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“Muscle Beach became an inter-
national icon, a paradigm of the 
larger than life Southern Califor-
nia lifestyle, and the larger than 
life heroes who dominated the 
stage.”
 –Mark Sarvas, Santa Monica 
News1

	 Released in 2009, the oversized, two-
inch-thick, Los Angeles: Portrait of a City, con-
tains more than five hundred photographs of 
life in the City of Angels. Only one image ap-
pears on the book’s front cover, however, and it 
shows a group of men, women, and children—
all tan and fit—on a raised platform doing ac-
robatics at the original Muscle Beach in Santa 
Monica.2 Off the platform an audience has gath-
ered, and their eyes are nearly all focused on a 
small woman flying through an almost cloud-
less blue sky toward the safety of her partner’s 
arms.  Some members of the audience are in 
street clothes, many more in beach wear, and 
while the vast majority of the audience and all 
the participants on the platform are white, sev-
eral Black men are also present, watching the 
acrobatics demonstration which occurred near-
ly every weekend at Muscle Beach in the mid-
dle years of the twentieth century.
	 If historian Alan Trachtenberg is right 
and symbols serve a culture by “articulating in 
objective form the important ideas and feelings 
of that culture,” then the use of Frank Thomas’ 
photo as the cover for a book attempting to 
capture the essence and spirit of Los Angeles 
(LA) could not be more appropriate.3 The micro-
second captured by the shutter’s closing is filled 
with movement and beauty. It reveals Muscle 
Beach as a cultural nexus where athleticism, 

fun, fitness, daring, performance, family, and 
the beach merged. Greater than its disparate 
parts, the photo presents Muscle Beach as a site 
where physicality, sensuality, muscle, grace, and 
the idea of limitless possibility converged.  Mus-
cle Beach was unique. At Muscle Beach in the 
1930s, 1940s, and 1950s well-conditioned bodies, 
amazing acrobatic tricks, and demonstrations 
of physical strength took center stage in a way 
never before seen in America. Although closed 
down by the City of Santa Monica in 1958, what 
started at Muscle Beach served to inspire the 
fitness revolution of the last half of the twenti-
eth century and, it irrevocably linked the sun, 
sea, and sand of Southern California with the 
quest for physical perfection.
	 In the mid-1950s, when Thomas took his 
photo, the idea of Muscle Beach as a non-con-
ventional outdoor gym and performance space 
home to hard-bodied men and women had 
already spread well beyond the United States. 
Hundreds of muscle-magazine and wire ser-
vice stories, several newsreels, and the dozens 
of public appearances, acrobatic performanc-
es, and even the TV and film work by some of 
the early regulars at Muscle Beach made it so 
famous that it was admired and emulated as far 
away as chilly Aberdeen, in Scotland.4 
	 Despite the importance of this patch 
of sand and the men and women who flexed, 
flipped, flew, and lifted there, surprisingly little 
attention has been paid to Muscle Beach by ac-
ademic historians. Tolga Ozyurtcu has written 
the sole dissertation on Muscle Beach and nei-
ther that dissertation, nor the few other schol-
arly articles written to date, have paid much 
attention to how the original Muscle Beach be-
gan and why it evolved as it did.5 In order to fill 
at least part of this void, this essay attempts to 
provide a definitive “origin narrative” for what is 
now generally referred to as the “original” Mus-
cle Beach—a distinction necessary because 

The Origins of Muscle Beach: 
A Reconsideration

by Jan Todd
The University of Texas at Austin

Correspondence to: Dr. Jan Todd, NEZ 5.700, Dept. of Kinesiology 
& Health Education, Stark Center, University of Texas at Austin, 
78712. Email: jan@starkcenter.org.



2 Volume 17 Number 2

Iron Game History

three and a half miles south of the Santa Monica 
Pier, another beach-side exercise area favored 
by the bodybuilding fraternity later became 
known as “Muscle Beach-Venice.” What follows 
should not be considered as a complete history 
of Muscle Beach, but as an appetizer or amuse-
bouche before the full meal to be prepared by 
future scholars. 

Becoming Muscle Beach
	 In 1916, Santa Monica resident Charles 
Looff, hoping to make his newly adopted city 
a more desirable tourist destination, opened 
a massive amusement pier immediately adja-
cent to the existing city pier.6  Looff’s  new “San-
ta Monica Pleasure Pier” featured carnival rides, 
a fun house, a bowling alley, a billiard parlor, 
and several restaurants.7 It also created space 
for fishing and walking, became a concert 
stage at times, and fundamentally changed the 
Santa Monica Beach experience.  As had hap-
pened at Coney Island in New York, Looff’s new 
pier proved to be a magnet for the building of 
restaurants, apartment buildings, and hotels in 

its close proximity.8 Muscle Beach’s evolution 
was linked to the pier both because of the site’s 
proximity and because the pier proved to be an 
excellent vantage point for watching the action 
of the lifters and gymnasts on the mats and 
platform below it. Over the years, more than one 
new member found his or her way to Muscle 
Beach by being curious about the people they 
could see from the pier doing acrobatics. And, 
when Muscle Beach began hosting free public 
exhibitions on weekends, the amenities offered 
by the pier and the nearby cafes—where one 
could even buy Muscle Beach burgers—made 
this unusual outdoor gymnasium an attractive 
weekend destination even for those who never 
stepped on the platform.
	 The pier’s involvement in the founding 
of Muscle Beach is uncontested. Other parts of 
the story as to how Muscle Beach began have 
varied widely over the years. According to Life 
magazine in 1946, “Although uninhibited Cali-
fornians had used the beach for years to display 
their muscles, it began to be invaded by profes-
sionals in 1931, when a Santa Monica high school 

This Frank Thomas photograph, taken in 1954, was used on the cover of the 2009 pictorial history: Los Angeles: Portrait of a City.  The 
photo perfectly captures the informal performance space where sand, sun, muscles and acrobatics became internationally famous 
as Muscle Beach.  
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athletic coach, impressed with the local show 
of strength, installed playground equipment.”9 
Muscle Power author Gordon L’Allemand had 
an entirely different take in a 1949 article, how-
ever. He claimed Muscle Beach started when 
Johnnie Collins and Barney Fry, “decided they 
wanted a place to lift weights, pose with bulging 
muscles . . . and toss their girlfriends around.”10 
Another narrative (a variant on Life’s genesis 
myth) which is still common was first advanced 
by Joel Sayre in the Saturday Evening Post in 
1957. According to Sayre, the prime movers who 
founded Muscle Beach were a “kindhearted 
widow” named Kate Giroux and a football coach 
named Vincent Schutt, who began organizing 
games for children at the beach around 1930.11
	 Those who were actually there, howev-
er, tell a rather different story about how—and 
why—Muscle Beach began in the mid-1930s. 
According to Relna Brewer McRae, the impetus 
to gather on that hundred-yard stretch of sand 
just south of the pier and practice tumbling, 
acrobatics, and adagio was influenced by larg-
er forces—the 1932 Olympic Games in neigh-
boring Los Angeles; a massive 1933 earthquake 
centered just off the coast of Long Beach; and, 
of course, the shared need of many Americans 
to find ways to make ends meet during the 
Great Depression.12  
	 Relna saw the Santa Monica Pier—and 
the sandy beach just south of it that would 
become known as Muscle Beach—for the first 
time in the summer of 1926. Her family was in 
the midst of a move to Northern California from 
Missouri, and they stayed for three months in 
Ocean Park, Santa Monica’s southern neighbor-
hood. Six-year-old Relna and her nine-year-old 
brother, Paul, were entranced by the pier with 
its roller coaster and merry-go-round, and she 
spoke movingly 90 years later of how she loved 
playing in the sand and wading in the shallow 
surf under their mother’s watchful eye that 
summer.13 That same year, significantly, both the 
Los Angeles and Santa Monica school districts 
added gymnastics to their physical education 
curriculum and competitive sport offerings.14 
This meant that when the Brewer family moved 
back to Santa Monica in August of 1929, 12-year-
old Paul began learning rudimentary gymnas-
tics and tumbling at John Adams Junior High 
School. When he entered Santa Monica High 
three years later he continued to be involved 
with gymnastics, even though the newly-built 
school had not yet built a boy’s gymnasium 
and the equipment they had to practice on was 
outdoors and consisted of only a set of parallel 

bars, a horizontal ladder, and a simple horizon-
tal bar.15 Although these were less than ideal 
training facilities, Paul and his friends remained 
committed to gymnastics and worked out fre-
quently after school. “Paul didn’t have the right 
build for gymnastics,” Relna explained in 2016, 
“But he just loved tumbling and gymnastics, 
and later found he had better coaches at the 
beach than he ever did in the schools . . . but it 
was because of school that first he got interest-
ed, and his interest became my interest too.”16 
	 Paul and Relna were not the only teens 
in Los Angeles interested in gymnastics in the 
early 1930s. As the City of Los Angeles began 
mobilizing to host the 1932 Olympic Games, 
the greater Los Angeles school gymnastics pro-
grams began to be viewed as potential sources 
of gymnasts for the American team.17 Part of the 
new enthusiasm for gymnastics was undoubt-
edly caused by the IOC’s decision to award in-
dividual medals in the sport for the first time. 
(Previous Olympic Games had only awarded 
team medals in gymnastics.) The Los Ange-
les Organizing Committee had requested the 
change and it had also asked to include three 
new gymnastics events in which Americans 
were expected to do well: Indian club swinging, 
rope climbing, and tumbling.18 
	 As the Games drew closer, connec-
tions between the schools and the private Los 
Angeles Athletic Club (LAAC)—already heavi-
ly involved in helping prepare athletes for the 
Games—strengthened when LAAC athletic di-
rector, Al Treloar, let it be known that the club 
would train any high school boy who showed 

Although Abbye “Pudgy” Stockton remains the most famous 
woman to have been part of the early days of Muscle Beach, 
Relna Brewer was the first female star at Muscle Beach. Brewer 
began going to the beach with her brother Paul after the 1933 
earthquake damaged his high school.  

The Origins of Muscle Beach
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real talent for the sport.19 In 1930, the LAAC also 
hosted the Men’s National Gymnastics Cham-
pionships and sold tickets through the schools 
at discount prices for students.20  Student sales 
jumped significantly when the Los Angeles 
Times reported that two boys from Dallas, Tex-
as—Roland Wolfe and Byrd White—would par-
ticipate in the men’s contest.21 Fourteen-year-
old Roland Wolfe, emerged as a teen sensation 
from the 1930 Nationals. Wolfe easily won the 
tumbling competition although he was only 14, 
came back and took second in the nationals the 
following year; and then, at the 1932 Olympics, 
won the first and only gold medal ever awarded 
for tumbling, at age 17.22 Wolfe became a hero 
to most would-be gymnasts in the Los Angeles 
area—including Relna and Paul. Even though 
they did not attend the Games, the Brewers saw 
the newsreel released after the Games, which 
showed Wolfe’s tumbling routine. “He inspired 
a lot of us,” she reported, “and I remember us 
talking about the fact that he was a teenager 
like we were, and yet he had already done so 
much.”23

	 The final impetus for the founding of 
Muscle Beach arrived on 10 March 1933, when a 
massive earthquake shook Southern California 
for more than ten seconds. Centered just off the 
coast of Long Beach, the quake was followed 
by 34 aftershocks causing additional damage 
to many area buildings, including Santa Moni-
ca High School.24 Santa Monica school officials 
closed several buildings at the High School be-

cause of quake damage, moved many classes 
into tents, and, not surprisingly, decided to hold 
off on its pre-earthquake plans to build a boy’s 
gymnasium.25 Harold Zinkin, whose memoir re-
mains the best source on these events, wrote 
that the Long Beach earthquake was the pre-
cipitating event that caused Paul Brewer and 
some of his high school teammates to turn to 
the beach for a place to practice.26 Relna agrees. 
It was not unusual, she explained in 2016, for 
Paul and some of his friends to horse around 
and practice some of the tricks he was learning 
in school when they would go to the beach be-
fore 1933. After the quake, however, when they 
could no longer practice at Santa Monica High 
School, he and several friends decided that the 
soft sand at the beach might be their best al-
ternative. Paul and his friends found, however, 
that the sand got in their eyes when they tum-
bled. Relna cannot recall where they got it, or 
whose idea it was, but they acquired a long, 
heavy rug which they placed on the sand when 
they trained. According to Relna, the rug’s arriv-
al marked the real start of Muscle Beach.27 

The Magic Carpet 
	 The City of Santa Monica had dedicated 
an area just south of the pier as a children’s play-
ground in the 1920s, but in the early 1930s, with 
Works Progress Administration funding, they 
hired Kate Giroux as a playground supervisor.28 
In addition to swings, slides, a merry-go-round, 
and some child-sized gymnastics equipment, 

In the beginning, Paul Brewer and his high school friends worked out at Muscle Beach on an old carpet they found, and its main 
function was to help keep the sand out of their eyes as they practiced gymnastics.  As more young people began gathering at Muscle 
Beach and wanting to learn tricks, Paul and his friends added a tarp on another section of sand, and then, in 1935, after UCLA gym-
nastics coach Cecil Hollingsworth had also begun working at the adjacent playground area, the City of Santa Monica allowed them to 
build a low wooden platform, which is shown in this photograph. The platform turned Muscle Beach into a true performance space 
and soon people began gathering to watch the free shows.
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Giroux kept bats, balls, nets, and horseshoes for 
pitching in an old piano box, which she pad-
locked at the end of each day.29 As a playground 
supervisor in charge of small children, Giroux 
was not happy when Paul and his teen-aged 
friends began trying to do acrobatic stunts at 
the playground. Relna still takes umbrage when 
someone suggests Giroux was responsible for 
starting Muscle Beach and helping to get the 
first platform installed. In a letter to the Smith-
sonian following a 1998 article by Ken Chowder, 
Relna wrote, “Your article on Muscle Beach . . . 
was great and humorous, but not quite accu-
rate. Muscle Beach was started in 1933 by Paul 
Brewer an acrobat and gymnast who wanted 
to practice on the sand. Katie Giroux . . . had no 
interest in the acrobats at all…”30 In an in-person 
interview with the author in 1997 and again in 
2016 on the phone, Relna claimed that Giroux’s 
antipathy toward the teen-aged acrobats went 
well beyond disinterest. Giroux reportedly told 
Paul and his teammates, “We don’t need or 

want acrobats down here.” Relna remembers 
her, in fact, as a “mean woman” who went to 
the city, demanded that acrobatics be banned 
at the city playground, and reportedly told the 
city fathers, “This is a children’s playground; 
I want you to get those crazy acrobats off my 
beach.”31  
	 Giroux was also concerned, according to 
Relna, about the propriety of young men and 
women doing acrobatics together. The 1930s 
saw an enormous transformation in terms of 
what was acceptable as swimwear for both men 
and women. Both the 1932- and 1936-men’s 
Olympic swimming teams, for example, wore 
one-piece suits with straps over their shoul-
ders, even though simple trunks were begin-
ning to gain ground.  Women in many parts of 
the United States still wore knee length skirts 
over leggings when they entered the water in 
the mid-1920s, yet by the end of the 1930s the 
two-piece suit with bare midriff was increasing-
ly accepted.32 At Muscle Beach, however, even 
in the photos from the mid-1930s, most men 
appeared shirtless and wearing simple trunks, 
while many of the young women, especial-
ly those who participated in acrobatics, wore 
two-piece bathing suits, with no attached legs, 
and without short skirts to supposedly preserve 
modesty. For Pudgy Stockton, who became the 
most famous of these pioneering women, the 
decision to wear a two-piece suit was based on 
the desire to be practical, not provocative, even 
though in Pudgy’s case the distinction often 
had a lot to do with the eye of the beholder. In 
an interview in 2001, she explained that once 
she started acrobatics, she realized that one-
piece swimsuits restricted her movement too 
much. “Since no one sold two-piece swim suits 
at that time,” she recalled, “and I was hard to fit 
in any case, my mother took apart one of my 
older brassieres and used it to make a pattern. 
She made all my suits for me in the early days.”33 
Relna remembers the exposed flesh of the Mus-
cle Beach gang as a cause of concern for Giroux. 
“She didn’t like us wearing bathing suits all the 
time,” Relna explained, “and I think she didn’t 
like it when the men lifted us and touched our 
legs and bottoms. She actually told me once 
that she thought what we were doing was im-
moral.”34 
	 While it was not a baseball diamond in 
a field of corn, the rug on the sand just south of 
the pier did seem to have some sort of magic, 
for almost as soon as it was put in place other 
Los Angeles teens began showing up and want-
ing to participate. One of the first to arrive was 

While Pudgy Stockton’s backbend and ability to support this 
“four-high” is amazing, she’s actually not the most famous ath-
lete in the photo. That designation belongs to the small girl seat-
ed on top, Patricia Keller McCormick, who grew up at Muscle 
Beach and was taught to lift weights by Relna Brewer while still a 
child. In an interview, McCormick told Jan Todd that she believed 
the weight training and gymnastics she did at Muscle Beach was 
enormously beneficial to her as a competitive diver. McCormick 
became one of the greatest women divers in history, winning 
both springboard and platform events at both the 1952 and 1956 
Olympic Games. 

The Origins of Muscle Beach
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John Kornoff.35 Kornoff was only 13 when he saw 
Brewer and a few other teens practicing on the 
rug, but after wandering over and meeting the 
group, Kornoff came to the beach as often as he 
could. According to Zinkin, Kornoff could per-
form tricks while he was in junior high school 
that no one at Muscle Beach had yet imagined. 
He was twice named best high school gymnast 
in the city of Los Angeles and received a foot-
ball scholarship at Washington State University 
starting in 1939.36  
	 Randall (Ran) Hall also showed up that 
summer along with the professional acrobat, 
Johnnie Collins, who became the first unofficial 
coach at Muscle Beach. Hall had attended Holly-
wood High where his gymnastics skills brought 
him an invitation to train at the LAAC in 1931 as a 
prospective Olympic team member. Although 
Hall failed to make the Olympic squad, he be-
came friends through the LAAC with a number 
of professional acrobats who trained there, in-
cluding the older Collins. Hall and Collins and 
several other professional acrobats and pro 
wrestlers sometimes met for outdoor training 
sessions at the Crystal Pier in Ocean Park. How-
ever, after discovering the Brewers and their 
friends practicing at Muscle Beach in 1933, Col-
lins and Hall became Muscle Beach regulars 
and Collins, in particular, began teaching the 
young teens more advanced acrobatics and 
adagio and encouraging them to think about 
becoming performers rather than competitive 
gymnasts.37 Adagio is a form of partner acro-
batics—often set to music—in which one or 
more acrobats are supported overhead while 
performing feats of flexibility or lifting another 
human. Adagio, hand balancing, and acrobat-
ics are terms used somewhat interchangeably 
to describe the kinds of physical activities at 
early Muscle Beach where the building of hu-
man pyramids, hand to hand balancing, throw-
ing (or catapulting using a teeter board) wom-
en through the air, and many other circus-level 
acrobatic stunts made Muscle Beach a mecca 
for photographers and “an attraction” that was 
beginning to draw an audience.38 
	 With Collins attending and happy to 
share his knowledge, interest in the idea of be-
coming professional acrobats mushroomed, 
and by the end of the summer there were 
about twenty men and boys—and Relna—reg-
ularly meeting at the playground.39 One of the 
new group who found Muscle Beach that sum-
mer was a mid-twenties bus mechanic named 
Al Niederman, who worked for the City of Santa 
Monica. Niederman had also been introduced 

to gymnastics in the public schools and he and 
Paul became the unofficial leaders of Muscle 
Beach in its first years.40 It was Brewer and Nie-
derman, for example, who decided to acquire 
a large tarp in 1934 and claim more of the play-
ground for their training sessions as numbers 
continued to grow. And it was Niederman, with 
his carpentry and welding skills, who built most 
of the original gymnastics equipment as the 
Beach evolved.41 
	 In 1935, Cecil C. Hollingsworth, then the 
gymnastics coach at The University of Califor-
nia at Los Angeles (UCLA), was hired with WPA 
funds to teach children’s gymnastics classes 
during the summer.42 Having Hollingsworth in-
volved with the gymnastics group was helpful 
on several levels. Kate Giroux liked having him 
around to keep eye on the teenagers; several 
of his UCLA gymnasts also began coming to 
the beach because Hollingsworth was there; 

Relna Brewer wears one of the first two-piece bathing suits ever 
seen in America as she talks with master craftsman, Al Nieder-
man underneath the gymnastics rings that he built at Muscle 
Beach. Niederman was a Santa Monica city bus driver and he 
designed, welded, and helped install the original rings, parallel 
bars and other adult gymnastics equipment that was added to 
Muscle Beach in 1935. 
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and, most importantly, his presence at Muscle 
Beach gave Brewer and Niederman addition-
al ammunition when they went back to the 
city and requested permission to build a small 
platform, flying rings, and parallel bars at the 
playground.43 Although the same request had 
been turned down the previous year, this time 
the City agreed as long as Niederman did the 
welding and directed the construction of the 
platform. The small platform they built was only 
three feet by twelve feet and stood barely an 
inch or so above the ground. However, it was 
a huge improvement over the carpet and tarp, 
and when combined with the new 25-foot-tall 
set of rings and Niederman’s parallel bars, an 
adult could at last practice real gymnastics on 
the beach.44 
	 By 1938, the number of people involved 
with Muscle Beach had risen to about 50 reg-
ulars and the group’s training sessions, partic-
ularly on the weekends, had begun to attract 

large crowds. Reporter Joseph Fike, trying to 
make sense of the rapid growth in the popular-
ity of sport gymnastics in Southern California 
for the Los Angeles Times, wrote in 1938, “It is 
not altogether a coincidence that local interest 
in tumbling and apparatus work has grown as 
the playground has grown until the Los Ange-
les area today is probably the national center for 
this type of activity.”45 Fike believed this achieve-
ment was no accident and it was caused by the 
combination of the Los Angeles City Schools 
gymnastics program and what was happen-
ing at Muscle Beach where annual attendance 
at the Santa Monica Playground had jumped 
from approximately 3500 visitors in 1930, to 1.8 
million individuals by 1937.46 
	 Despite this enormous growth, par-
ticipation on the platform at Muscle Beach 
was still largely a white phenomenon. Histori-
an Alison Rose Jefferson suggests that racial 
segregation was the norm on most California 

Over the years, the young men and women who attended Muscle Beach became incredibly adept at acrobatics. Pudgy Stockton’s 
archive at the Stark Center, contains dozens of photos such as this one showing the Muscle Beach Gang, as they came to be known, 
in a variety of spontaneous demonstrations of strength and grace. In these five “two-highs,” Pudgy and her husband Les Stockton, 
are the second couple from the left; Gloria Smith is the first top from the left; and Deforrest Most is the third bottom from the left.

The Origins of Muscle Beach
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beaches into the 1960s despite the fact that the 
California courts had upheld the rights of Afri-
can Americans to use all beaches in California 
in 1927. According to Jefferson, African Amer-
icans, like other Angelinos, went to the beach 
in Santa Monica, but they normally gathered at 
a two-block-long stretch of sand at the end of 
Pico Boulevard in Ocean Park that was deroga-
torily called the “Inkwell.”47 Although the Muscle 
Beach regulars welcomed Olympic Weightlift-
ing Champion John Davis to the platform when 
he visited, there is no record of other Black men 
or women participating in the activities at the 
original Muscle Beach.48 By the 1950s, when 
men’s bodybuilding contests began being held 
as part of Beach festivities on the Fourth of July, 
a few African-American men participated in 
those competitions but they were not “regu-
lars” at Muscle Beach.49

	 For most women, inclusion in the activ-
ities at Muscle Beach did not begin with learn-
ing gymnastics in school. There were no high 
school gymnastics programs for girls in the 
1930s, the 1932 Olympics did not include wom-
en’s gymnastics, and the only report in the LA 
Times of women involved with gymnastics prior 

to the beginning of Muscle Beach is coverage of 
a 1908 AAU tournament in which the girls’ club 
assisted and “augmented” the boy’s team as it 
competed.50 
	 Abbye “Pudgy” Stockton, for example, 
by far the most famous woman associated with 
Muscle Beach, had no experience with acro-
batics until her steady boyfriend Les Stockton 
cajoled her into beginning to train to help her 
lose weight.51 She began working out about 
two years after her 1935 graduation from Santa 
Monica High School, and at first Stockton would 
only exercise in the privacy of her bedroom. Af-
ter losing twenty pounds through a combina-
tion of calisthenics, dieting, and light dumbbell 
training, Pudgy—a nickname her father gave 
her when she was a small child—agreed to ac-
company Les to Muscle Beach now that she 
felt comfortable being seen in a bathing suit. 
Naturally reserved and somewhat shy, Stock-
ton remembers being overwhelmed at first by 
the atmosphere at Muscle Beach. Knowing she 
had no gymnastics background, Stockton said 
she just tried to stay out of the way in the be-
ginning and began her training by learning to 
do a handstand. In an autobiographical profile 

This photo should be titled “Barbelles with Barbells,” as these Muscle Beach regulars are among the women most well-known for 
incorporating barbell exercises into their time at the beach.  Les Stockton was the first person to bring barbells to Muscle Beach and 
for a time, he and his friends would carry them from his car out onto a hard spot in the sand so they could workout.  Left to right are: 
Relna Brewer McRae, Vera Fried, Alyce Yarick, Pudgy Stockton and Lisle de Lameter. 
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from 1947, Pudgy described her mastery of the 
handstand as “the main turning point of my life, 
although at that time I didn’t realize it.”52 Years 
later, Pudgy explained that it took some time 
for her to get strong enough to hold herself in 
the handstand position but being regarded as 
part of the larger community at Muscle Beach 
had been her inspiration. Said Pudgy, “We may 
have been learning our acrobatics from each 
other, but we still wanted to do things perfect-
ly—to make the movements impressive and 
beautiful . . . Everyone else was so good, I felt I 
had to be perfect, too.”53 
	 Relna Brewer, two years younger than 
Pudgy, was the first real female star of Muscle 
Beach and, like Pudgy, received a great deal 
of publicity before she married a fellow Mus-
cle Beach regular, Gordon McRae, and moved 
away during World War II. Petite, blonde, and 
looking as if she was always just on the edge of 
mischief, Relna was 14 when she began tagging 
along with Paul to Muscle Beach where, rath-
er than being seen as the nuisance “kid sister,” 
she became everyone’s favorite adagio partner 
and grew to become a woman who relished be-
ing strong and a focus of the public’s gaze. Like 
many of the young people who came to the 
Beach during the Depression, Relna dreamed 
of a career in show business, and was given 
permission by her mother to take lessons from 
an older, ex-circus acrobat named Barney Fry, 
who ran a gym on the second floor of the Elks 
Lodge in Ocean Park. Fry became a major influ-
ence in Relna’s life and taught her jiu jitsu, wres-
tling, wire walking, and the standard strong-
man tricks of bending iron bars, tearing phone 
books, and lifting weights. Strong, agile, and a 
bit of a showoff, Relna admits she loved the at-
tention her participation in these new activities 
brought her. Although she was still a teenager, 
Fry began acting as her manager/publicist and 
soon she was appearing in variety benefits and 
other shows where she did strength stunts, per-
formed acrobatics, and often finished by wres-
tling men much larger than herself. At 5’3” and 
115 pounds, with a trim, lithe figure, Relna chal-
lenged popular conceptions about strength 
and femininity and, as would also be the case 
for Pudgy Stockton, it was her combination of 
strength, a shapely physique, and facial beau-
ty that sold photographs of her to newspapers 
and muscle magazines. Often referred to as the 
“Strongest Girl in America” in the early days of 
Muscle Beach, Relna’s exploits were reported 
regularly by wire services and appeared as far 
away as Brazil.54 

Muscle Beach Comes of Age
	 The metamorphosis of Muscle Beach 
from teen hangout/sport camp to the cultural 
phenomenon that became known around the 
world began around 1938. It started with the 
Works Progress Administration’s willingness to 
help build a much larger platform that stood 
three feet off the ground and was ten feet wide 
and forty feet long.55 The new platform with its 
nearby bleachers was no longer merely a prac-
tice space. It was clearly a stage—calling for an 
audience—and even higher levels of profession-
alism.56 Like the rug and the small platform, the 
big stage at Muscle Beach attracted yet more 
professional acrobats, and would-be acrobats, 
so that by 1940 there were about 50 regulars 
at Muscle Beach and an increasing number of 
them supported themselves away from Muscle 
Beach as acrobatic entertainers or stunt per-
formers in the film industry. A 1947 article dis-
cussing Muscle Beach as a desirable site for pro-
fessional photography estimated that as many 
as 50 different acrobatic acts had emerged 
from Muscle Beach in just 13 years.57

	 Another transformational figure at Mus-
cle Beach was Canadian Russell (Russ) Saun-
ders, a former diving and gymnastics champion 
from Winnipeg, Canada, who came to visit his 

Barney Fry poses with Edna Rivers in this photo taken at Mus-
cle Beach in the late 1940s. Fry ran a gym near the beach and 
particularly worked with women who wanted to go into show 
business.  He taught Relna Brewer to wrestle and to do strength 
stunts such as phone book tearing and iron bending that made 
her a favorite with photographers and helped her find work as a 
film extra. Rivers was known as one of the strongest women at 
Muscle Beach and also did stunt work to help support herself.  

The Origins of Muscle Beach
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sister in Los Angeles 
in late 1939 and then 
never left. Saunders 
had heard of Muscle 
Beach before he ar-
rived, but after meet-
ing the people there 
and seeing how much 
fun they were having, 
he decided to find a 
way to stay. As he was 
debating whether to 
enroll in college and 
continue as a compet-
itive diver, Saunders 
was offered a chance 
to play an acrobat in a 
film starring John Bar-
rymore. That job led to 
another film job, and 
that to the next, so that 
by the time he retired, 
Saunders had worked 
as a stunt man in more 
than one hundred fea-
ture films, and he had 
doubled for nearly all 
of Hollywood’s lead-
ing men.58 The likeable 
Canadian became the 
unacknowledged lead-
er of the acrobatic side 
of Muscle Beach. Saun-
der’s acrobatic skills surpassed everyone else’s 
at Muscle Beach. However, he was not a fan of 
weightlifting. When asked, his standard reply 
was always to say he would rather lift girls than 
weights.59

	 Weight training was not fully part of 
the Muscle Beach scene until the late 1930s. 
Les Stockton, who married Pudgy in 1941, 
was among the first to bring weights to the 
beach but once he started, others followed his 
iron-booted footsteps. Stockton began weight 
training at UCLA and became a convert when 
he gained twenty solid pounds in six months.60 
The added muscle significantly helped his 
gymnastics and so Les began proselytizing 
about the benefits of the weight training to all 
who would listen. Soon most of the men and a 
surprisingly large number of women at Muscle 
Beach began incorporating weight training in 
their workouts and a separate, and lower plat-
form with a locking storage box was created for 
the activity.61 
	 Although it would be after World War 

II before bodybuilding 
developed into a major 
activity at the Beach, 
the group still took 
pride in 1941 when Har-
old Zinkin—one of their 
regulars—was named 
the first Mr. California at 
a contest organized by 
Vic Tanny.62 Vic Tanny 
and his younger broth-
er, Armand, were part 
of the Muscle Beach 
family, yet both were 
always more interest-
ed in weight training 
than they were in ac-
robatics. When he first 
arrived in Los Angeles 
to attend UCLA in 1939, 
Armand Tanny had 
his eye on making the 
1940 Olympic team as 
a weightlifter, a dream 
he had to give up when 
the 1940 Games were 
cancelled. As for Vic, he 
moved to Santa Mon-
ica the following year 
and opened a small 
gym close to Muscle 
Beach.63 To promote 
the gym, Vic began or-

ganizing strength contests and bodybuilding 
shows, and even large-scale physical culture 
variety shows. As Vic’s gym business expanded, 
and as bodybuilding itself became more popu-
lar in the 1940s, the Tanny connection brought 
more lifters and bodybuilders to the Beach. By 
1955 when the City required the Muscle Beach 
weightlifters to form an official club so they 
could purchase insurance in case of accidents, 
more than one hundred members signed up.64 
	 In 1947, a new era began at Muscle Beach 
with the introduction of the Mr. and Miss Mus-
cle Beach contests. The idea for the contests 
came from DeForest “Moe” Most, another for-
mer LA high school gymnast, who was named 
playground supervisor in 1947.65 Most wanted 
the new physique contests to serve as the cen-
terpiece of special holiday extravaganzas on the 
Fourth of July and Labor Day that would show-
case the Muscle Beach regulars. Although Most 
had envisioned both the Junior and Senior Mr. 
Muscle Beach contests as small, local events, 
an army of photographers and even a newsreel 

Although diminutive, both Relna Brewer and Pudgy Stock-
ton—who were both under 5’3” in height and weighed 110-115 
pounds in the early years—were very strong, as can be seen in 
this photo that appeared in newspapers across America.  Photog-
raphers showed up at Muscle Beach frequently and often asked 
Pudgy and Relna to do something together and to “demonstrate” 
their femininity.  On the same day that this shot was taken, they 
also posed while combing their hair and applying makeup. Sadly, 
modern women athletes are often asked to “demonstrate” their 
femininity too.   
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crew showed up for the first one on 4 July 1947.66  
	 For the 1947 Miss Muscle Beach con-
test on Labor Day, Moe had invited neighbor-
ing towns to send a representative to the con-
test which resulted in some of the contestants 
being facially pretty but not necessarily in the 
best physical condition. The following year, 
Most restricted the contest to women con-
nected to Muscle Beach and this produced a 
more fit-looking group.67 Although referred to 
as a “beauty contest,” winning the Miss Muscle 
Beach title was predicated on the possession of 
a certain type of beauty. It was a “beauty-mus-
cle” contest, wrote one journalist, and to win 
you needed to “pour beauty and biceps into the 
same bathing suit.”68 
	 Most’s decision to begin sponsoring 
physique contests was part of a post-War shift 
that made the appearance of the body and the 
ability to lift heavy weights increasingly import-
ant to the habitués of Muscle Beach. During 
World War II, many of the young men involved 
with Muscle Beach had enlisted in the various 
armed forces, where their muscular physiques 
and exceptional fitness caused some of them to 
be tapped as physical training instructors. Les 
Stockton, Harold Zinkin, Jack LaLanne, George 
Redpath, Bert Goodrich, and John Kornoff for 
example, all spent part of their war years help-
ing new recruits get quickly into shape via 
barbell training.69 The men of Muscle Beach 
introduced thousands of other men to the 
benefits of weight training and demonstrated 
that weight training did not make one “mus-
clebound” as was commonly believed in this 
era. The military Beach bunch also helped build 
the mystique of Muscle Beach with their tales 
of the beauty, camaraderie, and great fun to be 
had just south of the Santa Monica pier.70 The 
national impact of these early barbell advocates 
was further heightened when, on 17 November 
1942, a full-color photograph of a formidable 
looking Johnny Kornoff, appeared on the cov-
er of LOOK magazine. Harold Zinkin argued in 
his memoir that the LOOK cover marked a wa-
tershed moment in America’s understanding 
of physical fitness. “Shirtless, muscles rippling, 
and obviously fit to fight . . . Kornoff depicted 
the American ideal,” Zinkin wrote. “I believe that 
his photo on LOOK’s cover was the beginning 
of a change of attitude regarding fitness, an at-
titude that culminated years later in President 
John F. Kennedy’s focus on fitness, which even 
then seemed revolutionary.”71 
	 Whether Kornoff’s cover had the impact 
Zinkin imagined is not clear. However, both 

during and after the war dozens of servicemen 
stopped in Santa Monica on their way to and 
from the Pacific Theater, and some of them, in-
cluding future Mr. Americas Steve Reeves and 
George Eiferman, decided to avail themselves 
of the military severance package of $20.00 a 
week for 52 weeks and moved to Santa Monica 
so they could be part of Muscle Beach.72 The ar-
rival of Reeves in the same year as the first Mr. 
Muscle Beach contest presaged a discernable 
rise in the interest paid to bodybuilding and 
heavy weight training at Muscle Beach.
	 Acrobatics did not suddenly disappear, 
of course, but a slow transformation was un-
derway, a transformation precipitated by the 
fact that the original founders had grown older, 
married, begun careers, and in some cases no 
longer lived close to Santa Monica. The shift in 
emphasis was accelerated by specialized mag-
azines like Bob Hoffman’s Strength & Health 
and Joe Weider’s Your Physique and Muscle 
Power that gave much more ink to competi-
tive weightlifters and bodybuilders than they 

Most of the Muscle Beach men served during World War II and 
Johnny Kornuff was chosen to exemplify all members of the mili-
tary on the cover of LOOK magazine on 17 November 1942.  Har-
old Zinkin argues in his book Remembering Muscle Beach: Where 
Hard Bodies Began: Photographs and Memories, that Kornuff’s 
muscular torso had a major impact on the growing acceptance of 
weight training after World War II. 
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did to pyramid builders in the 1940s and 1950s.73 
Although many of the original gang returned 
from time to time, and some—like Les and 
Pudgy Stockton, Moe Most, Paula Boelsems, 
and Russ Saunders—continued to live in San-
ta Monica and frequent the Beach, the influx 
of new people, new interests, and new forms of 
media, meant the sand on Muscle Beach had 
begun to shift.
	 In the 1950s the number of bodybuild-
ers and competitive weightlifters associated 
with Muscle Beach continued to rise. Olympic 
champion Frank Spellman, for example, arrived 
in 1953 and took an apartment on the second 
floor of a building overlooking Muscle Beach.74 
Several years later, Isaac Berger, the reign-
ing Olympic featherweight champion, and 
1956 Olympic silver medalist, David Sheppard, 
moved west as well.75  However, the increasing 
number of lifters, bodybuilders, and even pro 
wrestlers then associated with Muscle Beach 
began to concern some Santa Monica city fa-
thers who viewed this generation of athletes 
and their bohemian lifestyle as undesirable. Tol-
ga Ozyurtcu has written an excellent analysis 
of the various political, social, and commercial 

forces that converged in 1958 to kill the original 
Muscle Beach. But the finger that pulled the 
trigger was Isaac Berger’s and Dave Sheppard’s 
involvement in a rape case involving two un-
derage Black girls.76 As Ozyurtcu demonstrates, 
the rape charges levied at Berger, Sheppard, 
and several of their male friends provided the 
city with a convenient “reason” to bring in bull-
dozers under cover of darkness—with no pub-
lic notice or public hearing—and demolish the 
equipment at Muscle Beach. Although neither 
Sheppard nor Berger were found guilty of any-
thing, their case became a tipping point for the 
raising of broader concerns about what some 
perceived as a new and inappropriately per-
missive culture evolving at Muscle Beach—a 
culture tolerant of out-of-wedlock sex, the use 
of marijuana, and perhaps even homosexuality. 
As Ozyurtcu ably demonstrates, the end of the 
original Muscle Beach is a far more complicat-
ed story than space permits here, but I would 
add that the increasingly prominent identifi-
cation of weightlifting and bodybuilding with 
Muscle Beach in the 1950s was a precipitating 
factor. Consider the words of Mayor Russell K. 
Hart, who told the Los Angeles Times in 1959, 

Muscle Beach at play. The rings and adult equipment built by Al Niederman changed Muscle Beach and made it a Mecca for those 
who wanted to learn acrobatics and simply have fun.  
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that the city planned to strictly enforce the new 
regulations they’d established for Santa Monica 
Beach so that “the weightlifters will go some-
place else and the name Muscle Beach will be 
forgotten.”77 

Conclusion: 
	 Mayor Hart did not get his wish. Today, 
just south of the Santa Monica Pier, close to the 
sidewalk, is a sign which reads, “The Original Lo-
cation of Muscle Beach . . . The Birthplace of the 
Physical Fitness Boom of the Twentieth Centu-
ry.”78 There is, admittedly, no weightlifting there, 
but a large “weight pit” and performance space 
at Venice Beach is proud to be known as Muscle 
Beach-Venice, and that space stays firmly in the 
public’s eye because of its close connections 
to bodybuilder and former California governor, 
Arnold Schwarzenegger.79 Beyond Venice, how-
ever, the original Muscle Beach lives on in the 
hearts and imaginations of old and new lifters 
alike who, through the vast number of photos 
on the internet, continue to be inspired by what 
once was. 
	 What the mayor didn’t understand was 
that Muscle Beach wasn’t so much about the 
space as it was about the symbolic importance 
of the able-bodied men and women who in-
habited that space. Like the statues of ancient 
Greece, photographs of the men and women of 
Muscle Beach continue to be reinterpreted by 
new generations of viewers who read them as 
models for physical perfection and as blueprints 
for personal transformation.  The iconic bodies 
produced at Muscle Beach, and the world-wide 
publicity it and its habitués received, created a 
paradigm for fitness—muscular, tanned, pow-
erful—and every bit as relevant to the CrossFit/
functional training generation as it was when 
the original Muscle Beach gang showed the 
world how much fun it was to be fit. 

*An earlier version of this article appeared as: Jan Todd, “The Hal-
cyon Days of Muscle Beach: An Origin Story,” Sport in Los Angeles 
(Little Rock: University of Arkansas Press, 2017).  
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	 On the eve of a dual encounter in Bal-
timore and New York between the five best 
weightlifters of Germany and those of the Unit-
ed States, Bob Hoffman, as editor and America’s 
weightlifting coach, published an article in the 
July 1938 issue of Strength & Health entitled “Can 
We Beat the Germans?” While American teams 
had improved steadily during the 1930s, Germa-
ny’s lifters claimed world supremacy by displac-
ing the Egyptians just after the 1936 Olympics 
in Berlin and decisively winning the 1937 world 
championships in Paris. With the incorporation 
of Austrian weightlifters following Anschluss in 
March of 1938, Nazi Germany gained an even 
greater advantage at the forthcoming Vienna 
world championships in October. “At the pres-
ent time the German Empire team has been in 
a class by itself,” Hoffman estimated. While his 
lifters could possibly achieve higher cumulative 
totals than their adversaries in the four lighter 
classes, he was unsure whether they could win 
by enough to make up for the “sure superiority” 
of Germany’s great heavyweight, Josef (Sepp) 
Manger, whom he regarded as “the greatest 
lifter in the world’s history in the three [Olym-
pic] lifts.” Coached by Olympic and world cham-
pion Rudi Ismayr who was from his hometown 
of Bamburg, Manger was “boys champion of 
Germany.  A gymnast, tumbler and lifter, fast, 
and active in spite of his great weight and bulk.” 

At age 24, he held world records in the press, 
at 315½ pounds (143 kilos), and the three-lift to-
tal. Overcoming Germany’s superiority in just 
one class, one individual, and one lift would 
be a formidable challenge for the Americans. 
Manger’s rise to international fame began when 
he earned second place at the 1934 European 
Weightlifting Championships in Genoa, Italy, 
with a 264-pound (120-kilo) press, a 253-pound 
(115-kilo) snatch, and a 324½-pound (147½-kilo) 

clean and jerk for an 841½-pound (382½-kilo) 
total. A German report indicated that it was “his 
first chance to prove his worth in international 
competition. He proved that he had great pos-
sibilities. He appeared almost like a boy among 
the colossal heavyweights,” the lightest and 
youngest competitor at 216 pounds (98¼ kilos) 
and 21 years. At the 1935 European Champion-
ships in Paris, Manger made a 275½-pound (125-
kilo) press to improve his total to 870½ pounds 
(395 kilos) with his German teammates claim-
ing three of the four remaining weight classes. 
	 Perhaps the most daunting indica-
tion of German superiority was a pre-Olym-
pic calculation that America’s five best lift-
ers trailed their adversaries in cumulative 
totals (3750½ to 3836) by 85½ pounds (38 kilos). 
This prediction was borne out by results from 
the 1936 Olympics in Berlin where German to-
tals, though superseded by the Egyptians, far 
exceeded those of the United States. While 
this outcome could be attributed in part to 
Germany’s traditional passion for fitness, its 
work ethic, and Hitler’s autarkic rule, “German 
thoroughness has everything planned,” Hoff-
man observed. “Results are being had as best 
proven by Germany’s amazing success in the 
Olympics. Any other country, including our 
own, must use a similar program to keep up.” 

Manger was “lucky to win” with a 902-pound 
(410-kilo) total, Hoffman insisted, mainly by vir-
tue of his 291½-pound (132-kilo) press. “It was 
the passing of his rather crude press that put 
his total beyond the reach of the other lifters 
present.” Sour grapes aside, it was for Hoffman 
“the greatest lifting the world had ever seen 
and the roof nearly fell with cheers when the 
German Manger was crowned in front of the 
Fuhrer after he had won the world’s title with 
the greatest total ever made in weight lifting.” 

At the 1937 world championships, Manger ex-
tended his total to 924½ pounds (420 kilos), via 
lifts of 297½, 275, and 352. He proved to reporter 
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Gord Venables, “in spite of his bulk of 240 lbs. 
that he could snatch and clean as fast as any 
featherweight.” And in the press, he “didn’t seem 
to extend himself. When Manger walks up to 
the bar his face has only the expression of con-
tempt for the poundage he intends to lift, every 
movement is deliberate without waste motion.” 

It is hardly surprising with the dual contest fast 
approaching that Hoffman regarded the Ger-
mans, especially with the help of their newly 
drafted Austrians, as “well-nigh unbeatable.” 

MANGER WINS FOR GERMANY!
	 Despite heightening world political 
tensions in late June of 1938 and high spirits 
on both teams, hospitality and goodwill pre-
vailed during their two competitions over the 
next fortnight. The American hosts provided 
transportation, comfortable living quarters, 
and training facilities for their German guests 
at the York Barbell Clubhouse, located at Hoff-
man’s property on Lightner’s Hill in North York, 
often dubbed the Strength and Health Center 
of the World. “They will have the entire club to 
their own devices,” boasted Hoffman, “with its 
showers, club room, kitchen, sleeping quarters, 
and spacious gymnasium. This club set in the 

midst of beautiful countryside, gardens, pools, 
flowers, shrubs, with big porches, will be an ide-
al place for the German team, and for their vis-
itors.” Further perquisites would include a visit 
to the Gettysburg battlefield and other historic 
and scenic sites. The Germans would then be 
transported to their competitions in Baltimore 
and New York which would also feature hand 
balancing, tumbling, strength feats, and mus-
cle control exhibitions by Siegmund Klein, John 
Grimek, and other American strength stars.
	 Hospitality prevailed throughout the 
planning and execution of these events. The 
first contest occurred on Sunday, the 19th, at 
the Derby Show Arena in Baltimore. As Hoff-
man expected, his lifters outlifted their German 
counterparts in the four lighter classes, 3,047½ 
to 2,986½ pounds (1382 to 1354½ kilos), but 
Manger surpassed America’s best heavyweight, 
Steve Stanko, 946 to 847 pounds (429 to 384 
kilos) to provide the visitors a winning edge of 
38 cumulative pounds (17 kilos). “Leave the ‘big 
boy’ off and what have you . . . ?” observed Bob 
Hoffman. A modicum of consolation was possi-
ble, however, because of the friendships engen-
dered between the teams. “They are a nice lot 
of fellows, they lived with us for a week, visited 

In 1938, Bob Hoffman invited the five best weightlifters in Germany to travel to America and compete in what might be called a 
weightlifting double header.  At the time, the German team was regarded as the best in the world, and in the two exhibition meets, 
in Baltimore and New York City, Josef Manger proved to be the not-so-secret ingredient to Germany’s success. This photo shows the 
lifters and other men and women enjoying a final meal at the famous German restaurant known as Jaegers Hofbrau in New York 
City. At the first table in order are Karl Jansen, 148-pound German champion; George Liebtch, German and world’s champion;  Tony 
Gietl, 181-pound German lifter; Joe Manger, World’s and German 181-pound champion;  and at the end of the table, John Terpak, 
Tony Terlazzo, and Steve Stanko. Also in the picture are John Grimek, Gracie Bard, and Rudy Ismayr, Olympic and world’s champion.  
American team managers Dietrich Wortman, Bob Hoffman, and Dan Ferris of the AAU are also present. 
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our homes and we came to know them well. 
Friendships were created that will endure.” Fur-
thermore, Hoffman seemed pleased with the 
role played by his girlfriend Gracie Bard who 
“helped a lot in gathering funds for the future  
competition. But I believe that she unwittingly 
helped the Germans win. For they were out to 
her home for dinner several times, and as they 
lifted more than ever before, it might have been 
the splendid meals that Gracie prepared. Any 
way they’ll go back to Germany, having a warm 
spot for America, the lifters and enthusiasts 
here, for Gracie and for her [baked] beans, and 
other gastronomic dainties.” Despite losing to 
the Germans, Hoffman took pride in the seeds 
of international goodwill he had planted, even 
as war clouds loomed on the horizon. 
	 The spirit of sportsmanship he helped 
foster carried on to the second team competi-
tion on 25 June at the 85th Street Turnverein in 
Manhattan. This time the Germans won by an 
even greater margin, owing mainly to the fail-
ure of featherweight John Terry to execute any 
of his clean and jerks, thus enabling his adver-
sary to gain 253 unanswered pounds (115 kilos). 
Had Terry made his final lift of 264 pounds (120 
kilos), the Germans still would have won overall 
by two pounds. Again, the winning edge was 
provided by Manger whose superiority, espe-
cially in the press, left little doubt about the ul-
timate outcome of the match. “Manger is such 
a powerhouse that he could have done more,” 
Hoffman observed. “So, it’s evident that Manger 
will soon score a greater total than the world has 
ever seen. Over a thousand being quite possible 
within a year.” What especially impressed Hoff-
man was Manger’s overall athleticism. “Turns a 
back flip as light as a feather,” and as national 
heavyweight wrestling champion, he was ex-
pected to win titles in wrestling and weight-
lifting at the next scheduled Olympics in Hel-
sinki. Hoffman also could not help but admire 
the personal qualities and friendship of the 
German visitors and the camaraderie that re-
sulted from their encounters. “To sum up, there 
were two splendid, hard fought contests. The 
best of sportsmanship prevailed throughout.” 

AN ENDURING FRIENDSHIP
	 While scant information is available 
about the relationship between German and 
American weightlifters after the Vienna world 
championships in 1938 and during World War II, 
post-war evidence indicates that the friendship 
engendered by their dual competitions persist-
ed. It stems from a series of letters exchanged 

in 1946 between Sepp Manger and John Terpak, 
neither of whom had been engaged in actual 
fighting. On 1 February Manger responded “with 
much enthusiasm and deep gratitude” to a let-
ter from Terpak. It confirmed that weightlifting 
“is a sport which reconciles nations with each 
other and that a fine spirit of comradeship has 
not ceased to exist in spite of six years of terrible 
war.” Despite rumors to the contrary, he was not 
killed in combat but served in the Wehrmacht 
from May 1942 to December 1944 as an ad-
ministrator at home and not at the front. Since 
September 1939 Sepp was happily married and 
the proud father of a “strapping son” whom he 
hoped someday would become a weightlifter. 
	 Conversely, he was not so sanguine 
about his current situation and prospects of 
Germany returning to prewar normalcy. Owing 
to occupation by the American military govern-
ment in Starnberg (Bavaria), Manger was “with-
out bread” and was dismissed indefinitely from 
his position on the finance board on grounds 
that “I belong to the Nazi party, an action based 
on apparent paper evidence.” As justification 
for the protest he was lodging with American 
authorities, he explained to Terpak that after 
Hitler’s coup in April 1933 he was stigmatized by 
the Bamberger daily press as an enemy of the 
state and as politically unreliable, because I was 
a Nazi opponent and had publicly voiced my 
opposition in the inn, the Blue Bell, in Bamberg 
even after the usurpation of the Nazis, (Refusal 
to give the Nazi salute). Because of my objec-
tion to the national socialistic party I together 
with my trainer, Fritz Mueller, in Bamberg, Jew 
Street 9, was expelled from my sport associa-
tion, the Hercules Athletic Club, in Bamberg 
in April 1933, a club in which since my eleventh 
year I had been trained with much labor for the 
1936 Olympic games. In addition my expulsion 
from the Sports Association of Germany was 
demanded. At the last moment action on my 
expulsion was stopped by leaders of the sports 
association Roland Bamberg because then al-
ready I was classed as an international star in 
wrestling and weight lifting and as an athlete of 
the first rank for the Berlin Olympiad.
	 With official sanction, he moved to Freis-
ing to be trained for the Olympics by 1932 gold 
medalist Rudi Ismayr. After his 1936 victory, Man-
ger was promoted to be an SA (Sturmabteilung 
or Storm Troopers) squad leader, even though 
he was not an SA member, and then with no ef-
fort on his part, to be chief squad leader. These 
promotions were purely a recognition of his 
weightlifting achievements, but he “never per-

“On the Horns of a Dilemma”
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formed any service in the SA,” he said. His su-
pervisor repeatedly urged him to join the Nazi 
Party, but Manger continued to refuse until he 
was confronted with the choice of either join-
ing or giving up the work he was doing to train 
athletes in foreign countries as a representative 
of German sportdom. “Thus I became a party 
member, retroactive to January 5, 1937. I may 
add that I received no membership book, nor 
was I obligated to the party by oath. I received 
merely a so-called party candidate’s card.” It was 
imperative that American authorities know that 
he was never an active Nazi and “never agreed 
with the ideas of the former Nazi party.” He had 
already enlisted the support of the Third US 
Army command in Bad Toeltz, and was hoping 
Terpak, “as my American sport friend,” would 
write a letter confirming that “while living in for-
eign lands I have always borne myself as a tru-
ly democratic sportsman and never as a friend 
of Nazism, that, on the contrary, I with heart 
and hand worthily represented my beloved 
weight-lifting sport . . . just as you know me.” 
	 With regard to his weightlifting condi-
tion, Manger admitted that he was “not in very 
good shape.” For three years he had not touched 
a dumbbell, and the desperate food situation in 
Germany would “not allow me to very quickly 
attain top form.” Still, he was able to press 285, 
snatch 275, and clean and jerk 340 pounds. Oth-
erwise, German sport was “dead,” and it would 
take many years for German athletes to be able 

to participate in international games. His train-
er and friend, Rudi Ismayr, who was a pilot in 
the Luftwaffe, ended the war as a buck private 
and an English prisoner of war. Rudi was “not in 
shape.” Manger believed he might still be able, 
as a featherweight, to press 200, snatch 210, and 
clean and jerk 270 pounds (90½, 95, and 122 
kilos), but he was an unlikely contender in fu-
ture international games. Of the other German 
weightlifters, “all were in bad shape,” likewise 
with the current crop of recruits. Not for eight 
or ten years would Germany be able to produce 
weightlifters “fit for world competition,” he pre-
dicted. American weightlifters, on the other 
hand, were excelling, as he recently read in a 
copy of Life magazine at Bad Toelz, which fea-
tured pictorial sequences of John Terpak. “I was 
moved almost to tears. It showed me that you 
and your friends have not been asleep,” but had 
raised the sport “to the top.” Manger believed 
his friend would “go down in the history of 
weight-lifting as the American Ismayr.”1 He was 
no less complimentary about others, including 
Bob Hoffman and Steve Stanko, his former rival 
in the 1930s. He regarded America as “the land 
of weight-lifters” with “the finest man power in 
the world.”2

	 Terpak responded to Manger’s plea by 
writing letters to American authorities. “Nothing 
would please me more than to see you reinstat-
ed to civilian status,” he assured his old friend. 
“Personally, I have always admired you and re-
spected you for the person you were and as I 
knew you. To me, you were a true Sportsman . . . 
a fair and square competitor and a person who 
used his own better judgment to guide his des-
tiny.” Terpak was also pursuing the possibility of 
shipping parcels of food to Germany through 
the postal service to relieve Manger’s desper-
ate plight. Further to inform him and others of 
the current state of weightlifting, he was ea-
ger to have his fellow Iron Game enthusiasts in 
America correspond and send articles to their 
German counterparts. As for his own prospects 
for the forthcoming national championships in 
June, Terpak believed he was currently in “the 
best condition of my lifting career.” He had re-
cently pressed 251 pounds (114 kilos), snatched 
251 pounds (114 kilos), and clean and jerked 330 
pounds (150 kilos) in good form at 162¾ -pound 
(73¾  kilo) bodyweight. At the forthcoming na-
tionals, Terpak was hoping to make 250, 255, 
and 335 pounds (113, 115½, and 152 kilos).3 
	 Other Americans also expected to do 
well. They included several other promising 
middleweights—Stanley Stanczyk, who at age 

Josef Manger and his teammate Rudi Ismayr, middleweight 
Olympic champion, had plenty of reasons to smile as they left 
London on 23 March 1936 to head home to Germany.  Both men 
gave exhibitions at the Holborn Empire Theater while in London, 
demonstrating once again why they were world champions. 
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22 and weighing 160 pounds (73 kilos) had 
done 240, 245, and 315 pounds (109, 111½, and 
143 kilos); 17-year-old Peter George, weighing 
155, who was pressing 220, snatching 240, and 
clean and jerking 330 pounds (100, 109, and 150 
kilos); and Frank Spellman, who at age 24 had 
recently returned from the war and was press-
ing 250, snatching 240, and clean and jerking 
310 pounds (114, 109, and 140½ kilos). Terpak was 
over ten years their senior and still quite capa-
ble of outlifting them, but he intended to retire 
immediately after the end of the 1948 Olympics 
in London.4
	 He admitted, however, that aside from 
its wealth in middleweights, America had un-
certain prospects in the other classes. Its best 
heavyweight, John Davis, had recently made a 
257-pound (116½-kilo) press, a 262-pound (119-
kilo) snatch, and a 347-pound (157-kilo) clean 
and jerk at a bodyweight of 202 pounds (92-kilo), 
but “he does not possess the same interest as 
prior to the war so it is not predictable whether 
he will remain in competition or choose to with-
draw.” Pre-war featherweight champion Tony 
Terlazzo, of course, had retired from weightlift-
ing and was constructing a health club in Los 
Angeles, “specializing primarily in recondition-
ing exercises for the business and professional 
men and women. . . . Tony hopes to develop a 

lucrative business for himself and I sincerely be-
lieve that he will succeed.”5

	 Meanwhile, in a strong appeal on 30 
April to American commanding officers at Bad 
Toelz, Terpak confirmed Manger’s innocence 
of any deliberate collaboration with the for-
mer Nazi regime. He explained that Sepp was 
a victim of his success as a champion athlete 
which was exploited by Hitler’s totalitarian gov-
ernment for propaganda purposes. As a result 
of their interactions at various prewar weight-
lifting competitions at Berlin in 1936, Paris in 
1937, and Vienna, Baltimore, and New York City 
in 1938, Terpak described Manger as “an amia-
ble person” which made it possible for them to 
become intimately acquainted. “This fraterni-
zation rapidly developed into a friendship” that 
intensified “because of his admirable character. 
In athletic competition he exemplified the prin-
ciples of good sportsmanship.” Only recently 
had Terpak learned of his friend’s predicament 
under the Nazi regime.

	 Being a democratic and 
humane person he was opposed 
to the Nazi doctrines. Despite 
his opposition he, like innumer-
able other persons, was inslaved 
[sic] to the ruthless government 

This 1936 autographed postcard was printed as part of an Olympic Games series in Germany and shows the roughly 240-pound Man-
ger as he appeared at the 1936 Berlin Olympics.
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dominated by Adolph Hitler. The 
fact that Manger was a distin-
guished person, being a champi-
on athlete, exposed him to spe-
cial pressure. Under the threat of 
persecution he was compelled to 
become a member of the Nazi 
party. His affiliation with this or-
ganization was a sham in view of 
the fact that he was not obligat-
ed to the party by oath and did 
not receive a membership book.6

	 Terpak assured his American overseers 
that Manger was seeking no special favors, only 
that his case was worthy of re-examination and 
that he be judged “on his true merits.”7

ENDURING GOODWILL
	 On 24 June Manger responded to Ter-
pak’s efforts on his behalf “with much joy and 
gratitude.” Although he was personally “reha-
bilitated” and financially secure, the food situ-
ation in Germany remained “terrible,” and he 
hoped Terpak could send him several packag-
es of food stuffs for which he could send him 
an appropriate reimbursement. Manger also 
expressed enthusiasm over his friend’s latest 
performances and predicted he would win 
the middleweight class at the Olympics with a 
253-pound (115-kilo) press, 253-pound (115-kilo) 
snatch, and 335-pound (152-kilo) clean and jerk, 
despite his advanced age. He reminded Terpak 
of others who were world and Olympic champi-
ons in their forties, including Josef Strassberger 
of Germany and Carlo Galimberti of Italy. “It is 
a fact that a weightlifter is strongest between 
35 and 45 years.” Manger sensed that interest in 
the sport was reviving in Germany, “but the ter-
rible food situation is keeping the athletes from 
accomplishing anything worthwhile. Given 
proper nourishment, the German lifters might 
quickly play an important part in international 
competition.”8 Rudi Ismayr was still being held 
in a British internment camp near Hamburg, 
and it seemed unlikely that he would ever re-
turn to international form again. Adolf Wagner, 
was in serious training and able to negotiate a 
220-pound (100-kilo) press, a 220-pound (100-
kilo)  snatch, and a 297-pound (135-kilo) clean 
and jerk, which is less than he lifted to win a 
bronze medal at Berlin in 1936, the silver med-
al at Paris in 1937, or the gold medal at Vienna 
in 1938 where he made a 810-pound (367½-
kilo) total. But, it was comparable to what the 
American middleweights were currently do-

ing. As for his own marks, Manger claimed to 
be pressing 286½ pounds (130 kilos), snatching 
275½ pounds (125 kilos), and clean and jerking 
352½ (160 kilos) which, if performed altogeth-
er in competition, would be five pounds more 
than he totaled ten years earlier at the Olym-
pics. “If Germany is permitted to take part in the 
next Olympics, I have no fears with respect to 
the defense of [my] Olympic title. Only 33 years 
of age I cannot yet reckon myself to the old iron. 
If I had the proper diet, I could today threaten to 
break many a world’s record.” For the time be-
ing, however, he could only cherish the hope of 
seeing his American sporting friends again and 
be able to “discuss the joys and worries con-
nected with weightlifting.”9

	 Josef Manger never regained his nation-
al title. It was assumed by Theo Aaldering who 
remained West Germany’s post-war champi-
on through much of the 1950s, and there is no 
evidence that he ever saw his erstwhile Amer-
ican friends again. But he was the first of the 
big heavyweights—the likes of Paul Anderson, 
Doug Hepburn, and Vasily Alexeev—who would 

Josef Manger’s form was nearly perfect according to the March 
1940 issue of Strength & Health magazine who used him as one 
of their examples on perfect technique in the “Weightlifting 
News, Shows and Events” section. “The pictures on these pages 
were not posed,” they wrote, “they are actual record breaking 
attempts by each lifter in real contests.” This photo, they went 
on to explain, “shows World Champion Josef Manger of Germa-
ny making a perfect jerk with 363 in Baltimore. Notice that he 
has thrown the bar directly overhead and made an even split 
fore-and-aft.”
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dominate the world stage in later decades. After 
the restoration of his civilian status, he resumed 
normal life as a tax collector and salesman in 
his hometown of Bamberg where a street was 
named for him. He died without fanfare on 13 
March 1991, at age 77.10 
	 However, Josef Manger’s early life was 
full of drama associated with his becoming a 
weightlifting champion in the early 1930s, a 
feat that was complicated by Adolf Hitler’s as-
sumption of power and establishment of a to-
talitarian government. Ostracism from his ath-
letic club and further participation in the sport 
would normally have resulted from his outspo-
ken anti-Nazi views. But his Olympic and world 
championships victories as a heavyweight lifter, 
often associated with the reputation of world’s 
strongest man, made him a valuable propagan-
da tool. Hence Manger never had to recant his 
early views. His dilemma was resolved by the 
regime overlooking his past and making him a 
Nazi by default, replete with a government po-
sition and entitlement to bring glory to the fa-
therland on the world stage. Manger judiciously 
avoided the limelight during the war as recollec-
tions of his past victories subsided. Afterwards, 
however, he encountered a second dilemma 
when American occupying authorities used his 
presumed Nazi status to deny him restoration 
to full rights as a German citizen. Seeking relief 
from this stigma and suffering from his home-
land’s desperate food shortage, Manger drew 
on the friendship engendered by his association 
with Americans in prewar competitions. John 
Terpak’s unqualified endorsement on behalf of 

American weightlifters not only provided lever-
age for Manger to escape the double dilemma 
posed by his role as a passive Nazi, but an illus-
tration that weightlifting could be employed as 
an instrument to promote international good-
will. 

The Bob Hoffman Trophy was presented to the Germans for their victory in the two special exhibition contests. It is held by Karl Herr, 
manager of the German team. Josef Manger stands immediately to his right. 
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won the heavyweight crown. David Webster, The Iron Game: An 
Illustrated History of Weight Lifting (Irvine, Scotland; by the au-
thor, 1976), 87.
4.  Terpak to Manger, 14 May 1946, letter in author’s collection.
5.  Ibid.
6.  Terpak to U.S. Army Commanding Officers, 30 April 1946.
7.  Ibid.
8.  As a heavyweight, Josef Strassberg won a gold medal at the 
1928 Olympics in Amsterdam and the 1932 Olympics in Los An-
geles. He also garnered first place at the 1929 European champi-
onships in Vienna and third place in Munich (1930), Luxembourg 
(1931), and Essen (1933). As a middleweight, Galimberti won a 
gold medal at the 1924 Paris Olympics and silver medals at Am-
sterdam (1928) and Los Angeles (1932). Webster, Iron Game, 75-
76, 85-86.
9.  Manger to Terpak, 24 June 1946, letter in the author’s collec-
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“On the Horns of a Dilemma”:
The Postwar Correspondence Between Josef 

Manger and John Terpak

John Fair, Editor

Editor’s Note: Historian John Fair has devoted 
much of his scholarly life to unpacking the im-
pact of Bob Hoffman and the other men and 
women of York Barbell.  At the fourth annual 
Physical Cultures of the Body Conference held 
at the Stark Center in Janu-
ary 2024, sport historian Ja-
son Shurley gave a paper on 
the important contributions 
John Fair has made to the 
field of sport and physical 
culture history, and especial-
ly to the history of Olympic 
weightlifting.  From his im-
portant 1999 book, Muscle-
town USA: Bob Hoffman and 
the Manly Culture of York 
Barbell to these two articles 
on the great German weight-
lifter Josef Manger, Fair has 
probed the social and cul-
tural history of strength and 
weightlifting and brought 
to life the men and women 
who form the foundations of 
the current Iron Game. His 
new book: Tommy Kono: The 
Life of America’s Greatest 
Weightlifter (2023, McFarland 
Press) solidifies even further 
the major contributions he 
has made to physical culture 
history.
	 Known as a metic-
ulous researcher who has 
done personal interviews with dozens of twen-
tieth century figures from the world of strength, 
Fair has also sought out and helped preserve 
many archival documents from our collective 
history. In this article, he relies heavily on letters 
between Josef Manger and York Barbell exec-
utive and former Olympian John Terpak.  The 
letters, as Fair explains in the article, reveal the 

privations and challenges that Manger faced 
after World War II because of his association 
with the Nazi party.  After reading the original 
letters, I agreed with John’s suggestion that we 
publish the letters in full, so that others could 

also have access to their cor-
respondence. Letters such as 
these reveal more than just 
what the words on the page 
convey. The clear friendship 
between Terpak and Manger, 
and the intelligence and ex-
ceptional grace of Manger’s 
English prose suggest a man 
of unusual intelligence. These 
observations are revealed by 
reading the original letters 
in full; and it’s one of the rea-
sons historians so highly prize 
letters as a primary source.
	 Manger’s situation was 
not unusual in post WWII 
Europe, of course. The sur-
viving Saxon Brothers—Kurt 
and Hermann (Arthur died in 
1921) ended up on opposite 
sides of the new “Iron Cur-
tain” and also faced severe 
privations. Hermann Goerner 
similarly came out of the war 
years in sad condition. Even 
George Hackenschmidt, who 
spent the war years in France, 
lost about 25 pounds during 
the war from lack of food, and 

had no funds with which to buy food, even if it 
could be found for sale. What made Manger’s 
situation more complicated, and Terpak’s in-
volvement in trying to help him so surprising, 
was Manger’s status as a member (although 
not fully official) of the Nazi party.  As John Fair 
notes at the end of his article, however, what 
happened to help resolve his situation was tru-

In 1936, Manger was included as a star athlete 
in several different sets of postcards and to-
bacco cards related to the Olympic Games. He 
is shown here in an official Olympic uniform 
that was worn by the German team when they 
marched into the stadium.
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ly an act of sport diplomacy and demonstrated 
that “weightlifting could be employed as an in-
strument to promote good will.”  It’s a story that 
needs to be remembered, and let’s hope that 
weightlifting and the larger Iron Game can al-
ways continue to do so.   

–Jan Todd

February 1, 1946

My dear John:
	 I received your welcome letter of Jan. 10, 
1946, with much enthusiasm and deep grati-
tude through Sgt. Jackson Schaaf. Those lines 
confirmed to me that it is sport which recon-
ciles nations with each other and that a fine 
sport comradeship has not ceased to exist in 
spite of six years of terrible war. This fact has 
really made me proud and happy. As you per-
ceive, I am still living and was not killed in battle 
as rumor had it. I was a soldier from May 9, 1942, 
to Dec. 15, 1944. I was in the administrative ser-
vice at home and not at the front. Since Sept. 
1939 I am married and have a strapping son 
of five years who affords me much happiness, 
and, God willing, will perhaps some day also be 
a weight-lifter.
	 Since the occupation of Starnberg by 
your compatriots I am without bread and occu-
pation, because the American military govern-
ment in Starnberg indefinitely dismissed me 
from my position on the ground that I belong to 
the Nazi party, an action based on apparent pa-
per evidence. Against this indefinite dismissal 
from my position with the finance board in ac-
cordance with the order of the military govern-
ment, Detachment H 289 Starnberg, Cp F. 3 D 
Mil Govt Regt of August 25, 1945, I have lodged 
a protest, and here give you the following expla-
nation.
	 After Hitler’s coup (usurpation of power) 
I in April 1933 was stigmatized by the Bamberg-
er daily press as an enemy of the state and as 
politically unreliable, because I was a Nazi oppo-
nent and had publicly voiced my opposition in 
the inn, the Blue Bell, in Bamberg even after the 
usurpation of the Nazis, (refusal to give the Nazi 
salute). Because of my objection to the national 
socialistic party, I together with my trainer, Fritz 
Mueller, in Bamberg, Jew Street 9, was expelled 
from my sport association, the Hercules Athletic 
Club, in Bamberg in April 1933, a club in which, 
since my eleventh year, I had been trained with 

much labor for the 1936 Olympic Games. In ad-
dition, my expulsion from the Sports Associa-
tion of Germany was demanded. At the last mo-
ment, action on my expulsion was stopped by 
leaders of the sports association Roland Bam-
berg because then already I was classed as an 
international star in wrestling and weight-lifting 
and as an athlete of the first rank for the Berlin 
Olympiad. In August 1934 I moved to Freising, 
in order to be trained for the Olympiad by Rudi 
Ismayr.
	 On the day of my Olympic victory, I was 
promoted by the staff chief of the former SA to 
be SA squad leader, even though I was no mem-
ber of the SA. On November 9 of the same year, 
I was again promoted without any effort on my 
part, and this time to be chief squad leader. The 
promotions were purely recognition of my great 
international achievements in weightlifting. In 
this capacity I never performed any service in 
the SA.
	 The Freisinger circuit leader repeatedly 
requested me to join the Nazi party. I continued 
to refuse until finally the circuit leader forced 
me to join by giving me the choice of either 
joining or giving up my training work in the for-
eign field. The idea was to send me into foreign 
countries not only as a representative of Ger-
man sportdom, but also as a representative of 
Nazi Germany. Thus, I became a party member, 
retroactive to January 5, 1937. I may add that I 
received no membership book, nor was I obli-
gated to the party by oath. I received merely a 
so-called party candidate’s card.
	 My dear John, I did not assume that the 
representatives of your country are removing 
me from the service of the state as an active 
Nazi, because it may be known that I never 
agreed with the ideas of the former Nazi party.
	 The CIC of the 3rd US Army Headquar-
ters in Bad Toetz, where I have been engaged 
for some time as weight-lifting coach, support 
my protest, and have forwarded it to Frankfurt, 
Main, for decision.
	 My dear Friend John, I shall be very grate-
ful to you, if you, as my American sport friend, 
would write a letter of confirmation to the effect 
that while living in foreign lands I have always 
borne myself as a truly democratic sportsman 
and never as a friend of Nazism, that, on the 
contrary, I with heart and hand worthily repre-
sented my beloved weight-lifting sport. (Along 
these lines, just as you know me).
	 I would be grateful to you also, if you 
would send this confirmation to the military 
government in Sternberg/See and to the CIC 
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of the 3rd US Army Headquarters in Bad Toelz. I 
would thank you for a copy of the same.
	 From the sport angle, naturally I am not 
in very good shape. For fully three years I have 
not had a dumb-bell in my hands, and the pres-
ent food situation in Germany will not allow me 
to very quickly attain top form. Nevertheless, I 
am still able to do the following:

Druecken (press)	      285	    English pounds
Reissen (snatch)	      275	     “	             “
Stossen (clean & jerk)	     340	    “	             “

	 German athletic sport is dead, and it will 
take some years before a German athlete will 
be able to participate in international games.
	 Rudi Ismayr was never over England as a 
flier and was not shot down. He was an Oberge-
freiter (Editor’s note: translated as lance corpo-
ral or private first class) of the Funkers (Editor’s 
note: translated as a radio operator). From 1940 
to the end of the war a buck private and is at 
present a prisoner of war in English hands. I 
hope that he may be released any day. Natural-
ly, Rudi, too, is not in shape. He might be able to 
do the following: 

Druecken 		  200      English pounds
Reissen		  210	      “	      “
Stossen		  270	      “	      “

	 Rudi will probably not be able to make 
much of a showing in future international 
games. He is also married and has two daugh-
ters.
	 Of the other German weight-lifters I 
cannot say much. They are all in bad shape and 
within a measurable space of time will play no 
role internationally. Of recruits we today can-
not report a thing. As I see it, Germany may in 
8 or 10 years again produce weight-lifters fit for 
world competition.
	 In Bad Toelz I was reading the American 
magazine Life and there saw you in a weight-lift-
ing demonstration. I was moved almost to tears. 
It showed me that you and your friends have 
not been asleep but have raised the weight-lift-
ing game in the land of sport–America–to the 
top. I am proud of you and your friends. You will 
go down in the history of weight-lifting as the 
American Ismayr. Bob Hoffman too, and the 
rest of the fellows deserve the highest com-
mendation.
	 I feel very sorry for my friend, Steve Stan-
ko. In my estimation he was the ideal heavy 
weight-lifter, the lifter who could equal my 
achievements. The feats of Davis I regard as im-

possible; his other achievements are credible.
	 I agree with you as regards the achieve-
ments of the Russian lifters. I regard them as 
superlatively colored. The Russians must first 
prove at international games that these feats 
are authentic. What nice work! That they have 
good lifters we, of course, cannot doubt.
	 My dear John, the achievements of the 
American second-string men (aftergrowth) 
are phenomenal. Keep it up! For me America 
is the land of weight-lifters and without doubt 
possesses the finest man power in the world. 
Undoubtedly you will win Olympic honors in 
London in 1948. Maybe I shall be able to admire 
your feats as a spectator.
	 I cannot yet send you any pictures, but 
I hope to send you some very nice ones of Ger-
man lifters in my next letter.
	 I trust that for today I have given you 
enough news. I greet you and all my American 
sporting friends, especially also Bob Hoffman.

	 Your friend and faithful comrade,
	 Sepp Manger

My sister, Marie, is married, has a daughter of 
five years, and sends you hearty greetings.

May 14, 1946

Dear Sepp:
	 I hope you will forgive me for taking so 
much time in replying to your letter of 1 Feb-
ruary. The entire industrial set-up in the United 
States is right in the middle of the reconversion 
period and with so many labor strikes and other 
difficulties arising all of which hinder the prog-
ress of reconversion, we are finding it rather dif-
ficult to get any material work accomplished. 
However, we are looking forward to rapid 
peaceful settlement between labor and indus-
tries, then we can get back to a normal life.
	 During all the hustle and bustle of this 
reconversion, I did manage to write the letter 
which you requested and addressed same to 
the Commanding Officer, CIC of 3rd U.S. Army 
Hgs., Bad Toelz, Germany, and a copy to Com-
manding Officer, Detachment, H 289 Starnberg, 
Co. F., 3 D. Mil. Govt. Reg’t., Starnberg/See, Ger-
many. I also mailed copies to you similar to the 
copy attached hereto. Nothing would please 
me more than to see you reinstated to civilian 
status. Personally, I have always admired you 
and respected you for the person you were and 
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as I knew you. To me, you 
were a true Sportsman . 
. . a fair and square com-
petitor and a person who 
used his own better judg-
ment to guide his destiny.
	 I shall make inqui-
ry at our local Post Office 
regarding shipments of 
food and whether it is per-
missible to send parcels 
to Germany. If permission 
is granted, you will receive 
several parcels within 
the near future. My good 
friend, Jack Elder from 
Texas, has inquired about 
Tony Gietl’s address. Is 
there any possibility that 
you can furnish his ad-
dress? Jack Elder would 
be pleased to correspond 
with Gietl and also wishes 
to send him some articles.
	 Our National 
Championships are only 
2½ weeks hence. At the present time I am in 
the best condition of my lifting career. In train-
ing on May 11, I made, in very good form, the fol-
lowing lifts at a bodyweight of 74 Kg.:

Press – 114 Kg.
Snatch – 114 Kg.
Clean & Jerk – 150 Kg.

	 At the National Championships in De-
troit, Mich., if all is well, I should make 250, 255 
and 335 pounds or approximately 114 Kg. Press, 
116 Kg. Snatch and 152 Kg. Clean and Jerk.
	 We have several other excellent mid-
dleweights in this country. There is Stanley 
Stanczyk, 22 years of age, weighing 160 pounds 
(73 Kg.), who has done 240, 245 and 315 (109 Kg., 
111½ Kg., and 143 Kg.) We also have a 17-year-old 
lad, Peter George, weighing 155, who presses 
220, snatches 240 and clean and jerks 330 (100 
Kg., 109 Kg., and 150 Kg.). A third middleweight 
is Frank Spellman, 24 years of age, who has re-
cently returned from the war. He presses 250, 
snatches 240 and cleans and jerks 310 (114 Kg., 
109 Kg., 140½ Kg.). I’m more than 10 years old-
er than the up-and-coming middleweights but 
that does not seem to be any handicap. It is my 
contention that a man, providing he does not 
dissipate to excess, can remain in his prime in-
sofar as lifting is concerned, until he is 40 years 
of age. I have no intention of remaining in com-

petition until I reach 40 
. . . if I can represent my 
country in the Olympic 
Games in 1948, I shall be 
happy to retire immedi-
ately [when] the Games 
come to an end in Lon-
don.
	 We have no prom-
ising lifters as yet in any 
of the other classes. Last 
Saturday, John Davis 
competed in the Metro-
politan Championships 
(New York and vicinity) 
and made 257 press . . . 
failing with 272, snatch 
262 and 347 clean and 
jerk. His bodyweight was 
202 pounds. He does not 
possess the same interest 
as prior to the war so it is 
not predictable whether 
he will remain in compe-
tition or choose to with-
draw. It was rumored that 

he retired from amateur competition but evi-
dently that was false.
	 I hear from Terlazzo quite regularly. His 
building is still under construction (materials 
are difficult to obtain) but he hopes for its com-
pletion before the 1st of July. He will conduct a 
Health Club, specializing primarily in recondi-
tioning exercises for the business and profes-
sional men and women. Very little interest will 
be devoted to Weightlifting. Tony hopes to de-
velop a lucrative business for himself, and I sin-
cerely believe that he will succeed. Los Angeles 
is a rapidly growing city (over 2,000,000 popu-
lation at present) and from all indications it will 
continue to increase.
	 I shall write again, immediately upon 
hearing from you. Hereafter, there will be no 
more long delays between letters. Our work 
here is pretty well under control now and in-
stead of having 10 working hours per day, 6 days 
each week, we’re going on an 8-hour schedule, 
5 days each week.
	 Convey my best wishes to any of my 
German Weightlifting Friends. You may con-
tact [me] personally or by letter and let me hear 
from you at your earliest convenience.

	 Sincerely your Friend,
	 JB Terpak

Josef Manger has no problem demonstrating perfect 
technique with this short exercise bar.  This was one of 
many publicity shots taken of him in 1936.

The Postwar Correspondence
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April 30, 1946

Commanding Officers,
CIC of 3rd U.S. Army Headquarters,
Bad Toelz, Germany

Dear Sirs,
	 It was with regret that we recently 
learned of the plight of our fellow weightlifter, 
(Joseph) Sepp Manger. From our understand-
ing of his unfortunate situation, it appears that 
his success as a champion athlete has result-
ed in penalizing his present civilian status. It 
can be readily conceived how a person of such 
prominence could, under a totalitarian form of 
government, be a victim of the fame resulting 
from his outstanding accomplishments as an 
athlete. Believing that Sepp Manger is a victim 
of peculiar circumstances evolving from his 
athletic success, we feel morally obligated to 
express our evaluation of his character, particu-
larly in regards to the former Nazi movement.
	 Our personal association with this ath-
lete commenced just prior to the 1936 Olympic 
Games in Berlin and continued throughout the 
duration of this huge tournament. This associ-

ation was resumed the following year in Paris 
when the world’s weightlifting championships 
were held in the capital of France. We spent 
considerable time with Manger while traveling 
together in Europe. In 1938 Manger, as a mem-
ber of the German lifting team, visited the Unit-
ed States and spent several weeks in this coun-
try while taking part in weightlifting contests. 
During his stay in this country, we again had 
considerable personal association with him. Lat-
er that year our association was resumed when 
we made a trip to Vienna, Austria, to participate 
in the world’s weightlifting championships.
	 Sepp Manger, being an amiable person, 
made it possible for us to become intimately ac-
quainted with him from the very outset of our 
association. This fraternization rapidly devel-
oped into a friendship. Our esteem of his friend-
ship has been high because of his admirable 
character. In athletic competition, he exempli-
fied the principles of good sportsmanship.
	 Through the medium of our friendship 
with (Joseph) Sepp Manger, we learned of his 
predicament under the Nazi regime. Being a 
democratic and humane person, he was op-
posed to the Nazi doctrines. Despite his oppo-
sition he, like innumerable other persons, was 
inslaved [sic] to the ruthless government dom-
inated by Adolph Hitler. The fact that Manger 
was a distinguished person, being a champion 
athlete, exposed him to special pressure. Under 
the threat of persecution, he was compelled to 
become a member of the Nazi party. His affilia-
tion with this organization was a sham in view 
of the fact that he was not obligated to the par-
ty by oath and did not receive a membership 
book.
	 In writing on (Joseph) Sepp Manger’s 
behalf, we are aware that he is not seeking any 
concessions but only desires to be judged on 
his true merits. We sincerely believe that a thor-
ough review of his case would serve to absolve 
him and warrant the restoration of his full rights 
as a civilian. Thus, we feel justified in urging that 
action be taken to re-examine his case.

	 Respectfully yours,
	 Bob Hoffman, Editor and publisher 
	 of Strength & Health

	 John Terpak, 10 times National A.A.U. 	
	 Middleweight Lifting Champion

	 Tony Terlazzo, Olympic, World’s and Na-	
	 tional lightweight lifting titleholder

During the month of August 1936, Manger appeared on the cov-
er of Athletik, the specialist journal for heavy athletics in Germa-
ny and abroad, for three consecutive weeks. Almost no athlete in 
Germany was as famous as he was and also so closely identified 
as being the ideal type favored by the Nazi party. Here, Manger 
receives the gold medal for his performance at the 1936 Olympic 
Games in Berlin.
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Josef Manger
Starnberg/See,
Hauptstrasse 6

24 June 1946

My dear Johnny,
	 I received your welcome letter of 14 May 
1946 with much joy and gratitude. The letter 
was long delayed, but in return my joy was the 
greater. I am especially grateful to you for your 
cooperation with CIC in Bad Toelz, and with the 
military in Starnberg/See. In the meantime, I 
became pretty well rehabilitated, and I hope 
because of your kind help to become free to 
resume my former occupation. The Third U.S. 
Army has been transferred to Heidelberg, and 
my friend, Sgt. Jack von Schaaf, has been dis-
missed to his home. His address is: Sgt. Jack von 
Schaaf 3402 6th Ave., CRT Chattanooga, Tenn.
	 Dear Johnny, I shall be more than grate-
ful to you if you could send me several packages 
of food stuffs. The food situation in Germany is 
terrible. I shall, however, accept these packag-
es only if I may pay for them. Financially I am 
so situated that even according to the German 
rate of exchange I can reimburse you for your 
expenses. I express my sincere thanks to you 
now for your efforts in this matter.
	 Fourteen days ago I met Toni Gietl in 
Munich, where he is living. In a few days I hope 
to send you his address.
	 I am enthused over your latest perfor-
mances. If you can retain this form until the 
Olympics in London in 1948, I already know who 
will be the winner in the middleweight class. 
With a performance of 
		
		  115 Kg. Press
		  115 Kg. Snatch
		  152 Kg. Clean & Jerk

no one at the present time nor in the near fu-
ture will be able to beat you.
	 As far as your age is concerned, I can tell 
you that [Josef] Strassberger, Germany, [Carlo] 
Galimberti, Italy, and many others at the age of 
forty and over enjoyed the form of their life. It is 
a fact that a weightlifter is strongest between 
35 and 45 years.
	 The reports about Russian weightlifters 
will first have to be proven in international com-
petition. I do not believe in the correct work of 
the Russian weightlifters. As for you, I have seen 
you work, and can only say that you have always 
worked above criticism and cleanly. Your work 
has afforded the international judges only plea-
sure.

	 In Germany the sport is beginning to live 
again. But the terrible food situation is keep-
ing the athletes from accomplishing anything 
worthwhile. Given proper nourishment, the 
German lifters might quickly play an important 
part in international competition.
	 Rudi Ismayr is still held by the British in 
an internment camp near Hamburg. But I hope 
that he will soon be set free. I fear that he will 
hardly attain international form again. The mid-
dleweight lifter, Wagner-Essen, is engaged in 
serious training, and has reached the following 
marks:

		  100 Kg. Press
		  100 Kg. Snatch
		  135 Kg. Clean & Jerk

I am proud of Terlazzo’s initiative and ask you 
to convey to him my warmest greetings and 
best wishes for his success. While we are on the 
subject, may I ask you to extend my greetings 
to all of my American weightlifting friends. My 
own marks at present are: 130 Kg. Press, 125 Kg. 
Snatch, 160 Kg. Clean & Jerk.
	 If Germany is permitted to take part in 
the next Olympics, I have no fears with respect 
to the defense of Olympic title. Only 33 years of 
age I cannot yet reckon myself to the old iron. If 
I had the proper diet, I could today threaten to 
break many a world’s record.
	 Dear Johnny, it is the wish of my heart 
to personally see you and all my known Ameri-
can sporting friends, and to discuss the joys and 
worries connected with weightlifting.
	 Johnny, if you could send me the ad-
dress of Mr. Wortmann, I should be very grateful 
to you.
	 And now, dear friend, I greet you warm-
ly, and sincerely hope that you will be able to 
retain your present form until the Olympics in 
London in 1948, in order to represent your coun-
try as the number one victor.

	 Your friend,
	 Sepp Manger

The Postwar Correspondence
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Physical Exercise as Preventative Medicine: 
Looking Back at Colonial Bengal (1860-1947)

by Basudhita Basu
The Amity University, Jharkhand, India

	 In recent years, especially during and in 
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, the role 
of physical activity as a proactive health mea-
sure has received substantial attention from 
scientific researchers, the media, and those 
who surf the web looking for healthful advice. 
Interest in the role that exercise might play in 
enhancing physical well-being is not new and 
can be traced back to ancient times and sever-
al different cultures. The people of the ancient 
Greek civilization were among the first to es-
pouse sports as medicine. The ancient Greek 
physician Herodicus, who lived in the fifth 
century BCE,  has been hailed as the father of 
sports medicine.1 His disciple, Hippocrates, ar-
gued that “exercise contributed to the balanc-
ing of the four humours: blood; phlegm; black 
bile; and yellow bile.”2 Centuries later, the public 
schools of Victorian England, believing in the 
concepts of social Darwinism and eugenics, 
forged a close connection with the nineteenth 
century health movement and a philosophical/
pedagogical belief called Muscular Christianity.3 
Physical exercise and sports were considered 
indispensable in sustaining the “planet’s largest 
Empire.”4 The British inclination towards phys-
ical exercise in the nineteenth century and its 
gradual dissemination in eastern India where 
West Bengal and Bangladesh, territories that 
before partitioning in 1947 were both part of 
what was called Bengal, predates the modern 
world’s aspiration of being physically fit.5 This 
article attempts to explore the complex rela-
tionship between physical exercise and health 
in Colonial Bengal, which was the nerve center 
of the British administration in nineteenth-cen-
tury India. It delves into studying how the Brit-
ish considered physical exercise as preventive 
medicine in the metropole as well as in Colonial 

Bengal. It also aims to study the British contribu-
tion to spreading physical exercises among the 
native youth of Bengal. The article argues that 
the British policies of spreading physical exer-
cises in schools were part of their public health 
policies. How the British perception of physical 
exercise influenced the cognitive space of the 
Western-educated Bengalis is also considered.
The “Colonial” period in India began in the eigh-
teenth century as British East India expanded 
its operations and began introducing British 
ideas and practices and taking over govern-
mental control of some areas of the peninsula. 
In regards to fitness, the British generally viewed 
the colonized Bengalis to be physically inferior 
as can be inferred from the following remark of 
British historian and Secretary at War, Thom-
as Babington Macaulay, in 1843: “The physical 
organization of the Bengalee is feeble even to 
effeminacy. He lives in a constant vapour bath. 
His pursuits are sedentary, his limbs delicate, 
his movements languid. During many ages he 
had been trampled upon by men of bolder and 
more hardy breeds. Courage, independence, 
veracity are qualities to which his constitution 
and his situation are equally unfavorable.”6

	 The larger, and more “muscular” British 
administrators were not superior to the various 
diseases like malaria, plague, and cholera that 
existed in that era. However, Bengali gentlemen 
of the same period indulged in physical exer-
cise to maintain their health and even restored 
“lost masculinity” and worked to create a new 
“healthy” Bengali community. Even some Ben-
gali women were similarly motivated to prac-
tice physical exercise regularly because of the 
belief that the Bengali mother was required to 
be healthy and hearty to successfully give birth 
to strong progeny. Thus, it can be asserted that 
both the “muscular” rulers and their “effemi-
nate” subjects were reassured of the beneficial 
impact of physical exercise on human life. 
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British Perceptions of Exercise as 
Preventive Medicine
	 In a 1959 article in The Times of India, 
author Harvey Day highlights the significance 
of Britain’s colonial legacy for the development 
of global sporting practices writing, “Sport was 
Britain’s greatest contribution to world cul-
ture for no one can dispute that she taught 
the world to play.” Day claims that most forms 
of sports were innovated by the Britons, taken 
abroad, and popularized.7 Along with leisurely 
play, the British also played a significant role in 
popularizing exercise in their colonies.
	 Britain’s early nineteenth-century ob-
session with fitness can be judged from the 
successful publication of Donald Walker’s 
book “British Manly Exercise” in 1835.8 Walker 
wrote, “Exercise ensures, in particular, the de-
velopment of the locomotive organs, and they 
prevent or correct all the deformities to which 
these organs are liable. They are best calculated 
to produce strength and activity and to bestow 
invariable health.”9

	 Walker’s book was filled with diagrams 
and illustrated techniques for rowing, fencing, 
and instructions on horseback riding, and pro-
vided detailed guidance on the procedure to 
lunge, vault, and wrestle. Walker included ideas 
from different cultures such as strength training 
using clubs imported from India, which accord-
ing to a British officer stationed in the country 
was undoubtedly “the most effectual kind of 
athletic training known anywhere.”10 The British 
military force adopted club swinging and took 
the exercise system back to Britain.11 
	 By the 1850s, participating in either 
games or physical fitness activities had become 
an integral part of Victorian values. The signifi-
cance of physical fitness stemmed from various 
cultural trends, including Muscular Christiani-
ty—a concept that emerged in England in the 
mid-nineteenth century. The concept of Mus-
cular Christianity permeated the new model 
of public schools. The young school preceptors 
displayed their affinity towards games, primar-
ily team sports. The educators believed and 

Walker’s Manly Exercises, first published in London, in 1834, is famous for introducing Indian Club swinging to the British Isles. How-
ever, the book contained much more than club exercises and is regarded as one of the most influential fitness books of the nineteenth 
century. Written by Donald Walker and aimed at the upper classes, the book went through at least ten editions and travelled around 
the world as Britain’s empire grew. Early editions are still frequently found in libraries in India, as well as other countries once part of 
the British Empire. This drawing, from the 1857 edition, shows climbing and bar exercises done on an outdoor apparatus. The image 
is copied from similar pictures in books on German Gymnastics and it is entirely likely that these exercises were also done in India.  
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preached to others that team sports taught 
morality and would mold the minds of young 
gentlemen into leaders who would be invariably 
imbued with patriotic, chivalric, and Christian 
values.12 British school authorities increasingly 
recognized the importance of physical educa-
tion and these ideas soon spread to America 
and other countries.
	 The other motivation for school phys-
ical education however was better health and 
hygiene. Allan Broman, a graduate of the Roy-
al Gymnastic Central Institute of Stockholm, 
contemplated physical education as an essen-
tial component of school hygiene. He confined 
his unique research to the elementary schools 
of Britain and argued that muscular exercise 
was unambiguously necessary for the overall 
physical and mental growth of a child, both of 
which could be stunted by the regimentation 
of school routines. He advanced his ideas be-
fore the International Congress of Hygiene and 
Demography in 1891 and his paper was later 
published as Physical Education in Elementary 
Schools - A Part of the School Hygiene.13 Bro-
man explained that when children start attend-
ing school their daily routine gets altered; the 
freedom of the child is hampered when they 
are asked by teachers to restrain themselves to 
the benches of the classroom. “This alone,” Bro-
man claimed, “would be sufficient to impede 
and prevent the natural growth and devel-
opment of the child.”14 In consequence, he ar-
gued, most children suffer from several physical 
deformities like stooping shoulders or narrow 
chests, combined with spinal curvatures of one 
form or other. Broman forewarned in his writing 
that all these physical defects would eventually 
strike the chest and thus critical organs, such as 
the heart and lungs. For Broman, the execution 
of physical exercise over a long period would 
invariably thwart all these blights and ward off 
spasmodic occurrences in the human body. 
	 According to Broman, the hypothesis 
was proved by the experiences he gathered 
through his own research conducted over the 
years.15 Broman’s view was that physical exer-
cise directed blood from the central to the pe-
ripheral parts of the circulatory system of the 
human body. In students, the congestions to 
the brain and pelvic organs caused by intellec-
tual work and the long span of sitting on the 
school bench were relieved by performance of 
regular exercise. Thus, Broman argued, physical 
exercise is advantageous to both the mind and 
the body conclusively.16

	 Broman’s theories were similar to those 

espoused in the writing of Gustav Ernst. The 
Portable Gymnasium, Ernst’s 1861 book, tout-
ed that “the beneficial effects resulting from 
the employment of Gymnastic Exercises, as a 
curative agent in cases of spinal deformity, or 
other bodily weakness and contraction, are so 
generally known and appreciated that an ad-
vocacy of the system is here quite needless.”17 
Ernst also discussed gymnastics in orthopedic 
practice. Interestingly, Ernst laid the foundation 
of an efficient “portable gymnastic apparatus” 

Ernst’s portable gymnasium was made for home use and con-
sisted of a weight stack inside this wooden case with a variety 
of handles. In addition to normal pulley exercises, a chinning bar 
could be attached. Ernst’s machine is a close copy of the Poly-
machinon, invented by exercise expert Captain Chiosso, who 
published an illustrated instructional manual in 1855—which 
may have inspired Ernst.
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which could be advantageous to the British to 
maintain their daily regimen of physical exer-
cise. His endeavor was appreciated and ratified 
by the contemporary medical practitioners and 
patients who benefitted from it. The portable 
gymnasium was manufactured in the form 
of an oblong pedestal of either teak or ma-
hogany wood, varied in height from six feet to 
nine-and-a-half feet, and was usually seven to 
nine inches deep by fourteen inches wide. The 
pedestal rested on a firm base proportionately 
larger than the apparatus itself. The whole ma-
chine was supposed to be attached to the wall 
of any sizeable room with strong iron brackets 
and screws in such a way that it might be re-
moved at any point in time without damaging 
the wall.18
	 In Britain, sports were regarded as one 
of the important features of the public school 
system. The public schools particularly stressed 
the social values of team sports.19 At least two 
afternoons per week were allotted to sports and 
the number often went up to three or four after-
noons. Intramural and inter-scholastic contests 
also gave a competitive edge to sports.20 In the 
universities as well as the public schools, phys-
ical education and games occupied a promi-
nent position. Gymnasia, swimming baths, and 
sporting fields provided students ample oppor-
tunities to indulge in physical exercise.21 In the 
public schools, a “love of exercising their mus-
cles and training their bodies to physical en-
durance became a feature of the student life.”22 
This attitude was further cultivated to keep stu-
dents from “traditional” university recreations 
like gambling and drinking. It was noticed that 
in most schools cricket had increased in popu-
larity, racquet courts had been established, and 
excellent gymnasia drew substantial support. 
In 1866, an anonymous contributor to Black-
wood’s Magazine thought “the new gospel of 
athletics” at the universities was considered 
a splendid thing. It was believed “better to go 
to bed early tired out by cricket than to sit up 
drinking . . . .”23

	 The boons of physical exercise as preven-
tive medicine were also disseminated among 
the British army and navy, who were responsi-
ble for the sustenance of the Empire in India. 
William Augustus Guy, a fellow of the Royal Col-
lege of Physicians, highlighted the importance 
of physical exercise throughout his report, “On 
the Sanitary Condition of the British Army.” As 
the following passage suggests, he argued in 
the report that exercise is the secret to a pro-
longed and healthy life: 

One of the classes to which I al-
lude consists of men who work 
indoors with a great deficiency 
of exercise, at the same time that 
they inhale a close heated and 
impure atmosphere. This is the 
case of tailors and of compositors 
in printing offices, whose health 
is destroyed and their lives great-
ly curtailed by these causes. It is 
the case also of clerks, though 
they suffer more from want of 
exercise than from want of air. 
I might prove my position by 
figures; but I prefer stating in 
general terms that there is no 
doubt whatever that the lives of 
men who are thus employed are 
shortened by confinement and 
insufficient exercise.24

	 Guy also advised that every soldier must 
participate in sword exercises or drills; they 
must be encouraged to take part in every man-
ly exercise.25 James Dunbar Campbell, in his 
2003 doctoral thesis, mentioned that the Army 
Sanitary Commission in 1858 strongly recom-
mended different forms of physical training for 
the armies to improve the overall health and 
physical condition of the soldiers. The recom-
mendation was based on several findings:  first, 
the recognized benefits of exercise in improv-
ing physical vitality and therefore augmenting 
their immunity towards various diseases, and 
secondly the increasingly lower physical stan-
dards found among recruits during the con-
temporary period.26 Blake Knox emphasized 
in his 1911 publication, Military Sanitation and 
Hygiene, that a trained soldier must be fit and 
this fitness can be achieved by gymnastic ex-
ercises.27 Therefore, as early as 1865 the Queen’s 
Regulation specified a required course of phys-
ical training to be taken by all recruits and old-
er soldiers, backed by trained instructors at the 
battalion level. By the 1890s, virtually all British 
military installations had a gymnasium or other 
physical training facility and by the first decade 
of the twentieth century, most cantonments 
possessed standard athletic fields and football 
and cricket pitches.28 In January 1907, the Army 
Council changed the entire system of physical 
training of recruits and young soldiers were in-
troduced to the same system of physical train-
ing.29 All these steps were undertaken under the 
impression that exercise as a preventive medi-
cine would develop their immunity against the 
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diseases that were prevalent in the contempo-
rary society of the metropole.

Encountering the Tropical Diseases: The 
British Way of Keeping Fit in Bengal
	 Colonialism, if anything, whetted the 
British appetite for the sports that reminded 
them of England. The British officials who chose 
to settle in Bengal for their official assignments 
were disgusted and perturbed by the myriad 
diseases of this land of rivers and jungles. Ac-
cording to Sir Walter Raleigh, who published 
History of the World in the Early Seventeenth 
Century, “the Tropics” were “infested with the 
fearful and dangerous thunder and lightning, 
the horrible and frequent earthquake, the dan-
gerous diseases, the multitude of venomous 
beasts and worms.” Thus, the Brits perceived 
Bengal weather to have an unhealthy effect on 
the European physical constitution. Malignant 
fever, liver complaints, dysentery, and diarrhea 
were common.30	

	 One of the most infamous diseases of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—
cholera—broke out in Bengal in August 1817. 
Between 19 September 1817 and 17 July 1818, al-
most thirty-seven thousand people died from 
the disease in Calcutta alone. This particular 
outbreak continued to spread and by the 1820s 
reached the Mediterranean region of Europe. 
David Arnold estimated that between one and 
two million Indians died in this first of several 
cholera epidemics.31 Because cholera is a bac-
terial disease and is often spread by water, his-
torian Tinni Goswami Bhattacharya argued that 
the public sanitation and bathing in rivers, such 
as the Ganges, helped spread the disease. The 
officials of the East India Company blamed the 
indigenous people for epidemics like cholera, 
malaria, plague, and kalazar.32  In 1831, an article 
published in Gleaning from Science profound-
ly described the mortality problems faced by 
British workers during this period.33 The peril-
ous situation not only affected the East India 
Company employees but also the British army. 
The mortality rates of the British colonists were 
a topic of great anxiety for the men responsible 
for their being in India.34

	 To combat these problems, the medi-
cal men adopted various preventive medicines 
in India. It was argued that the Indian climate 
was not necessarily harmful to the Europeans if 
they were “disciplined and attentive to excess.” 
The naval surgeon Charles Curtis drew atten-
tion to the inappropriate diets of Europeans; he 
believed the overconsumption of meat was the 
root of many illnesses. He further added that 
Europeans injured themselves “from a kind of 
false bravado, and the exhibition of a generous 
contempt for what they reckon the luxurious 
and effeminate practices of the country.”35 To 
save themselves from the wrath of tropical dis-
eases, some Europeans embraced indigenous 
medical practices. European medical men from 
the early seventeenth century benefitted from 
the use of indigenous medical knowledge by 
utilizing local medicinal plants and consulting 
practitioners of Indian systems of medicine.36 
Some men also adopted physical exercise and 
sports as a means to develop their immunity 
and followed the phrase, “Prevention is better 
than cure.” This can be inferred from the 1863 
Royal Commission on the Sanitary State of the 
Army in India that linked their “want of exer-
cise” to the “high rate of sickness and mortality.” 
Thus, by 1880 sports along with other amuse-
ments, were utilized “to keep up the men’s 
cheerfulness . . . Fighting against the ennui that 

This large warrior/god stands at the entrance to a seventh centu-
ry temple at the UNESCO World Heritage site known as Pattada-
kal in northern India.  The ceremonial club with the arm resting 
on top is reminiscent of the pose of the Farnese Hercules statue 
of ancient Rome. This statue demonstrates that the Indian tradi-
tion of club swinging has a very old history indeed.  
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is the breeding ground of sickness.”37

	 Europeans of different professions prac-
ticed physical exercise in Bengal to avert sick-
ness. However, as noted, much of this keenness 
for physical exertion was fueled by the belief 
that such undertakings would help avert mal-
adies in what was perceived as an extremely 
unhealthy and unclean environment. By the 
twentieth century, British women also partic-
ipated in physical exercise nearly as much as 
their male counterparts. They used to play “vio-
lent-tennis” and later took to squash and court-
ed exhaustion by galloping about on horseback 
in the hot weather.38 In Indian Memories, Baden 
Powell wrote that there is no doubt that the 
best way to prevent disease in India is “plenty of 
work, occupation and exercise.” Powell argued 
that polo and pig-sticking altered the lives and 
careers of young officers who had developed a 
healthy taste of exercise and gave up subaltern 
habits like drinking and betting. Exercise and 
sports also imbued them with moral values, 
and above all, the qualities to be a successful 
leader.39 Zebina Griffin, a missionary in India for 
fifteen years, wrote, “The thing considered nec-
essary for almost the very existence of Europe-
ans in India is the early morning exercises. This 
is usually in the form of a drive or horse-back 
ride. A half-hour gallop on horseback sends the 
blood bounding through the veins, and makes 
one feel fresh and strong for the work of the 
day.” He believed that unless duties were very 
pressing, most Europeans should spend be-
tween thirty minutes to an hour on exercise.40

	 The British considered the greatest as-
set of their army was its fitness, stamina, and 
temperament. Their fondness for “manly” 
games helped them acquire these qualities. 
Members of the forces had always emphasized 
the benefits of partaking in games, especially 
polo and football. According to General Wag-
horn, president of the Railway Board of Simla, 
the Germans could have won the First World 
War if they had had the same sporting spirit 
as the British. Waghorn further exclaimed that 
the superior performance of British soldiers in 
the First World War owed considerably to their 
keenness for sporting activities.41 It was, in fact, 
quite important for the sustenance of the em-
pire.

Spreading the Boons of Physical 
Exercise Among the Natives
	 The British perception of “exercise as a 
preventive medicine” was not confined within 
the Europeans of Bengal, but also spread among 

the native youth of Bengal. Public health, ac-
cording to philosopher Michel Foucault, was a 
means often used by governments to know and 
control colonial subjects. It emerged from a re-
formist mode of governance that was part and 
parcel of British Imperialism.42 Historically, pub-
lic health was confined to sanitary regulations 
and the organization of medical relief during 
the outbreak of epidemic diseases. However, by 
the twentieth century, its mandate included a 
lot more than appraising sanitation.43 For exam-
ple, several governmental policies were under-
taken by the British to improve the health of the 
Bengali youth through physical education and 
sports. 
	 Health education was defined in a con-
temporary educational survey of Bengal as “the 
sum of experiences useful for promoting vig-
orous health.” The survey also considered that 
“these experiences may occur in the school or 
on the playground; or may be outside the im-
mediate school environment.”44 Physical educa-
tion, on the other hand, was the participation in 
adequate bodily activities that further improved 
human health. The programs of physical exer-
cises were aimed at developing muscles and 
nerves, strengthening the vital organs and also 
developing certain social values like discipline, 
obedience, ready responses, and self-control. 
In other words—character building through 
athletic teamwork.45 A 1927 article in The En-
glishman, claimed that physical education and 
medical examinations should become com-
pulsory in the schools and colleges of Bengal; 
therefore, schools would actively support gym-
nastics, games, swimming, and other forms of 
exercise in the belief that it would improve the 
physical health of the students.46

	 In 1931, colonial administrators described 
the significance of sports and physical exercise 
in academic institutions by claiming, “Physical 
culture has long formed an important subject 
in the curriculum of every public and secondary 
school in the most advanced countries of the 
world, and in India, where the climate is so often 
detrimental to physical development, the need 
for measures to combat climatic effects and 
build up young instinct with health and energy 
is far more urgent and vital. Schools in India have 
paid little attention to physical culture.”47 Prior to 
the advent of colonialism, schools in Bengal did 
pay little attention to physical education.48 The 
Report of the Indian Education Commission of 
1882, headed by Wilson Hunter, first mentioned 
the importance of physical training in its recom-
mendations.49 The report proposed that instead 
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of conducting just military drills in the native 
schools and colleges, emphasis should rather 
be on those exercises that would help in the ex-
ertion of all the muscles of the body.50 A letter 
from the Government of Bengal in 1889 joined 
in the discussion by stating that since “Benga-
lis won’t go in for physical games, something 
in the way of the drill should be made compul-
sory.’’51 During the 1880s, British administrators 
recommended physical development through 
native games, gymnasiums, and so on.52

	 Reflecting the importance that colonial 
administration attached to the proliferation of 
sports and physical culture, the new post of 
“physical instructor” was instituted in schools 
and colleges in Bengal. In 1932, the Minister 
of Education of Bengal opened a new gov-
ernment training center to impart courses in 
Physical Education.53 In this regard, a report in 
The Times of India wrote, “To leave nothing to 
chance in developing a strong and healthy race 
of Bengalis is the object of the scheme of phys-
ical education that the government of Bengal 
intends to put in operation from the beginning 
of the next month.”54

	 Another report in the same periodical 
said similarly, “Educationists and those inter-
ested in the future of Indian youth have always 
expressed anxiety about the apathy towards 
sports and physical culture which characteriz-
es the Indian school boy and college youths . 
. . The deplorable effects of this one-sided de-
velopment upon the physique of the country’s 
manhood need not be emphasized . . . . Gov-
ernment and the Universities have realised this, 
and for some time efforts have been made to 
introduce a scheme which may develop the 
student’s body together with his mind.”55 With 
these steps, definite advances were made in 
the direction of inculcating awareness and in-
terest in physical culture.  
	 Schools in Bengal were frequently en-
couraged to arrange for annual medical exam-
inations of the students. The results of these 
examinations were forwarded to the parents 
and guardians. Masters of each class were re-
quested to maintain a health chart for each 
student which was appraised weekly by the 
headmaster. When students failed to achieve 
the required amount of exercise, their names 
were forwarded to physical instructors for fur-
ther consideration.56 On 22 February 1926, the 
Bengali Legislative Council passed a resolution 
making physical education compulsory for boys 
between the age of 12 and 18 in high schools. 
Complying with this resolution, a plan was laid 

down by the Director of Physical Instruction of 
Bengal. A curriculum was framed for primary 
schools where drill was made compulsory for all 
five classes with the following program: 

Class I - Marching, drill, simple movements and 
games.
Class II - Beginning of simple formal exercises 
and games.
Class III - Formal exercises, marching, drills and 
games.
Class IV - Formal drill exercises, complete syl-
labus of Dr. Gray’s drill book and several other 
games.
Class V - Revision of the syllabus of Class IV and 
Western games such as football.57

	 Since 1920 reports of the Students’ Wel-
fare Committee highlighted and classified the 
prevalence of physical defects and diseases 
among students. Thus, several recommenda-
tions were made concerning the development 
of physical training across schools: 

1. Provision of adequate recreational ground.
2. Introduction of drills, gymnastics and organ-
ised games–both Indian and European–under 
the guidance of qualified instructors in several 
schools of Bengal.
3. Provision and equipment of gymnasiums in 
educational institutions.
4. Encouraging school sports as well as annual 
events along with sanction of liberal grants for 
inter-school tournaments.
5. More systematic medical examination of 
school students and as funds would allow, the 
appointment of qualified medical inspecting 
staff. 58

	 Members of the Physical Education 
Committee also directed school authorities to 
ensure proper nutrition for their students. Stu-
dents were advised to bring tiffins (a light meal 
or snack) from home and eat them to be suf-
ficiently energized to undertake physical exer-
cise after school.59

	 The Ministry of Education under the 
Government of Bengal realized that it was not 
sufficient merely to lay down a compulsory cur-
riculum of physical education, but a meager 
amount of funds should be allocated to buy ap-
paratus for physical training.60  With the intro-
duction of several policies, it was realized that 
a fund was required for the smooth function-
ing of the sporting activities of the schools and 
colleges in Bengal. The government, on several 
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occasions, offered monetary assistance for ob-
taining gym apparatus for the school athletic 
clubs or gymnastics programs. For them the 
foundation of playgrounds and gymnasia were 
objects no less worthy of public beneficence.61 
At Dacca, the leading college in athletic mat-
ters, gymnastic apparatus was erected for 1,260 
rupees and was restored in 1881 for 804 rupees. 
The cricket and lawn tennis club received an 
annual government grant of 100 rupees and 
an admission fee of one rupee was charged to 
the students of the college and two rupees to 
outsiders. The Krishnagar College Cricket Club 
received 50 rupees from the government.62 The 
Presidency College’s gym apparatus was pur-
chased at a cost of 611 rupees, of which 500 was 
paid by Maharaja Holkar. The gym apparatus in 
the Hare School was acquired for 666 rupees, 
the cost being charged from the surplus funds 
of the school.63 The spread of physical education 
and sports was perceived by Bengali youths 
with considerable enthusiasm, and they started 
believing in the boons of physical exercises. 

Healthy Body, Healthy Nation: 
Adaptation of Physical Culture by the 
Bengali Youths

The amusements of numerous 
people that do not supply the 
British with a single sepoy (Colo-
nial soldier) cannot be expected 
to bear a military character. The 
god did not make him warlike. 
Possessed of lax nerves, of a fee-
ble body and of a timid soul, na-
ture has not meant him to han-
dle a gun, or wield a sword.64

	 Most of the Bengali intellectuals who 
were influenced by Western education sub-
scribed to the colonial notion of exercise as a 
preventive medicine. With the help of this med-
icine they tried to regenerate their lost vitality 
and aimed to decolonize their “effeminate” 
bodies. The Bengalis were convinced of their 
physical degeneration and tried to develop their 
physical strength through physical exercise 
along with other Western sports. They used the 
sports field as a place where they could chal-
lenge the British at their sports and the akha-
ras (gymnasiums) became a new space where 
they aimed to rejuvenate their “lost masculin-
ity” and strove to create a “new” and “healthy” 
Bengali community. The concern was that their 
personal “physical degeneration” would result 

in political degeneration. This perception, cou-
pled with the Western cultural emphasis on 
physical strength, urged the community to cre-
ate a strong, masculine Bengali race.
	 Grave concern over the degenerating 
health of the Bengali youth had reverberated 
time and again in contemporary writings in the 
early twentieth century. It was considered that 
“files and machines dictate our work; cinemas 
and theatres determine our leisure.” Therefore, 
young boys were advised to indulge in sports 
which were considered essential for healthy liv-
ing.65

	 Vernacular print media took up the 
responsibility of disseminating knowledge 
about the boons of physical exercise through 
their articles. Many contemporary journals, like 
Swastha Samachar, highlighted the impor-
tance of byam (physical exercise) or exercise. 
One such article mentioned that a person must 
exercise regularly to stay healthy. It also men-
tioned that the lack of exercise would ultimate-
ly make muscles and ligaments weak and that 
if somebody desires a healthy body, he should 
not compromise with his daily byam.66 Another 
issue stressed the role of exercise and games in 
a child’s life. It also warned the reader that some 
kinds of exercises were not beneficial for every-
body; an exercise benefiting a child may not be 
beneficial to an adult. Swimming and walking 
were beneficial to all, but unfortunately, the 
pressure of the school curriculum made it diffi-
cult for students to exercise which in turn took 
a toll on their health.67

	 Various contemporary articles ad-
vised Bengali youth to develop their physi-
cal strength. Writer Hemendra Kumar Roy in 
Bharati (a vernacular newspaper) lamented the 
fact that Bengali parents always tried to incul-
cate a feeling among their progeny that edu-
cation was the most significant component in 
living a materially fruitful life. Unfortunately, the 
parents failed to realize that physical develop-
ment through exercise is equally important. 
Roy further pointed out that the “weak and 
fragile” health of Bengali youth was considered 
deplorable. In his opinion, a casual visit to Col-
lege Street in Calcutta in the afternoon would 
reveal how the Bengali student community had 
become physically weak due to the burden of 
the university syllabus. This was alarming since 
they were the future of the nation. They had 
developed unhealthy habits and consequently 
lost proper digestive capacity. This accounted 
for the prevalence of diseases and premature 
deaths in Bengal. Roy believed that political 
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propaganda and the movement for Swaraj (in-
dependence) was a hollow struggle because 
even if the Bengalis earned independence, they 
would not be able to enjoy it. He further com-
mented that a good physique was of immense 
importance and in this sphere, Bengalis would 
have to bow down before the people of all in-
dependent nations. He claimed that Bengalis 
believed that the attainment of Swaraj would 
enable them to protect the nation, but unfortu-
nately, they were not even physically capable of 
protecting their own houses.68

	 An article in Sakha (a vernacular news-
paper) reiterated the necessity of exercise for 
becoming healthy. It advised Bengalis to un-
dertake regular exercise not only to keep fit 
and healthy, but also to become self-sufficient 
in coping with adverse situations.69 Education, 
which was considered an essential precondition 
for manhood, promoted the harmonious devel-
opment of the body and mind. The inclusion of 
physical education makes education holistic by 
the reasonable cultivation of all the forces and 
qualities of which a man is comprised. The mor-
al consequence of physical education was axi-
omatic, granting self-mastery, moral elegance, 
and equilibrium.70

	 Several challenges were voiced regard-
ing the development of the physical health of 
students. Advocates of the idea that school life 
had bad repercussions upon the normal pos-
ture of the body believed that all the studying 
hampered the proper flow of lymph and blood 
and the functioning of the systems. They ar-

gued that studious and sedentary habits re-
sult in some degree of contortion of the spine. 
This deformity of the spinal column would dis-
tort the spinal marrow, which is the source of 
the nerves, muddling the operation of other 
organs and leading to shortness of breath and 
palpitations of the heart, which were common 
in schools.71 It was  mentioned in contempo-
rary literature that the Bengali parents usually 
devoted their complete attention to the cog-
nitive development of their offspring, but they 
displayed no interest in their psychomotor de-

velopment which was important for their 
health. Being unaware of the influence of 
physique over mind, Bengali parents led 
their offspring to the impairment of health 
and fitness causing the breakdown of their 
health.72 Contemporary vernacular literature 
like Alaler Ghorer Dulal argued that as far 
as the children were concerned, it should be 
ensured that they study and play games si-
multaneously.73

	 Several devotees of physical exercise 
in Bengal shared their experience about 
the positive influence of exercises on their 
health. Nirmal Chandra Sarkar, a resident 
of Calcutta, started exercise under Balaram 
Shill in Vivekananda Byam Samiti. With the 
help of exercise, he succeeded in overcom-
ing his physical disabilities.74 Bodybuilder 
Balaram Babu had been afflicted by asthma 
and typhoid at a young age, which had tak-
en a toll on his health. However, he started 
working out and gradually gained strength 

and vitality.75 Another interesting example of a 
person who used exercise remedially was Aru-
na Bandopadhyay. She had been affected by 
pneumonia, typhoid, and several other diseases 
that had made her grow weak. After recovering 
from the disease, she started regular exercise 
and made considerable progress in regaining 
health and mobility.76

Bengali Women and Physical Fitness in 
Colonial Bengal
	 Bengali women, who in the nineteenth 
century preferred to confine themselves with-
in the zenana (the inner quarters of the house), 
were also advised to indulge in physical activ-
ities. However, they embraced exercise so that 
they became physically strong in the service of 
motherhood, since it was believed that only a 
strong mother could give birth to strong male 
progeny.
	 Nineteenth-century Bengal witnessed 
the emergence of a new form of patriarchy that 

In 1809, English soldier Thomas Broughton wrote admiringly of the In-
dian troops’ physical culture practices, concluding that not only were 
such exercises beneficial, but those undertaking them were extraordi-
narily athletic. The above sketch by Broughton illustrates such practic-
es. ‘Daily Exercise, Mahratta Camp,’ Thomas Duer Broughton, Letters 
Written in a Mahratta Camp During the Year 1809 (London, 1813), 218.
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molded the educated woman according to 
male preferences. This patriarchy required an 
educated wife who would fulfill their husband’s 
demands and organize their family’s domestic 
life. These women were also advised to take part 
in physical exercise. It was believed that physi-
cal exercise would make them strong and that 
their strength could mean their children would 
be stronger and healthier. Samita Sen believed 
that the infant mortality rate, together with the 
British notion that Bengalis were “effeminate” 
and unhealthy, made the Bengali nationalists 
emphasize the need of having an enlightened 
mother.77 Similarly, derogatory comments of 
British overlords concerning the lack of physi-
cal strength of the Bengalis convinced the na-
tionalists to take the culture of physical fitness 
seriously. The situation was so critical that it be-
came a national concern when the rising statis-
tics of infant and maternal mortality rates came 
to the forefront. After the corroboration of the 
Census of 1872 and 1881, the Dufferin Fund was 
established in 1885 to address the situation.78 
	 Patriarchal messages involving exercise 
as a means to eugenic supremacy were also re-
inforced in the Bengali newspapers. The mes-
sages were consistent and clear. Each child was 
a miracle of creation that needed to be handled 
gently. Bengali mothers needed to be schooled 
to make them aware of their responsibility as 
mothers.79 Thus, women should participate in 
physical exercise to secure a healthy and pros-
perous child. In an article published in the mag-
azine Cooch Behar Darpan, Jaitindra Bhusan 
Ghosh pointed out that strong women would 
become wives, then mothers. The health of the 
future citizens of the country depended on the 
physical health of the women; therefore, like 
their male counterparts, they should be allowed 
to do physical exercise.80 An article published in 
Bharatvarsha (a vernacular newspaper) repeat-
ed a similar sentiment that women who in-
tended to become mothers in the future should 
ensure their proper education and be taught 
the significance of physical fitness.81 Both of the 
authors advocated the participation of women 
in exercises like skipping and drill. Playing lathi, 
sword fighting, and swimming also provided en-
hancement of the women’s physical strength.82 
Dr. Ramesh Chandra Roy also advised women 
to be conscious of the fact that they were the 
procreators of the next generation, as well as 
the future of the nation. If weak mothers could 
not produce healthy generations, the Benga-
lis would consequently lag behind the people 
from other states.83 Sarojini Devi advised ev-

ery Indian girl to take part in sports to attain 
strength, bravery, independence, beauty and 
to bear physically healthy sons for the greater 
glory of the motherland.84 In her speech at the 
Mahila Vidyapith in Uttar Pradesh, Sushoma 
Devi, niece of Rabindranath Tagore—the 1913 
Nobel Prize winner in literature—emphasized 
the importance of physical training for every 
female child as the mother of the future race.85 
Sarala Devi Chaudhurani, the founder of Bharat 
Stri Mahamandal, introduced games with ba-
tons and swords among women, thereby en-
couraging physical culture among women.86 
However, in retrospect, it must be mentioned 
that the protectors of patriarchy, with their in-
clination towards future generations of healthy 
male children, actually paved the way for wom-
en’s emancipation. To fulfill their selfish desires 
to acquire educated wives with healthy wombs 
to bear their progeny, the Bengali males had 
to loosen their firm hold over the antarmahal 
(inner quarters of Bengali households) that al-
lowed women to step into the light and make 
themselves stronger, both physically and men-
tally. This would ultimately culminate in women 
getting a stronger foothold in the public realm 
to assert their rights and voice their opinions. 

Conclusion
	 Mark Harrison believes that it is beyond 
anyone’s capacity to give a comprehensive ac-
count of public health in British India in a sin-
gle volume.87 Corroborating his viewpoint, this 
article unearths an aspect of the British public 
health policy that remains outside the sphere of 

This drawing is believed to be from the latter part of the nine-
teenth century and was hand drawn. It depicts an akhara, or 
gymnasium, and shows two wrestlers training in the center, an-
other wrestler holding two clubs and, on the left, a man holding 
one club and a weight overhead. Artist unknown.  
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prior scholarly writing. It can be argued that ex-
ercise and physical culture were utilized by both 
the colonizers and colonized to stay healthy. It 
was used by both for the prevention of disease 
and to develop their immunity towards the ma-
licious diseases of the region. Initiatives of the 
British evoked a positive response from Bengali 
youth as they realized that physical fitness was 
important to remove the stigma of effemina-
cy and to reconstruct a healthy Bengali nation. 
Thus, in Bengal, the adoption of Western sport 
and physical culture by the Bengalis was inextri-
cably linked with the idea of colonial masculin-
ity. According to Jaya Chatterji, the Bhadraloks 
(Western-educated gentlefolks) of Bengal were 
experiencing a steady decline in self-esteem 
and confidence during the early twentieth cen-
tury owing to various factors. First, the decline 
of the zamindari system impeded the contin-
uation of existing economic heft. Second, the 
exclusion of Bengalis from the Congress high 
command exacerbated anxieties among the 
middle-class Bengalis.88 By now, internalizing 
the imperial discourse of physical determinism, 
the bhadraloks readily identified various per-
ceptions of physical deficiencies as the source 
of the sociopolitical crises that they were experi-
encing. Concepts of deterioration and degener-
ation served as powerful models explaining ev-
erything that was perceived as wrong with the 
Bengalis. As an author in The Statesman wrote, 
“We Bengalis are not today what we used to be. 
We are no longer in the forefront of things and 
I think a great deal of this is due to our physical 
deterioration.”89

	 Thus, the importance of physical exer-
cise and sports as preventive medicine was ac-
cepted both by the colonizers and colonized. 
But their means of usage were different. While 
the British administrators utilized exercise to 
develop their immunity to avert the diseases 
of the tropics, the colonized Bengalis aimed to 
practice exercise to create a physical fit Bengali 
jati (community).
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	 Thomas Inch was an influential British 
physical culturist and weightlifter in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. De-
scribed in 1920 in Health & Strength magazine 
as “the worthy figurehead of weightlifting,” Inch 
was highly regarded in that era for his strength 
and the role he played role in organizing and 
promoting weightlifting. In more recent years, 
Inch has been primarily remembered for the 
large, heavy dumbbells he owned that are of-
ten referred to as Inch’s “Unliftable” Dumbbells.1 
In this profile of the early pioneer we attempt to 
unpack some of the stories surrounding his life 
and lifting accomplishments in the hope that 
Inch’s true legacy can be better understood.  
	 Thomas Inch was born on 27 Decem-
ber 1881, in Scarborough, a small seaside town 
in the Northern part of Yorkshire. His interest in 
strength began at an early age. Reflecting on 
his life in physical culture, Inch declared that 
he began digging holes in his back yard “with 
the sole object of developing muscle” at eight 
years old. He was fascinated by the music hall 
strong men and read everything he could find 
on strength training. At the age of 12 he claimed 
he set himself a series of ambitious goals, in-
cluding becoming the strongest man in Britain 
and possessing 17-inch biceps.2
	 The goal-oriented 12-year-old acquired 
his first set of dumbbells that same year and 
began researching what he later described as 
“various important works on physical culture.”3 
One of these texts might well have been Pro-
fessor Josef Szalay’s mail-order strength train-
ing course. In 1912 Szalay, a former performing 
strongman who ran an important gym in Lon-
don, claimed that he gave Inch his first postal 
instructions for physical development while he 
was still living in Scarborough.4 Inch, like many 

commercially minded physical culturists, how-
ever, later claimed that he was entirely self-
taught and had “never had a lesson from any 
man.”5  
	 In an autobiographical article published 
in 1933, Inch wrote that by age 13 he had acquired 
a set of both 5-pound and 56-pound dumbbells; 
a set of Indian clubs; a chest expander; and that 
he trained in the attic of his family home until 
his mother couldn’t stand the noise anymore. 
He reputedly then took over a gymnasium in 
Scarborough even though he was only 15 years 
old.6 In a census report from 1901, when he was 
approximately 20 years old, he is listed as still 
living at home in Scarborough with his mother, 
Hannah, his younger brother, George, and sis-
ters, Blanche and Mabel. His profession is listed 
as “Physical Drill School Master,” and he is listed 
as self-employed.7 How successful his gym was 
at the early time in his life is not known as no 
records of his various businesses survive.8
	 Inch apparently began competing in lift-
ing contests at age 16. In 1897, he won the first 
contest he entered, a strand-pulling (chest-ex-
pander) contest in Bradford, England. Author 
Gilbert Odd, in a retrospective piece on Inch 
published in Health & Strength in 1960, claimed 
Inch performed feats of strength at a circus in 
Scarborough when he was 17, and by age 19 
was known as “The World’s Strongest Youth.”9 

W.J. Lowry, the renowned chronicler of the early 
days of British lifting, explained in a 1960 article 
that because there were no official weightlifting 
organizations at this time, it was common for 
both amateur and professional lifters to claim 
records and make up titles for themselves.10
	 As “The World’s Strongest Youth” Inch 
held some impressive records. He was report-
ed to have raised two 56-pound weights above 
his head with one hand, supposedly jumped 
over a chair while holding 120 pounds (proba-
bly two 60-pound dumbbells) in his hands, and 
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he could perform a right-handed bent press of 
204 pounds. He also worked hard on his grip 
and began to be recognized for his unusual 
hand strength.11 Whether Inch really deserved 
the “World’s Strongest Youth” title, however, re-
mains a question. 
	 Not content with being just Scarbor-
ough’s strongest man, Inch decided to move to 
London, the epicenter of late nineteenth cen-
tury weightlifting, to pursue his dream of be-
ing known as Britain’s Strongest Man. In a 1912 
article in Health & Strength, Inch reported that 
he first visited the capital city in 1899 when he 
was 18 years old. He gravitated to Professor Sza-
lay’s gymnasium where he was introduced to 
plate-loading barbells for the first time.12 Szalay 
was an important figure in Britain’s fledgling 
Iron Game and was an influential coach, per-
former, and gym owner in the fin de ciecle era. 
A 1912 newspaper article, in fact, described Sza-
lay (not Sandow) as “The Pioneer of Weightlift-
ing.”13

	 Whether he visited the offices of Health 
& Strength magazine on that trip is not known, 
but shortly after he returned to Scarborough, 
he published his first article in the magazine. “A 
Lecture on Physical Culture,” appeared in De-
cember 1900 and it detailed his recovery from 
scarlet fever through physical culture.14 The 
sickly youth who rebuilt his health by lifting was 
a much-used trope in the early days of physi-
cal culture. Sandow and Macfadden both told 
comparable stories. 
	 Wishing to view himself as a writer and 
expert, Inch moved permanently to London in 
1902 and began selling a physical culture train-
ing course through the postal service. It appears 
that Inch was also performing in stage shows 
at this time, since he was ordered by the courts 
to pay a debt of 37 shillings for the printing of 
stage programs in 1902. Inch fought the charge, 
claiming he was still legally a minor and could 
not be prosecuted, but the court found against 
him.15 Shortly afterwards, in 1903, he began ap-
pearing in advertisements for products such as 
Grape Nuts cereal, a sign of his rising popular-
ity.16 That same year he opened an office at 60 
Bishop’s Road, Fulham, and began selling his 
own shot-loading barbells and dumbbells.17 Al-
though he was still in his early twenties, and had 
yet to win a major amateur contest, let alone a 
professional one, Inch’s self-confidence was un-
wavering and, according to Health & Strength 
author Lowry, the launch of Inch’s physical cul-
ture business went well and soon had a big im-
pact on the Iron Game in Britain.18 

	 A large part of that impact came from 
Inch’s advocacy of heavy weight training. In 
his first book, Scientific Weight-lifting, released 
in 1905, Inch laid out his belief in the positive 
benefits of lifting heavy weights. The book was 
viewed as “unusual” and yet “authoritative” for 
its emphasis on heavy weights.19 While physi-
cal culturists such as Eugen Sandow had pub-
lished manuals on exercise, Sandow, and most 
other early physical culture authors, took the 
safe course of recommending light dumbbells 
and calisthenics to their readers. The heavy-lift-
ing craze, inspired by George Barker Windship 
of mid-nineteenth century America, had not 
yet fully migrated to the United Kingdom, and 
so Inch’s advice in Scientific Weight-lifting sig-
naled a paradigm shift as it is one of the first 
descriptions of heavy weight training practic-
es published in Britain.20 In the years ahead, 
Inch would publish several other books. The 

Thomas Inch claimed that he decided to become The Strongest 
Man in Britain when he was just 12 years old. By the time this 
photograph was taken, at age 17, he had made considerable 
progress toward that goal and had won a strand-pulling contest 
at age 16 and had begun performing feats of strength in a cir-
cus in his hometown of Scarborough, England. On the back of 
this cabinet card someone has written, “Thomas Inch aged 17 – 
when he claimed the world’s junior championship.” As noted by 
the authors, “it was common for both amateur and professional 
lifters to claim records and make up titles for themselves.” They 
found no evidence of a “world junior championships” in weight-
lifting, but clearly Inch is already a strong man. 

Britain’s Thomas Inch
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Art and Science of Lifting was released in 1910; 
Inch on Fitness existed by 1923; Thomas Inch on 
Strength appeared in 1932, and Developing the 
Grip and Forearm was released in 1955 in which 
he talks specifically about the Inch Challenge 
Dumbbell and how he trained to lift it.
	 Inch also helped shift the paradigm for 
lifting in Britain by his early sale of plate-loading 
barbells. As historian Jan Todd explained in her 
article on the history of barbells and dumbbells, 
the use of spherical plates on the end of bar-
bells was relatively rare in the late-nineteenth 
century. Most barbells had globes of either solid 
iron or they were made hollow so they could be 
filled with lead or sand. However, in Germany, 
in the 1880s, there were at least two compa-
nies selling globe barbells that could be load-
ed with discs inside the spheres.21 In Britain and 
America, the use of plate-loading barbells was 
not well known until the early twentieth centu-
ry when Alan Calvert founded the Milo Barbell 
Company and manufactured a plate-loading 
barbell/dumbbell combination he called the 
Milo Triplex in 1908.22 Inch also began selling 
a plate-loading barbell in approximately 1908, 
and wrote in 1933 that “I suppose I may take a 
little credit to myself for popularising the disc 
bell, as I stocked them and supplied them well 
over a quarter of a century ago.”23 Who manu-
factured the barbells and dumbbells he sold is 
not known, but their sale became a major part 
of his income stream. This was especially true 
after 1909 when he began advertising that bar-
bells and dumbbells could be purchased on 
the instalment plan. While instalment plans 
were not unknown during this period, they 
were certainly not the norm, and Inch’s adop-
tion of selling on credit is another indication 

of his entrepreneurial spirit.24 Inch even adver-
tised in September of 1908 that he would give 
a set of free disc barbells (worth 30 shillings) to 
those who signed up for his “Advanced System” 
mail order course. In that same ad in Health & 
Strength he claimed to have 15,000 students.25

After Inch moved to London in 1902 he began to build his business empire. The first step was to claim to be a “professor” as countless 
other physical culturists did, after which he began selling mail order courses and, eventually, barbells and dumbbells. This image is 
from the top of an Inch training course poster, circa 1905. 

By 1908, Inch was selling plate loading barbells as well as train-
ing courses. In the hope that he’d sell more courses, he gave 
away free barbell sets to those students who signed up for his 
advanced course.  It was a bold move but didn’t work financially. 
He ended up moving back home for a time to recover, before 
returning to London during the war years.  
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The Professional Strongman
	 As part of his plan to sell courses and 
equipment, it was important for Inch to be seen 
as a champion of some sort and so his early 
years in London were filled with heavy training, 
exhibitions, and contests as he worked toward 
being known as Britain’s Strongest Man. To 
launch his campaign, Inch placed a challenge 
in The Sporting Life, a newspaper that ran clas-
sified advertisements in which strongmen, box-
ers, wrestlers and other professional athletes 
set up matches by public challenges in the pag-
es of the paper. In his notice, Inch declared he 
would meet “any man in the world for the Mid-
dle-Weight Lifting Championship,” and offered 
a prize of £100 to the winner–the equivalent 
of $3000 today. Inch hoped that his challenge 
would allow him to compete against Leon 
See, the French 12-stone (168-pound) champi-
on, who in 1904 had won the British Amateur 
Championship for his weight class.26 However, 
See did not rise to the bait. Lowry speculated 
that it may have been because Inch wanted to 
use the bent press as one of the six challenge 
lifts. The reason for these negotiations was that 
lifting competitions in this era were not run by 
national governing bodies that had set rules 
and lists of lifts. In early professional challenge 
matches, both athletes submitted lifts they 
wanted to include in the contest, they then 
negotiated terms, and generally were able to 
agree on a set of lifts that was unique to each 
engagement. The bent press inclusion may well 
have influenced See’s unwillingness to meet 
with Inch, as the lift was not common in France 
and the rest of Europe.27

	 Having published the challenge, howev-
er, it was still “out there” and on 20 April 1907, 
Inch competed against a little-known lifter 
named Bill Caswell at the German Gymnasium 
in St. Pancras, London. The contest consisted 
of six lifts; Inch won them all for a total of 1211.5 
pounds to Caswell’s 829 pounds. On closer in-
spection, however, Inch’s claim that his win 
made him Britain’s Strongest Man was a hol-
low victory. Caswell was suffering from an injury 
and only managed to perform four of the lifts. 
Caswell was also a decade Inch’s senior and six 
inches shorter than the 5”10” Scarborough Her-
cules.28

	 As Inch continued training, he outgrew 
the middle-weight division. In July 1908 he an-
nounced the results of a wager in which he set 
out to prove that a fully developed man could 
still “mould his body . . . [and] reduce or increase 
his weight and measurement at will.”29 From 

November 1907 to July 1908, Inch improved his 
expanded chest size from 46½ to 50 inches 
while his biceps swelled from 16½ to 18 inches. 
He credited his transformation to a diet of por-
ridge, brown bread, and mutton chops, and a 
varied training regime which alternated days 
of light dumbbell training with heavy weights, 
mixed with days of cardiovascular work such as 
walking, cycling, and boxing.30 Inch was aware 
of the efficacy of light dumbbell work for mus-
cular endurance, but he also believed it was not 
useful for building real muscle. As Inch put it, 
“such muscle will not have strength in propor-
tion to its size unless heavier work is also tried.”31

	 While Inch was bulking up, Max Sick, the 
German weightlifter, had set his sights on Inch’s 
middle-weight title and challenged Inch to a 
contest in 1909. Inch weighed in at 186 pounds 
(13 stone, 4 pounds) that October, far above the 
161 pounds (11 stone, 7 pounds) weight limit. The 
two men haggled over the details of the contest 
in the pages of Health & Strength. Inch asked 

Thomas Inch also appeared as a professional strongman and 
at times would demonstrate his strength by lifting unusual 
things—such as this man and bicycle.  While an impressive feat 
of strength, the man in the photo is fellow weightlifter W.L. Car-
quest who weighed normally under 130 pounds.  As the bicycle 
probably weighed no more than 35 pounds, the total weight lift-
ed was probably around 160 pounds. 

Britain’s Thomas Inch
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Sick to allow him a period of several weeks to 
diet down and practice his lifts at a reduced 
weight. Sick was adamant that the competi-
tion should take place in two weeks—despite 
Inch’s offer to pay him four weeks’ expenses if 
he would postpone the contest.32 By November, 
Inch had decreased his weight to 181 pounds (12 
stone, 13 pounds) in anticipation of a competi-
tion that never took place. Inch began to realize 
that he would lose too much strength with the 
weight loss and so bowed out. Having outgrown 
this classification, Inch set his sights instead on 
winning Britain’s heavyweight title. 
	 Inch announced his intention to be de-
clared “Britain’s Strongest Man” in the January 
1910 edition of Health & Strength magazine.33 
The competition for the title took place on 10 
June of the same year between Inch, Thomas 
Cressey, and another lifter known only as Tevi-
otdale. Unbeknownst to his competition, Inch 
was secretly struggling with an injury that 
happened during a snatch lift ten days before. 
Health & Strength magazine noted that Inch 
was not in top form as he failed at many of 
his lifts and even had one lift disqualified. De-
spite this, he still managed to outlift his com-
petition and received a standing ovation for his 
230.8-pound “one-handed-anyhow.”34 Inch’s 
other winning lifts were listed as an impressive 
213.14-pound one-hand clean; and a 250-pound 
two-hands clean.35 The author of the Health & 
Strength report was rhapsodic in his praise of 
Inch, writing “his development is remarkable . 
. . it has been acquired by persistent scientific 
endeavour . . . Before the contest he was beyond 
question the most scientific lifter in the land; he 
is now the champion lifter of the land, thereby 
eloquently vindicating the controlling power of 
science over sheer brute force.”36

	 This competition was important not just 
for Inch, but for the future of British weight-
lifting as well. Reporting for Health & Strength 
magazine, an enthusiastic writer declared, 
“[Inch] has brought weight-lifting into the fore-
front . . . and laid the foundation of an organisa-
tion that is destined to place this sport of strong 
men upon a firm foundation.”37 As Boucher and 
Heffernan document in their 2023 article titled, 
“A Great Weight Lifted: The History of the Brit-
ish Amateur Weight-lifting Association,” the 
June 1910 contest played a significant role in 
the formation of the British Weightlifting As-
sociation—the first organization in Britain set 
up to regulate both amateur and professional 
weightlifting.38 According to Boucher and Hef-
fernan, 

	 The contest came about 
when weight-lifter and strong-
man performer Thomas Inch is-
sued a challenge to determine 
the British Heavy-Weight Cham-
pion. Health and Strength eager-
ly reported the dawn of a new age 
for British weight-lifting, claim-
ing that the “immediate result of 
the great tournament” must be 
the “exaltation” of weight-lifting 
to its “proper place among our 
British sports.” . . . After the initial 
meeting in October 1910, BAWLA 
decided that there would be two 
BAWLA branches–one governing 
professional and one amateur 
athletes. The amateur versus pro-
fessional split was not, of course, 
uncommon in British sport and 
could be found everywhere from 
football to lawn tennis. What dis-

Thomas Inch published a number of training courses and several 
longer books. Among the most popular, however, was The Art 
and Science of Lifting published in England in 1900. 
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tinguished British weight-lifting 
was that it was, largely, free of 
class connotations. The amateur 
weight-lifter was not praised for 
their “love of the game” in the 
way that the amateur footballer 
was. The bifurcation between 
amateur and professional had far 
more to do with the chicanery 
and showbiz often associated 
with professional strongmen. . . . 
The separation between amateur 
and pro-fessional was a shrewd 
move by BAWLA to help legiti-
mize amateur weight-lifting–free 
from the music hall–with popular 
strongmen.39

	 Inch became a central figure in the de-
velopment of BAWLA. He served as treasurer 
for the professional branch and was reported-
ly generous with both his time and money. He 
often announced at amateur contests and do-
nated certificates, trophies, and medals to meet 
promoters.40 He also helped establish the rules 
governing competition lifts and he personal-
ly believed that the one-handed barbell clean; 
the two-handed barbell 
clean; the one-handed 
barbell anyhow; and the 
two-handed anyhow, 
should be the lifts used 
in contests. He described 
this set of exercises as 
a fair test of strength, 
equally suited to the 
“scientific lifter” and the 
strongman.41 
	 Inch held the 
heavyweight title for 
only a year before be-
ing defeated in 1911. De-
spite bulking up to an 
impressive 16 stone (225 
pounds) and measuring 
53” around the chest, Inch 
was outlifted by his small-
er, former pupil, Edward 
Aston. This contest was 
held at the International 
Athletic School on Totten-
ham Court Road, London. 
On the six lifts done in 
this contest, Inch totaled 
1167 pounds for his lifts, 
while Aston managed an 

impressive 1215 pounds.42 Audience members 
travelled from far and wide, including Max Sick 
and the famous Arthur Saxon to watch the two 
men battle.43 While Inch was defeated, he still 
made history at that contest by becoming the 
first British man to exceed 300 pounds in an 
overhead lift.44

	 While Inch never reclaimed his heavy-
weight title—a crown held by Aston for the next 
thirty-four years—Inch did continue compet-
ing and setting records well into his later years. 
In 1912, at age 29, he broke Eugen Sandow’s 
long-standing record of 269 pounds in the Bent 
Press by lifting 271.5 pounds.45 One admirer re-
ported that while preparing for the challenge, 
Inch warmed up with a 246-pound barbell and 
then proceeded to juggle a 301-pound barbell 
from one hand to the other as if it were “nothing 
more than a mere walking stick.”46 According 
to strength historian David Willoughby, Inch’s 
professional records also include a 304.5 pound 
Right-Hand Press from Shoulder made in 1913 
and the Two-Hand Anyhow with 356.5 pounds 
made in 1915. He also did a Right-Hand Military 
Press with 112 pounds and a Side Press (a form 
of bent press performed with straight legs) of 
201 pounds.47 

Thomas Inch (in Homburg hat) was good friends with Arthur Saxon and his brothers, Hermann 
on the far left, and Kurt on the far right. Although the Saxons were born in Germany, Arthur 
married an English woman and made Britain his home base until World War I forced him to 
return to Germany. Inch met the Saxon Brothers shortly after he arrived in London and he and 
Arthur became good friends. They even trained together and Inch claimed later in his life that 
he had learned how to bent press from Arthur and how to jerk and press by watching Hermann 
and Kurt.   

Britain’s Thomas Inch



46 Volume 17 Number 2

Iron Game History

A Heavy Weight Business
	 As was the case with other physical cul-
ture entrepreneurs in this era, Inch’s mail-or-
der business—even though he claimed to have 
thousands of students—did not allow Inch to 
become a financial success. In 1913, Inch left Lon-
don and returned to Scarborough for a time—
the move he told a reporter was because of his 
wife’s anxiety to return home, but may have also 
been driven by financial concerns. Where he 
had once been proprietor of a booming post-
al training business that employed as many as 
50 clerks, he filed for bankruptcy in 1915. Inch 
told a reporter who covered his appearance in 
court that his financial problems were caused 
by the war and his loss of pupils.48 In America, 
Alan Calvert faced similar economic challeng-
es during World War I because of shortages of 
iron and paper and the widespread economic 
depression on both sides of the Atlantic.49 
	 At some point during the War, Inch re-
turned to London and began working as a 
therapist in Fulham Hospital. There he treated 
wounded soldiers with remedial exercises, mas-

sage, and bone manipulation in a rudimentary 
form of physical therapy.50 He apparently had 
especially good luck working with “shell-shock” 
patients. An article in Health & Strength called 
him a “Health Hero” and explained that doc-
tors at the hospital “used to hand Mr. Inch shell 
shock cases to deal with, and always with the 
happiest results.”51 
	 After the War, Inch stayed in London 
and began rebuilding his business. He was dis-
cussed in such non-lifting business magazines 
as Method, Smith Premier Magazine, and Ad-
vertising World where he was described as an 
innovative and remarkable businessman. One 
even lauded him for his color-schemed filing 
system that was “up to date, novel and instruc-
tive.”52 With Sandow’s reign as Britain’s lead-
ing physical culture expert in decline after the 
war, Inch was increasingly regarded as “En-
gland’s authority on physical culture.”53  By the 
mid-twenties his business encompassed such 
diverse fields as health care, the training of prize 
athletes, the selling of exercise equipment, 
and the selling of his books and his mail-order 
courses, although he reframed some of the 
courses that formerly had advocated heavy lift-
ing for those seeking less muscular goals.54 He 
also continued to train famous professional ath-
letes such as W.L. Carquest, the lightweight lift-
ing champion; Gunner Moir, a boxer who lasted 
ten rounds against Tommy Burns; champion 
boxer Bombardier Wells; and the 1908 Olympic 
champion in wrestling, George de Relwyskow, 
the son of Russian immigrants who also had a 
distinguished military career in the British ar-
my.55 
	 Inch also returned to professional 
weightlifting after the war.56 In 1919 he beat his 
own world record of 163.5 pounds on the “arm 
push” with an excellent 190-pound lift.57 In 1947, 
at the age of 66, Inch set a record on a hand-
grip machine to claim a new world record of 556 
pounds.58 In 1949, at the age of 68, he set anoth-
er record on the machine with a phenomenal 
560 pounds.59 Sadly, there is no information giv-
en in the articles on the mechanics of the hand-
grip machine. 
	 The feats of grip-strength Inch is best re-
membered for, however, are the lifts he made 
using what were called at various times Inch’s 
“Unliftable” or “Challenge” dumbbells. Inch 
owned three dumbbells of different weights al-
though they all looked remarkably similar. The 
first was manufactured before Inch left his na-
tive Scarborough for London around 1899. He 
had commissioned his local foundry to man-

In his early ears in London Inch, like other physical culture entre-
preneurs, struggled to make ends meet. He spent a great deal on 
advertising his courses and as can be seen in this advertisement 
he wanted people to know that he was on the cutting edge of 
strength knowledge.
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ufacture a weight for him, but when he went 
to pick it up, he found the weight considerably 
heavier and thicker than anticipated. Accord-
ing to historian David Willoughby, “ . . . it was 
a heavy, unwieldy, cast-iron dumbbell having 
a short and thick handle.” When he first got it, 
Inch could not lift this bell off the ground with 
one hand but began practicing with it virtually 
every day until he could do so. After he discov-
ered that none of the men that he knew could 
lift the bell, “he offered increasingly higher 
amounts, up finally to £200 (then nearly $1000) 
to anyone who could do so.” According to Wil-
loughby, “For over 50 years, it would seem, no 
one appeared who could lift Inch’s ‘Challenge 
Dumbbell.’”60  
	 During those long years, the measure-
ments of the dumbbell were never disclosed 
by Inch, and it was never seen in public where 
others could try it. However, before his death he 
sold the dumbbell to Reg Park’s Barbell Compa-
ny, and they brought it to a weightlifting “sport 
revue” in Aberdeen, Scotland, organized by Da-
vid Webster, who was good friends with Park. 

There the bell was fully weighed and measured. 
It was 172 pounds in weight and 20 inches long. 
The diameter of the globes was 8.5 inches and 
the handle was 2.47 inches in diameter (almost 
the same size as a modern soda can.) But the 
most important measurement, Willoughby 
explained as to why the dumbbell was so dif-
ficult to lift, was that the length of the handle 
between the globes was only four inches. The 
significance of this, Willoughby wrote was that 
the four-inch handle would “stop any really 
large-handed lifter from picking up the bell, 
since anyone having a hand much wider than 
4.5 inches could not get his fingers to fully en-
circle the handle.” This, Willoughby continued, 
could explain why both of the strongest men 
living in Britain in the early twentieth century, 
Arthur Saxon, and Edward Aston, failed to lift it; 
both were known for having enormous hands. 
Clearly not impressed with Inch’s stance on all 
this, Willoughby then added, “The idea that 
Arthur Saxon’s gripping strength is inferior to 
Inch’s is unthinkable.”61 
	 In the long passage in The Super Ath-
letes about the Inch Dumbbell, Willoughby al-
most gleefully notes that at the Aberdeen Sport 
Review on 26 October 1956, when the dumbbell 
was first openly available for public trials, three 
men succeeded in lifting the Inch “unliftable” 
dumbbell.62 Inch also had a second dumbbell 
made that looked like the original and had 
the same thick, four-inch handle, however it 
weighed only 153 pounds. There was an even 
lighter one weighing 130 pounds, but it natu-
rally appeared smaller.63 Willoughby and oth-
ers questioned whether some of Inch’s famous 
lifts were made with the lighter dumbbell.64  In 
our modern era, replicas of the big dumbbell 
have been made and sold and the lifting of the 
dumbbell is no longer regarded as impossible.
	 Sadly, Inch’s legacy as a strongman has 
been riddled by concerns that he exaggerated 
claims and at times used weights that were 
not as heavy as announced. For historians such 
matters are nearly impossible to judge, espe-
cially when more than a century has passed. We 
cannot re-weigh the plates, photos were then 
quite rare, and lifting was not usually covered in 
the daily newspapers that are now digitized in 
growing on-line archives. 
	 However, in Inch’s case, he left behind 
two fascinating sources that suggest he was 
not above chicanery. The first is an early, silent 
newsreel, made in 1915, titled The Light Lady 
Heavyweight.65 It opens with Inch on a stage 
with three kettlebells surrounding him. He is in a 

Inch developed a fine, muscular physique and did not hesitate 
to display it.  Photographing the body was an important part of 
being a showman and Inch had dozens of cabinet cards made 
over the years.  This card reads at the bottom, “T. Inch, World’s 
Middle Weight Champion Lifter. Poole & Co. Putney.”

Britain’s Thomas Inch
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singlet and looks big and strong, but his body is 
not as lean and impressively built as those of his 
contemporaries Sandow and Hackenschmidt. 
He hits a single, and then a double biceps 
pose—but it is unlikely that any maidens in the 
audience swooned at this muscular display. The 
film then shifts and there are six men on stage 
with him and they are purportedly attempting 
to pull a giant spring expander. On each side, 
one man holds the expander’s handle, the man 
behind him holds that man by the waist, and 
the third man holds the waist of the second 
man in an awkward tug-of-war. With their dress 
shoes slipping on the stage, they fail to extend 
the springs and the screen becomes cloudy be-
fore, almost like magic, we see Inch, hold-
ing the springs behind his head with his 
arms already fully extended. In his hands, 
along with the expander’s handles are 
kettlebells of unknown weight. The men 
are gone from the stage in this scene and 
two small women stand behind him. Then, 
with his arms outstretched, the two wom-
en jump up, grab around his arms, and 
lift their feet from the ground. The scene 
ends and a black slide appears proclaim-
ing, “The human barbell—two lively ladies 
and a ring weight—total 340 pounds!” The 
expander is not mentioned—nor is the 
other kettlebell. (Minor details, of course.) 
Inch does nothing in this part of the film 
except to stand with this “great weight.” 
	 The next segment shows him lift-
ing the same small women in a Sitz appa-
ratus in which the women sit on webbing 
seats attached to the end of the barbell. 

Inch cleans the bar to his chest and pushes it 
overhead with a mighty jerk. He then walks to-
ward a kettlebell on the floor while holding the 
women and bar overhead. Then, cautiously, he 
slides one hand toward the middle so he can 
free his other hand to reach down and pick 
up the kettlebell. It is an impressive feat, and 
he is able to stand back up and with his left 
hand presses the kettlebell to arm’s length four 
times. Without the kettlebell, we can only guess 
at the weight that he is holding overhead, but 
it is probably about 250 pounds, at most. Two 
male spotters then grab the women and assist 
them to the floor, as Inch falls forward as if he is 
collapsing from exhaustion as the scene ends. 
	 The third and final segment of the 
film involves Inch’s attempts to lift the female 
vaudeville star known as “Resista.”66 Resista, we 
learn from the black slide that then appears 
in the movie, weighs only seven stones (98 
pounds) and she should be light as a feather for 
a strongman like Inch. However, Resista’s stage 
claim is that she can “alter her weight at will,” 
so can only be lifted if she wants. Inch begins 
by taking her at the waist and easily lifting her 
over his head. The movie then explains that on 
the next attempt she will change her weight to 
14 stones (196 pounds) and when he tries to lift 
her this time, Inch appears to struggle until he 
finally lifts her fully overhead again. As the mov-
ie continues, she then “changes her weight” to 
28 stones (392 pounds) and he can only lift her 
to the height of his head. He barely manages to 
lift her off the ground when she has magically 
become 35 stones (490 pounds), and for the fi-

The second part of The Light Lady Heavyweight showed Inch attempting 
to lift the “unliftable” woman who claimed that, through mind control, 
she would weigh over 400 pounds. Even with this cheesy grimace, Inch 
was not believable, as the movie shows him unable to lift the woman.

In 1915, Inch participated in a short film made by the British 
Pathé company called The Light Lady Heavyweight. The film 
opened with some standard lifting stunts such as this showy lift 
involving two women, a barbell, and a kettlebell.  
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nale, and despite Inch’s “great effort” made evi-
dent by the closeups of his face, he is unable to 
lift her as she has now made herself weight 40 
stones (560 pounds)! The film, and Inch’s partic-
ipation in it, is a farce on any number of levels, 
and it is hard to understand how the film would 
have helped Inch’s reputation as he does not 
emerge victorious. In fact, the last slide in the 
film suggests that we must question who is re-
ally the weaker sex.67 
	 Unlike the silent film of 1915, Inch by 
Inch! made by the British Pathé Company in 
1939, has sound and so we hear Inch prevar-
icate in his own voice regarding the weights 
he is lifting. “Allow me to present the famous 
Inch Challenge Dumbbell,” the 58-year-old 
Inch says to open the film, although the dumb-
bell on the floor in front of him is a large globe 
weight with protruding caps on the ends. It is 
not the 172-pound Inch Challenge dumbbell. 
“Over a period of forty years,” Inch continues, 
“the bell has never been raised an inch from off 
the ground by any strongman, although thou-
sands have tried.” World’s Strongest Man Arthur 
Saxon, he says in his narration, “tried for fifteen 
years, off and on,” and never succeeded. Mau-
rice Deriaz, he adds, “came all the way from 
Paris to try it.” Lionel Strongfort, 
whom he calls the Champion of 
Denmark, and even the great 
wrestler Ivan Poddubny of Rus-
sia, he explains, could never even 
break it from the floor. They were 
all “defeated” he tells the camera 
by the Inch Challenge Dumbbell. 
	 After this introduction, 
two purported strongmen in 
street clothes attempt to lift the 
large globe weight, and although 
they appear to strain, the dumb-
bell does not move. Next a news-
paperman comes out to verify 
the truthfulness of the dumbbell, 
takes a carpenter’s hammer, and 
taps on each globe to “prove” 
that it is made of “genuine iron.” 
We can concur that it is at least 
metal.
	 Looking straight into the 
camera, Inch then explains that 
he will next attempt to lift the 
dumbbell overhead with one 
hand and then reach down and 
grab a second dumbbell so that 
together the weight he will be 
lifting overhead is 276 pounds, 

which beats “the record held by the late Eugen 
Sandow.” He then reaches to the floor, swings 
the big dumbbell easily with one hand to his 
shoulder area, adjusts it higher, and then al-
most bent presses it overhead to arm’s length. 
He then reaches down to bring the second 
dumbbell up, which is also unusual looking 
since you cannot see all the plates because of 
a shell that covers part of the area where plates 
would normally sit. He pulls this dumbbell from 
the floor to his knee, kicks it upward with his 
knee, and then easily presses it overhead as 
well. The announcer proclaims the lift “A Mag-
nificent feat—and a World’s Record” and the 
film closes.68 But, of course it is not a magnif-
icent feat or a world record. It is a fake record; 
this is not the Inch Challenge Dumbbell that 
he is lifting.69 It is also not the most weight put 
overhead in a “two hands anyhow.” Arthur Sax-
on officially lifted 445.33 pounds in Leipzig on 
3 November 1905 and it remains the official re-
cord to this day.70 Inch’s participation in the film 
and the false statements he gives voice to make 
us wonder (as we often do, actually) whether as 
strength historians we can ever really know the 
truth. How many other lifts that he claimed in 
these early times might have also been fake? 

In 1939, Inch again stepped before the cameras to make a film showcasing his ability 
to lift the dumbbell that came to be known as “The Inch.” Again, however, the public 
is being tricked. The dumbbell used in the film was not “the” Inch dumbbell as the 
real Inch is a brutish thing cast as a single piece of iron and has no silver caps on the 
end. Sadly, Inch even states in the film that the dumbbell he’s pressing in this photo 
is “the” Inch dumbbell. 

Britain’s Thomas Inch
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Concluding Thoughts
	 Thomas Inch died in 1963 at age 81. He 
and his wife, Annie, were then living in Cobham, 
a village in Surrey, on the outskirts of London. 
Mrs. Inch, like Sandow’s wife, was apparent-
ly not happy with her husband at the time of 
his death.71 Annie destroyed all of Inch’s profes-
sional effects and papers and would not even 
let an obituary be published about him. Little is 
known of Inch’s marriage, although they were 
married in Scarborough before he first moved 
to London, and she was a year older than he 
was. They had one daughter. In census records 
Annie is described as an “unpaid domestic,” 
which probably suggests she was a “housewife,” 
but she does not seem to have participated in 
his work.72 Inch praised her in an article for her 
“care, cooking and company, [without which] 
the name of Inch might never have been so well 
known,” but she is not frequently mentioned 
in his articles.73 Although not a full obituary, a 
death notice did appear in the Surrey Advertis-
er, titled “Death of Champion Weightlifter.” The 
article contains scant information except to say 
that Inch died suddenly on 12 December 1963. 
He had been living in Cobham for some years 
and he had “conducted courses in weight lift-
ing and physical culture for local teenagers and 
others with great success.”74 His funeral was 
held in Putney, England. 
	 While Inch’s contributions to the evolu-
tion of weightlifting (beyond his owning of the 
Challenge Dumbbell) may not be well known 
in our modern era, he was certainly an import-
ant figure during his time. W.J. Lowry credits 
the growth and legitimization of weightlifting 
as a sport in the United Kingdom principal-
ly to Thomas Inch. And, unlike other strong-
men-turned-physical-culture-entrepreneurs 
before him in the British Isles, Inch always advo-
cated the use of heavy dumbbells and barbells. 
Eugen Sandow had popularized training, but he 
urged the use of only light dumbbells. Bernarr 
Macfadden was never a heavy weight fan, and 
Charles Atlas, in America, promoted “Dynamic 
Tension” an exercise system that required no 
equipment.75 Inch, however, “throughout his 
long and successful career . . . stuck loyally to 
the use of weights for all purposes.” He should 
also, and rightfully, be credited with the popu-
larization of the disc-loading barbell in the Unit-
ed Kingdom.76 It is no understatement to say 
that without Thomas Inch, the sport of weight-
lifting might not have gained so much prom-
inence and esteem in the United Kingdom as 
it did during the years when he was one of its 

most important figureheads. 
	 Separating the man who so clearly 
helped birth British lifting from the man who 
exaggerated his personal lifts and disparaged 
contemporaries such as Arthur Saxon, howev-
er, will require further excavation. The volume 
of coverage he received in the leading physical 
culture magazine, Health & Strength, is clearly 
evidence that Inch “mattered,” and deserves to 
be remembered as part of the arcana of phys-
ical culture. We use “arcana” purposefully here 
as much of lifting history is both myth and fact. 
Inch’s life, if we discovered anything of signifi-
cance in the writing of this profile is precisely 
that. His is a mythic history that has been retold 
by others, and like myths the central truths are 
already somewhat obscured by time and the 
oral tradition. However, thinking about his sto-
ry and how he will be remembered is yet more 
proof of why physical culture scholarship mat-
ters, and why we should interrogate the past. 

The authors would like to thank Joe Roark of the Iron History 
Forum for his assistance with our research.

Notes
1.  “The Editor Chats,” Health & Strength, 15 May 1920: 307.
2.  Thomas Inch, “A Weight-Lifter’s Romance,” Health & Strength, 
1 January 1910: 2.
3.  Ibid, 3.
4.  Professor Szalay, “An Impression of Inch’s Lifting,” Health & 
Strength, 28 December 1912: 649.
5.  Inch, “A Weight-Lifter’s Romance,” 3.
6.  See Thomas Inch, “Thirty-Three Years in Physical Culture,” 
Health & Strength, 11 December 1926: 603; and “How I Retained 
Fitness for 33 Years,” Health & Strength, 1 January 1910: 3.
7.  1901 England Census for Scarborough, Yorkshire, viewed 
at: https://www.ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/
view/28917116:7814?tid=&pid=&queryId=6ebf90cc6a847e29f-
c55f1999d03adb6&_phsrc=LrP14&_phstart=successSource.
8.  Following his death, Inch’s wife Annie, destroyed all his personal 
and professional papers and refused to have an obituary printed. 
9. Gilbert Odd, “The Mighty Inch,” Health & Strength, 19 May 
1960: 6.
10.  William J. Lowry, “The Professional Era in British Weightlift-
ing,” The British Amateur Weight-lifter & Body-builder 3, no. 1 
(January 1949): 21.
11.  Ibid, 24.
12.  Thomas Inch, “My Memories of Szalay,” Health & Strength, 2 
March 1912: 214.
13.  “The Benefit to Professor Szalay: Pioneer of Weight Lifting,” 
Boxing World and Mirror of Life, 2 March 1912. 
14.  Thomas Inch, “A Lecture on Physical Culture,” Health & 
Strength, December 1900: 14.
15.  “An ‘Infant’ Hercules,” The Weekly Dispatch, 26 October 1902, 
5.
16.  “Remarkable Vigour Secured from a Scientific Food,” Coventry 
Herald and Free Press, 5 June 1903, 6.
17.  Advertisement in Health & Strength, September 1903: 338.
18.  W.J. Lowry, “The Professional Era in British Weight-Lifting: 
Inch,” The British Amateur Weightlifter and Bodybuilder, January 
1949: 21. 



Spring 2024 51

19.  Thomas Inch, Scientific Weight-lifting (London: the author, 
1905).  
20.  Lowry, “The Professional Era,” 24. Strongman Arthur Saxon’s 
book, The Development of Physical Power, carried a similar theme 
and was published that same year.
21.  Jan Todd, “From Milo to Milo: A History of Barbells, Dumbbells 
and Indian Clubs,” Iron Game History 3, no. 6 (April 1995): 12. 
22.  Kim Beckwith and Jan Todd, “Strength: America’s First Muscle 
Magazine: 1914-1935,” Iron Game History 9, no. 1 (August 2005): 
11-28; and Osmo Kiiha, “Collector’s Corner,” 29 December 2013, 
at: https://www.naturalstrength.com/2013/12/collectors-cor-
ner-by-osmo-kiiha.html.
23.  Thomas Inch, “Famous Strongmen I Have Met, Part One,” The 
Superman, June 1933: 20.
24.  Instalment buying became popular in the 1920s. Selling on 
credit before then was exceedingly rare. “Instalment Buying, 
1920–1930,” CQ Researcher (Thousand Oaks, California: CQ Press, 
1930), https://doi.org/10.4135/cqresrre1930010100.
25.  “Disc Bar-Bells Free!” Health & Strength, 19 September 1908: 
260.
26.  At this time, the Continent did not acknowledge the “Mid-
dle-weight” class, but the 1905 World Championships in Berlin 
had just included the Middle-weight class for the first time, per-
haps influencing Inch’s ambitions. 
27.  Ibid, 26. See also: Lucy Boucher and Conor Heffernan, “A Great 
Weight Lifted the History of the British Amateur Weight-lifting As-
sociation,” Sport in History (2023), https://doi.org/10.1080/17460
263.2023.2270946. 
28.  W.J. Lowry, “How Thomas Inch Won the 1907 Professional 
Middle-Weight Title,” The British Amateur Weightlifter and Body-
builder, February 1949: 18.
29.  Thomas Inch, “Weightlifting in the Open Air,” Health & 
Strength, 4 July 1908: 18.
30.  Ibid, 19.
31.  Ibid.
32.  See “Thomas Inch v. Max Sick,” Health & Strength, 30 October 
1909: 464, and “Inch and Sick,” Health & Strength, 6 November 
1909: 488.
33.  Thomas Inch, “A Weight Lifter’s Romance,” 2.
34.  Ibid, 654.
35.  Thomas Inch, “How I Won,” Health & Strength, 19 June 1910: 
654.
36.  Ibid.
37.  “Among the Lifters,” Health & Strength, 25 June 1910: 677.
38.  “The Proposed Weight-lifter’s Association,” Health & Strength, 
1 October 1910: 330. See also: Boucher and Heffernan, “Great 
Weight Lifted,” 15. 
39.  Boucher and Heffernan, “Great Weight Lifted,” 15. 
40.  See “Among the Lifters,” Health & Strength, 8 April 1911: 343; 
Thomas Inch, “The Amateur Weight-Lifting Championship,” Health 
& Strength, 1 July 1911: 10; “Lifting at Scarborough,” Health & 
Strength, 7 December 1912: 548.
41.  “Among the Lifters,” Health & Strength, 26 November 1910: 
552.
42.  “Inch-Aston Match,” Health & Strength, 6 January 1912: 6.
43.  “Very Strong Man Wanted,” Daily Herald, 20 January 1934.
44.  W.J. Lowry, “Thomas Inch’s Defeat by Aston in 1911,” B.A.W.B, 
March 1950: 20.
45.  Professor Szalay, “An Impression of Inch’s Weight-Lifting,” 
Health & Strength, 28 December 1912: 649.
46.  “Lifting at Scarborough,” 548.
47.  David P. Willoughby, The Super Athletes (New York: A.S. Barnes 
and Company, 1970), 163; and “Sporting Paragraphs,” Nottingham 
Evening Post, 18 January 1913; and “Sporting Paragraphs,” Not-
tingham Evening Post, 15 December 1913.
48.  Health & Strength, 13 September 1913: 274; see also: “Phys-
ical Culture Expert’s Failure,” Daily Mail, 12 January 1915. David 
Webster claimed Inch gambled away the £80,000 he had gen-
erated from his business ventures. See: David Webster, The Iron 

Game: A Worldwide Review of the Strongest Men Throughout the 
Ages (Irvine, Scotland: Webster, 1976), 42.
49.  Nicholas Crafts, “Walking Wounded: The British Economy 
and the Aftermath of World War One,” VOX Eu: 2014, viewed at: 
https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/walking-wounded-british-econ-
omy-aftermath-world-war-i#:~:text=Britain%20incurred%20
715%2C000%20military%20deaths,Broadberry%20and%20Har-
rison%2C%202005. See also: Beckwith and Todd, “Strength,” 22. 
50.  “Strong Man Act,” Fulham Chronicle, 17 October 1947.
51.  “A Health Hero,” Health & Strength, 22 May 1920: 332.
52.  Ibid, 327.
53.  During WWI, persons of German of descent, even those who 
had lived in Britain as long as Sandow, were viewed more skep-
tically by the public. In his biography of Sandow, historian David 
Chapman chronicles the decline of Sandow’s various business ven-
tures in the 1920s before his surprising death at age 58 in 1925. 
David Chapman, Sandow the Magnificent: Eugen Sandow and 
the Beginnings of Bodybuilding (Champaign: University of Illinois 
Press, 1994 and 2006). 
54.  “A Health Hero,” 327. For example, see Inch on Fitness. 
55.  Ibid.
56.  Ibid.
57.  “New World’s Weightlifting Record,” Daily Herald, 16 Octo-
ber 1920; and “Unbeatable Inch–New World’s Record,” Health & 
Strength, 2 October 1920: 217.
58.  “Strong Man Act.”
59.  “Grip Record–New World Figure,” Daily Mail, 27 October 1949.
60.  Willoughby, Super Athletes, 163. 
61.  Ibid, 164. 
62.  Willoughby ended that sentence with an exclamation point. 
63.  “The Hundred Year History of the Inch Dumbbell,” on Grip-
board, posted 29 October 2001, at: https://www.gripboard.com/
topic/312-question-for-joe-roark/.
64.  Willoughby, Super Athletes, 164. See also: W.A. Pullum, “The 
Famous Inch Dumbbell,” Health & Strength, 10 July 1952: 24; 
Thomas Woodcroofe, “Inside Sport,” Sunday Dispatch London, 4 
December 1938; and Edward Aston, How to Develop a Powerful 
Grip (London: The Mitre Press, 1946), 34.
65.  The Light Lady Heavyweight, 1915. This British Pathé news-
reel can be viewed on YouTube at: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qrWuhtm__5A. 
66.  See “Resista—The Girl that Can’t be Lifted” viewed at: https://
vaudevilleamerica.org/performance/resista-3/. See also: “Resis-
ta,” Variety Magazine 58 (October 1920): 22. 
67.  Light Lady Heavyweight.
68.  Inch by Inch! Can be seen at: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=dnh9fI106_Q. It was probably filmed at the Pathé studio 
in London. Made in 1939, Inch was then 58 years old.
69.  Strength historian and grip expert David Horne has also writ-
ten about this film and the deceptions inherent in it. David Horne, 
“Strongmen on Film - Inch by Inch!” at: http://davidhorne-grip-
master.com/historyarticles1.html. 
70.  Saxon’s lift was done using a barbell and kettlebell. Willough-
by, Super Athletes, 79. 
71.  Mrs. Sandow would not allow a tombstone to be erected at 
Sandow’s grave and also destroyed many of his papers. Joe Roark 
conversation with David Webster, 10 June 2001, at http://www.
ironhistoryarchives.com/InchTotal.pdf.
72.  “1939 English and Wales Registry,” viewed at: https://www.
ancestry.com/discoveryui-content/view/4266271:61596. 
73.  Odd, “Mighty Inch,” 18.
74.  “Death of a Champion Weightlifter,” Surrey Advertiser, 21 De-
cember 1963. 
75.  Lowry, “The Professional Era,” 20.
76.  Ibid, 21.

Britain’s Thomas Inch



52 Volume 17 Number 2

Iron Game History

	 The aim of this paper is to question the 
usefulness of informative cinema as a pedagog-
ical device. A set of Argentinean, Spanish, and 
Italian newsreels filmed in the second quarter of 
the 20th century is analyzed to understand how 
a notion of symmetrical aesthetics was formed 
to narrate an ideal of physical culture. The short 
informative Argentine main newsreel, Sucesos 
Argentinos, which was broadcast between 1938 
and 1972, shows familiarity with other European 
newsreels, such as Giornale LUCE and No-Do, 
filmed in the decades of the 1930s and 1940s in 
Italy and Spain. Argentina, Italy, and Spain had 
strong economic, political, and cultural con-
nections because of historical immigration. As 
a result, these countries also exchanged ways 
of narrating state-organized physical activities. 
Through the analysis of newsreels, it is shown 
how sports and mass gymnastics exhibitions 
operated as a governmental technique to show 
the strength, virility, and healthiness of individ-
ual bodies in symmetry with collective bodies. 
Based on the nationalist rhetoric characteristic 
of the interwar period and of the Second World 
War, it can be said that there was a transnation-
al aesthetic for narrating bodily and cultural 
techniques. Therefore, by analyzing the images 
shown in these three countries between 1934 
and 1944, what one finds is a decade of political 
and aesthetic affinities in the construction of a 
national image of the “correct body.”

A common history
	 In most Western countries between 
1930 and 1940, there was a popularization of in-

formative documentary films known as news-
reels. The newsreels expanded the schooling 
processes outside school walls by combining 
an important educational task in transmitting 
ways of doing as ways of being. This occurred 
by combining the passivity of the viewers in 
the theater with the dynamism of the moving 
image, showing ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ ways 
of doing and being.1 That is to say, the images 
of bodies educated through physical culture in 
the newsreels made ways of doing analogous 
to ways of being by linking images and move-
ment to become one inseparable thing. This is 
what Gilles Deleuze called the “movement-im-
age.”2 According to Deleuze, cinema is not 
merely images and movement as two separate 
things, but rather they have an indivisible asso-
ciation—a “movement-image.” In this sense, it 
cannot be understood only as the linking of reel 
images. Rather, cinematography’s creative act 
is to have invented the fusion between “move-
ment-image” and a new scientific-rational 
technology that operates on the transmission 
of motion pictures.3
	 The informative documentary film, par-
ticularly the newsreel genre, consisted as a vast 
media resource for communicating national 
and international cultural, social, and politi-
cal activities. This is especially visible in the In-
ter-war and the Second World War periods.4 
The filmed media productions between 1934 
and 1943 in Italy, Argentina, and Spain, pres-
ent strong case studies for the influence of the 
newsreel, both because of their historical immi-
gration connections and also because of their 
common methods of narrating physical activ-
ities organized by the States.5 Newsreels were 
developed in the years that mass media func-
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tioned largely as a propaganda device for these 
three countries.
	 Before undertaking an analysis of phys-
ical culture newsreels, it is important to under-
stand the shared starting point for cinematog-
raphy and mass physical activities. There is a 
common history in the scientific advancements 
of the technologies that allowed the passage of 
the stationary image to the moving image—
cinema—and the governmental uses of phys-
ical culture. As modern devices, cinema and 
physical culture emerged in parallel in the sec-
ond half of the 19th century. 
	 “Physical education,” known in the 19th 
century and earlier as “gymnastics,” was born 
from the hand of the state and the practice of 
science as two correlated processes. On the one 
hand, physical education was a state mecha-
nism to educate its citizens about their bodies, 
mainly through military and scholarly establish-
ments. The two most significant objectives in 
the 19th century were training soldiers and form-
ing citizens through an ‘integral’ pedagogy that 
involved intellectual, moral, and physical mat-
ters. The traditional, educational idea in most 
Western countries was to teach what it meant 
to develop simultaneity and symmetry as val-
ues. State educational systems, therefore, creat-
ed a school subject aimed at using the hygienic 
senses as a scientific resource, teaching games 
mainly for moral improvement and gymnastics 
for character-building and as a source of useful 
knowledge at the end of the 19th century.6 
	 On the other hand, scientific positivist 
debates of the late 19th century took the body 
and its movement as their objective through a 
rhetoric focused on anatomy, physiology, and 
hygienic matters. Thus, a reform in traditional 
gymnastics was born in Europe, and it aimed 
at distinguishing which methods had to be fol-
lowed to properly exercise the body. By estab-
lishing a close connection between strength-
ening the bodies and perfecting the homeland, 
an international dispute developed between 
the emerging nation-states to see whose bod-
ies were the strongest and most resistant, and 
therefore whose nation was the fittest. Gym-
nastics reformers, therefore, began to discuss 
which scientific methods were the most effec-
tive and efficient for exercising healthy, vigor-
ous, docile, strong, and controlled bodies.
	 At roughly the same time, an argu-
ment about how to measure the performance 
of the body and its movements evolved.7 This 
situation generated an exponential growth of 
scientific equipment surrounding measure-

ment. Physiologists such as Fernand Lagrange, 
Philippe Tissié, Georges Demenÿ, and Étienne 
Jules Marey created scientific apparatus to re-
form anatomical and physical gymnastics while 
adhering to the common concepts of simul-
taneity and symmetry. Two topics of Étienne 
Jules Marey’s (1830-1904) research are especial-
ly important for the present paper. First, there 
is Marey’s l’appareil chronophotographie, or 
chronophotography, a photographic process he 
created in the 1880s that captured several pho-
tographs at regular intervals. It was initially used 
for the scientific study of locomotion, especially 
in humans and animals. This invention allowed 
the passage of stationary images to moving 
images, the first step toward motion pictures, 
by a regular sequence of camera shooting. The 
chronophotographer developed an important 
characteristic of modern science: order and 
method, with symmetry as its result.8 In addi-
tion to being the inventor of the l’appareil chro-
nophotographie, Marey was one of the fathers 
of what is known in France as “scientific physi-
cal education.” Several of the classic images of 
Marey’s chronophotographer were made with 
Georges Demenÿ, recognized as the founder 
of scientific physical education. Marey and De-
menÿ developed what is known as La Station 
Physiologique de Paris in 1882; it was support-
ed by the French State to study the human and 
animal locomotion. Many of their images were 
taken at the École Normale Militaire de Gym-
nastique de Joinville-le-Pont, a military-based 
gymnastics and fencing school established in 
1852; it was known as the first French Physical 
Education school to create teachers and served 
as a model for other institutions outside France.9
 Hence, the chronophotographer, when used in 
conjunction with the “scientific physical educa-
tion” of the 19th century, created a relationship 
between cinema and modern rational gymnas-
tics. Both the movement-image and system-
atized corporal practices were influenced by 
the same scientific perceptions to attach move-
ments to techniques that interpreted the body 
as its objective.10 In the late 19th century, bodies, 
movements, and images were used for scientif-
ic purposes, developing different physiological 
apparatus for the analysis of locomotion, allow-
ing for the creation of cinematography and mo-
tion pictures. The concept of ‘movement-imag-
es’ was established to point out the indivisible 
nexus between image and movement in films. 
This analogy between the movement of images 
and the movement of bodies is the primary rea-
son why the birth of documentary cinema and 
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the field of physical education have a common 
history in scientific rationality.

A (trans) national image
	 A half-century later, the relationship 
between physical culture and motion pictures 
continued, but on different levels. During the 
1930s and 1940s, audio-visual mass media was 
developed, which resulted in the exponential 
growth of filming records and cinema theaters. 
As a result of the Interwar period’s cultural and 
economic globalization, the cinematography 
industry emerged as one of the most important 
social influences.
	 A technical and technological revolu-
tion took place during the first third of the 20th 
century. This revolution reconfigured the film 
industry with regard both to film production 
and the spectators of those films. Aside from 
private film companies, various governments 
with varying political ideologies used fictional 
and non-fictional cinematography to dissemi-
nate news and specific points of view. It is for 
this reason that the Italian fascist leader Beni-
to Mussolini claimed cinema as a weapon: “la 
cinematografia è l’arma più forte dello Stato” 
(Cinematography is the most powerful weapon 
of the state.)11 Such weaponization of film hap-
pened primarily through the dissemination of 
newsreels.12 This technology existed in almost 
all Western countries, often with state support, 
allowing cultural events to be shown in cinemas 
prior to the start of the commercial films.
	 As this paper aims to show, the news-
reels of Italy, Argentina, and Spain during the 
1930s and 1940s, had an especially strong in-
fluence on the political, aesthetic, and ethical 
discourses on physical culture in the second 
quarter of the 20th century. Through analysis of 
newsreels from these three countries, one can 
identify a transnational dialogue, which pres-
ents movement-images as state propaganda 
productions in three different totalitarian gov-
ernments during weak, but peaceful times.13
	 Images of mass gymnastics exhibitions 
are especially influenced by the L’Unione Cin-
ematografica Educativa (Luce), a state Italian 
propaganda official organ founded in 1924. As 
a part of the fascist Italian educational ministry, 
the Luce institute was explicitly established to 
educate through moving images. Three years 
later, in 1927, it began its newsreel production 
with the Giornale Luce, the official mass me-
dia outlet for informative documentary cine-
ma. This audio-visual experience was followed 
between 1940 and 1943 by the newsreel of the 

Gioventù Italiana del Littorio—the Cine G. I. L.—
the Italian fascist youth movement, which gave 
enormous space to physical culture on cinema 
screens. The archives show 26 films produced 
in 35mm format made by the Opera Nazionale 
Balilla, a youth organization with strong state 
support from Benito Mussolini, that developed 
massive physical activity events favoring milita-
ristic training for young people using chauvinist 
discourses.14
	 A good example of the use of physical 
culture as public policy in Italy can be seen in 
the newsreel, Roma. Stadio del P.N.F. Il Duce 
Assiste all’Annuale Saggio Ginnico dell’Opera 
Nazionale Balilla (Giornale Luce n° B1010, 1932). 
This newsreel shows hundreds of young peo-
ple forming lines and marching in symmetrical 
geometrical shapes with a military soundtrack 
in the background. The music stops when Beni-
to Mussolini enters the stadium and salutes. 
Then students begin to do calisthenic physical 
exercises, all simultaneously, separated first by 
boys and then by girls, all dressed the same ac-

This screenshot from the 1932 Italian newsreel titled: “Rome. 
P.N.F. Stadium, The Duke Attends the Annual Gymnastics Perfor-
mance of the Opera Nazionale Balilla” shows a mass gymnastics 
display and a small part of the full stands in the stadium. Mus-
solini, referred to as Il Duce or the Duke, favored these mass dis-
plays of nationalistic patriotism as did Hitler, in Germany. 
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cording to gender. The twelve-minute film clos-
es with military marching, the applause of the 
public, the image of Mussolini, and an artillery 
demonstration by the Italian army. This is just 
one example of the consistency between both 
Italian newsreels, the Giornale Luce (1931-1940) 
and the Cine G.I.L. (1940-1943): the presence of 
organized youth, separated according to gen-
der, obeying the orders of a teacher/command-
er, performing choreographed drills with mili-
tary music in the background, and the image of 
Il Duce in a long-angle shot to give a final gran-
diloquent image.15
	 One of the main objectives of the doc-
umentary films was to develop an Italian im-
age abroad, especially in countries with strong 
heritage influences. One can see this influence 
in Argentinian newsreels beginning in 1938, 
when the newsreel became part of state poli-
cy because of two factors. First, National Depu-
ty Matías Sánchez Sorondo proposed to create 
the Instituto Cinematográfico del Estado, the 
State Cinematographic Institute. As Clara Kriger 
pointed out, when Sánchez Sorondo travelled 
to Italy in 1937, he met with Mussolini himself 
to discuss the idea of copying the cinegiornale 
in Argentina.16 According to Paulo Antonio Pa-
ranaguá, Sanchez Sorondo preferred the Italian 
experience to the German one due to the ex-
cessive centralization and propaganda of the 
Reich, in addition to criticizing the loss of talent 
caused by Nazi racial legislation.17 Paranaguá 
continued his analysis, arguing that the propos-
al for the Instituto Cinematográfico del Estado 
had a virtual and ephemeral existence because 
the Argentinean military of the 1943 coup d’etat 
preferred to ensure strict control of news and 
fiction production in private hands, instead of 
assuming an educational mission at the state 
level with no short-term results. In general, 
authoritarian regimes privileged propaganda 
over information and the media over educa-
tion. These same ideas were continued by the 
following Argentinean President, General Juan 
Domingo Perón, although with a different strat-
egy about educational cinema, through the 
organization of the Departamento de Radio-
enseñanza y Cinematografía Escolar in 1948, 
the Department of Radio Teaching and School 
Cinematography.18 This political position was re-
flected in 1944 in the promulgation of a national 
decree that established the official character of 
the cinematographic media.19 Although the ten 
newsreels released in Argentina during those 
years were produced by private companies (ex-
cept for the Noticiario Bonaerense, which was 

dependent on Buenos Aires’ province), they had 
to pass through government censorship eyes, 
becoming a vehicle for national propaganda.20

	 The second relevant fact of 1938 for the 
influence of newsreels in Argentina was the 
birth of the most important Argentine news-
reel: Sucesos Argentinos. “Argentinean Events” 
was a private mass media company run by An-
tonio Ángel Díaz that created radio, film, and 
magazines. Their newsreel was released on 26 
August 1938 and remained in production un-
til 1972, when it stopped because it could not 
compete with other technologies, like televi-
sion. Although it called itself the “First Latin 
American Film Weekly,” the truth is that it was 
not the first in Latin America, and not even in 
Argentina. Experiences such as the Argentina 
Actualités developed by Max Glücksmann in 
the 1910s or the Film Revista Valle produced 
by the Italian immigrant Federico Valle in the 
1920s prove that Sucesos Argentinos was not 
the first one.21 However, it can be assured that 
it was the most representative of all Argentine 
newsreels, due to its more than three decades 
on cinema theater screens and due to a cultural 
significance that transcended generations.
	 As María Florencia Luchetti explains, just 
five years after the 1938 decree and the birth of 
Antonio Ángel Díaz’s film company, Sucesos Ar-
gentinos won 70% of the movie theater screens.22 
According to Argentinean law, this priority was 
based on the idea that this newsreel better re-
flected the national image, leaving the remain-
ing 30% for the Sucesos Panamericanos (Pan 
American News.) In a more political reading of 
this situation, the preference for Sucesos Ar-
gentinos can be explained by the fact that Raúl 
Apold was one of the greatest beneficiaries, a 
public server linked to this company until 1946, 
who had strong connections to important Ar-
gentinean politicians. For example, he was the 
director of the first Peronist government docu-
mentary, entitled The First Five-Year Plan (Ro-
dríguez, 2002), and in 1949, Apold worked as di-
rector of the Sub-Secretaria de Informaciones, 
the powerful Undersecretariat for Information, 
from which he became a strong political figure 
in entertainment and journalism. Years later, 
Apold earned a suggestive nickname—the Ar-
gentinean Goebbels—because he became the 
mass-media hand of the Juan Domingo Perón 
government’s propaganda. This is why, despite 
Antonio Ángel Díaz’s company being a private 
media company, Sucesos Argentinos was often 
considered an official state voice used by infor-
mative documentary cinema.
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Bodies and images of movement
	 The 1930s is one of the most important 
decades in cinematography history because 
cinema theaters and the filming industry grew 
exponentially as an instrument for media mas-
sification as a political nationalist device. Fur-
thermore, as Clara Kriger explained, cinema 
had become a form of cultural entertainment 
for the popular masses who could afford cine-
ma tickets in many countries.23 
	 The use of informative cinematography 
as a government propaganda device poten-
tially made the newsreel a pedagogical tool, 
not only as a way of educating beyond the 
schooling processes, but also informing and 
forming the “national interests,” as the Argen-
tinean 1943 national decree ex-
plicitly states.24 This chauvinistic 
intention to transmit patriotism 
through newsreels is a good ex-
ample of Italy’s historically enor-
mous influence on Argentina, 
which can be explained by the 
significant immigration between 
the two countries in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, but also 
by the legacy of Latin-American 
lifestyles. The impact was also 
strong on political ideologies.25 
This is especially clear in physical 
culture and Argentinean history 
since the first gymnastics and 
fencing teachers of the Escuela 
Militar de Gimnasia y Esgrima, 
the first higher education institu-
tion of physical culture in Argen-
tina, were mostly Italians.26 Like 
mass immigration, there was a colonization 
process from Europe to South America about 
the movements of bodies and images.
	 At the same time that images flowed 
from Europe to South America, one can also 
observe a “reverse colonization” process when it 
comes to newsreels in Spain, which I was able to 
discover thanks to an academic stay in 2015 at 
the Filmoteca Española in Madrid Spain.27 The 
most important Spanish newsreel appeared 
in 1943 as a public state cinematographic me-
dia production—the No-Do—as it is popularly 
known, an acronym for Noticiario y Documen-
tales (Cinematographic News and Documen-
taries). The No-Do were part of the Dirección 
de Cinematografía y Teatro (Cinematography 
and Theater Directorate), which reported to the 
Vicesecretaría de Educación Popular (Vice-sec-
retary of Popular Education) and depended on 

the Ministerio de Educación Nacional (National 
Ministry of Education). As an official state voice, 
No-Do functioned as a propaganda cultural ar-
tifact of Francisco Franco’s government.28 It be-
gan on 22 December 1942 as a result of a de-
cree regulating the projection of filmed news 
as a mandatory and state responsibility, but its 
first edition was released on 4 January 1943.29 
Although every informative-documentary film 
is, at some point, a pedagogical tool, it is un-
derstood that the No-Do was born as an official 
device of the schooling process as part of the 
popular educational system.30

	 Like the Italian newsreels of L’Unione 
Cinematografica Educativa and similar to the 
Sucesos Argentinos, a huge number of phys-

ical culture images can be found on No-Do, 
principally sporting events, mass gymnastics 
demonstrations, dance lessons for women, mil-
itary training for men, and physical education 
school classes, among others. Many such im-
ages appeared in the early editions of No-Do in 
January 1943, but, surprisingly, on 19 April 1943 
in No-Do edition number 16, a few Argentinean 
physical culture shots entitled “School Gymnas-
tic Championship” appeared. These images ex-
hibit the story of a schoolchildren’s tournament 
in the province of Buenos Aires, organized by 
the Departamento de Educación Física (State 
Department of Physical Education), in which 
student delegations are shown. Marches and 
choreographed gymnastic exhibitions by male 
students from the “Mariano Acosta” school are 
portrayed for almost the entire length of that 
particular news event. 

In Spain, dictator Francisco Franco, also supported the concept of mass sport displays 
as a way to show his country’s superiority. He backed the making of what we now 
regard as propaganda documentaries such as this 1943 film called simply Sports. De-
portes – No-Do nº 16 (Spain), 1943. 
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	 Despite its brief duration, it is intriguing 
to consider why those images would be shown 
in Spanish cinemas. The important thing to re-
member is that this footage was shown on 22 
September 1942 on the Sucesos Argentinos 
newsreel, following the subtitle “La Juventud 
Argentina Perfecciona su Educación Física” (Ar-
gentine Youth Perfect their Physical Education). 
Seven months later in Europe the same Argen-
tine school championship was shown as news, 
but with a different storyline. In Argentina, it 
was shown as a recent news story because the 
images illustrated the past week’s events about 
a new policy, such as the inter-school champi-
onships. In Spain, however, it was presented in 
order to highlight the possibilities of physical 
culture as a political tool, as an important part 
of the totalitarian government machine. But 
why does a Spanish newsreel about an Argen-
tine physical culture event represent “news”?
	 Unfortunately, tracing the path of these 
images is nearly impossible, but three things 
can be hypothesized. First, the nationalist ideas 
of the Spanish government were articulated 
into an ideal of international propaganda. For 
Francisco Franco’s administration, the transna-
tional image of Juan Domingo Perón as Argen-
tinean President was held as a paradigm for a 
peaceful totalitarian leader after World War II. 
Second, No-Do used those clips quite possibly 
because the producers didn’t have any other 
images at the time. The Spanish newsreel was 
released on 4 January 1943 just 13 days after it 
was announced on 22 December 1942. There-
fore, it was probable that for its sixteenth edi-
tion the No-Do producers could 
not prepare the most interest-
ing local news. The printed pro-
gram that was distributed in 
Spanish cinemas and that an-
nounced the upcoming news 
proves that half of the news was 
imported from abroad. In the 
particular case of No-Do No. 16, 
there was footage from Germa-
ny, Italy, Greece, France, Hunga-
ry, and Argentina. Third, those 
images were part of the cine-
matographic traffic between Ar-
gentina and Spain.31 Borders are 
erased, however, in this traffic 
from South America to Europe 
and from a private company 
supported by state resources 
(symbolic and financial) to an 
entirely public entity. Thus, the 

“official” character of the narrative about phys-
ical culture, prescribing the correct ways of do-
ing and being, whether in Argentina or Spain, 
presents a similar transnational political agen-
da.  

Final remarks
	 How do the movement-images consti-
tute a trans-nationalization in newsreels? Was 
there a specific cinematographic technique for 
showing physical culture techniques? Those 
images display similar ways of narrating mass 
gymnastics exhibitions because they depend-
ed on totalitarian military governments. Or was 
there simply a universal method of showing 
physical culture footage? Moreover, in a more 
particular sense, is it possible to think of the 
colonization of cinematographic and corporal 
techniques from Italy to Argentina, and from 
there to Spain? There is no specific answer to all 
these questions, but I would like to close with 
three final considerations.
	 First, I would like to conclude by point-
ing out that movement-images and body 
technique images show that there were trans-
national ways of how to narrate what it is to 
do and to be “correct.” Even if it is paradoxical, 
it became a government policy to develop “a 
strong and healthy people” by using a relatively 
universal mode of nationalistic speech, whose 
rhetoric crossed many borders. That is to say, 
while arguments and images of the health of 
the people were particular to the Italian, Span-
ish, or Argentinean nations, what was promot-
ed was relatively universal. In addition, whether 

The making of nationalistic documentaries also spread to South America as can be 
seen in this screenshot from “Argentine Youth Perfect Their Physical Education,” re-
leased in 1942. 
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these three examples of cinematography news 
were produced by government offices (such as 
LUCE or No-Do) or by a private company (such 
as Sucesos Argentinos), the truth is that in all 
cases, they reproduced what Pierre Bourdieu 
calls the “rhetoric of the official.”32 Bourdieu re-
fers to those speeches whose performative an-
nouncement makes them official by practical 
use, even if they are not enunciated by a gov-
ernment entity.
	 Second, the analyzed images make ex-
plicit a conceptual link between cinema and 
physical culture’s common history; sequence 
and symmetry are presented through the ex-
hibited body and cinematographic techniques. 
On the one hand, sequences of images are used 

as a narrative method, produced by the mon-
tage technique in the different newsreels, with 
parades of schoolchildren’s delegations march-
ing combined with shots of the expectant pas-
sive audience. A similar effect is produced when 
the newsreel displays collective bodies doing 
the same thing at the same time, albeit men 
separated from women and boys from girls. 
These images of bodies also are associated to 
cinematographic techniques which combine 
high-angle shots of mass activity, alternated by 
short-angle shots to prioritize the individual fa-
cial expressions—a technique commonly used 
to prioritize the masses over individuality.
	 On the other hand, physical culture 
newsreel movement-image exhibits symmetry 

as a method of sensibility education. That 
is, the massively developed technical ges-
tures are almost the same in Italy, Spain, 
and Argentina, with small local particular-
ities. It is possible that the differences ar-
en’t between the newsreels of those three 
countries, but rather within each country’s 
physical culture policies, as evidenced by 
the distinction between men’s and wom-
en’s exercises. In those images, men are 
carrying out activities in which strength is 
prioritized as the motor capacity, distinct 
from the women’s footage, which exhibits 
plasticity, grace, and dexterity as the most 
salient features of their movement. The 
male/female distinction could function in 
those years as a way to shape appropri-
ate images of masculinity and femininity, 
and define gendered sensibilities asso-
ciated with physical culture techniques. 
The frames exhibiting explosive and fast 
physical exercises on the one hand and 
the passive, soft, and slow ones on the 
other are examples of the formation of 
gendered meanings. Although there is 
no clear definition through the images 
of physical exercises of what is masculine 
and what is feminine, the truth is that 
in the decade of 1934 to 1944 a clear dif-
ferentiation of two distinctive gendered 
methods was developed. Characteristic 
of the time, more than a sex-gendered 
reaffirmation, the distinction was based 
on the intention of configuring a corporal 
homogenization.33 After all, if it is possi-
ble to do the same, it is possible to be the 
same, even if that means a differentiation 
between the masculine and the feminine.
	 Once again, newsreels displayed a way 
of doing as a method to delineate ways 

As can be seen in this advertisement, the Spanish documentary titled 
Sports, appeared as part of a larger cinema project created by the Fran-
co-led government.  Known as the No-Do an abbreviation of Noticiario y 
Documentales Cinematograficos (Cinemagraphic News and Documenta-
ries), these news “documentaries” were also a form of propaganda and 
began to be shown in Italian theaters and some schools in 1943. Deportes 
– No-Do nº 16 (Spain), 1943.
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of being. It is interesting to observe the cloth-
ing they used, not only because all men and all 
women used the same between them, but also 
because they wear very similar clothes among 
Italian, Argentine, and Spanish men, and among 
Italian, Argentine, and Spanish women. Howev-
er, beyond this difference, there seems to be a 
common idea—to use calisthenics as the ap-
propriate movement technique. Everyone in 
lines and rows is doing the same action at the 
same time in front of a commander/teacher 
who demonstrates the correct exercise to do 
while students repeat it. Attractive to the cine-
matographic camera because of its symmetry, 
the calisthenic technique displays the image 
of everyone doing the same thing at the same 
time—individual bodies functioning as a collec-
tive national body.
	 The images then reproduce an idealized 
body, an iconic construction about something 
transcendental that is the effect of belonging 
to the collective body. In other words, the Ar-
gentine, Spanish, and Italian newsreels did not 
present a specific type of “correct” body with a 
defined ideology, but they did exhibit and mas-
sify the importance of the national, subsuming 
the individual will to the destiny of the collec-
tive. In any case, the “correct” thing for the body 
was to do what the rest did, although a specif-
ic gymnastic method was not defined as was 
common at the beginning of the 20th century.
	 The idea of a “correct” body is based on 
the work of Georges Vigarello, who explained 
that the passage from the Renaissance to mo-
dernity brought with it a series of characteris-
tics that physical activities reproduce, as can 
be observed in these historical films.34 There is 
a “showdown,” a “frontality,” and a “dramatiza-
tion” of bodily practices when dozens of people 
synchronously move together. The “correct” 
body functioned as a fiction, as staging a “ge-
ometrization of gestures;” conceiving symme-
try as a modern value, the gymnastic harmonic 
movements were a synonym of being equal.
	 Finally, it is worth considering the para-
dox of passivity of the spectators sitting in movie 
theaters observing bodies move while listening 
to narratives about physical culture’s scientific 
importance, augmented by patriotic rhetoric. 
Passivity and dynamism in equalized balance 
presents the cinema as an extension of the 
schooling process, reinforcing the discourses 
otherwise held by the State through the school, 
but through mass-scale audio-visuals. As Wal-
ter Benjamin has noted, cinematography is a 
powerful weapon because it can replace free 

imagination with a pre-configured image.35 The 
movement-images in newsreels thus operate 
as a didactical tool not only for school students 
but also for the adult population. Newsreel 
work is therefore a key factor in the context of 
the cultural expansion of cinematography as a 
mass-media industry. 
	 As a part of this cinematic mass-media 
process, Benjamin identifies in the 1930s the rise 
of the intimate relationship between propagan-
da and the mechanical arts of photography and 
film. In a historical framework characterized by 
totalitarian political governments, as happened 
in Italy, Argentina, and Spain, Benjamin points 
out the risk of art politicization, which ultimate-
ly impoverishes the aesthetic experience. The 
politicization of art produced a gradual but 
sustained replacement of the imagination by 
mechanical images, and that, in turn, reduced 
political speeches to form with little substance. 
As an effect of the characteristic technical re-
producibility of the mechanical arts, its propa-
gandistic use produces a political reproduction 
perpetuated by images.
	 Benjamin’s critique of the early 20th cen-
tury does not lose historical relevance in times 
like the present, when one can observe patriot-
ic nationalist extremism returning, once again 
with movement-images as its weapon, using 
technologies to standardize sensibilities. As a 
constant reminder of its potential consequenc-
es, images like those in Italian, Argentinean, 
and Spanish newsreels show the danger of to-
talitarian ideologies, body homogenization, and 
aesthetic universalization.
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