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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 
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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.  



Spring 2024 13

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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