o Calvett 
mentioned John Marx's record-breaking abilities in 
back-lifting and tearing horseshoes, but since he rarely 
practiced with barbells and dumbbells he wasn't a seri
ous contender for the title either. The only other con
tender for the title was Karl Swoboda; he had lifted 400 
pounds overhead in the two-handed jerk, ten pounds 
more than Steinbach.4I However, Swoboda outweighed 
Steinbach by fifty pounds, so Calvert thought the title 
should remain with Steinbach for being stronger pound
for-pound.42 

Calvert called attention to the fact that there 
weren't any Americans in consideration for the title. In 
Calvert's opinion, this was primarily because "an 
absolutely first-class 'strong man'" did not exist in the 
whole of the United States.43 He blamed this on the pop
ulation's tendency to favor the supp01ting feats instead 
of the purer strength lifts. However, he believed that the 
standardization of mles, events, and equipment would 
take care of that problem; but that the desired results 
would not, and indeed, could not, be seen overnight. 
Trying to help his readers understand that "weight-lifters 
are not developed in a day," and to brag on his home
town, Calvert used an analogy with the national past
time of baseball. The Germans, he argued, would need 
at least three years to develop a baseball team to com
pare with the two-time World Champion Philadelphia 
Athletics, just as the United States needed the same span 
of time to produce "five absolutely first-class lifters" to 
compete with the German strength stars.44 Since the 
Milo Bar-bell Company had opened its doors in 1902, 
Calvert assumed that the eventuality of American lifters 
actually competing against the European lifters was 
nearing. To speed up the process, he openly challenged 
the American lifters: 
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I would at any time gladly pay $100.00 
to see an American lifter raise from his 
shoulder to atm's length above the head 
with the right arm a 300-lb. bar-bell, or 
to see any American lifter raise from the 
ground to atm's length above the head a 
bar-bell weighing 400 lbs. Any aspiring 
young strong men who think they can 
perfmm either of these feats can take a 
chance any time they are in. Philadel
phia by calling at my factmy, and I can 
assure such lifters that they will receive 
absolutely fair treatment, and that they 
can have the pick of the kind of bells 
they want to use, and that if they suc
ceed in perfmming either of the above 
feats I will not only hand over the mon
ey, but will also do the utmost in my 
power to assist them to establish their 
claim for American records in these 
feats. I feel that my money is pretty 
safe for some years to come.4s 

Calvett also included a chapter discussing bodi
ly measurements in The Truth About Weight-Lifting. 
Anthropometty was popular in early twentieth centuty 
America and when strongmen began to display their 
physiques as well as put on strength exhibitions, many 
of them included their physical measurements in their 
publicity materials. Because of the public's interest in 
anthropometry, strongmen found that people would 
flock to the circus or variety theater not just to see phe
nomenal lifting, but also to see a man with a 46-inch 
chest and 24-inch thighs. Calvert reminded his readers 
that the numbers on a seamstress's measuring tape could 
also be manipulated by strongmen to their advantage. 

Calvett wrote, for instance, about how Sandow 
repmted in his book on physical culture that he had a 48-
inch normal chest, a 60-inch expanded chest, 19-inch 
arms, 28-inch thighs, and that he weighed 200 pounds. 
However, in the back of Sandow's book, Calvett confid
ed to his readers, one could find Sandow's measure
ments as they were certified by the famed Dr. Dudley 
Allen Sargent. According to Sargent, Sandow weighed 
only 180 pounds on the day he weighed him and 
Sandow possessed a 44-inch nmmal chest, a 47-inch 
expanded chest, a 16 %-inch arm, and 24-inch thighs.46 
Obviously, most of Sargent's measurements were dra
matically different from those claimed by Sandow. A 
person's bodyweight-and measurements-do often 
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fluctuate during his or her lifetime, but in Sandow's case 
we have an extensive photographic record of his body 
and that record does not indicate that he put on 20 
pounds. In fact, Sandow's claim of a 60-inch expanded 
chest is illogical since modern strongmen with 60-inch 
chest measurements normally weigh over 300 pounds, 
and most of these are bench press specialists who have 
particularly built the pectoral muscles of the chest. 
Sandow did not do bench presses; the exercise had not 
yet been invented. In any case, after claiming to have 
"examined the measurements of several hundred ama
teur and professional lifters" Calvert found their average 
measurements to be a 42-inch chest, a 15-inch arm, and 
23-inch thighs.47 Even so, Calvert conceded that a good 
deal of strength derived from one's skeletal structure, 
and therefore physical measurements didn't tell the 
whole story. 

Although Calvert didn't discuss his philosophy 
of perfect proportions and ideal measurements in The 
Truth About Weight-Lifting, he did relate some ideas on 
proper amounts and types of muscle. Due to his interest 
in building strength, Calvert admonished his readers that 
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the strongmen commonly employed several tricks. For 
instance, they often posed during their live acts in a 
three-sided posing cabinet in which lighting threw the 
muscles in shadowed relief and gave an impression of 
greater size. Photographers often took pictures of the 
strongmen in a similar cabinet for the same effect. 
Sometimes a photographer would even enhance a 
physique by applying shadows or lines of definition 
directly on the actual photo. Some unscrupulous profes
sionals retouched their photos to an even greater extent, 
providing muscle where none was before. Calvert 
explained that this often resulted in "truly fearful and 
wonderful" muscle shapes not often found on a human. 
Another method to enhance the visual impact of live 
performances involved the rubbing of powder or burnt 
cork on the strongman's body and then having an assis
tant wipe away pmtions of the substance while he flexed 
his muscles. This practice, done just before a perform
ance, left dark shadows in the valleys between muscles 
which, when lit properly, appeared more defined and 
significantly larger.sl . 

"quality counts for more than quantity" where muscles AMATEUR LIFTING AND STANDARDIZATION 

were concemed.48 The function and ability of the mus- Perhaps the most noteworthy aspect of The 
cles to work together were more important considera- Truth About Weight-Lifting was Calve1t 's plea for the 
tions than their volume and appearance. Indeed, the standardization of lifting in America. If weight-lifters 
concept that size mattered less than "know-how" was knew how to do a core number of competitive lifts, they 
one of the recurring themes in Calvert's writings. Train- could be better prepared for any competition that might 
ing with heavy weights, he believed, forced a person to arise. Relying upon Europe's history of conducting 
learn how to use muscles in groups by the proper appli- sh·ength contests, Calvert described the eight "standard 
cation of force. lifts" recognized by the Old World lifters: right-mm 

In an era riddled with fears of constipation and snatch, left-arm snatch, right-mm jerk, left-arm jerk, 
other digestive maladies, Calvert also ath·ibuted one's right-arm swing, left-ann swing, two-ann press, and 
strength and health to a "square-built, powerful waist."49 two-arm jerk. As he explained each exercise, Calvert 
Therefore, a person should not have more than eight or gave impmtant information about how different conn-

nine inches difference between the chest and waist tries performed the lift, along with records and details of 
measurements. If the waist was 12 or more inches less exceptional lifts generally accepted to be true. He also 
than the chest measurement, one had inadequate waist made occasional references to professional strongmen 
development, according to Calvert. However, he point- who found some tricky way to perform a particular exer
ed out that strongmen often quoted expanded chest cise more easily or more impressively for the audience. 
measurements-not the more nahlral, relaxed chest as One such example began with a discussion of the fmm 
one might expect-which would throw the waist-to- displayed while performing the snatch. After explaining 
chest ratio off a bit. In order to take an expanded meas- the basics of the lift Calve1i wrote that in Europe credit 
urement the strongman took a deep breath and flexed the was given to the athlete not only for the amount of 
latissimus dorsi of the upper back which made the meas- weight lifted, but also "for the manner in which he lifts 
urement much larger.so Exaggeration of measuring tape it." Bad form sometimes conelated to moving one's feet 
readings was fairly easy to accomplish, but deceiving during the lift, such as when "an amateur, or a badly 
the actual eye of the beholder took more imagination. trained professional" makes a "tremendous effort to get 

In order to make their physiques appear larger a bell above his head, and then after he has gotten the 
and more defmed to the naked eye, Calvert explained, bell aloft he will have to take a few rapid steps in order 
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to maintain his balance." Calvert went on to accuse the professional would do the lift in order to make a 
American professional strongmen of abusing this show good impression. If Calvert didn't know of a way to 
of effmt in their performances by "using a light bell and fake or cheat on an exercise he accepted the lift as a "test 
making a tremendous effmt when lifting," thus giving of pure strength." Such pure tests included dead-weight 
"the impression to the audience that he is raising a lifting-like today's partial deadlift, or Windship's 
tremendous weight."52 health lift of fifty years earlier-and dead-weight lifting 

Calvert described the snatch, the swing, and the to the cross position-like a modem stiff-legged dead
jerk as the "quick lifts." The quick lifts "put a premium lift.ss 
on activity and skill," and since the smaller, lighter man Calve1t also argued for standardization in the 
had an easier time developing both, such lifts allowed competition itself. He differentiated between contests of 
him to compete against a larger, heavier man. The man strength and contests of endurance. It made sense to 
who made best use of his strength-whether he was Calve1t that weightlifters should be testing the amount of 
small but quick and explosive, or large and powerfully weight they could lift rather than the number of times 
strong-was the best man in the competition, according they could lift a pa1ticular weight-which was often 
to Calve1t. With the exception of the swing, these same done in strongman contests where only fixed-weight bar
quick-lift exercises involving the use of two hands com- bells were available. Calve1t argued that contests should 
prise today's Olympic spmt of weightlifting. The only consist of exercises chosen from the standard lifts with 
thing different in today's sport is that the "clean and the goal of seeing who could lift the most in each move
jerk" replaces just "the jerk." The clean portion of the ment. Above all, in order to keep the lifting contest a 
exercise, while treated cursorily by Calvert in his true test of strength, it should not mix different types of 
description of the overhead jerk and overhead press, lifting such as dumbelllifting and back-lifting.s6 These 
addresses the accepted methods of getting the bar to the mixed types of competitions were the primary avenues 
shoulders for either one of these two overhead lifts to professional strongmen used to win the challenges they 
commence. Calvert explained that some countries threw at each other on the rare occasions when they actu
allowed a "continental clean" in which the bar could ally met in competition. In an effort to get publicity in a 
touch and/or rest on the body one or more times en route local or national newspaper, the strongmen were "prolif
to the shoulders. A "tlue" clean meant that the bar trav- ic with challenges," but when it came time to actually 
eled directly--cleanly, without touching the body-from "put up or shut up," according to Calvert, "most Ameri
the floor to the shoulders. Eventually, the "clean" was can professional lifters avoid competitions as they do 
universally adopted and included in the name of one of poison."57 
the two present day Olympic weightlifting events. As for dumbelllifting, Calvert maintained that it 

After discussing the core competitive lifts, needed to be performed with equipment that was "uni
Calvert moved on to explain other well-known lifts. He form and of standard style." Each lifter should be "com
described in detail several presses, including the bent- pelled" to use the same equipment, argued Calvert, "thus 
press, the military press, and the ordinary press, and placing evety lifter on absolutely equal footing regarding 
commented that they were rarely seen in Europe any- apparatus."ss This was quite a novel idea in 1911 and, 
more, but that America seemed to still enjoy contesting more than likely, Calve1t envisioned all the competitions 
them. 53 Sandow had been a good bent-presser and using Milo barbells. By restricting the kinds of lifts pos
claimed he could press over three hundred pounds, but sible and making all competitors use the same equip
Calvett only credited him with the 271-pounds he did in ment, Calve1t could foresee regular and sensible compe
a public exhibition in London in 1891.54 Although titions taking place across America. Each person would 
Calvett believed Sandow had a fabulous physique, he be properly trained in the lifts and records could be eas
also believed that as Sandow still belonged in the pro- ily verified. This was the only way, Calvett believed, 
fessional strongman categmy he was prone to stretching that the United States could develop lifters to compete 
the tmth about his lifts as well as his measurements. against the European strength stars. 
Calvert also illustrated stunts like "muscling out" the Taking the concept of standardization another 
bells, hamess lifting, back-lifting, and dead-weight lift- step, Calvett discussed the future organization of Amer
ing. Continuing his diatt·ibe against professional strong- ican weightlifting. He stressed the need for a Board of 
men, Calvett described these special lifts, gave their Control so that standardized competitions would be held 
records if he knew them, and then proceeded to tell how and mles enforced-an important aspect to a sport enter-
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Calvert included these two images in The Truth 
About Weight-Lifting to expose some of the show
man's tricks. The photo above is titled, "This is the 
way the theatre poster shows it." The one on the 
right is captioned, "This is the way it is really done. 
(Notice weight resting on upper arm.) 

ing the modem era. Calvert reminded his readers about 
the beneficial effects of such organization on track-and
field. Athletes in that spmt knew the mles of perform
ance for each of the competitive events and knew what 
steps to take in order to establish records. However, 
until William B. Cmtis and the Amatem Athletic Union 
organized track-and-field, the sport was like lifting-a 
morass of claims, counter-claims, and unverified records 
that made it impossible to follow as an organized, com
petitive activity. Calve1t pointed out that, as of 1911, 
American weightlifting had no set competitive lifts, no 
rules of perfmmance, and no supply of qualified refer
ees· this meant that a reliable and comprehensive set of 
rec~rds could not be kept. A Board of Control, he 
explained, would establish the lifts and their mles of per
fmmance, and would allow referees to be trained and 
certified. This was an impmtant aspect to the standardi-
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zation process, according to Calvert, who also argued for 
the separation of professional and amatem lifters and the 
development of weight classes. Willing to assist in the 
formation of a "national association," Calvert believed it 
"would do more than anything else to develop champion 
lifters in the United States." He even suggested that the 
Emopean system of goveming lifting contests be fol
lowed, with the rules of performance pattemed after the 
German rules. 59 

BREAKING NEW GROUND 

The Truth About Weight-Lifting broke new 
ground in many other ways as well. Before Calve11 
came on the scene, the term "dumbell" meant more than 
just a short-handled weight to most lifting aficionados. 
Generally more inclusive at that time, the term was also 
used when talking about the long-handled version, 
presently refened to as a barbell. Calve1t was one of the 
first to begin making distinctions between the terms 



January 2009 Iron Game History 

"dumbbell" and "barbell." In The Truth he explained the the concept of muscle binding. He explained that the 
differences in barbells, dumbells, and kettle-bells and quick lifts encouraged the development of speed and 
their various effects on the body. Barbells, he argued, agility; therefore, they could not be associated with the 
were better for heavy, overhead weight work since the muscle-bound state.64 Another criticism of weight-lift
lifter often had to "concentrate all his attention and will- ing by some of the public included the unsightly devel
power on making the lifting muscles conh·act strongly opment of a "knotty" physique. Calvert explained that 
enough to raise the weight. "60 If only one piece of equip- the bearers of these "knots" were just used to tensing up 
ment was used the lifter's focus stayed nanow, but if a their muscles while posing in front of people or a cam
pair of dumbells was used the focus would be divided era. Strong men had muscles that were smooth when not 
and he would, as a result, be less likely to succeed. in a tensed state, Calvert confidently assured the read-

Calvert differentiated between "weight-lifting" ers.6s Also, much like the aches, pains, and strains asso
and "heavy dumbbell exercises." "Weight-lifting" ciated with today's weekend wanior syndrome, Calvert 
involved "the lifting of heavy dumbbells" in the standard revealed that the ever-dreaded "strain" was caused by 
competitive lifts. Although six of the eight exercises "the conceit which prompts the untrained individual" to 
were perfmmed with only one atm, most of them were handle too much weight too quickly or to show off to 
described as being done with a long-handled barbell. their friends.66 Although "strain" was often associated 
"Heavy dumbbell exercises," on the other hand, with abdominal ruptures, or hemias, during this time 
involved the use of "moderately heavy dumbbells, or period, Calvett didn't seem to include this malady in his 
bar-bells, and are intended to prepare the muscles for the version of the tetm. Whereas he had wamed readers of 
more arduous work of weight-lifting." Calvett recom- "abdominal rupture" earlier in the book while discussing 
mended weight-lifting proper for those 16 years and old- the proper back alignment for one of the deadlifting 
er, but heavy dumbell work was acceptable for those as exercises, Calvert refened to strain as the foolishness 
young as 14 years. A person's best heavy work, Calvett that sunounds men who chance upon a heavy dumbell.67 
believed, was accomplished between the ages of 30 and Even though untrained, they will all strain themselves 
40, but great benefits from weight training could be trying to lift the heavy object since "the average man is 
gained by those older than 40 years. 61 In keeping with secretly very proud of his sh·ength and very loath to 
this philosophy, Calvert had redesigned his original admit that any one of his fellows can outdo him in any 
training courses by 1911 to reflect the different levels of feat where strength alone is required. "68 These types of 
preparation-developmental exercise, competitive exer- incidents, in Calvett's opinion, did much to give weight
cise, and exhibition strongman work. lifting an unwananted, bad reputation. Other types of 

The book also finthered a theme expected of the strains, such as those on the heatt, would be thwatted by 
proprietor of the Milo Bar-bell Company and common to systematic and rhythmic breathing during exercise.69 
nearly all of Calvert's writing-opposition to the notion Calvett also wamed that athletes had to specialize and 
that lifting light weights would develop significant mus- begin training according to their sporting interests. 
cle tissue. Calvett wrote that light dumbell training was Although subsequent events would prove him wrong, 
"valuable as a means of benefiting the health and keep- Calvert asserted that if an athlete wanted extreme 
ing the body in good working condition, but ... value- strength then he had to give up some speed. He also 
less for the purpose of developing great muscular believed that if the athlete wanted to be the fastest man 
strength and energy."62 As the years progressed Calvett on the track then he had to forget the idea of being enor
associated muscular strength with muscular growth and mously sh·ong. However, Calvert emphasized to the 
development and realized that a lifter generally did not reader, conectly, that a good mix of the two abilities
get one without the other. He tried to relay this informa- speed and strength-led to great benefits and produced 
tion to his students and the book's readers. Train for powerful, above average men.7o 
muscular development and the strength will come. The Calvett finished the book by giving tips to those 
muscles needed to be worked in groups, Calvert empha- interested in entering the realm of the performing strong
sized, and only the use of moderately-heavy to heavy man. Although he claimed not to be preparing young 
weights forced an increase in strength and muscle men for the strongman profession, Calvett noted that 
growth to occur. 63 others believed this was the sole aim of his business. In 

In an attempt to overcome other superstitions reality, he advised young men to avoid entering the pro
and myths surrounding weight training Calvert attacked fession because it would take away from their enjoyment 
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of the activity of lifting weights. "Weight lifting as a 
sport is not only one of the most beneficial fonns of 
exercise, but is also one of the most fascinating of pas
times," stated Calvert.?I Becoming a professional 
strongman would require the young lifter to resort to 
exaggeration and trickery because the public demanded 
sensational acts filled with danger- not an honest, 
straightfmward heavy lifting act. To prove his point he 
recounted a story about a touring vaudeville strongman 
who traveled "on his shape." He was "gifted by nature 
with a superb figure, and by doing a moderate amount of 
heavy dumbbell work he was able to keep his muscles in 
the finest, clear-cut condition." The man claimed he 
could lift a ton, but Calveti knew that h~ was "all 
'looks."' Making an average of$100 to $150 a week, he 
"trades on his appearance" and is "very clever in giving 
the audience the impression that he is working very 
hard" with his weights .72 In making his argument, 
Calvert contrasted this depiction with the stmy of a 
young strongman who "has been lifting dumbbells for 
years; he is remarkably clever in his work and lifts so 
correctly and gracefully that you cannot realize how 
much strength he is putting forth." Because of his non
remarkable build and the effotiless ease with which he 
lifted the weights he couldn't get "a paying engagement 
on the stage" because the customers would believe him 
to be a faker. 73 In this way, Calvert reminded his readers 
that the public demanded beautifully-built and heavily 
muscled-men, and that a lifter must "look the part" if he 
hoped to make it as a professional. 74 

Although Calvert understood that the profes
sional strongmen tried to make a living by their per
formances, and that they believed it was necessaty to · 
exaggerate and falsify claims, he was fervently opposed 
to the effects such farces had upon the amateur or novice 
lifter. He believed that many young men declined to pick 
up a bell because of their fear of not being able to equal 
the strength of a famous or idolized professional. It was 
these individuals Calvert targeted when he wrote the 
parting statement for his book, "If this little volume 
encourages any number of young men to take up this fas
cinating spmi, I will consider that the time and trouble 
spent in producing it have been well repaid."75 

Professional sh·ongmen may have suffered to a 
degree at the hands of Alan Calvert and his ground
breaking book, but amateur lifting and the Milo Bar-bell 
Company benefited significantly from its publication. 
Calvert's entreaty for a Board of Control for the emerg-
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ing American competitive lifting community went vitiu
ally unheard for another ten years, but ultimately George 
Jowett, Ottley Coulter, and David Willoughby answered 
the call by forming the American Continental Weight
Lifters Association in 1922. Probably most important, 
however, is that because Calvert had the courage to tell 
"The Tmth About Weight-Lifting," more men began 
buying his barbells and training with weights. 
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