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REFLECTIONS ON PHYSICAL CULTURE
DEFINING OUR FIELD AND PROTECTING ITS INTEGRITY
In the spring of 2015, Reaktion Press in Great
Britain published The Temple of Perfection: A History of
the Gym by Eric Chaline.' I became aware of the book
when a colleague fmwarded to me a lengthy review from
the Irish Times, which declared in the
headline that the book was an
"Exhaustive History" that "Takes Us
from Ancient Greece to the Birth of
Global Fitness."2 After reading novelist Rob Doyle's positive review,
which explained Chaline's attempt to
encapsulate 2800 years of physical
culture history into 245 pages, I
ordered a copy for the Stark Center's
library. Several days later, when I
received the book, I did what most
historians do and turned to the
"selected bibliography" in the back to
see what Chaline had used as sources.
Although it was flattering to be listed
more times than any other author
(seven), I was surprised to see that
Chaline included only some of my
Iron Game Histmy articles in his bibliography, and did
not list my book on women's exercise which has a lot to
say about gymnasiums in the nineteenth century.J As I
looked further, I saw that John Fair's IGH articles on
bodybuilding and weightlifting were also not mentioned
and, even more astonishingly, that there was no mention
of Fair 's seminal Muscletown USA: Bob Hoffman and
the Manly Culture of York Barbell. 4 Similarly, Terry

Todd's many articles on the history of the game were not
mentioned except for the interview he and I did with
Steve Reeves.s "The Last Interview," as we called that
piece, was heavily used by Chaline as one of his main
sources on Muscle Beach. His other
sources for that important moment in
our sportive history consisted in toto
of a Muscle Beach website, my IGH
article on Pudgy Stockton, and an
obscure 1980 book titled Muscle
Beach, authored by Ed Murray,
describing the "Muscle Beachniks."6
Murray's 147-page book has no
sources, and describes a "Muscle
Beach" totally unfamiliar to most
Iron Garners. His book is not about
people like Pudgy and Les Stockton,
Russ Saunders, Jack LaLanne, or
Harold Zinkin. Among Murray's cast
of characters are "The Heap, The
Face, Myron the Dancer, and their
lawyer Suing Sydney. "7 The choice
of Murray's book as a major source
for the history of Muscle Beach is beyond lamentable.
Given the existence of Harold Zinkin's first-person
memoir of his days at Muscle Beach; Marla Matzer
Rose's first-rate Muscle Beach: Where the Best Bodies in
the World Started a Fitness Revolution; the innovative
2014 dissertation written by University of Texas scholar
Tolga Ozyurtcu; and, of course literally hundreds of
newspaper and magazine articles published over the
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years; Chaline's decision to use none of these sources in
a supposedly "exhaustive history" is, frankly, unpardonable.s
Also missing from Chaline's bibliography, however, are any references to books or articles by such
well-known iron game authors as David P. Webster,
David P. Willoughby, Randy Roach, or Bill Pearl.
Pearl's three-volume Legends of the Iron Game would
have been a great help to Chaline. Chaline also never
mentions Joe and Ben Weider's Brothers of Iron, Dick
Tyler and Dave Draper's West Coast Bodybuilding
Scene, or any number of autobiographical books written
by weightlifters and bodybuilders in recent years in

which gyms and the significant role they played in the
careers of the authors are discussed.9 Even David Chapman is slighted. While Chapman's Sandow the Magnificent is included, none of Chapman's other books on
strongmen, strongwomen, or physique photography are
mentioned at all.IO Given this paucity of sourcing, the
fact that Chaline also fails to use anything by historians
Patricia Vertinsky, Roberta Park, Martha Verbrugge,
Kenneth Dutton, Caroline de la Pena, or Kim Beckwith
is hardly surprising. However, how he also missed using
as sources Roberta Sassatelli 's 2010 Fitness Culture:
Gyms and The Commercialization of Discipline and
Fun; Shelley McKenzie's Getting Physical: The Rise of
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Fitness Culture in America; and Alan Klein's landmark
study of 1980s gym culture- Little Big Men- truly
boggles the imagination. II
A "selected bibliography" is not necessarily the
full list of sources used in the production of a book, and
it is hue that Chaline includes a few other sources in his
footnotes - although nearly all of those sources are
websites. His very brief discussion of gym innovators
Joe Gold, Vic Tanny, Ray Wilson, and their respective
health club chains, for example, is taken strictly from
web sites.l2 As for Jack LaLanne, an iron game figure,
about whom more may have been written in the last century than almost anyone except Arnold Schwarzenegger,
Chaline uses only one website and a single LaLanne
book to tell the story of his long life in physical culture.IJ
As for the book's content, Chaline pays almost
no attention to the early twentieth-century until Muscle
Beach begins in California. He devotes virtually no
space to Macfadden, says nothing about Attila's gym in
New York, never mentions Thomas Inch in London, and
omits all discussion of York Barbell, Bob Hoffman,
John Grimek, and the famous Broad Street gym in York,
Pennsylvania, which bears consideration as one of the
more significant gyms in history. On page 150, Chaline
incorrectly writes that Jack LaLanne had: "the first
mixed-gender gym in the U.S.; the first to have women
athletes, the physically challenged and the elderly working out with weights; and the first health club to provide
health and nutritional advice."l4 Had Chaline bothered
to spend any time on the history of gyms in the nineteenth century, he would have known that Dio Lewis
was running co-ed gyms and using weights for men and
women in the 1860s, that Dr. George Taylor ran a Movement Cure gym in New York City in the 1850s, and that
George Barker Windship and David P. Butler had men
and women practicing health lifting in the 1860s.l5
Chaline does not even seem to know that Sandow dispensed exercise and nutritional advice to men and
women at his London gym.l6 Over on page 151, to cite
another major error, Chaline explains that Ray Wilson
and Bob Delmonteque's American Health Studios were
"the first gyms to offer therapeutic facilities to members," ignoring entirely the decades of movement cure
therapies that included the "remedial work" promoted
by Harvard's Dudley Allen Sargent, Sandow's Curative
Institute of Physical Culture in the early twentieth century, and Gustav Zander's revolutionary exercise

machines, all of which had therapeutic applications.!?
Why should we worry about a book like this?
Why not just ignore it, a reader might ask. I raise these
criticisms because, unfortunately, until someone comes
along and writes an accurate, well-researched history of
gyms, the unknowing public and even many academics,
will tum to Chaline's book as a trustworthy source on
physical culture history. The fact that it is so riddled
with errors, however, may well mean that Chaline's misinformation will continue to be passed forward to new
readers, and will undermine the integrity of the emerging field of physical culture studies within the academic
community.
I can easily imagine a future, for example, in
which a student cites Chaline's assertion on page 64 that
when the Famese Hercules was unearthed during the
Renaissance, Cardinal Allesandro Famese asked a contemporary sculptor to "replace its missing lower half."
Chaline's book leads one to believe that half the statue
was carved in the Renaissance, when in reality, the statue was only missing a leg from the knee down- a leg
that was later found and replaced.IB Or, as Chaline
asserts on page 181, will future scholars believe that
Sandow "promoted" the career of Katie Sandwina,
when in fact they hardly associated? 19 There are many
other errors, both large and small, in Chaline's book, but
he is not the only transgressor.
David Waller's book The Pe1ject Man: The
Muscular Life and Times of Eugen Sandow, Victorian
Strongman, released in 2011, is vastly superior to Chaline's effort, yet also contains troubling mistakes that
reveal Waller's lack of real understanding of physical
culture. In a description of Sandow posing in his show
costume, for example, Waller explains that Sandow is
wearing "harlequin socks," rather than Roman sandals
-Sandow's normal footwear when he performed. In
another place he claims that Katie Sandwina "was a
maid of German extraction who had 17.5" biceps, 26.5"
calves and a good claim to be the strongest woman in
the world."2o Where Waller found such large numbers
for Sandwina's measurements is unknown. However,
had he bothered to check them, he could easily have discovered that Sandwina was measured by physicians at a
press event announcing her as one of the stars of the
1911 season for the Barnum and Bailey Circus.
Reporters were in the room as she was measured and
found to be: 5 feet 9% inches tall, 210 pounds in weight,
with a 44){o inch chest measurement (expanded), a 29
3
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inch waist, 43 inch hips, a 16Xo inch calf, and a flexed
right biceps measurement of 14 inches.2t Historians
working in the fields of circus, theater, and physical culture history generally know to be suspicious of lifts and
measurements claimed by press agents. Had Waller taken time to do some research - rather than accepting the
measurements at face value - he would have realized
the impossibility of her calf being larger than the also
exaggerated 24" claimed by the John Robinson Circus in
1898 for Louis Cyr. Historian David Willoughby, whose
life was dedicated to understanding the limits of human
potential, estimated Cyr 's calf at "only" 18 inches in the
strongman's prime.22

in a spmting context, and increasingly, with studies of
training practices, exercise methods, the evolution of
exercise science, and the history of weightlifting, bodybuilding, and powerlifting.23
While it has been gratifying to see the growth of
historical work by real historians in "physical culture,"
other parts of the academic community, particularly
sport sociology and media studies, are also embracing
what they call physical cultural studies - although
many of them seem to be leaving history out of their definition of the field. For example, Routledge Press in
Great Britain released an anthology, Critical Readings in
Bodybuilding, edited by Adam Locks and Niall Richardson in 2012. Locks is a Senior Lecturer in Media Studies
at Chichester University, and Niall Richardson teaches
While mistakes will happen from time to time, film studies at the University of Sussex. Critical Readmy deeper concern is how we can strengthen the field of ings, they explained in their introduction was conceived
Physical Culture Studies and attract more historians to as a book to explore the contemporary practice of bodyour field. I first began thinking about this in 1987 when building and to also explore eroticism and sexuality
I won the graduate essay contest of the North American related to the sport.24 Because of the book's contempoSociety for Sport History (NASSH) and was invited to raly focus, there is no history article per se in the antholVancouver to present my paper at the society's annual ogy, but Locks' lengthy introduction to the book serves
conference. At the final banquet Jack Berryman, then that purpose and touches on Bemarr Macfadden, Charles
NASSH president, took me aside to tell me how much he Atlas, Bob Hoffman, Joe Weider, Steve Reeves, and
had enjoyed my paper about Bemarr Macfadden's ideas Arnold Schwarzenegger.2s
Sadly, Locks' "history" is once again filled with
on exercise for women and that he thought I would like
to know that there had been a spirited discussion among errors. He claims that Sandow coined the term bodythe members of the selection committee about whether building - which was already being used by the
my paper was actually eligible for consideration. The YMCA's Robert J. Roberts in the 1890s, and asserts that
issue, Berryman explained, was that I had written about Bob Hoffman was the first American barbell entrepreexercise, rather than competitive sport, and some mem- neur, ignoring the contributions of Alan Calvert, who
bers of the committee were not sure that exercise fit founded the Milo Barbell Company in 1902.26 Locks
under the umbrella of the society. Until that moment it also claims that the Weider magazines of the 1940s and
had never occurred to me that people would view the 1950s were devoted exclusively to bodybuilding, when
study of exercise as belonging outside the boundaries of in reality they also covered weightlifting, nutrition, and
sport history. And, as time passed, I have realized all too advised people to use barbells for sport training. He
often how little attention we pay to the history of exer- even states that John Grimek (who lived and worked in
York, Pennsylvania for his entire adult life, and visited
cise in both our public schools and universities.
I am happy to report that research related to the California only occasionally) was the most important
study of physical culture is no longer unusual in the field bodybuilder at Muscle Beach in the 1940s, a statement
of sport history. In 2012, Kim Beckwith, Tommy Hunt, that would undoubtedly have raised the eyebrows of
Tolga Ozyurtcu and I made presentations at NASSH Steve Reeves, George Eiferman, and Jack LaLanne, who
about the state of physical culture history. We reported to were there far more frequently than Grimek. Locks even
those attending our session that approximately 20 per- claims that Larry Scott was the most important bodycent of the papers delivered at NASSR's annual confer- builder at Muscle Beach in the mid-sixties, whereas Larence each year now deal with physical culture topics ry Scott trained at Vince Gironda's gym in Studio City,
such as exercise, embodiment, media representations of California, and the original Muscle Beach was closed by
the body, definitions of masculinity and femininity with- city officials in the late 1950s.27
4
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I know some may think I am starting to sound "physical culture."
The earliest use I can find in print appeared in a
overly critical here - even for a book called Critical
Readings in Bodybuilding. However, the number of 1787 book by Adolphus Vongnieur, entitled Treatise on
errors of fact in a book aimed at classroom use for future the Bane of Vice .31 Vongnieur uses the term to speak of
scholars in physical cultural studies is genuinely alarm- guiding growth and maturation - as was also meant
ing. Even more distressing is the fact that Locks' and when "physical culture" was used in the lengthy title of
Richardson's lack of knowledge of the history of physi- Dr. Samuel Hare's 1838, Practical Observations on the
cal culture also reveals how unprepared they were to Causes and Treatment of Curvatures of the Spine, with
serve as editors of the volume. For example, anthropol- Hygienic Directions for the Physical Culture of Youth. 32
ogist Ann Bolin has an essay in the book about women's In November 1860, Dio Lewis uses the term as the subbodybuilding in which she writes: "Titp.e has shown that title for his new monthly magazine and then, following
virtually any activity that threatens the hegemonic gen- Lewis' use - it quickly began appearing in many other
der order will call into question the gender authenticity books and magazines in the late nineteenth century as a
of its participants. This debate surfaced in the infancy of descriptive "umbrella" term for exercise, fitness, and the
women's bodybuilding when Gloria Miller Fudge took pursuit ofhealth.33 The Water Cure Journal and Herald
off her high heels. It arose again when Cammie Lusko of Reforms, for example, renamed itself the Herald of
(1980 Miss Olympia) presented a 'hardcore muscular Reform and Journal of Physical Culture in 1863. Sim
routine. "'28 However the correct name of the early body- Kehoe used it as the subtitle of his popular Indian club
builder mentioned is Georgia Miller Fudge, not Gloria. book in 1866.34 By the end of the nineteenth century
Further, Fudge is not the bodybuilder who famously took "physical culture" had even made its way into universioff her high heels in 1979, closed her fists when posing, ties and schools where it was often used to describe
and set women's bodybuilding on its modem path. That physical education programs and physical training classwas Laura Combes. Combes' performance was even es.Js In the late nineteenth century, sport and games
written about in Sports Illustrated.29 And Cammie were not significant factors in most school physical eduLusko was never Miss Olympia. The winner of the first cation programs and so the term "physical culture"
Ms. Olympia in 1980 was Rachel McLish. Lusko fin- evoked for the early, pioneering physical educators the
ished ninth.Jo
idea of rational, systematic training - what I called in
my book "purposive exercise," to differentiate it from
competitive sport and recreation.
At the tum of the twentieth century, however,
Academic history is a curious profession.
Before the founding of the American Historical Associa- the term physical culture began to fall into disfavor in
tion in 1884, few universities had professional historians academic circles. This is probably due in large part to
on their staff, as history was largely written by wealthy the fact that both Sandow in 1898 and - especially men with time on their hands and access to books and Bemarr Macfadden in 1899, adopted the term as the title
rare manuscripts. The same has been true in the field of of their respective magazines.36 After that time-while
physical culture history. Until the past couple of the term did not "go viral" in our modem sense of that
decades, historical scholarship on strongmen, body- word - the healthy sales of both magazines made the
building, and weight training of all sorts has largely been term widely known. In the pages of Macfadden's Physwritten by men who had private collections such as ical Culture, and in the dozens of training courses and
Edmund Desbonnet in France, David Willoughby in the articles in health and fitness magazines that appeared
United States, and, most prolific of them all, David Web- during the first decades of the twentieth century, the term
ster OBE in Scotland. One reason for the lack of earlier physical culture began to be used for a set of holistic
scholarly attention is because sources in the pre-internet health practices that encompassed nutrition, fresh air,
era were scarce and because the term "physical culture" proper digestion, adequate sleep, and the other tenets of
has had such a checkered history within the academic what Americans in earlier times had referred to as the
community - and even popular culture - in America. "Laws of Health."37 It became, as historian David Kirk
Before talking about the academic side of all this, how- argues, "a way of life." Physical culture systems were
ever, I would like to examine the evolution of the term not just exercise routines, Kirk explains, they were also
5
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"embedded in beliefs, knowledge, and broader individual and social practices."Js In fact, if we were able to
speak to the readers of these early health and fitness
magazines, they would probably tell you they were
physical culturists - not bodybuilders, and not mere
weight trainers. Jack Lalanne's daughter, Dr. Yvonne
Laraine Rubio, told me in 2012 that when someone
asked her father what he did for a living he always said
he was a "physical culturist. "39 Similarly, Pudgy and
Les Stockton told me on more than one occasion that
they never thought of themselves as bodybuilders at
Muscle Beach- they were physical culturists.40
My belief is that in America, Macfadden's personal eccentricities, his connections to such at-that-time
academically suspect activities as weightlifting and vegetarianism and his contempt for most aspects of traditional medicine, alienated the medical and academic
community. As a consequence, during the first half of
the twentieth century, most university programs began
abandoning the term physical culture and using instead
such terms as physical training or physical education to
describe their curriculum. As a consequence the term
physical culture moved outside the American academy
until late in the twentieth century.
In Europe and other parts of the world, however,
the term "physical culture" has remained in much more
common use in academic circles.4t However, in almost
all of these countries the term is used as an all-inclusive
term to describe all kinds of human movement, including competitive sport, dance, recreation, and exercise,
rather than the way we generally define it in the United
States. 42
In recent decades, the term "physical culture"
has begun to creep back into American academia. I like
to think that Terry and I played a role in returning the
term to academic respectability. For example, we began
calling our collection of books, magazines, and related
materials the Todd-McLean Physical Culture Collection
back in the early 1980s, and in 1990 we began publishing this journal - Iron Game History: the Journal of
Physical Culture. And, of course, the full name of our
academic research center is the H.J. Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and Sports. At The University
of Texas in Austin we now offer an undergraduate major
called "Physical Culture and Sports," and our doctoral
program in sport history is called the Ph.b. Program in
Physical Culture and Sport Studies.43
These uses of the term all suggest that "physical

culture" is somehow separate from "sport," and that was
exactly what we tried to convey as we were establishing
the Stark Center. As part of that effort we decided we
needed to define the term - since we used it in our
name from the beginning. The definition we finally
arrived at is this: "Physical Culture is a term used to
describe the various activities people have employed
over the centuries to strengthen their bodies, enhance
their physiques, increase their endurance, enhance their
health, fight against aging, and become better athletes."
Encyclopedia Britannica defines physical culture in a somewhat longer but similar fashion: "A philosophy, regimen, or lifestyle seeking maximum physical
development through such means as weight (resistance)
training, diet, aerobic activity, athletic competition, and
mental discipline. Specific benefits include improvements in health, appearance, strength, endurance, flexibility, speed, and general fitness as well as greater proficiency in sport-related activities."44 Oxford English Dictionary s definition is much shorter: "the development
and strengthening of the body, esp. by means of regular
exercise."4S Feminist scholars Patricia Vertinsky and
Jennifer Hargreaves use it in yet another way. In their
book, Physical Culture, Power and the Body- they use
the term to refer to "all activities in which the body itself
- its anatomy, its physicality, and most importantly, its
forms of movements - is the very purpose, raison
d 'etre of the activity."46
However we define it, there is no question that
the field of Physical Culture Studies is growing and finding greater academic acceptance. Even so, as Ben
Franklin once observed, "It takes many good deeds to
build a good reputation, and only one bad act to destroy
it." Franklin's comment reflects the essence of my concern about such poorly sourced and inadequately
researched books as Eric Chaline's The Temple of Perfection. I continue to hope that we are moving toward a
time in which the contributions of Eugen Sandow,
Bernarr Macfadden, Joseph Pilates, Professor Attila,
Jack LaLanne, Dr. Thomas DeLorme, Arnold
Schwarzenegger, Jane Fonda, Kenneth Cooper, and
Boyd Epley are taught in our college sport history classes alongside the stories of Babe Ruth, Bobby Jones,
Jesse Owens, Billie Jean King, Jackie Robinson, Jim
Thorpe, and Muhammad Ali. If we can move to a time
when the history of physical culture is no longer margin6
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alized and is, instead, fully part of our sport history curriculum - it will be far less likely that books such as
Critical Readings in Bodybuilding and Temple ofPerfection will find publishers who do not see the glaring
errors contained in them. It can also be hoped that the
burgeoning group of young scholars who want to study
and write about strength, bodybuilding, and other forms
of body culture will no longer consider themselves anything less than true sport historians.
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NOTES
In several places in this essay I refer to the work of scholars by name only and do not include a footnote with a
list of their publications. This is done solely because of
space in the journal. I will happily provide a full list of
publications by these scholars upon request.

12. Chaline covers the rise of modern chains such as American
Health Studios, Gold's Gyms and Bally Fitness in four-and-a-half
pages in the book. The single source listed for Joe Gold was, "Golden
Age Legends: Part One: Golden Age Greats," at www.bodybuilding.com. The article is no longer on-line. He lists two web sources
for Vic Tanny: "Vic Tanny" at www.iron-age-classic-bodybuilding.com, and Josh Buck, "The Evolution of Health Clubs" http://clubindustry.com/forprofits/evolution-health-clubs . Buck's article is
still on-line and is well-researched and useful, although hardly comprehensive . Chaline's very brief discussion of Ray Wilson, his
American Health Studios chain, and the rise of Bally Fitness were all
taken from "Company Histories: Bally Total Fitness," at www.fundinguniverse.com. That link also no longer works.

1. Eric Chaline, The Temple of Perfection: A History of the Gym,
(London: Reaktion Books ,2015).
2. Rob Doyle, "The Temple of Perfection: A History of the Gym by
Eric Chaline : Exhaustive History of the Gym Takes Us from Ancient
Greece to Global Business," Irish Times, 29 March 2015.
3. Jan Todd, Physical Culture and the Body Beautiful: Purposive
Exercise in the Lives of American Women (Macon : Mercer University
Press, 1998). Curiously, an illustration from the book is cited in footnote 21, on page 258, which suggests he saw a copy at some point.

13. Jack LaLanne, The Jack LaLanne Way to Vibrant Good Health
(New York: Prentice Hall, 1961); and www.Jackqueline.com .

4. John Fair, Muscletown USA : Bob Hoffman and the Manly Culture
of York Barbell (State College, PA : Penn State Press, 1999). There are
also no references to Fair's articles on physical culture published in
other academic journals.

14. Chaline, Temple of Perfection, 150.
15. Todd, Physical Culture and the Bady Beautiful, 145-149, 185-198,
211-236.

5. Terry Todd and Jan Todd, "The Last Interview," Iron Game History:
The Journal of Physical Culture 6, no. 4 (December 2000): 1-14.

16. Nor does Chaline discuss any of the hydropathic sanitariums and
health homes in Battle Creek, Michigan and other parts of the country, most of which not only had a gym of some sort on their grounds
but also dispensed nutritional advice.

6. Ed Murray, Muscle Beach (London: Arrow Books, 1980), back
cover.
7. 1bid.

17. Eugen Sandow, Sandow's Curative Institute of Physical Culture
(London: by the author, n.d.) viewed at: www.dandizette.com
/library/he/intro.htm. For information on Zander and Dudley Allen
Sargent see Caroline de Ia Pena, The Body Electric: How Strange
Machines Built the Modern American (Albany: New York University
Press, 2005) .

8. Harold Zinkin, Remembering Muscle Beach : Where Hard Bodies
Began - Photographs and Memories (Los Angeles: Angel City Press,
1999); Marla Matzer Rose, Remembering Muscle Beach : Where the
Best Bodies in the World Started a Fitness Revolution (New York: St.
Martins Press, 2001); Tolga Ozyurtcu, "Flex Marks the Spot:
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THE USA VS. THE WORLD:
AN ANALYTICAl NARRATIVE OF AMERICAN, WORLD, AND
OLYMPIC WEIGHTLIFTING RESULTS, 1970-1992
Part Three of a Three-Part Series

John D. Fair
The University of Texas at Austin
In our country physical culture is sport for the people, in our country millions participate in the physical culture movement.
And it is obvious that talented athletes will sooner be found among these millions than among thousands, and that it is easier
to find talented athletes among thousands than among hundreds.

-Mikhail Kalinin*

One of the hot questions of the day seems to be, 'Why isn't the United States the Olympic power it once was?' ... I think much
of our slip in international sports stature has to do with the ineffectiveness of the very system our nation relies on to develop
our young athletes.

-Dr. Robert Voy**

Editors' Note: Following the 2015 World Weightlifling
Championships in Houston, Texas, the sport of
weightlifling received yet another blow to its already
scarred reputation when the IWF released the news that
17 athletes, 12 men and jive women, tested positive,
including Russian Aleksei Lovchev, who broke world
records in the superheavyweight class. Already banned
from the 2015 Worlds were 11 Bulgarian weightliflers
who failed a pre-competition drug test conducted at
their home camp. Although no Americans tested positive at the Worlds, its disheartening that even with the
disqualification of these 28 athletes, no American man
qualified for the 2016 Olympics. In the team competition at the Worlds the American women finished 14th;
the men placed 28th. This final article in John Fairs
three-part series on American weightlifling could hardly
be more timely, as the sports most recent drug scandal
may resurrect past debates in the IOC about whether
weightlifling should be banned from the Olympic family.

In the wake of America's lackluster performance in the 1972 Olympics, President Gerald R. Ford
established the President's Commission on Olympic
Sports to determine what factors were hampering the
United States from entering its best amateur athletes in
the Olympics and other international sporting events.
To this end newly-elected national weightlifting chairman Murray Levin, along with previous chairman Bob
Crist, AAU executive director Jim Stevens, and middleweight champion Russell Knipp, were subjected to a
closed hearing in Washington, conducted by New York
Congressman Jack Kemp to examine the shortcomings
of their program. Levin recalls as he entered the room
Kemp was
... screaming and yelling and saying 'it
looks like the whole sport is controlled
by Bob Hoffman. Hoffman puts up all
the money, Hoffinan has the York team
members that travel all over the world.
They represent him. They win the
medals, but its all York, York, York, and
maybe that s what s wrong with United
States weightlifling; that one man is
controlling everything financially.' And
he said, 'I have it on good authority that
he put up $400,000 to send all those
teams around the world. ' Now I'm lis-

Correspondence to: Dr. John Fair, NEZ 5.700, Dept. of Kinesiology & Health
Education, Stark Center, University of Texas at Austin, 78712.
Email: john.fair@gcsu.edu.
*John N. Washburn, "Sport as a Soviet Tool," Foreign Affairs 34 no. 3 (April
1956): 494. Mikhail Kalinin had been a chairman of the Presidium of the
Supreme Soviet of the USSR.
**Robert Voy, Drugs, Sport, and Politics (Champaign : Human Kinetics, 1991),
131.

9

Iron Game History

Volume 13 Numbers 2 & 3

Voices of Experience
This final installment underscores that influence. Consisting largely of oral testimonies over 16
months, it draws on the collective memories and wisdom
of 23 lifters, officials, and promoters who lived through
at least three decades of American decline vis-a-vis the
world. About 1,100 years would be a conservative estimate of the commitment of these individuals (some
going back to the 1940s) to weightlifting. Most importantly their prolonged experience, drawn from all levels
of participation, shades of opinion, and geographical
diversity, enables them to view multiple dimensions of a
problem that has defied any easy solution for a half century. What they suggest is that while the influence of
leaders, lifters, and organizations cannot be discounted,
America's lackluster performance was systemic. With
Levin and his colleagues could at least be consoled that money and talent migrating to more lucrative sectors of
weightlifting was not the only amateur sport under fire, the nation's sports-crazed society, weightlifting
but they resented Kemp's appalling ignorance of the past remained true to its antiquated amateur origins and
achievements of America's strongest Olympic athletes lapsed into a culture of underachievement.
and ingratitude towards the promoter who almost singleUnlike most scholarly studies or the preceding
handedly made them possible. With virtually no govern- articles in this series, every effort will be made in this
ment assistance Bob Hoffman, often styled by himself article to allow each of the interviewees to speak in their
and others as, the "Father of American Weightlifting," own words as much as possible in the narrative. Hence
had enlisted the likes of John Davis, Tommy Kono, Pete citations of quotations from interviews will be embedGeorge, Norbert Schemansky, and Chuck Vinci to make ded in the text itself, and footnotes will be reserved for
his teams the envy of the world. Prior to 1970 his lifters additional information. Therefore it is important at the
harvested a total of 117 medals in Olympic and world outset to introduce the 24 weightlifting insiders for
championships in 27 years of competition, averaging whom I gratefully acknowledge assistance :
4.33 medals per year.2
But during the next 23 years, on which this
Wesley Barnett - United States Olympic
study focuses, American lifters garnered only five Team Member in 1992 and 1996 in the 90 kilo class and
medals or .22 per year. Bantamweight Vinci was the last former Executive Director of USA Weightlifting - 13
American male to win an Olympic gold medal in 1960, February 2013, Colorado Springs, CO (Personal Interand Super-Heavyweight Joe Dube was the last Ameri- view).s
can world champion in 1969. Furthermore, after dwinDragomir Cioroslan Olympic bronze
dling steadily since the early 1960s, no American medalist for Romania in 1984, former United States
weightlifting medals were won at the Munich Olympics National Weightlifting Coach, and current Director of
in 1972. While Dube rightly reckons in retrospect that International Strategies and Development for the USOC
America's decline can be primarily attributed to "the - 13 February 2013, Colorado Springs, CO (Personal
absence of Bob Hoffman," the germane question Interview).
addressed by this three-part study is what was done to
Mike Conroy - International Level Coach and
fill that void and why these efforts were inadequate.J Director of Coaching Education for USA Weightlifting
The first installment, a statistical analysis, defined the - 13 February 2013, Colorado Springs, CO (Personal
nature of the problem, while the second, drawing on Interview).
contemporary publications, established an interpretive
John Coffee- Georgia gym owner and coach
framework that emphasized culture as a critical compo- for nearly a half century whose women's teams have
nent to performance on the international level. 4
won 18 national titles- December 2012, Marietta, GA.
tening to this. And after hearing this
raving and ranting for about fifteen or
twenty minutes, I blew my stack. I said,
'you're wrong, it wasn't $400,000, it
was $600,000. I know the facts and the
figures . ' I said, 'where in the hell were
you guys in Washington when the Russians were walking around the arena in
1968 holding the flag out in front of
them. Our guys are training with tattered sweat suits in basements and
garages. Where were you in the thirties,
the forties, and the fifties, and the sixties
when we needed you? ... One man did
all this, and you did nothing. 'I
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Bob Crist- Founder of the Lower Peninsula
Weightlifting Club and Chairman of the National
Weightlifting Committee from 1971 to 1976-21 June
2012, Hampton, VA (Telephone Interview).
Louis DeMarco - President of Team Pendragon, Coach of national and international teams, and former member of the USA Weightlifting Board of Directors- 8 and 26 September 2013, Cortland, OH (Telephone Interview).
Arthur Drechsler - Former Junior World
Record Holder and current Chair of the USA Weightlifting Board of Directors- 7 November 2013, Flushing,
NY (e-mail).
Pete George- National weightlifting champion in 1946, world champion in 1947, silver medalist at
the 1948 and 1956 Olympics and gold medalist in 1952
- 11 July 2012, Honolulu, HI (e-mail).
Ben Green - Veteran national-level weightlifter and coach who has been a key figure in Southern
weightlifting since the 1970s - 1 November 2012,
Newnan, GA (Personal Interview).
Gayle Hatch -Founder of the Gayle Hatch
Weightlifting Club which has won forty national titles
and coach of the 2004 United States Olympic Weightlifting Team - 4 January 2013, Baton Rouge, LA (Personal
Interview).
Bruce Klemens - Avid lifter and prolific
writer and photographer who has covered virtually all
major weightlifting meets since the 1970s- 31 January
2013, Oak Ridge, NJ (Telephone Interview).
Tommy Kono - Winner of Olympic gold
medals in 1952 and 1956 and six world championships,
often cited as the greatest weightlifter of all time - 12
July 2012, Alea, HI (e-mail).6
Murray Levin - Served as President of the
United States Weightlifting Federation from 1976 to
1988 and organized the 1977 World Championships in
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania - 30 March 2013, Boca
Raton, FL (Telephone Interview).
Laurie Lopez - A mainstay for many years at
USA Weightlifting, currently Director of Operations 13 February 2013, Colorado Springs, FL (Personal Interview).
Jim Lorimer - Organized the 1967 national
championships and 1970 world championships and
administered the annual Arnold Sports Festival & Fitness Weekend in Columbus, Ohio, since 1989 - 25
June 2013, Columbus, OH (Telephone Interview).?

Carl Miller - A protege of Frank Spellman,
1948 Olympic gold medalist, Miller served as first
National Weightlifting Coordinator in the 1970s,
authored The Sport of Olympic-Style Weightlifting
(20 11 ), and has operated Carl and Sandra's Physical
Conditioning Center for three decades - 5 February
2012, Santa Fe, NM (Personal Interview).s
Harvey Newton - Served as first National
Coach (1981-84) and Executive Director of USA
Weightlifting (1982-88). Author of Explosive Lifting for
Sports and editor of Harvey Newtons Weightlifting eBulletin - 16 October 2013, Ormond Beach, FL (Telephone Interview).
Denis Reno- National Weightlifting Coaching
Coordinator in the mid-1970s and editor of Denis Reno s
Weightlifter s Newsletter since 1969 - 12 August 2012,
West Newton, MA (Personal Interview).
Mark Rippetoe - Former powerlifter and
owner of the Wichita Falls Athletic Club who has
authored Starting Strength and conducts strength seminars throughout the nation- 12 December 2012, Wichita Falls, TX (Telephone Interview).9
Jim Schmitz- Holds a degree in physical education from California State University at San Francisco
and since 1972 has owned the Sports Palace where he
has coached numerous elite lifters, including a total of
ten athletes on seven consecutive Olympic teams- 9
April2013, San Francisco, CA (Telephone Interview).IO
Les Simonton - Serves as Coach of the East
Alabama Weightlifting Club and as USAW Board of
Directors Secretary - 6 October 2012, Auburn, AL
(Personal Interview).
Zygmunt Smalcerz- 1972 Olympic Champion for Poland and Current USA National Weightlifting
Coach- 13 February 2013, Colorado Springs, CO (Personal Interview)."
Mike Stone- Holds a Ph.D. from Florida State
University, author of numerous articles on physiology
and biomechanics, former head of Sports Physiology for
the United States Olympic Committee and currently a
professor of exercise science at East Tennessee State
University- 25 October 2013, Johnson City, TN (Telephone Interview).
Terry Todd - Holds a Ph.D. from the University of Texas, junior national champion in weightlifting,
national champion in powerlifting, former editor of
Strength & Health magazine, founder and director of the
Stark Center for Physical Culture and Sports at the Uni11
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versity of Texas (Email
Communication).
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The Numbers Game
Admittedly nearly all of these authorities
use the present as their
reference point, but in this
case the past is the present. They virtually all
concur that the need for
greater
numbers
of
weightlifters was as true
in earlier decades as it is
now. "You've got to get
the numbers," argues Carl
Miller. Most would agree
that the best sources of
recruitment have traditionally been the schools,
recreational centers, and
YMCAs . "If you had
Olympic weightlifting in
all of the high schools,
then that would increase
your numbers," observes
Pete George, John Davis, Norbert Schemansky, and Tommy Kono -four of the greatest weightlifters in
Gayle Hatch. "That's history - represented the U.S. in many world championships during the same general era, winning a
what the Russians have. total of 20 world championships and 12 Olympic medals - six golds, four silvers, and two bronzes.
They may start out with
coaches are vety protective of their tal100,000 lifters and then it comes down to the elite. We
ent.
They don ~ want to lose anybody to
don't have that." Arguably the greatest handicap to
weightlifting or to any other sport, but
recruitment and having weightlifting competitions in
because
they have to use weightlifting in
schools is the presence of football as the dominant sport.
their
training
they think there s more of
Until the early to rnid-1960s, most football coaches
a danger there, and so weightlifting has
vehemently opposed weight training, but during the fitto approach football more as a partner
ness revolution of the 1970s weights ceased being taboo
and
not as an adversa1y.
and quickly became a requirement for athletes in all
sports. Thereafter coaches had to jealously guard their
turf out of fear that players would like lifting more than
football. "One of the things weightlifting has to do," Les
Simonton points out,

The best example of overcoming that obstacle
was when Michael Cohen, a former national champion
and physical education teacher at Jenkins High School in
Savannah, Georgia, formed Team Savannah in 1988. As
Wes Barnett explains, "they were in the schools, they
had access to all these kids, so they had a lot of people
to cull from, and then as the cream rose to the top, they
were funded, they had facilities, they had their ways paid
to competitions. They had a support system. They had
medical around them, they had science around them.

is be careful not to tread on any big
toes because football is an 800-pound
gorilla, and particularly in high
schools. I've heard time and again from
weightlifting coaches that the football
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They had very similar to what we had out in the [Colorado Springs] resident program." So successful was
Cohen's team that it surpassed football in popularity and
income, securing from local voters a one-percent sales
tax to build a permanent lifting facility, the largest in the
country, to support Team Savannah which claimed 47
national champions, 28 American record holders, and
152 American records by 1997.12 Citing Cohen's
school-based initiative as a model, Ben Green maintains
that "every little town in the United States has a potential
world champion in it." "In the schools," Denis Reno
reiterates, "That's always the key. Get it into the
schools." 13
Failing widespread weightlifting presence in the
schools, however, recruitment efforts have been, as Jim
Schmitz points out, haphazard and unsystematic. "You
look at Tommy Kono and Chuck Vinci and all those
guys. It was pure luck that they just happened to be near
a facility where they could do weightlifting, Tommy
from the YMCA and Chuck from John Schubert [in
Cleveland] and so many others who just happened to be
talented persons who were lucky enough to be around
some weightlifting." Even after the creation of the Colorado Springs training center, "you couldn't just go out
and tap a kid with talent ... and make an Olympic champion." Recruitment, according to John Coffee, has consisted "mainly of people that come in off the streets.
That's the only way they come in." Lou DeMarco
insists "we really don't have a recruiting system here at
all. It's by happenstance that we get the lifters we get."
Nor has the dramatic growth of health clubs and number
of weight trainees since the 1970s improved the situation. "Many gyms that previously had barbells," notes
Artie Drechsler, "completely abandoned free weights in
favor of Nautilus machines, and many new gyms were
Nautilus only." Ben Green recalls that "even back in the
day when I came along you could go to almost any
YMCA and fmd a platform, and they didn't do powerlifting." It became rare by the 1990s to see a platform or
anyone doing overhead lifts with a barbell.
Pete George provides a unique perspective on
America's decline in weightlifting by placing the blame
on how competitions are conducted and conveyed to the
public. Pete believes,

... the biggest reason there is so little
participation in the sport is because it
has practically zero spectator appeal. A
13

contest of human strength certainly
should have a lot of appeal, but the way
modern weightlifting presents it leaves
most spectators bewildered. One of the
reasons for this is that there are too
many bodyweight classes. This has
caused a multitude of problems. Its
almost impossible to stage a local contest in an interesting manne1: Ve1y few
areas in the US have three good lifters
in each class, and if they do, contests
last too long. In an effort to speed them
up, promoters group some or all of the
competitors in a single session. The
spectators then have no idea of who is
lifting against whom, and what the significance of each lift is in the overall
competition. I believe there should be
no more than jive classes, preferably
four
(light-140,
middle-165,
lightheavy-190, and heavy). I know that
is radical thinking and has zero chance
of being accepted by the controlling
powers of international lifting, but I
believe its the only way lifting in the US
can survive.
The beauty of George's reform proposal is that it meshes
so well with America's consumer culture, which is driven by spectator appeal and ultimately the prospect of
cash rewards. Unfortunately it flies in the face of the
powers-that-be on the international level who are drawn
largely from countries with government-supported programs. When Pete presented his plan to IWF President
Tamas Ajan and others he was told that they are concerned about the athletes and not about spectators. "But
the primary reason an athlete competes is for the recognition it brings him," Pete reasoned, "otherwise he'll just
stay in the gym and work out. In other words, the fewer
the spectators, the less the sport attracts athletes." Les
Simonton agrees that until weightlifting is conducted in
a more professional manner "we're doomed to poor
exposure and doomed to mediocrity."
This weightlifting version of supply-side economics differs from the traditional European model of
success which American leaders have attempted to apply
to their faltering programs since the 1970s. Zygmunt
Smalcerz, the latest European to enlighten the West on
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Eastern ways, explains that his native Poland, even after
the breakup of the Soviet bloc in the early 1990s, still
follows a system that was put in place a half century ago.
We still follow all the things like camps.
Like first of all, why we are so good,
because we start with what we call identification of talent and selection. We are
not waiting if somebody will come for
the weightlifting call. We are going
forth to reach guys very talented in this
school, and we would like to be the first
to catch him, and we're providing the
competition for him, not with ve1y heavy
weights, but we are judging the technique. And this process gives us to discover the most talented, and then we are
giving them the fantastic big grant. ...
We are thinldng about Olympic cycles
-only, Olympics, worlds, Olympics.
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weightlifting. There are some colleges that have programs where you can go to college and do weightlifting,
but it's nothing like for a gymnast or basketball or a
swimmer or track and field." Mark Rippetoe asks, "How
many schools in the United States offer a weightlifting
scholarship? What would a guy with a 36-inch ve1tical
jump do? Throw the shot at the University of Texas or
lift weights? He's lifting weights anyway." That the lure
to other sports goes beyond the scholastic level is evident to Denis Reno who observes that life is getting easier in America and "lifting is work. And nobody works
for nothing any more .. . . And of course pay has escalated like crazy in pro sports, so if you're going to pursue a
sport, you might as well get paid a lot of money for it,
and you know it's not going to be this." Were it not for
the attraction of the Olympics, Ben Green believes the
sport would cease to exist. "We're never going to be a
football sport or anything that can draw, but we can do
better. We get the leftovers to start with." Wes Barnett
attributes America's lackluster performance in part to so
many other distractions that do not exist in Europe.

By way of contrast, in the United States there has never
been any identification of talent process. "So many football players," says Smalcerz. "They look ready for fantastic weights, but they don't like to be weightlifters
because money is everything." Nobody in this country
has recognized weightlifting as a "good sport. So what
we need to change here is first the identification of the
talent."l4 Mike Conroy notes that USA Weightlifting has
crossed the 10,000 mark for the first time in its history,
"but we're still the smallest NGB in the USOC. .. . Look
at the power sports in the United States. It's all team
sports. And people who do individual sports are looked
on as kind of anti-social. The problem with weightlifting
is that we use the lifts, but we only use the lifts as they
relate back to the athletes of the team sports to get better." Lou DeMarco points out that a country like China,
with over a million weightlifters, has no such problem,
and even if team sports were more prevalent, the Communist government would insure that they would not
draw talent from those sports that could bring Olympic
glory and international prestige to the nation.

You win an Olympic medal in
weightlifting in Bulgaria as an example,
you got a car, you got an apartment,
you're knighted or whatever the case
may be . ... In this count1y, the big three,
baseball, basketball, football, and still
to this day to a large extent, those things
dominate, and then you got all the BMX,
the ultimate, the extreme sports and
whatever. So you got all these competing entities where in Europe and other
parts of the world, the Olympics were
the end all and be all, and in some cases
still is, and if you were an Olympic
champion you were famous . And there
are weightlifting Olympians throughout
the world that have the same type of status as Michael Jordan does in this country.
For Mark Rippetoe neuro-muscular efficiency is critical
to becoming a good weightlifter, and athletes with "36
verticals" gravitate to college football, basketball, or
track and field. He points out that, "there are avenues of
athletic competition for people in all weight classes here
that pay better and get more rewards than Olympic

Rival Alternatives
Carl Miller concurs that "some of our best people go down to other sports, whether it be football or
track and field or gymnastics." Jim Schmitz points out
that there are "no college scholarships whatsoever for
14
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weightlifters." It is hardly coincidental that as
weightlifting declined in the 1970s, most other sports,
especially football, were escalating in popularity.
Even among the strength sports weightlifting
was losing its attraction to a fast-growing rival sport that
required less attention to technique. There were "thousands and thousands of powerlifters," notes Murray
Levin, while at the same time "if you go to a national
weightlifting championship, you almost have to pay
people to go in. The only people in the audience are the
lifters or the coaches or the families." Gyms and health
clubs, another expansion sector in the 1970s, were providing fewer facilities for Olympic lifting. "Many of the
owners/managers," according to Art Drechsler, "made a
conscious decision to focus on one or another of the
sports when the governance split occuned, shedding
facilities for Olympic-style lifting if they chose to focus
on powerlifting or bodybuilding as many did." The
United States, he contends, "lost a disproportionate
share of ground in this area, with a larger share of its talent pool gravitating to powerlifting than was the case for
other nations." It required a shorter learning curve, he
argued, and its rise coincided with the "incorrect perception that powerlifting was a better test of strength."Is
That powerlifters were stronger and could easily transfer
it to Olympic lifting is vehemently denied by John Coffee. "They think that by having done powerlifting and
being a world champion they could learn technique in
the Olympic lifts and pretty soon be a world class
Olympic weightlifter. Of course that's bullshit." Terry
Todd - who coached Mark Henry during the middle of
the 1990s, when Mark held all of the US records in
weightlifting while setting national and world records in
powerlifting- notes that "back in the '60s, when modem powerlifting was born, many people competed in
both sports at the same time and did well, with some
even winning national championships or setting records
in both, like Dave Moyer and Ernie Pickett. As time
passed, however, this became less and less common.
Even so, a few competitive lifters, like Mark and Jim
McCarty have the physical attributes to become very
successful in both forms of lifting, but it becomes more
and more difficult to excel in both because the standards
in both continue to increase. Specialization rules."
Todd adds that by the end of the 1970s Strongman contests were also beginning to present a further
challenge to weightlifting, and to draw many large and
powerful men way from the Olympic sport. Another

development that coincided with weightlifting's decline,
and closely correlated with powerlifting's rise, was the
elimination of the press as a competitive lift after 1972.
Furthermore, as shown in the first article of this series,
the most dramatic drop in American performance in
weightlifting vis-a-vis that of other countries occurred
during this period. Although Jim Schmitz observes that
"Americans love the press" and that its elimination
"took away the potential of a lot of our really strong
lifters," there is no consensus that it was detrimental to
American lifting fortunes. After all, good pressers or
love of the press was by no means unique to the United
States. "Maybe slightly" is as far as Gayle Hatch will
concede to the press. "I don't think so," says Ben Green.
"I think it's a much better sport without it. In fact, I
think it helped us." While Artie Drechsler's contention
that "Americans had more athletes capable of world
records in that lift" in 1972 "than in the snatch and C&J"
is contradicted by evidence presented in the second article in this series, his more general observation that "that
link to the public was diminished" likely has merit.'6
One of the well-known questions asked of weightlifters
prior to its elimination, "How much can you press?" was
soon replaced by "How much can you bench press?" as
powerlifting rose in popularity. That no such effect was
prevalent in other countries further underscores the
impact of powerlifting. Terry Todd holds that:
One of the reasons many young men
were drawn more to powerlifting than to
weightlifting in the years following the
elimination of the press was that [those}
who wanted to be big and strong noticed
that powerlifters tended to have larger
and more powerful-looking upper bodies than weightlifters had. This was so
for two main reasons: 1) the elimination
of the press meant that the deltoids of
weightlifters were not as thick as they
were in the days of [Grigmy] Novak,
[Jim} Bradford, and [Chuck} Vinci and
2) as powerlifters bench pressed, their
pectoral and front deltoid muscles
increased in size, and as they began to
realize that thicker biceps, triceps, and
fats would significantly improve their
leverage in the bench they began to do
things like curls, triceps presses, and
15
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bent forward rows, which built upper
bodies that had the desired "look" the look of Doug Young, Roger Estep,
Bill Kazmaie1:

countries where it was practiced under the aegis of govemmental regulation of sports. In essence, American
amateur weightlifters were pitted against professionals
from rival countries. By the time professionals were
allowed in the Olympics in 1988, the quality of American athletes and their ability to attract corporate money
into the sport had deteriorated to a point that recovery,
even in the world's richest economy, seemed hopeless.
As Jim Schmitz readily remarks, "it goes down to the
fact that the rest of the world has really taken weightlifting seriously and professionally, and we're still fully
amateur."

Money
"Everything has to do with money," concludes
Tommy Kono. "Weightlifting in the U.S. doesn't attract
money like other sports. U.S. is a country for team
sport." What American weightlifting is lacking, agrees
Denis Reno, is "money and the press and peer pressure."
Zygmunt Smalcerz cites how "big money" funneled by
governments into the programs and lifters of predominantly socialist countries has produced spectacular
results.

A Marketing Issue
According to Mike Conroy, lack of change can
be attributed to weightlifting being "a groundhog sport.
We pop up every four years, put the superheavyweights
on TV and then we disappear again. So there's a marketing issue .... I've been involved at the national level
for 22 years, and ... we're fighting the same fight we did
the day I showed up." He recalls when Mary Lou Retton
won the gold medal in 1984 there were over a million
phone calls to US Gymnastics which "saved gymnastics." But when Tara Nott won a gold medal in
weightlifting in 2000 "we couldn't capitalize it." Mur-

Some of them, like for instance Alexeev,
broke 69 world records. He was very
wealthy guy, very wealthy. Each world
record was total 500 rubles. One ruble
was bigger than one dollm: He was in
the media. Everybody watched what
was going on. Big money. In Russia
and Poland as well. When someone
broke world record immediately money,
money,
money.
Money,
and
weightlifters was free of work because
the money was bigget; and each of them
was able to lift without going three or
four or six or eight hours of daily work.
.. . We need to choose somebody who
will be able to put something with money in this federation. We need bigger
money to support this to give stipends.

,.

Gayle Hatch, however, points out administrators have
discussed ideas about paying good lifters as much as
$24,000 per year to facilitate their training, "but we have
no lifters out there. That would be wasted money now.
Kendrick Farris didn't improve one kilo on his total
from the last Olympics." Les Simonton suggests a
unique approach to kick-start the program. "I've often
wondered if we could put up some money like in a trust.
Here's a million dollars. You win a gold medal in the
Olympics and you get that, 500 thousand for a silver."t7
Such capitalist ideas implemented in the 1970s might
have forestalled American decline, but rules against professionalism were rigidly enforced, except in socialist

~

~

Jim Schmitz, left, produced many national champions during his
long career as a gym owner and weightlifting coach, and Denis
Reno, right, served U.S. Weightlifting during the mid-70s as the
National Coaching Coordinator, and since 1969 has published as a
labor of love the invaluable Denis Reno's Weightlifting Newsletter
for an astonishing 47 years.
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ray Levin attributes America's decline to the lack of a
publicity medium. When Strength & Health "went out
every month, there were a hundred thousand copies and
everybody knew about weightlifting. Everybody knew
who the heroes were. Everybody knew who Schemansky was, and Gubner was, and Knipp was, and Kono
was. They knew everything about the spm1." Levin
remembers receiving a call one day in the mid-1980s
from John Terpak, who was "almost like a father to me,
saying 'Murray, I hate to tell you this, but we're gonna
stop the magazine.' I said, 'Johnny, that's gonna cause
the death of US weightlifting,' and that's exactly what
happened. People didn't know anything about the sport
anymore." From that point Joe Weider's bodybuilding
magazines had a free reign over the iron game. "Strength
& Health had an unbelievably universal effect," concurs
Denis Reno . "You can't imagine how many people
received that thing." Gayle Hatch "couldn't wait for
Strength & Health to come each month."
Bruce Klemens believes the "one main reason"
for "losing our critical mass" is the lack of any publicity
medium for weightlifting.

You want to be like them, so you studied
their training routines. Now any time I
see the federation put anything out, its
just some generic percentage-based
thing, and you have none of that personalization. I couldn't tell you specifically
how the good lifters over the past two
decades trained because they never
published any articles. ... You don't see
that personalization which to me is very
important to motivate people.

Personalization was also a key factor for John Coffee,
who observes that "a lot of kids grow up wanting to be
like Jim Brown or Wilt Chamberlain or something, and
it's mainly from seeing those people .. .it's the media,
either TV or newspapers, the magazines, or whatever it
is, and they identify with the personalities they see of
these people. But there's nobody like that in weightlifting." Coffee cites the example of when women's world
champion Robin Byrd [Goad] was "doing very well, I
don't think anybody out at the [Olympic] training center
lifted a fmger to try to get her any publicity."

We are less and less of the iron game
pie than ever before. And we don 't have
a newsstand publication because there s
not enough people to read it. In the old
days Weider and his bodybuilding magazines had a weightlifting article or two
by AI Murray or somebody. Now ifyou
look at any bodybuilding magazine
there s nothing at all about Olympic lifting, and its almost worse than [if they
were} against Olympic lifting. They
ignore it altogether. Its like we 're irrelevant. And so if you pick up a newsstand publication, you don't even know
we exist.

Administrative Shortcomings
Clearly a consensus exists that much of the
blame for America's weightlifting decline is due to
administrative failings. As a general axiom, notes Carl
Miller, as more emphasis is placed on bureaucracy, less
attention is devoted to delivering a coaching and
strength training system. "And that's where their
emphasis is." Mike Stone holds the board of directors
responsible for micromanaging and mismanaging the
sport, especially in the critical area of sports sc1ence
where its performance has been "abysmal."
In USA Weightlifting its been basically
the same as it was when I started, the
same people. They play different roles.
A few people have died off But basically you get many of the same people
doing the weightlifting that you did forty
years ago, and that can be a problem.
Put it this way. If you do the same
things you have always done, you 'll get
the same results. ... They need some
new blood in there. They need to let the
people they hire in the office have more

Heres another issue I have with even
an internet publication or whatever
USA Weightlifting puts out. They've lost
all of the personalization of any sort of
training routines. You know what I
mean. In the fifties, sixties, and seventies, you'd read about how Tommy Kono
trains or heres how Schemansky trains,
and you could get a little hero worship.
17
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control. And over the years they've
hired some people that were pretty good
managers and entrepreneurs and had
some really good ideas but were stifled
in hying to bring those ideas to ft·uition.
... If the board would act like a more
typical board and back off and let the
people in the office have more control
over what goes on, I think weightlifting
would be in better shape.

flourished after he left in 1988. Whether foreign influences -namely the hiring of Australian Lyn Jones as
National Coaching Director and Romanian Dragomir
Cioroslan as Resident Coach -were significantly detrimental to a program that had already been faltering for
two decades is debatable, but other administrative irregularities plagued the sport. According to Denis Reno,
weightlifting chafes under the control of the USOC constitution and bylaws, and as he says, the

Denis Reno recalls a time in the late 1980s when USA
Weightlifting was well administered by George Greenaway, an Air Force retiree who managed the office in
Colorado Springs.'s "He organized us. We told him
what we sort of wanted and an idea of what had to be
done, and he did it. ... He gave us structure. We have no
structure whatsoever in our federation now." Les
Simonton reflects that "until 2008 the board of directors
was something like 90% coaches, and most of those had
special interests, their own kids to a large degree. Some
of them were very well meaning, but there was nobody
there who knew how to produce things, and certainly so
far as running businesses, the organization just wasn't
run very much like a business." A "them and us" atmosphere seemed to prevail that extended to the resident athletes at Colorado Springs whom Ben Green calls "the
fair-haired boys." By the end of the eighties, Green said,
"we all felt like outsiders. And when we'd go to the
nationals, it was us against them. It always was. We hated them, and they hated us. They didn't like me, and
they didn't like John Coffee." Perhaps the harshest criticism leveled at USA Weightlifting officials, however,
comes from Mark Rippetoe who regards them as fools.
"They're fools in everything they do. They don't know
how to run an organization .. .. This is the smallest NGB
in the USOC and the worst NGB as far as I'm concerned. USA Weightlifting is just a joke organization."
Murray Levin attributes much of America's
decline to the board's decision following his departure to
mimic the Europeans. After the windfall of the 1984
Olympics, he explains, "we invested our money wisely.
Still they wanted to bring in foreign coaches, and I
always said, and Tommy [Kono] always said, that was
the death of American weightlifting. When they started
to bring in foreign influence, we sort of lost the spark,
and that's when the sport started to go down." Levin
notes that only the women's and master's programs
18

USOC finances 70% or more of our
programs. We're regimented in. We
have all the little structures, but we
don't know what in the hell we're doing.
We have lousy managers. All of our
people are free [volunteers} that run
our things. We're not going to get the
greatest managers. They're managing
and making money for someone else. ...
You get what you pay fm: And we have
no specific weightlifting people
employed in Colorado Springs. They're
all administrators. I mean our best
thing is Laurie Lopez.
Mike Conrad, National Coaching Coordinator at
Colorado Springs, who does come from a weightlifting
background, recognizes a lack of centralization and uniformity of coaching efforts with so many individual
coaches throughout the country with their own egos and
vested interests in the sport.l9 "The only thing we can do
is try to create a dialogue. Bringing everyone together
and changing the culture is a matter of survival. "20 To
Harvey Newton, who expresses the same frustration, "it
seems to be impossible to get the parties of weightlifting
on the same page. I don't know whether it's bitter jealousies. I don't know what it is."
But administrative problems extend far beyond
USA Weightlifting, as was obvious to Jim Lorimer who
brought together a blue-ribbon panel of fifteen leading
lights of the strength world in November 2012 to make
refmm proposals.21 That weightlifting's new Executive
Director (Michael Massik) was absent that day, that the
Chief of Sport Operations and NGB Relations at the
USOC (Rick Adams) attended only briefly, and that the
Chair ofUSA Weightlifting's Board of Directors (Drechsler) was only available by telephone did not augur well.
The result of the committee's aU-day meeting was a
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report submitted to Drechsler and Massik with recommendations for reform under four headings. 22 "There
was a lot of optimism and a lot of thought about how we
could get recruitment going and the like, but at the
USOC level there's just no support and no drive and no
leadership," lamented Lorimer. "I tried to give them a
track to run on, and they didn't run."23 Jim Schmitz discerns a major obstacle to American advancement on the
international level. "The Communist Eastern Europeans
have controlled weightlifting, and so they don't want the
US to have any power or influence because it would
weaken them," hence their aversion to television publicity. "You see Thomas Ajan didn't care about the world
championships or the Olympics making too big of a
splash because if you got too big of a splash, people with
money and influence would weaken his power. It would
knock him out." Whether there's an Eastern European
Weightlifting Mafia - or outright corruption of the sort
that recently created a firestorm within international
track and field, as some insiders suppose - has yet to be
documented. But Mike Stone notes that "everyone tells
me in talking particularly to Eastern Europeans, that they
immediately recognized politics of the sport and made
concerted efforts to take over those politics and to get
themselves placed highly. And if you look at weightlifting, it's been run by Thomas Ajan for years and years
and years. I think they are quite right in recognizing a
political structure here." Stone's point is that this structure enabled the Eastern bloc to get rules put in that
would favor their side, especially in the critical area of
drug testing. How well any "Eastern European Mafia"
will ultimately withstand the challenge from Asia
remains to be seen, but neither result will bode well for
the United States, which has not had its way on the international political stage since the days when Bob Hoffman pulled Clarence Johnson's strings and Oscar State
was the General Secretary of the IWF.

cipline.
For a
while Colorado
Springs was a
playland." It was
during the regime
of Murray Levin
in the 1970s and
1980s that the
athletes, led by
Artie Drechsler,
gained a major
vo1ce
m the
administration of
American
weightlifting.
"They had double
votes in the vot- Jim Lorimer directed
process," Weightlifting Championships in Columbus,
ing
Murray recalls, Ohio, and then formed a partnership with
Arnold Schwarzenegger that resulted in
"and after a while what is now known as the Arnold Sports
it started to show Festival. Over the past half-century,
because in the Lorimer has remained a concerned fan of
late eighties they American weightlifting and, in 2012, he
were controlling decided to sponsor a summit on weightlifting's doldrums, bringing together fifteen
the coaches, what strength-sport specialists to brainstorm
trips they were solutions in Colorado Springs.
going on. They
carried a lot of weight, and I saw that was becoming a
problem internationally.... I lift for me, not my country"
became the prevailing attitude. That trend has continued, according to Wes Barnett. "Now we're in a place
where the athletes are calling the shots that they want for
the majority of the national level competitions. They're
the ones saying, 'I want this, I want this, I want this."'
The Eastern Europeans, on the other hand, are told what
to lift. According to Barnett, "They're doing it from a
strategic point. They're not thinking what do I need to
do to win medals. The Eastern Europeans and everywhere else are told this is what you go out and lift." Jim
Democracy or Discipline?
Any correlation between the democratization Schmitz agrees that the Eastern Europeans would never
and decline of American lifting during the 1970s and allow athletes to have so many "rights," and maintains
1980s must also be examined. What Carl Miller "kept that American coaches, "give the athletes too much
hearing from Colorado Springs was just the plain lack of choice .. .. [In] the countries that do the best, the athletes
discipline out there. And the board of directors would there are just athletes, and based on their performance,
not back the national coach, like Harvey Newton or and they don't have a vote on their starting attempts or
Dragomir. When Harvey was out there he didn't get the what weight class they're going to lift in. They are told
backing he should because it takes a lot of hard disci- what they are going to do. They're even told to take
pline and training. So that's a big thing, the lack of dis- their drugs."
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The efficacy of coach control over athletes even
holds true in the United States, according to Mike Stone,
citing track and field, swimming, and gymnastics as
prime examples.

enabled lifters to discipline themselves. "Each category
had a minimum of two good lifters," he recalls. "In
Poland we were so good in the 67 category that we had
[Waldemar] Baszanowski, [Marian] Zielinski, and
[Zbigniew] Kaczmarek on the same platform, very close
to each other every day. Coach had nothing to do. He
was watching. And sometimes he would come to
Baszanowski, 'did you see him? Did you see him,
Baszanowski, what he did?' Sometimes 'come on, give
me this. Come on.' It was fantastic." Thus discipline
was not imposed but came from the lifters themselves in
the form of mini-competitions each training day. 24 Bob
Hoffman was frequently criticized for exercising a heavy
hand over picking coaches, lifters, and lifts. "But it
worked" is the response of Gayle Hatch who recognizes
that it was the "same thing" that was so successfully utilized by the authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe.2s

The sports we do well at the world level
come out of colleges. Now lets take a
look at what they do in colleges. The
athletes don't get to pick and choose
their training program. They don 't get
to pick and choose sometimes their
roommates. They have to go to bed.
These are the rules. You can have various authoritarian coaches. You can
have less authoritarian coaches. All of
those coaches have done well at one
time or anothet; but they all have rules.
I don 't know any coach anywhere that
doesn't have rules, that just allows the
athletes to do whatever they want nor do
I know any country that allows athletes
to do what they want to and it works.
And it certainly doesn't work in college.
That conclusion has been arrived at
after years and years of observation.
But there are actually studies showing
that you don 't do as well [if they let] you
do whatever you want to do.

A Systematic Approach
What American weightlifters were not doing to
keep up with the world, however, is only half the story.
It was not so much the USA's decline as its stagnation or
"relative decline" while the world was moving ahead.
Mike Conroy feels the biggest difference between the
United States and European and Asian countries is that
the latter adopted a systematic approach to training.

There s a system. You plug those people into it, and it tiers up. And they have
that long-term athletic development. So
if they take a kid at age twelve, they
have a plan for them. Now the problem
Americans have, and Vern Gambetta
said this, 'when you really look at how
its done, you have to learn to train, you
have to train to train, you have to train
to compete, and then you can train to
win. ' We Americans have a hell of a
time with that. We want to win right off
the bat, regardless of the age group.
You know this when you look at the attrition rates from youth sports to high
school sports. The biggest problem for
us is once you leave your club there s no
place to go in college. We're lucky if we
can get into the rec rooms, much less get
into the athletic facility. We 've had discussions and discussions with college

Not all interviewees, however, were critical of Drechsler's athletes' rights agenda during the 1970s and 1980s.
"I believe in the democratic way," states Lou DeMarco.
"In my philosophy, I always put the kids first." Formerly, he recalls, "they were trying to be too controlling of
the athletes as far as what they should lift and so on. And
there were those in the administration who treated the
athletes like second-class citizens which was very discouraging." Nevertheless DeMarco recognizes that the
most successful programs in the world have been authoritarian and that "we're somewhat lacking in discipline.
If you go into some places where there's a lot of lifters,
top level lifters, they're on their cell phones, they're listening to music on the ipads, ipods, and all this stuff,
screwing around, and that's not good. When you're at
the gym you gotta take care of business."
The most subtle form of discipline was that
which Zygmunt Smalcerz was exposed to in Poland
where his coach established a training protocol that
20
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strength programs, and there s the liability issue if you allow a weightlifler to
go into the weight room. Now you've
opened up the athletic room to every
club sport you have on campus. .. . In
other words, what we want to do is start
developing an American system of
weightlifling which means that patience
is going to have to drive everything we
do.2 6

produced numerous books and articles on weightlifting.
Smalcerz recalled that "They gave plenty of fantastic
remarks on what to do, and immediately the coaches
were able to implement all of this knowledge to our
training. This was very important to putting results higher and higher." Another important component, he
claims, was the

big support from medicine, because all
this team was surrounded with ve1y
important doctors, knowledgeable doctors, and many massage men. If the
team was big, we had two massage men.
Eve1y day you were able to get thirty,
forty-jive minutes of massage. Massage, fantastic medicine and physiotherapies. Big support, big support. Doctor
was watching only for what to give,
what to do, what to give to recove1: It
was fantastic . The doctor was more
important than the coach sometimes.
Today they are using lawwledge we get
from your one drop of blood. They test
it and see what you need.

Even the Colombians and other Latin American countries have a system modeled after the success of Eastern
Europeans, observes Harvey Newton. "They have a system that's equivalent to an old phys. ed. teacher who
would know if he sees someone who has some talent for
weightlifting. He would push them in a certain direction
and get them to somebody who could help them. We
obviously do not have anything similar to that. We're
still in an all-comers type of approach to the sport."
Denis Reno credits the dictatorial regimes in the Soviet
Union and its satellites for creating a weightlifting infrastructure. First you "gotta have a coaching program"
with coaches trained in "scientific methods that have
proven to work. You gotta get the thoroughbreds in
there. That's what we're not getting." In recent decades
the Chinese have adopted the system. "They send somebody to schools in the country and identify people. You
can easily identify people who are great potential athletes . ... I don't know how they do it, but you know the
government has a system, and you listen to the government."
America's two European coaches explain how
the Communist systems developed. Zygmunt Smalcerz
points out that Polish weightlifting began in the early
1950s when Russian lifters visited Poland "to let us
know what weightlifting is." Soon Fedor Bogdanovsky,
middleweight gold medalist in 1956, was assigned as an
adviser who became "like a Polish national coach" and
traveled throughout the country and established a system
of clubs modeled on those that existed in the Soviet
Union. Smalcerz, who came from a poor family, joined
one of these clubs in his teens as a gymnast before his
potential in weightlifting was recognized. There he was
exposed to the elaborate Russian system of scientific
institutes, training camps, and sports medicine, all of
which were replicated in Poland and other Communist
countries.27 Russian scientists at state-funded institutes

Periodic three-week camps organized by the clubs provided the opportunity for the most intensive utilization
of these opportunities, according to Smalcerz.

During the camps the nutrition and
eve1ything was much better because
they were able to prepare ve1y good
food and good quality of this food. It
was like a big suppa So I was dreaming to go to these camps because of the
food. What did we need to do? I'll need
to train, to eat, to rest, nothing [else].
Fantastic. Sometimes we get some free
day to go to interesting places. I was
able to travel to the old Poland without
money. Eve1ything was without money.
Club would pay every kind of cost. It
was like a privileged position all of the
time. It was like a kind offreedom .
In return for these privileges, Smalcerz continues, the
lifters were expected to be "ready every day for very
heavy training." He was lifting a total of 25 tons in the
21
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morning and 35 tons in the afternoon for a total of 60
tons or 120,000 pounds per day. "It was like impossible
to do it," he recalls, "but I was working like a machine.
Every day it was fantastic. I was able to do, every day
bigger, fantastic." The system was really working, he
believes, and continues to work in Poland even after the
collapse of Communism. His prescription is "First
choose the very talented, then give them everything.
Support every day. Support from medicine, from everything, proper eating, everything."
Dragomir Cioroslan attributes his rise from meager beginnings in Romania to elite status to the "systematic methodological smart training process" he endured.
It was a more intense training regimen that he brought to
the United States in 1990 as national coach. He
increased the number of repetitions from five thousand
to 18-20 thousand [per year] , "because everything else
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besides that is irrelevant in respect to contribution to the
sport, other than health issues. The athletes were willing
to commit to that, and they found that it resulted in the
other major shift in their attitude, their behavior. That
this volume of work, although overwhelming, made
them all national record holders" marked a start to bringing up medals on the international level. Dragomir's
holistic approach reflected his Eastern European origins.
So my first challenge was a cultural
shift in attitude with respect to what it
takes. It takes a much more disciplined
effort than I observed and found on the
ground. It takes much more focus . It
takes a much more determined and committed effort. It takes a much harder
effort with respect to complexity, inten-

In 1996 the United States fielded its last full ten-man team at an Olympic Games. Following the Atlanta Games, the IOC instituted a qualifying standard for Olympic eligibility as a way to limit the number of participants. In 2012 we sent our smallest group ever to an Olympic
Games as only one man and two women met the required standard and competed in London. The 1996 team members were: Bottom
row: Coach Dragomir Cioroslan, Bryan Jacob, Vernon Patao, Thanh Nguyen, and Coach Leo Totten. Second row: Trainer Charles Piba, Pete
Kelley, Tim McCrae, Tom Gough, and Dennis Snethen. Third row: Tom Ingalsbe, Konstantine Starikovitch, Mark Henry, and Wes Barnett.
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have resulted in the appearance of a system without the
substance.

sity, technicality, and of course additional resources from outside brought
into the training process to ensure
recovery, better health, avoiding
injuries, and ensure progress towards
targets that are methodologically set
and accomplished in a logical manner
with tools of the modern training
process. That includes sports science,
biomechanical analysis of the technique, transfer of that analysis and efficiency modeling into the individual
technique of the athlete. Psychological
aspects, motivation, focus, determination, blocldng out distractions and all
that in order to maximize the potential
of the athlete on a daily basis - emotional, physical, psychological and
intellectual. And then we had of course
exercise physiology, the medical science. What they contribute in supporting and enhancing recove1y of the athletes body after the intense training.

They criticized Hoffman for running a
monopoly. They criticized the AAU for
running a monopoly. They said we need
to have a training center which we got.
And they said we had to have some
coaches from which we have created a
community of weightlifting coaches.
That has not done us any good. ...
Weightlifting s basically acknowledging
now that they have more certified
coaches than they have athletes. I knew
this was coming. This is a huge cash
cow for them to run these programs. ...
I'm willing to bet 95% don~ give a hoot
about weightlifting. They just want to
say they 're a certified coach. They are
not coaching athletes. Most of them
have never seen a meet. Most of them
don 't intend to see a meet.
The former Soviet bloc countries have systematically set
the standard too high, maintains Bruce Klemens. "We
have now gotten to that stage in Olympic lifting, unless
you're training six times a day, six times a week, two
times a day or whatever, you can't compete." What
enabled the Bulgarians to reach such a high standard, as
Les Simonton recognizes, was early recruitment and
training programs, "so by the time lifters were in their
teens it was old hat. It was ingrained. Anything you
teach someone who's really young, the book type learning or something physical, they'll retain it to a high
degree."28 To some extent this more systematic
approach has existed within the NCAA, Klemens points
out. "You make it worth someone's while to go out and
look for talent and develop talent and make it interesting
for the talent to migrate toward the sport or desire potential money." But weightlifting long ago, at least by the
1970s, abandoned that option.

Many of the training aids Smalcerz and Cioroslan utilized as athletes were also implemented under the latter
at Colorado Springs, according to his protege, Wes Barnett - the science, the medicine, the physiology, the
nutrition - but many lifters there were unable to withstand the intensity of the training program. Unlike Barnett, who had a solid foundation under his previous
coach, Dennis Snethen, in St. Joseph, Missouri, others
could not withstand the "punishment" Cioroslan was
"dishing out in his programs." Barnett recalled that
many "could not handle it, and we were just going
through a lot of athletes with injuries and non-improvement, and they would just kind of leave, and new guys
would come in. So Dragomir eventually had to adjust
his program." Barnett concludes that, unlike the Americans, the Eastern Europeans were full-time professionals in their sport . . . paid by their government to lift
weights full-time."
To Lou DeMarco, "we're still training like in the
stone age." In great part Harvey Newton attributes that
deficiency to "more advanced scientific knowledge
coming from the Soviet bloc countries versus the relative absence of scientific work being done in this country." Furthermore, [Newton] holds that American efforts

Strength vs. Technique
At the center of the debate over what made Eastem European weightlifters so superior to the Americans
are the types of training methods they employed. For
Zygmunt Smalcerz, drawing on the experience of his
athletic career, the acquisition of strength was a second23
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ary consideration. "At first the basic is technique. We
take care about the quality, not weights. Then bigger
weights of course after time. First of all technique, secondary beautiful speed, flexibility, jumping, and explosiveness." Mike Conroy, agreeing with the wisdom of
Smalcerz, also believes "it is technique. Strength helps,
but technique is skill. You can pull the bar at the speed
of light, but if it's going in the wrong direction, it's not
going to happen. It comes down to grip, stance, and
position. If you do it right, you'll get stronger in doing
it right, but if you get strength in front of the technique,
the strength will stall out because the bar is going the
wrong way." Gayle Hatch, who studied the technique
employed by the Russians and other countries, concluded that it was far superior to that of the Americans.
"Absolutely, no question about it. One time when we
started out you just pulled the bar straight up instead of
getting it into the power position and bringing the hips
forward and up - the double knee bend." According to
Harvey Newton, American lifters and coaches had difficulty accepting this principle.

go anywhere." He believes the Eastern Europeans used
a combination of technique and strength, first mastering
the technique and then getting stronger.
Jim Lorimer, however, believes strength furnishes the basic raw material for performing the lifts.
"We've got men in this country who are ferociously
strong," and following Bob Hoffman's example, USA
Weightlifting just needs to "identify and train them. I
think strength is going to win. We can't succeed because
we haven't made a commitment to get the strongest men
anywhere near the sport. They just continue to do eighthundred-pound bench presses and one-thousand-pound
deadlifts. If you can deadlift one thousand, you ought to
be able to clean and jerk five hundred." From a scientific standpoint, Mike Stone believes "it's definitely
strength" that's critical, citing studies showing no difference in technique between regional and elite lifters.
You can't find a hill of beans difference
in technique. But you find a big difference in strength. ... There s a paper out
showing that ifyou watch the same level
of lifter, they won't do the same thing
two times in a row, exactly the same or
basically the same. But there s a slight
difference. And there s a paper coming
out showing world records, and the
lifters all have slightly different techniques. So is technique important?
Absolutely. But there s a basic technique. Nobody can do pe1ject technique
every time. They're just not built that
way. If they used the same technique
every time, they ought to be able to lift
the same weight eve1y time, if that was
the primmy factor. How do you overcome that? Strength. What a lot ofpeople don 't realize is that there are a lot of
things that come with strength. As you
get stronger, rate of force development
goes up, output goes up, and on down
the line. If you look at biomechanical
studies there are very few differences
between lifters in terms of their technique. The better lifters produce more
force during the lift. The bar is moving
faster, and they get under it faster. How
can they do that? Not because of basic

I remember Morris Weissbrot and Rudy
Sablo gave a clinic in 19 74. I went and
listened, and they said, bounce this off
your thighs. Well that s at a time when
Carl Miller is saying 'no. ' There s all
sorts of subtle things going on with centers of pressure on the foot, and the
joints have to be re-bending and getting
into a stronger position in order to create more vertical force . Heres Carl
Miller saying this in 73-74 and being
shunned by many for what he s saying,
and there s still a huge movement in this
country and in the UK who hate the
term double-knee bend. We had a huge
disconnect during that period of time.
When I was national coach I was on
enough trips and talked with enough of
our guys to know they didn i understand
how the bar really gets overhead in the
most efficient manner.
According to Carl Miller, "you've got to have leverage,
and leverage is always more important than strength. So
you've got to have technique to hit those leverage positions. But if you don't have strength you're not going to
24
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They haven 't quantified it.
And second, if there is such a
thing as good technique, how
long does it take an athlete to
pe1ject technique on three
movements that take half a
second apiece with the same
equipment, under the same
circumstances eve1y single
time ... Good technique
means you throw the bar up
in as vertical a line as you
can make and catch it overhead.
Coaches, says Rippetoe, "want
to pretend like weightlifting is gymnastics with a barbell, and if that
were true then style points would be
awarded." On the contrary, it's the guy who lifts the
most weights who wins. He cites Leonid Tarenenko 's
266 kilogram (585 pound) clean and jerk, the heaviest in
history. "It was done because the man was really, really
strong which made up for the technique mess that that
lift was." Quite simply "everyone that beats us internationally is stronger than we are."
Bruce Klemens disagrees that American lifters
put too much emphasis on technique and not getting
stronger. "That's nonsense. Every reputable coach I
know of trains strength as well as technique . ... I would
say as far as emphasizing strength vs. technique, we're
doing the same as the rest of the world does. We're all
training the same." Ben Green, however, who had the
opportunity to observe foreign lifters in the warm-up
room at world championships, was "just amazed at what
some of these guys can do. And not only are they strong,
but they're fast. Bam, bam, bam, and they can take it. ...
We don't train like those guys," he concluded.
Terry Todd believes that just as the bodies of
individuals vary widely in terms of their suitability for
elite weightlifting,

As e years have passed, sports scientists such as Dr. Mike Stone, an exercise physiologist, have played an increasing role in the production of elite weightlifters in many countries in the modern world. Men like Stone, who has practical experience as both a competitive lifter and a coach, are especially helpful.

technique. Its because they're exerting
more force. It goes back to Newtons
second law, force equals mass times
acceleration. So if you can accelerate
things faster, you pe1jorm bette1:
It was obvious to Mark Rippetoe that the program he
was taught at the Olympic Training Center in 1989 did
not have a direct strength component. "If you don't have
the advantage of demographics to build your program
out of, which we don't, then instead of relying on
strength to wander in the door, you had better be prepared to build it, and we're not." Some people are naturally stronger than others, he points out, and US athletes
who are "just freaky strong" end up somewhere else.
"Weightlifting consists of the snatch, the clean, and the
jerk," he reminds us.
Its not judo. Its not downhill skiing.
Its the snatch, the clean, and the jerk,
done with the same barbell on the same
platform under exactly the same conditions essentially, every time they're
practiced, and every time you compete.
The bar is laying on the floor, and you
do three things with the God-damn
thing. You snatch, you clean, and you
jerk. First the coaching regime in the
United States cannot even tell you what
they consider to be good technique.

Anyone who s paid close attention to
high levels of weightlifting !mows that
the body types of lifters vary considerably - and not just in size. Even men
who train using the same or a similar
training program can become champi25
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ons and still have very different body
types. For example, during the mid1900s Olympic champions Ibrahim
Shams and Khadr El-Touni were both
Egyptians and both world record holders
although Shams was vety thin and ElTouni was vety heavily muscled. Both
used the split style. In more modern
times, of course, the squat style is king
and the technique of lifting is much more
consistent and better understood. Even
so, it seems apparent that the experienced top lifters from the most successful
countries feel the need to maintain their
motor control by constant practice. I
remember reading somewhere that the
late violin virtuoso Jascha Heifetz once
said, 'If I don't practice for one day, I
know it; if I don~ practice for two days,
the critics know it; if I don ~practice for
three days, the public knows it. '

set up laboratories, experimental procedures, and pretesting protocols to determine optimal times and conditions for athletes to compete. "It was secret, top secret,
only for the knowledge of leaders in the Ministry of
Sport." Their object was to beat the tests. "It was like a
system." At the so-called Alternative Olympics at Varna
in 1984, however, where 25 world records were set,
there was no need for a system, Smalcerz recalled, since
the officials "threw all of the samples into the Black
Sea." Fortuitously, Lee James, America's brightest star
of the 1970s, also benefitted from a similar lapse in testing protocol at the 1976 Olympics, according to Ben
Green. "He [James] said, 'as soon as I lifted Smitty
[Dick Smith] grabbed me and said, "Let's go." And I
left. So they didn't test me."' Artie Drechsler recalls
that the USA made "a conscious decision to get very
serious about drug testing in the mid-1980s." It was a
time when "many countries were complying with international requirements to the smallest extent possible ... .
While this resulted in effectively cleaning up the sport in
the US, it left US lifters at a relative disadvantage particularly when competition testing was not very sensitive,
Drugs
and athletes could take performance enhancing subWhence comes such strength, speed, and inten- stances until just days before the event and still be
sity? Virtually all interviewees agree that beginning in 'clean' for the tests."
the middle of the twentieth century drugs played a sigAt the 1983 Pan American Games in Caracas Dr.
nificant role in the growing differential between the Manfred Donike from Germany introduced a more
United States and the world. Bob Crist, who was nation- advanced testing procedure that resulted in a walk-out of
al chairman in the early 1970s when drug testing became some members of the American track and field team;
an international issue, facetiously asks, "why can't we be eleven weightlifters, including one American, were
like the Europeans and have coaches and labs to help caught by the testing. And at the Seoul Games in 1988
beat the test?" Former IWF Vice President Wolfgang the Bulgarian weightlifting team withdrew after two disPeter once told him, "'ifyou have a race horse, you don't qualifications in the lightest bodyweight classes, which
take him unless he's medically ready,' the implication are always the first to compete. Although Murray Levin
being that European authorities would not use a lifter agrees with John Terpak that "it takes more than little
unless they knew he could pass the test, knowing full funny pills to lift heavy weights," by this time "the
well he was vulnerable from using drugs. The US, on morale was gone. They just weren't training as hard as
the other hand, clamped down." Zygmunt Smalcerz some of those guys over there." It was a cat and mouse
remembers when drugs became a significant factor at the game. "They got better steroids," according to Carl
1972 Olympics, in which the Bulgarians beat the Soviet Miller. "To me steroids were originally an easy ball
team for the first time. "It was a big surprise." Likewise game. Take a carboxyl group off of a benzene ring and
at the 1973 world championships in Cuba he watched the put it somewhere else and it's undetectable. Then testing
Bulgarians squat very heavy weights in training. One of got more sophisticated, but the Europeans kept on beatthem in the 60 kilo class squatted an "impossible" 230 ing the ball game. And we more or less tried to do a nonkilos at a time when Poland's best lifter, Waldemar drug program. And to me that was one of the biggest difBaszanowski, was only able to squat 210 kilos in the 67 ferences." Lou DeMarco and most others believe
kilo class. Smalcerz retired before testing was intro- steroids produce a minimum of ten percent increase in
duced in 1976, but he observed how Russia and Poland performance, enough to win medals and set world
26
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Valentin Kristov's autobiography detailing the way in
which Abadjiev manipulated the teenager with respect to
both training volume and drug use. Wes Barnett recalls
international meets,

records. Although he concurs with Tommy Kono, who
says "the fact that you don't make progress has nothing
to do with the fact that they're taking drugs," DeMarco
believes "that has a lot to do with their winning." Mike
Conroy has had

where I've had athletes bring garbage
bags, literally garbage bags full of pill
bottles with Dianabol, wanting to sell to
us whatever they've been provided.
Maybe they take some, maybe they save
some, and over time they've got this
giant supply that they're t1ying to sell.
... I've also been told by some of my
friends I've developed over the years in
the international world that 'look, ifyou
want to be clean and never win a medal,
that s your problem. ' These are world
and Olympic champions telling me this.
I had another one tell me, 'if you even
want to dream of stepping up on the
podium you have to take something.
Othetwise you have no chance. ' And
this is a guy who had won three Olympic
gold medals. Again its the whole system. When you are taking drugs and
you're going six or seven days a week
and two or three times a day in training
sessions, obviously you're going to see
the effect you're going to have. Really
its recovery more than it is the strength
because you're able to do more because
you can recover. So when you aren't
doing it under the guise of medical scientists and professionals in a systematic
way, you're just kind of on your own ...
and you really don't know what you're
doing or what dosage or any of this kind
of stuff You're at a huge disadvantage.

a lot of sports scientists tell me that
anything that can be achieved with
drugs, 90% of that can be achieved
without drugs. But it takes longer
because you've got to be more patient.
You realize we go the Olympic Games,
and the count1y that s using drugs
snatches 200 kilos, and we snatch 90%
of that, 180, we 're in the B session. So
you 're not on the podium and in the end
being on the podium is still what drives
what goes on. I would say that we're
about at that level.
Conroy was told, without naming countries, that cheating was "all part of the program," and when American
weightlifters get caught it is "because they're not getting
assistance from the NGB to control what's going on with
the tests." He was also told "if we wanted to, we could
keep our athletes healthy, we could improve their performance, but we could only beat the test on a percentage ratio. So we would have failures every now and
then." The United States could not afford failures, however, because they would show up in the press.
Arguably the best example of the impact of
drugs was the meteoric rise of Bulgaria in the 1970s
under its famous coach Ivan Abadjiev, known for his
brutal style of coaching - intensity, volume, anabolic
drugs, and maximum weights virtually all the time. Jim
Schmitz argues, however, that "Abadjiev's training
methods were probably no stricter than Bear Bryant's,
the famous football coach. You know what they do, their
philosophy is train the dickens out of them, and if they
don't break we got a champion. If they break, too bad.
They play the numbers game." Terry Todd recalls
"watching with absolute disbelief the Bulgarian team in
1983 under Abadjiev's iron rule doing seven different
training sessions- with a complete cool-down between
each one on several consecutive days - during which a
number of the men lifted weights on each day that were
at or above the current world records. Over 30 years later I read world champion and world record holder

Mike Stone credits the Eastern Europeans and the old
Soviet Union for having "really good sports science programs" in the 1970s. "They got a big head start on
everybody.... There's no doubt that our lifters took
drugs at that time, but ours was more of a hit and miss
proposition compared to what was going on in some other countries." It was not that these countries had a genetic advantage or some secret knowledge about training as
it was a "program of concerted effort on ergogenic aids.
27
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I believe that because I've talked to the people. I've seen
the results .... Our athletes were getting tested a lot. The
athletes in other countries were not. When they started
taking drugs they were able to do things they couldn't do
before - not only lift more but train harder, I mean
much harder and stand up to it."
It seems obvious to Mark Rippetoe that a change
in America's steroid policy would do much to level the
playing field. "We all got the same drugs. Everybody
has the same drugs and availability. What we have different is a national organization that is determined to be
clean at the expense of winning. And nobody else is
encumbered with that burden. They don't care if we
place thirty-fifth as long as no one tests positive." John
Coffee observes that the Colorado Springs training center "may be the only place in the world where Olympic
weightlifters train and are kept, but they're not taking
drugs. Who would have a damn training facility and
spend all that money to produce weightlifting champions
without using drugs? The rest of the world has enough
sense not to do that. Until there is a fool-proof way of
testing to see if people are chemically enhanced, and as
long as we're as stringent about it in this country, we
won't win any more medals." Another interviewee, who
wished to remain anonymous, expressed the opinion that
"I know these guys are better than us. No matter what
we take and they wouldn't take, they'd still beat us." Terry Todd agrees that the type of serious drug testing done
in the US as well as other primarily western countries is
only part of the reason we've done so poorly over the
last few decades, saying,
In the '60s through the '90s, before the
fall of the Berlin wall and the regime
change in so many eastern bloc countries, the selection process arguably
played a larger role in their superiority
on the platform than the drugs did.
After that time the standard of lifting
around the world began to fall back,
and its no accident that the all-time
records in the superheavyweight snatch
and clean and jerk were established in
the '80s by Bulgaria s Antonio Krastev
and Belarus s Leonid Taranenko,
respectively. Howeve1; even though the
political landscape changed in many
parts of Europe, and the organized and

state-sponsored programs of early
selection, training academies, and subsidized coaches were either de-funded
or scaled back, those countries continued to outperform the US and most of
the rest of the world, in large part,
because the culture of weightlifting never died.
The Deprivation Principle
As Todd noted, any system that incorporates an
early identification of weightlifting talent certainly
wields a decided advantage. Contrary to conventional
wisdom, however, this approach and other aspects of the
Soviet-inspired system had its roots in the post-World
War II era and thrived in societies of greatest deprivation. Mike Stone recalls meeting various coaches and
scientists during his IWF -sponsored visits to Eastern
Europe.

One of the things they consistently told
me was as they were maldng their recovery, and of course many of them were
under a Communist system, they looked
at sport as a way of advertisement.
There are some high profile sports that
we have, like track and field, but there
are also sports that other people are
really looldng at like weightlifting, and
they actually made a concerted effort to
get into those sports and put a lot of
money into those sports to build them
up. In fact, almost to a person, eve1y
single sports scientist told me that,
including Lazlo Nadori, who was
around at that time and almost singlehandedly changed the sports face in
Hungary during the 1950s. Thats one
of the stories that I got consistently, that
they actually picked sports. Okay, what
sports do we think we can make a splash
in? And weightlifting was one of them.
They're coming out of the war. They're
putting their country back together.29
Todd agrees, and points to "the incredible performances
produced by China's decision to use tens of thousands of
hungry women weightlifters as a means of dominating a
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new sporting categmy and earning gold medals." This
deprivation model, as Zygmunt Smalcerz attests, was put
into place in Poland during the early 1950s, despite
shortages and rationing. "At home we were really very
lucky to eat bread sometimes. It was everywhere a
queue to buy bread and to buy sugar. It was a very difficult time." Even with meager resources, however, the
government started funneling money into clubs for
weightlifting. Results were not immediate, but by the
end of the '50s Polish lifters were showing up on the
international scene winning medals. "We needed time."
It was not so much despite deprivation but because of it
that Polish weightlifting gained strength.
This scenario continued to prevail in subsequent
decades as a fundamental principle of developing powers. While social and economic deprivation helped athletes in other countries, it detracted from the performance of American athletes who could go into other fields
and other sports to achieve a better life. Jim Schmitz,
like Todd, cites the example of China:

probably doing better overall in other
sports, but in South Korea what they do
is approach their weightlifting programs like socialist countries do. They
go to the schools and tap kids on the
shoulder and test them and offer them a
nice reward if they become a successful
weightlifte;: South Korea is the only
count;y in the free world that s doing
really well at the Olympic level in
weightlifting now. Kazakhstan s a great
example. They have this little Chinese
girl, Chinese-Kazak [Zuljiya Chinshanlo], who lives somewhere on the border
of China and Kazakhstan. She comes
from a ve1y poor tribe. She was 53
[ldlo}} Olympic and world champion.Jo
In Cuba, Wes Barnett witnessed "a people who have
nothing. So sport was a way out. ... So you look at what
these individuals had on the line compared to being in
the United States where you could be anything .... Those
opportunities didn't exist for other athletes throughout
the world where sport was the end all and be all. That's
where success comes from." Dragomir Cioroslan agrees
that in Eastern Europe sport provides an opportunity for
those suffering from economic and social deprivation to
have a car, an apartment, plenty to eat, and even the possibility of national and international fame. "It is known
that many of the high performers in weightlifting are not
coming from the valedictorians in the colleges and universities. They're coming from blue collar families and
social environments where life is kind of difficult and
work is hard, and promises little for future success."Jt
Harvey Newton recalls Thomas Ajan telling him shortly
after the iron curtain came down that "weightlifting
results in Hungary were really going backwards. I said,
'I'm surprised to hear that,' but he said 'no, it's good for
us,' and I said 'why is that?' And he said, 'it means that
our life is getting better.'" Likewise, when someone
asked Denis Reno "what does the US have to do to
become good in weightlifting?" his joking but serious
answer was "we have to become poor. Nice and poor.
People have to have something to aspire to. But we're
too rich. Even our poor people are rich."

Their best athletes come from the poorest parts of that countly. They come
from the out-ofthe-way, the outback
and the wilderness where only the
strong survive, and they're hungry to
improve themselves and see the world
and raise their status and make money.
Even in Poland, though they're doing
well financially and economically these
days, their athletes and especially their
good athletes come from the poorer
parts, like the Do/ega brothers; they
come from a small town where there s
only two sports and the people do either
soccer or weightlifting because both are
ways in which a person can get some
fame and fortune and improve their
standard of living. But definitely in China and in Thailand. I had talks with the
coaches of these various countries, like
the Indonesian coach, and he said the
same thing. They get their kids from the
poor parts of their counlly. And that s
going on in Colombia and Venezuela
these days. The same thing in Ecuador.
North Korea had a phenomenal
Olympics in London. South Korea s

The Fear Factor
Utilizing sport to overcome deprivation was a
29
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common characteristic among Eastern European and may even be an exaggeration, the scenario of possiweightlifters in the 1970s and 1980s. Fear of losing bly losing hard-fought gains furnished an incentive for
newly won advantages served as an ongoing motivation. even greater performances. "I think a certain fear that
"There's great incentive there," explains Carl Miller, they came from nothing persisted," observes Bruce Kle"because .. .you are in a country which has very little mens, "and Abadjiev will throw them out on their asses
freedom, and you'll train like hell to get an apartment, a if they give any guff or don't do what he said. When
car, regular food, and all that kind of stuff." He spent someone asked Abadjiev why these guys are training so
five days in Bulgaria with Abadjiev, the head coach, and intensely; don't they get hurt? Yeah, I just get more
observed training sessions he deemed brutal - three lifters."
times a day with maximum weights. Miller asked "how
Cultural Conditioning
can these people take all this training? His [Abadjiev's]
Notwithstanding the decade of American domicomment was, 'in any war there are casualties.' But nance under Bob Hoffman, various interviewees cite the
you're also going to have people coming up. They will centuries of strength tradition in Eastern cultures. "You
fight for the chance to get up there, and the discipline of know it's cultural and it's historical," observes Jim
those days before the Berlin wall went down still largely Schmitz, "and so they take great pride that they are
remains." They were part of a system, Wes Barnett strong; historically Armenia and Azerbaijan and Turkey,
explains, where weightlifting was an escape. "If I were that whole area. They all take great pride in their
put in a situation where it comes down to if I win I have weightlifting and wrestling." While a young boy in the
a better life for my family, I would do anything that's United States might aspire to be a basketball player or a
available to me. I'm going to do it because it's more golfer, a young boy in Georgia or Azerbaijan might want
than just about winning and sport. It's about living. It's to be a weightlifter. "It's a cultural thing," concurs John
about life." Ben Green recalls training briefly with Tony Coffee. "I think weightlifting is associated with beer
Urrutia shortly after his defection from Cuba in 1980.
halls and Eastern Europe and the Chinese and with
things that are not really American in most people's
He said, 'let me tell you a story, Ben. I
minds." This alien outlook is obvious in Leonid
was over-training. My coach had a
Matveyev's classic 1971 book on periodization, accordstick. Tony, you got to do six snatches
ing to Mike Stone. Indeed "the whole first chapter deals
with 150 singles today. I missed my
with why the Communist system is better than other sysfirst. The guy hit me. You owe me six. I
tems and then how sport fits into this system. And that
sport is an export of their way of life, and the reason
missed my second one. He hit me again.
they're so good at it is because of the Communist sysYou owe me six. !just can't do it, coach.
tem."J2 Zygmunt Smalcerz describes it as a closed sysYou will do it. Keep going. ' Finally
tem where information about the capitalists and America
Tony said, 'Ben, I couldn't have
was "blocked. For me this system was fantastic because
snatched 100 kilos. Finally, and he hit
I
got everything I needed." With nothing to contaminate
me and he flipped out and says you
blankety blankety blank. ' Tony says, 'I
the government's construct of the world, there was no
quit. 'He threw the shit down. He went
reason to suspect that conditions were better anywhere
home. He got a call from his mommy
else.
and daddy. 'Tony, what have you done?
Dragomir Cioroslan describes how Eastern
Europeans established a culture of success in weightliftThey've kicked us out of our apartment.
They're going to pick up your Mercedes.
ing. "If you do it well you got support, and that was a
great motivation factor. It's all about creating the enviYou have no place to live, you have no
ronment, the high performance culture to succeed. Of
place to make money. What are you
going to do? ' I was back in the gym the
course the wider the support base for recruitment, talent
development, and further fmancial support, the greater
next day doing that 150. That's a little
the chance of success." Harvey Newton recalls watchmotivation.
ing a Tom Brokaw TV special on possible reasons for the
Although this encounter was no doubt an extreme case remarkable success of African and African-American
30
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athletes, a segment of which examined the superiority of
Kenyan runners. In addition to

any more. They had ten more waiting in
the wings. It's a different mentality.

elevation and a couple of other things,
[Brokaw} said the bottom line is that the
Kenyans have created a culture of success. They enter races expecting to win.
.. . In my [Harvey Newton's} backyard
Spruce Creek High School is a consistent top performer in state championships in weightlifting. Anyone going
to their high school regardless of their
interest in weightlifting knows that their
school has a record equaled by no other
school in the state. Simply stated, there
is a culture ofsuccess in weightlifting at
Spruce Creek. Th.e culture of expected
success has a btg impact on peJjormances, common to those at the top of the
podium. I think we can all agree that
the United States does not currently
have a culture that promotes excellence
in international weightlifting. 33

The second involves Gabor Mate, a Hungarian athlete on
the Auburn University track team who,

asked me [Les Simonton} where I usually train, and I said I train in my
garage with weights and a platform. He
didn i scoff at it but said 'oh that's typical American. ' That kind of hit me. I
wonder what that means? I got to thinking about it, and after some trips overseas I realized they generally don 't have
something like that in a house. It's like
a community. They might have a sports
facility at which they have the weights
or outdoorfields or basketball courts or
things where you go there to do it. You
don 't do something in your basement
there.

Bruce Klemens observes that "in the fifties there was
always some place you could do Olympic lifts, and probably by the end of the seventies we started to get things
the way they are now, where if you tried to do a clean
and jerk in a chrome gym, they'll throw you out." Ironically "the more popular weight training got, the less
popular weightlifting got." With weightlifting "becoming more and more a cult sport," it became difficult to
create a culture of success.
How different the cultural conditioning of
American lifters has been to that of their adversaries is
amply illustrated by two anecdotes related by Les
Simonton. The first came from American weightlifting
official and physician David Pursley, who,

was telling me when he was at a junior
world championship in Asia a few years
ago a Chinese lifter girl dislocated her
elbow pretty severely in competition. It
turns out that D1: Pursley was not the
medical officer, but he ended up being
the one going to the hospital with her
because her coaches wouldn't. She
wasn i worth anything to the coaches
31

The way most training is done in other countries is more
communal or collectivist than individualistic. To Laurie
Lopez, it's all about culture. "As I'm sure Zygmunt will
attest, they take kids at a very young age, and raise them,
and this is their life, and that's what they're commissioned to do basically. It isn't that way in this culture,
and I don't think our athletes have the same constitution
or drive, partly because they have other interests. I think
it's a real cultural difference and that is why we haven't
been as successful as other countries in the last forty
years."
A Crossfit Solution?
Whether CrossFit, which incorporates both
weightlifting movements in its training and competitions
will help bring American weightlifting out of its halfcentury slump has been much debated. Many of the
7,000 CrossFit "boxes" (gyms) that have emerged since
its official launch in 2000 offer specific times, places,
and instruction for the Olympic lifts.34 As a result, Art
Drechsler believes "the 'worm' has turned. CrossFit's
emphasis on Olympic style lifting and its use for
improving athletic performance have dramatically
increased interest in our sport. . .. I see a very positive
future for weightlifting in this country." Jim Lorimer,
who observes that these athletes are not only fit but phe-
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nomenally explosive, sees CrossFit as a recm1t1ng
ground for Olympic lifters. Bmce Klemens agrees that
CrossFit is "a good thing, and even if these people don't
go into competition, it exposes what a snatch is, and
what a clean is to everybody else in the gym. Denis
Reno also supports CrossFit and sees it as a way to bring
more people and money into the sport through the training of level one club coaches.
They may never coach a weightliftet;
but they pay a fee to do it, and they pay
a fee to renew evety yem; so that they
could say they were certified as a club
coach. So this is bringing money in. Its
one of the few money-making things that
we have. .. . I think the CrossFit people
are being drawn into the Olympic lifts
more than the football players because
they specifically have to do snatches
and I think they have cleans of some
sort. ... So we're hoping to pick up people from that. I think it is wonderful.

Jim Schmitz also sees the fmancial benefits accming to
weightlifting from CrossFit. He sees it as "an amazing
phenomenon that's doing great things for weightlifting
in this country. If for nothing else, it's given people like
myself an added income from training people who don't
care about being a weightlifter, but they want to know
the snatches and clean and jerks, the exercises, because
they want to be better at CrossFit.JS And crossfitters
don't think about going to the Olympics," he adds.
Mike Stone agrees that a lot of people are making money from CrossFit, including some weightlifting
coaches, but "you would be hard-pressed to show that
CrossFit, the way that it's done, is a good thing to do. I
never saw a cross-fitter that trains like a cross-fitter that
is really a good weightlifter, I mean at the top, and I
don't think I ever will." The problem, according to Harvey Newton, "is that nobody has found a link with them
that has improved US weightlifting yet. We're selling
more shoes. We're selling more uniforms . We're selling
more bumper plates, but we're not getting any better
lifters." The most telling criticism of CrossFit comes
from Mike Conroy who estimates half of the 6,000 level
one coaches he oversees are crossfitters. "They come in
and they want to learn the Olympic lifts but only as it
relates back to CrossFit." Mike Stone, he points out,

"figured out that if you really want to be a successful
weightlifter you have to put sets in front of reps. In other
words, you got to do it right, and then you got to rest,
and then you got to do it right again." Stone says,
when you pull a barbell from the floor
it does three things. You got peak force,
peak power, and peak acceleration. .. .
Well if y ou don 'l maintain the quality,
the peak acceleration falls off, and so
after about three reps at 80% it really
falls apart. So that s why in cycle one in
a preparation phase weightlifters will
do triples. Then in the power phase
they'll do doubles. Then in the neural
phase prior to competition they'll do
heavy singles. Now you're attacking the
nervous system. Well if you're going to
hang around in the anaerobic threshold
area, technique is going to suffer physiologically because the ATP [adenosine
triphosphate] doesn 't store itselffor that
long. It falls apart. If you're trying to
pound out, and the famous CrossFit one
is the snatch ladder where they skip
rope forfifty skips, and then they snatch,
and then they skip, and then they just go
up in weight. But it doesn 'l relate back
to weightlifting as a sport. To me, when
I tell them, snatching s hard enough,
why would I want to skip rope in
between? That anaerobic threshold just
causes the technique to fall apart, and
then ifyou understand some of the ideas
of motor learning, what happens at the
end is the technique that s remembered.
So when the technique breaks down,
that unfortunately starts to become the
pattern.

Lou DeMarco does not think highly ofCrossFit. "Don't
get me wrong," he cautions, "I think very highly of these
people's skill in what they do, and they are the fittest
people on earth, and I admire them for that, but as far as
developing our sport, no. It's like comparing a
marathoner to a sprinter. If you want to mn the
marathon or a mile, you'd better go out and do ten or
twenty miles a day [Ed. note: This is an obvious exag32
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geration.j, whereas a sprinter, what does he do? That's
what our sport is. Our sport is an explosive sport, not
repetitions. And it's taking away some of our lifters."
John Coffee believes "CrossFit is not interested in helping USA Weightlifting. They're making money hand
over fist. CrossFit, the way it's run now is an abomination in my opinion." The best way to train for weightlifting, Coffee insists, is train as heavy, hard, and often as
possible without getting hurt. Terry Todd suggests,

ful model of athletic development by tapping the
resources of entire nations to serve opposite ideological
ends. By such means they were able to create a large
pool of weightlifters to recruit potential champions,
identify local talent early, establish and subsidize clubs
and camps, control what sports could be developed and
promoted, provide maximum publicity and incentives,
offer scientific and medical support for the use of performance-enhancing drugs, and cultivate a competitive
environment within a national team. Most often this
motivation resulted from conditions of deprivation
whereby weightlifting was perceived as a means of
social mobility.
These conditions could not readily be applied
within the free enterprise and democratic structure of the
United States, yet officials attempted during the 1970s
and 1980s to resurrect American fortunes by replicating
what seemed to work for the Europeans.36 This process
started with demands for a national coach and resulted in
the hiring of Carl Miller, who was called a coordinator.
Miller was followed by Denis Reno, Dick Smith, Harvey
Newton, and finally Dragomir Cioroslan. Then the need
for a national coaching center was realized with the Colorado Springs residential program, which enjoyed only
partial success. Assuming Europeans were benefitting
from advanced training procedures, officials next began
translating and publishing their studies in The Soviet
Sports Review and other sports performance digests.J7
Americans thus learned what Soviet bloc athletes were
doing, but to no avail. Then a hue and cry emerged for
more money. So Murray Levin, who was president from
1976 to 1988, managed to attract considerable funding
from corporate sponsors, and the sport received a windfall of 1.2 million dollars from the 1984 Olympics, but
American lifts and placements continued to show no
improvement in international competition. None of the
interviewees in this study seemed to know what happened to all that money in subsequent years, but it did
virtually nothing to improve the state of American
weightlifting. They are also all aware that even though
wealth is being generated by the registration of thousands of crossfitters and lucrative coaches clinics, American weightlifting in 2014 seemed less poised to make its
mark on the international stage than in 1972.
Obviously, attempts to mimic the Eastern European model of success- while still adhering to an amateur training protocol inherited from the sixties - were
not working. It was an ill-considered attempt to apply a

We probably need to wait a while
before deciding what the overall impact
CrossFit will have on competitive
weightlifling. Without question, tens of
thousands more people are now doing
snatching and cleaning and push-pressing or push-jerking in the US. than
have ever done them before - women
as well as men. Without question, those
tens of thousands ofmen and women are
becoming more fit and explosive as a
partial result of their regular use of
weightlifling movements. And without
question these men and women have a
far greater understanding and appreciation for the great feats of power our
competitive lifters can perform. Also,
CrossFit has brought a lot ofpreviously
unavailable money to various parts of
our sport, so for all these reasons it
seems likely that in the years to come at
least some of the tens of thousands of
crossjitters here and in other countries
will decide to either leave CrossFit and
focus on weightlifling or to compete in
both sports.
An American Model?
The dilemma that has confronted American
weightlifting since the early 1970s can best be understood as a competition between socialist/totalitarian and
capitalist/democratic cultures in the sports arena. That
was how Bob Hoffman and his Soviet adversaries perceived it during the heart of the Cold War era, but while
Bob was employing his company's profits to nurture
teams he hoped would show the superiority of the
"American Way," the Russians and Eastern Europeans,
with government leverage, were creating a more power33
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model drawn from underprivileged societies that were
prepared to use political means to achieve nationalistic
and ideological ends. Perhaps it might be better to take
advantage of America's greatest natural resource individual free enterprise and its powerhouse economy
- which Bob Hoffman did and countless other sports
are doing, by professionalizing weightlifting and adopting some of the measures recommended by Pete George
to endow it with popular appeal.Js This might avoid the
strictures not only of the USOC that Jim Lorimer
encountered but the autocracy of the international overlords. By such means the face of international tennis
was transformed several decades ago, enabling it to
become an Olympic sport. [Ed. note: This analogy fails
to consider the worldwide popularity of tennis- a spectator sport of a type very different from weightlifting.} In
some way, as Bruce Klemens points out, "the desire has
to come out of the lifter himself." But instead of discipline being imposed by an elite governing body, it would
come from lifters who would be motivated not by fear of
lapsing into poverty but the prospect of enjoying fortune
and fame the same result achieved by their ex-Communist counterparts through a system that supposedly
rejects those values. In other words, the sport would be
incentivized from outside rather than inside the system
and from the bottom up rather than the top down. How
popular weightlifting could be if properly showcased
was obvious to me as I witnessed the Centennial
Olympics in Atlanta. My description of it that subsequently appeared in The International Journal of the
History of Sport is as true now as it was in 1996.39

all contributed to this successful showcasing. 'What we were seeing wasn ~
just a world class weightlifting contest, '
concluded Jim Schmitz, 'but living proof
ofjust how popular the sport can be. '41
Despite ove1priced tickets ($45 for
group A and $23 for group B) and overpriced food and services ($4. 00 for a
large box of Cracker Jacks!) the crowd
was enthralled by the spectacle of
Olympic competition. 42

Much the same kind of crowd exposure is made available each year at the Arnold Sports Festival, albeit on a
more limited scale and featuring only American lifters.43
But the message is the same - if United States
weightlifting is to escape from the doldrums and become
competitive again it must create a new culture of success
relevant to its capitalist and democratic society and not
follow the old one that was uniquely fashioned for
socialist and non-democratic regimes. To realize the
American dream of medals in weightlifting, as in days of
yore, the sport must escape the clutches of authoritarian
governing bodies and become more spectator-friendly.
Only by engaging the power of the sport-loving public
with more exciting competitions will USA Weightlifting
attract the kind of money and talent that will put American lifters back on the podium at Olympic and world
championships.
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SHIFTING GEAR:

A HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE USE OF
SUPPORTIVE APPAREL IN POWERLIFTING
Jan Todd, Dominic Gray Morais, Ben Pollack & Terry Todd
The University of Texas at Austin & Trinity University, San Antonio, Texas

In many ways, powerlifting is an odd sport. the sport into several dozen spotting federations, and the
Competitors do not run or jump; no balls, bats, or rackets willingness of many of these national governing bodies
are used; and only one competitor "plays" on the lifting to allow various levels of gear-assisted lifting in their
platform at a time. Judging can be highly subjective; organizations. If sport philosopher Robert Simon is right
three judges intently watch as the athlete lifts the loaded that, "spott" is nothing more than a group of rules that
barbell nine separate times over the course of the com- define and delimit how the central contest of the spott is
petition. There is no instant replay and most lifts take to be enacted by participants, then powerlifting, by
less than ten seconds to perform. At the end of the lift, virtue of having many different sets of rules, may not be
each judge throws a switch; if at least two white lights one sport - but many. I
appear, the lift is good; if two or more lights are red, the
Interest in the impact of technology on sport perlift does not count. Three squats, three bench presses, fotmance has been explored in other sports like swimand three dead lifts constitute the nine attempts of a pow- ming and track and field. However, scholars have paid
erlifting contest. At most, lifters spend ninety seconds little attention to technology in powerlifting. 2 This is not
"competing" during what is generally a day-long con- surprising given the fact that powerlifting is not part of
the Olympic family, and that it remains in the eyes of
test.
Uninitiated audience members who find them- most a "minor sport."J Nonetheless, the history of gear
selves at a powerlifting meet will probably view watch- in powerlifting bears consideration for the future of
ing such a meet as an exercise in endurance - their own, sport. Our hope is that by describing the history of gear
not the lifters ' . In truth, it is not a great spectator sport; from our insider's perspective- all four authors commeets tend to run slowly, often lasting an entire day. Fur- peted in the sport.)- we can lay a base for other scholther, little is done by meet promoters and announcers to ars who might wish to explore this topic in the future.
help the audience understand that they are actually We begin, therefore, with a discussion of the kinds of
watching not one but dozens of contests playing out gear currently in use, follow that with a history of the
simultaneously as lifters compete based on age, weight evolution of supportive gear in powerlifting, and conclass, drug use status, level of experience, and, increas- clude with a brief analysis of the impact of gear on
ingly these days, on the basis of what kind of"gear" they records and performance in the sport.
wear to perform their lifts.
One of the questions driving this research is why
In powerlifting, the debate over appropriate gear various powerlifting federations have reacted to the new
- by which we mean the various types of supportive technological changes in gear in so many different ways.
wraps and clothing worn while competing- dates to the Track and field, for example, uniformly adopted flexible
earliest days of the sport, and has had a profound influ- fiberglass and carbon-fiber vaulting poles in the 1950s,
ence on the present state of powerlifting. Among the just as modem tennis rackets - with their 40 percent
most significant aspects of the spott's fascination with larger heads, 30 percent lighter weight, and 300 percent
what we define as "PEG - Performance Enhancing greater stiffness -have become standard at all levels of
Gear"- is the role it has played in the fragmentation of tennis.4 No one plays with wooden rackets any longer,
and no pole-vaulter of note still uses a bamboo pole.
Correspondence to : Dr. Jan Todd, NEZ 5.700, Dept. of Kinesiology & Health
Powerlifting,
however, runs the gamut from essentially
Education, H. J. Lutcher Stark Center, University of Texas at Austin, 78712.
Email : jan@starkcenter.org.
"anything goes," to no supportive gear, and has not
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adopted a single paradigm for legal equipment as most
sports do. What we fmd particularly fascinating is that
this paradigm of "virtually limitless freedom" encourages multiple forms of the sport to occur simultaneously
during "a" contests
As Jan and Terry Todd point out in their essay,
"Reflections on the 'Parallel Federation Solution,"' after
American powerlifters decided to organize both "drugpermitting" and "drug-free" federations in the 1980s,
other powerlifting federations formed, and were able to
create their own rules covering matters such as doping,
the performance of the lifts themselves, and appropriate
gear. The multiple-federation approach described by the
Todds means, however, that the accolade "record holder"
is now meaningful only within the context of the federation in which the record was set as there are too many
differences in the rules of these disparate federations to
compare lifts in any meaningful way.6 In September
2015, for example, according to the website PowerliftingWatch.com, there were 33 different powerlifting federations operating in the United States and nine different
international federations.? Although many of the rules
used by these federations are similar, and in some
instances are exactly the same, there are also stark differences from federation to federation- which have caused
some federations to acquire a reputation for having much
higher records than other associations. Consider for just
a moment, the possibilities lifters have to set records in
the different divisions sanctioned by the American Powerlifting Federation (APF). The APF, originally formed
in 1982 by powerlifter Ernie Frantz, began as an association for lifters who wanted the freedom to take anabolic
·substances if they wished and to not be subject to drug
testing.s The APF now sponsors three kinds of competitions based on the gear permitted - open, single-ply,
and raw. In order to have a larger membership, they also
offer what they call "non-tested" and "amateur" divisions. The term "amateur" in this instance refers to an
athlete who chooses not to use performance enhancing
drugs. It has no connection to the traditional meaning of
amateurism and whether that person earns money from
his or her sport.9
As Table 1 demonstrates, the APF has embraced
the use of gear technology wholeheartedly in its open
division, placing no limits on the layers or kinds of fabric .
permitted in the "suits" worn while lifting. In the "Single-ply" division, however, lifters may wear supportive
suits made with only one layer of fabric while the "Raw"
divisions is for those athletes who choose to compete
38

wearing only a non-supportive singlet, belt, knee sleeves
rather than knee wraps. and wrist wraps. This means that
in one APF contest there could be six different men (or
women) all of whom are lifting in a single weight class
- who could set an American record because the APF
recognizes: open geared, open one-ply, open raw, amateur geared, amateur one-ply, and amateur Raw divisions. If masters, submasters, juniors, and teenage age
divisions are also considered- the number of records
possible in one weight class becomes even more outlandish. The APF recognizes 14 age subdivisions plus
its regular open division. If those 15 divisions are multiplied by the six categories offered to accommodate different kinds of gear and drug-testing, 90 different men,
or 90 different women, could legitimately claim to be an
"American Record Holder" in each lift or the overall
total in one weight class in the APF.Io
Gearing Up for Powerlifting
Before continuing, a brief explanation of supportive gear is necessary for those unfamiliar with the
sport. All federations require lifters to appear on the
platform in a "lifting suit." A single-ply suit (made of
one layer of fabric) generally resembles a wrestling singlet but with wider straps and mid-thigh length legs.
Raw lifters wear stretchy wrestling or Olympic
weightlifting singlets generally made of nylon, polyester, or spandex knit that are non-restrictive if sized
properly; they provide no additional support to the lifter.
Raw lifters also normally wear one suit for the entire
meet.
Geared lifters, on the other hand, change their
costume for each lift. In the squat, they wear what is now
generically called a "super suit," made of stiff, heavy
material that restricts the lifter's natural movements and
helps the competitor lift more weight. At the bottom of
the squat, the suit works like a compressed spring, helping the lifter reverse direction. Researchers have theorized that energy is stored in the fabric during the descent
and that the farther the fabric stretches the more it will
help the lifter reverse direction. When the suit reaches
the point at which it cannot stretch further, a rebound
effect helps the lifter come "out of the bottom."! I The
suit also provides support to the lifter's back, abdomen,
and "core" muscles, which must stay contracted to hold
the body erect and thus carry the great weights lifted in
"geared" powerlifting.I2 However, while both one-ply
and "open" competitors can be said to wear super suits
or squat suits; the strength of the materials used; the cut-
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ting and sewing of the fabric in certain ways; and, most
importantly, the number of layers of fabric used is dramatically different in these two divisions. Open competitors have no real limits on the number of layers of
fabric they can gird themselves with when they squat.
Inzer Advanced Designs, owned and operated
by former powerlifter John Inzer, is a leading source of
multi-ply suits in the United States. Inzer sells the most
expensive squat suits on the market with his

"Leviathan" and new "Leviathan Pro," both priced at
$385 in 2015. On his website, Inzer explains that the
original Leviathan is the "King of the Squat Suits, worn
by the Kings of the Squat." The ad then points out that
"The Leviathan is a suit of armor that literally stands on
its own."tJ Inzer has gone to great lengths to create special fabrics and methods of construction that can
enhance a lifter's performance. The Leviathan, for
example, uses what Inzer calls a new "canvas hybrid."

Table 1. American Powerlifting Federation Divisions
(Derived from Official Rule Book: World Powerlifting Congress, 2014 Edition)
Competitive
Division

Supportive Bench Shirt &
Undershirts

Supportive lifting Suits
for Squat and Dead lift

Supportive
Briefs

Belts and Wraps

Drug
Testing

Open

Unlimited layers of fabric;
Polyester, denim or canvas
Wrist wraps permitted in all lifts;
Unlimited layers of fabric;
permitted;
Briefs permit- Elbow wraps permitted in squat
Polyester, denim or canted and may
Open backs permitted, Velcro
and deadlift only; Knee wraps of
vas permitted;
strapping permitted .
be made of
2.5 meters in length permitted;
Open backs permitted;
multiple layers Knee sleeves permitted; Belts perUndershirts may be worn in
Velcro strapping permitbenching and squatting and
of any fabric . mitted . Knee wrap length is longer
ted .
these may also consist of multhan many other federations.
tiple layers of fabric.

None

Amateur

Unlimited layers of fabric;
Wrist wraps permitted in all lifts;
Polyester, denim or canvas
elbow wraps permitted in squat
permitted;
Briefs permitand deadlift only; Knee wraps of
Open backs permitted; Velcro Unlimited layers of fabric; ted and may
2.5 meters in length permitted;
strapping permitted .
Polyester, denim or canbe made of
Knee Sleeves permitted; Belts pervas permitted.
multiple layers
Undershirts may be worn in
mitted. Knee Wrap length is
benching and squatting and
of any fabric .
longer than many other federa these may also consist of multions.
tiple layers of fabric.

Urinalysis

Open Raw
Amateur
Raw

Open
"One-ply"

Not permitted, T-shirts only.

Not permitted, T-shirts only.

Single-ply polyester shirts
allowed, must have closed
backs and no Velcro strapping.

Single-ply, non- supportive singlet only

Not permitted

Wrist wraps permitted in all lifts;
No knee or elbow wraps .

None

Single-ply, non- supportive singlet only

Not permitted

Wrist wraps permitted in all lifts;
No knee or elbow wraps .

Urinalysis

Wrist wraps permitted in all lifts;
Elbow wraps permitted in squat
and dead lift only; Knee wraps of
Single-ply polySingle-ply polyester fabric
2.5 meters in length permitted;
ester briefs
squat suits permitted .
Knee Sleeves permitted; Belts perpermitted .
mitted. Knee Wrap length is

None

longer than many other federations.

Amateur
"One-ply"

Wrist wraps permitted in all lifts;
Elbow wraps permitted in squat
Single-ply polyester shirts
Single-ply poly- and deadlift only; Knee wraps of
allowed but must have closed Single-ply polyester fabric
Urinalysis
ester briefs
2.5 meters in length permitted;
backs and no Velcro strapsquat suits permitted
permitted
Knee sleeves permitted; Belts perping.
mitted. Knee wrap length is longer

than many other federations.
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His advertising promises: "5070 pound increases and more
are regularly reported over
conventional squat suits of the
past."l4
Not surprisingly, the
wearing of such highly engineered suits now means that
the heaviest squats ever performed in six of the 11 men's
weight classes (198, 220, 242,
275, 308 and Superheavyweight) are all over 1000
LEVIATHAN STANDS ON ITS OWN!
pounds. In fact, the heaviest
squat on record (as of October The two largest suppliers of powerlifting gear, Titan Support Systems and Inzer Advanced Designs,
both sell a variety of levels of supportive gear to powerlifters. At the extreme ends of their offer-

2015) is 1267.7 pounds (575 ings are the double-ply Titan Super Fury shirt with its closely set sleeves, and Inzer's Leviathan
kilos), made by Jonas Ranta- squat suits that are so stiff and virtually unyielding that Inzer advertises the "Leviathan Stands On
nen of Finland in October Its Own!"
For the bench press, the second lift of the con2011. Rantanen weighed 303 pounds (137.4 kilos) on the
day he made this lift, and it is actually heavier than the test, most "equipped" lifters remove their tight-fitting
superheavyweight record, held by the then 380-pound squat suit, replace it with a lighter singlet, and then don
American Donnie Thompson, who managed 1265 a bench shirt crafted to function in much the same manner as the squat suit. The bench shirt looks somewhat
pounds (573.8 kilos) in 2011.15
While waiting for their next attempt, single-ply- like a tight T-shirt from the front, but some models now
and multi-ply-wearing lifters usually sprawl and lean have an open back and use large Velcro straps to hold the
back in chairs, unable to sit normally because of the shirt in place on the body. Bench shirts also provide a
tightness of the suits and the rigidity of the fabric. As the spring-like effect, storing energy during the lowering of
time gets closer to their tum on the platform, helpers the bar and then releasing that energy after the bar touchbegin wrapping the lifter's knees with long, elasticized es the lifter's chest and the upward push begins.l9 Withwraps used to provide compression and add yet more in the geared segments of the powerlifting community,
rebound in the bottom of the squat.l6 The last steps in most lifters believe that once the lifter learns how to use
preparation before the lifter heads to the platform are fit- a bench shirt, and how to choose the proper size, wearing
ting the tight straps over the shoulders and tightening the the shirt helps them lift more weight. A female powerthick, heavy belts common in powerlifting. It can take lifter, for example, reported in a chat room, "My raw
several people, who sometimes use pliers, to pull the suit bench is 175 lb. I recently benched 240 lb with the
straps over a lifter's shoulders because the fabric is so Fury."zo On that same page, a male lifter explained that
stiff and the fit is so tight. This is painful to the fingers with "double denim" he bench pressed 369 pounds, and
of the helpers, and so special "fitting gloves" are avail- that with double-polyester he hit 480. His best "raw"
able these days from powerlifting supply companies that bench, he explained, was only 315 pounds for two repeadvertise such gloves will, "Save your fingers when han- titions.21
The question of fabric for both bench shirts and
dling and fitting gear on workout partners or yoursel£1"17
Inzer also launched a new kind of suit, called the suits is particularly important as the various elastic and
Leviathan Pro, to help make getting into the suit easier. tensile qualities of the fabrics used, and the innovative
This multi-layered suit's top half is made in sections and methods of construction, are analogous to the fine-tunonce the straps are over the shoulders, long laces - sim- ing and types of engines seen in various forms of auto
ilar to those in a corset - draw the suit tightly around racing. All cars, for example, will have some form of a
the torso, and a zipper closes to increase and secure the piston engine, but depending on the kind of race (Formula One vs. NASCAR, for example) they will be made of
tightness of the fit. Is
40
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very different materials and tuned - as well as constructed - very differently.22 In powerlifting, fabric
technology and suit design play a similar role. Titan
Support Systems works constantly to find ways to
improve the strength of their squat suits and recently
"invented" a fabric called "NXG Super Plus" that they
advertise as "the strongest, heaviest fabric in the lifting
world." Titan goes on to explain in their ads, " ... we
didn't stop there. We also included our patented built in
harness system. The 3-cm seams create an anatomically
precise harness system for extra support and bigger
squats." This is not all, however. "Not enough? How
about state of the art, hi-tech, hi-tensile strength threads
that hold incredible loads- up to 10 kg of weight per
single looped thread! Then we put that thread to use by
incorporating more stitching per square inch than any
other suit in the lifting world."23
In addition to squat suits, knee wraps, and bench
shirts, many lifters also wear a specially designed deadlift suit, wrist wraps, belts of varying thickness, and
powerlifting briefs (which in reality, constitute an additional supportive layer for the squat).24 Deadlift suits
may resemble squat suits in general appearance but the
fabrics used are less stiff and lifters generally agree that

the amount of help they provide is partly dependent on
how one deadlifts. Some lifters place their arms inside
their legs and their feet widely apart, thereby shortening
the length of the pull in what is called a "sumo" dead lift.
Conventional deadlifters place their feet only about hipwidth apart and place their arms outside their legs when
they begin the lift. Although both types of deadlifts test
leg, hip, and back muscles, sumo deadlifters seem to get
more advantage from wearing a deadlift suit than do
conventional lifters. A powerlifter in an online discussion thread wrote, "I know a few sumo pullers who get
85-115 lbs. from their suit! "25
Those with little exposure to powerlifting may
well wonder why competitors would put themselves
through all this for 90 seconds of competition in an
admittedly minor sport. There is, in fact, a good deal of
pain involved with wearing tight-fitting PEG. Wraps
leave bruises circling the knees, and most lifters sport
bruises and abrasions on their thighs from the squat
suit's tight legs. Bruises, open sores, and blood blisters
also commonly result from bench shirts.26 Those inside
the sport can better understand why some lifters choose
this path. Lifting bigger weights, imagining yourself as
stronger than you have ever been before, is seductive
even though the "bigger weights" are not the result of
increased strength of muscle. This is the great appeal of
gear. It is a form of performance enhancement that not
only works but allows us tore-imagine our personal limits. Powerlifting gear is, in essence, an exoskeleton that
the lifter encases himself within, and it allows the lifter
to believe that he is stronger than he would have been
without it, even though he is not. Standing on a box to
harvest an out-of-reach apple does not make you taller.

The Early History
As is true for many spotting activities, there is
neither a single place we can cite as the "birthplace" of
powerlifting, nor a single date. In the United States, in
the first four decades of the twentieth century, the only
sanctioned form of competitive lifting was weightlifting
and even in training sessions it was rare to see someone
working hard at deadlifts, squats, or the forerunner of the
bench press, the "press on floor." In 1939, however, the
Amateur Athletic Union sanctioned the first Mr. America
physique contest and inadvertently created a new training goal for many weight trainers.27 As bodybuilding
grew in popularity in the 1940s, the bench press, squat,
curl, and deadlift appeared far more frequently in gyms.

One of the USAPL's best lifters is 2015 men's open champion lan
Bell, who holds three American equipped records in the 93 kilo
(205 pound) class. lan, son of former world and American champion Gene Bell, squatted 375 kilos (826.75 pounds) and deadlifted
377.5 kilos (832.25 pounds) at the 2015 USAPL Nationals and also
set a new total record of 967.5 kilos (2133 pounds). Although the
gear he uses is all one-ply, lan still needs help to get his PEG properly secured before he heads to the platform.
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On 24 June 1949 Iron Man publisher Peary Rader, the tallest man on the left in this photo, and California gym owner Walt Marcyan (sec·
ond on the left, seated) held a meeting to discuss the formation of a new professional association that would be known as the
International Strongman Association (I SA). ISA promoted some of the earliest odd lift contests in America and helped the sport of pow·
erlifting get its start. Following their organizational meeting, the group adjourned for dinner where this photo was taken. Seated on the
left side of the table are: Peggy Redpath, Don De Marce, Walt Marcyan, Tony Terlazzo, Mrs. Terlazzo, and Mabel Rader. Standing on the
left are: George Redpath, Peary Rader, unidentified man and Kerris Kerns. Standing at the end of the table and continuing to the right
are: John Davis, Leo Stern, Vince Gironda, unidentified man, Willis Reed, unidentified man, Les Stockton, George Eiferman and another
unidentified man. Seated on the right are David Willoughby, Gene Jantzen, Alyce Varick, and Peggy Gironda.
And not surprisingly, some men found these simpler
movements - generally referred to as "the odd lifts" more appealing than the complexities of the clean and
jerk.28 Following Bob People's historic deadlift of725.5
pounds at a bodyweight of 181 pounds in March of 1949
- a record described by Al Thomas in Iron Game History in November 1992, as "the lift heard round the
world" - odd lifting gained considerably in popularity.
This coincided with a growing feeling of frustration
among some of the most famous names in the strength
world over the fact that the AAU considered them professionals and excluded them from sanctioned
weightlifting and bodybuilding meets. If you owned a
gym, published a magazine, coached for money, gave
weightlifting exhibitions, or had in any way earned money because of your physical skills, you were ineligible
according to the AAU. According to Iron Man magazine
publisher Peary Rader, attempts to find some way to get
around this rule led nowhere in the late 1940s and so
Rader and California gym owner Walt Marcyan decided
to take the lead in forming a new organization for men

and women like themselves who made money from liftmg.
Their first step was to make plans to hold the
"First Professional Strongman Championships," and
"Mr. 1949" physique contest in Los Angeles, on 25 and
26 June 1949. On 24 June, Rader held a meeting for
those interested in joining forces to create a new professional association called the International Strongman
Association (ISA). Attending that organizational meeting was a veritable "Who 's Who" of post-war strength
aficionados that included Bert Goodrich, Walt Baptiste,
Gene Jantzen, Peggy Redpath, George Redpath, George
Eiferman, David Willoughby, Pudgy Stockton, Leo
Stern, Karris Kern, Frank Thompson, Don DeMaree,
Willis Reed, Tony Terlazzo, and Mabel Rader. By the
end of the day, Peary Rader was president, Bert
Goodrich was vice president, Don DeMaree was secretary-treasurer, and David Willoughby had been named
record keeper and asked to draft bylaws for the group. 29
Rader and Marcyan hoped that in addition to sponsoring
contests ISA would also serve as a true professional
42
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association -like the National Strength and Conditioning Coaches now does, or the American College of
Sports Medicine. As Rader explained their goals in Iron
Man magazine in 1949, he and Marcyan believed, "that
the Body Culture profession had advanced to the point
where it needed organization for its own protection from
other healing arts, as well as to give members protection
within the profession."3o While ISAmade little headway
on the professionalization of the "Body Culture" industry, the association did play a role in the evolution of
powerlifting and successfully sponsored several early
meets. However, there was no uniformity of lifts. At a
1955 meet in Oakland, California, the contested lifts
were the Olympic press, the upright row, the bench
press, the squat, and the deadlift. According to Rader,
"At this contest the highest bench press was 360 and the
highest deadlift was 625 - done by a heavyweight by the
name of Tiny Walsh from Ed Yarick's gym, who
weighed 263 pounds. There were also ten women contestants in this contest, a fact that suggests women were
not as late to the sport as many have thought."3t
In January 1956, a meet held at the Boston
YMCA used the Olympic press, the squat, and the deadlift as its events. That same year, the YMCA in St. Paul,
Minnesota held a competition in which competitors performed the bench press, squat, and deadlift. This contest
may be the first in history to include only the three modem powerlifts.n
As interest continued to grow in non-weightlifting competitions, Rader and his ISA group began reaching out to amateurs as well as pros. According to Rader,
this move stimulated the AAU to begin sponsoring its
own odd-lift meets, often as an afterthought at
weightlifting contests. By 1964, the AAU had begun formalizing plans for powerlifting to become an official
part of AAU weightlifting's governance structure. At an
AAU meeting in June that year officials voted to remove
the curl from the approved lifts from and to add a superheavyweight class, which did not exist in weightlifting
in this era. They also solidified plans for an unofficial
national championships to be held in September 1964
called "The Powerlifting Tournament of America."33 The
following year the first official AAU Senior National
Powerlifting Championships was held in September at
York, Pennsylvania.34 The sport of powerlifting had
finally arrived.
In the 1960s when the sport began and there
were almost no providers of lifting equipment, the cos43

tumes of powerlifters widely varied. Although some
lifters wore lightweight, stretchy wrestling and
weightlifting singlets, other men competed in shorts and
t-shirts rather than a one-piece suit. Shoes also ran the
gamut from high-top basketball shoes to work boots, to
wrestling and boxing shoes, and even to "dress shoes"
that had not been manufactured with sport in mind.
National champion Ronnie Ray, for example, wore
leather loafers when he squatted.
An examination of the photographs accompanying Ralph Countryman's article on the 1965 Senior
National Championships in Iron Man Lifting News provides a good idea of the primitive state of competition
clothing. in this era. There are 43 photographs included
with his report, and in 20 of the images the lifter is wearing only a singlet - or a singlet with a simple t-shirt underneath it. In 23 photos, shorts and T-shirts can be
seen, and not a lifting suit. In 28 photographs the men
are wearing belts, all of which are narrow in front like
the belts used in Olympic weightlifting. Only six men
are wearing any kind of knee wraps, but the material
appears to be similar to what we would now call an "Ace
bandage" - the thin, elastic bandages used to wrap
sprained ankles and other kinds of sport injuries.Js
Three short years later, at the 1968 Senior
National Championships in Los Angeles, lifters had
begun pushing the boundaries of supportive equipment.
According to powerlifting author Ken Leistner, a number of methods for increasing lifts began emerging by
that time. Leistner suggests, for example, that national
champion Jerry Jones cut tennis balls in half, placed
them behind his knees during the squat, and secured
them in place with Ace bandages. Other lifters, he suggested, sewed two Ace bandages together to make longer
wraps, as the rules permitted only one bandage per leg
and did not set a length limit.36
The most egregious offender at the 1968 meet
was Californian Tom Overholzer who, in an attempt to
increase his squat, reportedly wrapped his torso with
bedsheets, covered the sheets with a layer of Ace bandages, and then put on his singlet.37 As is often the case
when a record is at stake, the quest to be first in his
weight class to make some sort of"barrier weight," such
as a six-hundred-pound squat, is apparently what led
Overholtzer to push the limits of gear so extravagantly.
According to Leistner, "The judges moaned about the
bedsheets but there was no official rule that prohibited
any of this."38
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that in the bench press he saw "t shirts that went below
the elbow, obscuring Ace bandages wrapped around the
upper arms and/or chest area." Other men, he explained,
wore blue jean shorts to aid their squat. Wrote Leistner,
"it was the 'fashion' [among California lifters] to take a
pair of very tight jeans ... and cut them very short so
they could be worn under a lifting singlet. Some guys
wore two or more pair of these, one a size larger than the
one beneath it."42
Overholtzer's pushing of the limits sparked a
debate that led to profound changes in the sport. In
December, Peary Rader wrote an editorial in Iron Man
Lifting News, titled "Power Lifting Dilemma," that
decried the excessive use of supportive garments and
wraps. "Although there were many exciting moments in
the powerlifting championships," he wrote, "one of the
most discouraging ... is the attempts of many lifters to
cheat, in their lifts ."43 By "cheating," Rader referred
specifically to the wrapping of bed sheets, as well as
lifters wearing multiple pairs of cut-off jean shorts and
using extra-wide, tight wraps around the knees and
elbows. "We, as officials, found it necessary to go back
and have them remove these pants and wraps so that they
could conform more nearly to the rules," Rader
explained. "However, it was a hopeless task, since as
soon as we left the dressing room ... they would replace
the wraps and come back in their original condition upon
the platform to lift, and they were heard to brag in the
back room about how they were fooling the officials .. .
Everyone we have talked to or who has talked to us
regarding the power lift championships has been equally
disappointed and disillusioned." 44 Rader did acknowledge, however, that most lifters did not go to such
lengths, and commended those who had "the courage to
come out and lift by the strength of their muscles alone
without resorting to artificial aids." 45
Author Ralph Countryman, an attorney, writing
in the 1969 issue of Iron Man Lifting News, agreed.
Wrote Countryman,

Although he doesn't appear to be wearing any supportive gear in
this deadlift shot, Tom Overholtzer was known for his use of
Performance Enhancing Gear. He wrapped his torso in bedsheets
and Ace bandages that he then covered with his singlet when he
squatted 6SS pounds in the 181-pound class at the 1968 Senior
National Powerlifting Championships. Overholtzer's use of gear
confounded the judges at the Seniors as the rules did not specifically state that such wraps were illegal.

Iron Game historian Herb Glossbrenner basically corroborates Leistner's account, as does Powerlifting
USA editor Mike Lambert, who was critical of the excessive wrapping. "Despite the illegal wraps, a tremendous
psyche, and probably steroids along with an upper or
two; the minute the guy got the bar out of the rack he
looked like he was going to die ... you know ... he's
shaking ... the bars shaking ... the plates are rattling ...
the guy's face is purple ... he's surrounded by half a
dozen nervous spotters," Lambert wrote. 39 Nevertheless,
"with [Overholtzer's] lifting attire on you couldn't see
any tell-tale seams from the wraps underneath," Lambert
admitted.40 However, according to Glossbrenner,
because Overholtzer's hips and torso were wrapped so
tightly, he was unable to walk. This meant that his handlers - one under each arm - had to carry him from the
backstage warm-up area and out to the lifting platform
and place him directly under the bar. At that point all he
had to do was lift the bar up off the squat stands, wait
while his helpers removed the squat stands, make his
attempt, wait while the racks were replaced, and then
have his spotters once again carry him offstage. 41
Overholtzer was not the only man attempting to
get an edge from gear at the 1968 meet. Leistner reports

The saddest news coming from this Seniors was the utter disregard for the rules
or the spirit of the rules by a few lifters.
The use of bandages, torso wraps, and
braces, unauthorized lifting apparel to
disguise this situation too, is a perversion of the rules that denies the lifter
himself, as well as other lifters, the
44
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lifting. "47
The images accompanying Countryman's 1968
HHAT'S A MATTER,
meet
report differ in signifiBUNKY? DID YOUR
cant
ways
from the pictures
ACE BANDAGE RIP IN
HALF AFTER YOUR FIRS at the 1965 Senior Nationals.
SET OF HARMUPS? MOVE There are 50 photos in Iron
UP TO THE VERY BEST ••....
CHARLIE HORSE WRAPS ARE AVAILABLE Man Lifting News and in 22
SIIBSCRIBE TO P/L
FROM LINCOLN HEALTH CLUB, 838 N. 48th of them the athletes are
USA ... 12 ISSUES .•
LINCOLN,
NE 68504, 1 PR.-$5.50, 2 PR.- shown wearing knee wraps
$10.00 ... TOP 100
$10.00
(POSTAL
MONEY ORDERS ONLY) ..... that appear to be more subAND MUCH MORE ....
AND
.•.
SUPER
HRAPS
ARE BACK ... ORDER FROM stantial and thicker than in
BOX 467, CAMARILLO,
GEORGE
ZANGAS,
6010
1.~. 74th ST., LOS ANGELES
CA 93010 •.•. IT'S THE CA 90045, 1 PR. -$5.50, 2 PR. -$10.00, 5 DOZ.
the earlier set of images .
NATIONAL P/L MAGAZiNE OR MORE-$4.00 A PR. (PERSONAL CHECKS OKAY).
Some men are also wearing
George Zangas' first ad for powerlifting gear appeared in June of 1977 in Powerlifting USA magawhat is now called a "knee
zine. The hand-drawn artwork and simple message are in stark contrast to today's colorful, prosleeve," that appears to be
fessionally designed advertisements featuring star athletes and hyperbolic text.
made of a dark, shiny materi-

KNEE WR-APS

pleasure of an honest victory in a legitimate test of strength. Some of these
medals belong almost as much to Johnson & Johnson [Ed note: makers of Ace
bandages] as they do to the lifter who
accepted them (names are withheld to
protect the guilty) ... The problem is
really one of establishing clear-cut rules
and giving them equal enforcement
throughout the country. The lifters can 't
be blamed for going to the extent of the
rules, although there will always be
some who will stretch and press for additiona! advantage. 46
However, Countryman continued, "The officials have to
shoulder most of the blame for lack of uniform enforcement. Once one person has been allowed to bend the
rule slightly, it is only just that others should try to gain
the same advantage." But Countryman cautioned that
banning all equipment "merely makes it easy, and penalizes the lifter who is anxious to protect a strain or prevent one in a weak area. The fact that things have gone
too far is evident in the immediate suspicion attached to
anyone wearing a knee, elbow or wrist wrap or bandage." As a potential solution, he argued for the adoption
of clearly described lifting uniforms rules and the use of
exact terms in order to limit future violations of the spirit
of the rules. He concluded, "All of this sounds silly and
perhaps needlessly proscriptive until you look at the procession of men in clown suits who make a mockery of
45

al resembling rubber. Knees were not the only joint
wrapped, however. Nine individuals have their wrists
wrapped, and two lifters have their elbows wrapped during bench press attempts . Thirty-five belts appear in the
images and, like the wraps, some of the belts appear
wider and thicker than the ones used in 1965 . Although
these may seem like relatively minor differences, they
suggest that the quest to find supportive equipment to
enhance performance in powerlifting dates to the very
early years of the sport. 48
In November 1972, at the AAU National Convention in Kansas City, Missouri, a unanimous vote of
the National Weightlifting Committee banned all wraps
and supportive devices in powerlifting. As reported by
Clay Patterson in the December 1972 Powerlifting
News, the new rule stated, "There will be no wraps,
bandages, or supportive devices of any description
except the standard lifting belt. This is a standard 3/8"
thick belt, four inches wide worn around the waist."49
Additionally, the committee passed a rule that stated,
"Any lifter completing a lift for a record will be immediately stripped backstage by the referees and checked
for wrapping. "so They also voted at that meeting to participate in the newly formed International Powerlifting
Federation (IPF) and to send a team to its first World
Championships, scheduled for 1973 .51
As might be expected, many lifters strongly
opposed the ban on wraps. Dan DeWelt, publisher of the
small journal, Powerlifting News, launched in March of
1972, featured the news on the cover of his December
issue with a headline proclaiming, " 'NO WRAPS' Rule
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ed powerlifting many years ago I sustained very serious injuries in both
knees while performing limit squats
without wraps. It was almost two years
before I could squat again. When I
resumed my squat routine I always
used wraps, and the only time I have
experienced knee pains is when I failed
to use the wraps in the warm-up sets."
Krieg believed that if he had used
wraps initially, he would not have had
an injury. His support for wraps was
not unconditional, however, as he
wrote, "The only beef! can see against
wraps is the excessive length used by
some lifters."54
The moratorium on the use of
gear proved to be short-lived. One year
later, at the first IPF World Championships in York, Pennsylvania, the new
This photo of lifters in the 123 and 132 pound classes from the mid-1960s is a good federation adopted rules for appropriate
example of the variety of clothing lifters wore on the platform in the early days of sport.
costumes which then had to be folTanktops, t-shirts, narrow weightlifting belts, tight and loose shorts, singlets, work
lowed by all member federations ,
boots, and even loafers were all de riguer before the AAU established uniform rules.
including the AAU. Muscular DevelopPassed- 220 lb. Class Ok'ed." Over the next several ment, Bob Hoffman's bodybuilding and powerlifting
months, Powerlifting News readers like James Douglas magazine, covered the first World Championships and
Edward voiced their strong opposition to the loss of gear. printed the new rules adopted at the Congress. On the
"It actually took my breath to read that 'wraps' are no matter of uniforms, the IPF adopted the following rules
more," he wrote. "It's really very simple minded when pertinent to our discussion.
you stop and think about it. Then I had to laugh as I read
of our British lifters using 18 feet of wraps. Our 72" [of
4. Lifters must appear in correct and
wraps] should be made mandatory rather than omitting
tidy dress which must consist of a vest
them. Who the hell is responsible for making such a miswith short sleeves, trunks of a form fittake? I bet this rule was made by people who are nonting stretch material and athletic suplifters."52 In the same issue, columnist Hollie Evett
porter; or alternatively of a full length
argued that wraps added to the safety of lifters, writing,
costume with athletic supporter.
"In many sports the first thing to go is the joints.
5. Proper lifting costume shall include
Doesn't it make sense to add a little protection to them?"
shoes.
Evett went on, "The fallacy that injured athletes
6. If a competitor wears a belt, its width
shouldn't compete is also very sad. Hugh Cassidy won
must not exceed ten centimeters. (3 9/10
the Senior Nationals and World Championships with a
inches.) It is forbidden to wear more
knee that needed surgery. He felt the rubber knee bands
than one belt.
had been a blessing. . .. Even if the wraps do increase
7. Bandages
performance, whether it's psychological or by increasing
(a) Rubber - Bandages or supstrength, who should care if one is allowed to use equal
ports of rubber or rubber substiprotection. "53 Other lifters expressed similar sentiments
tute are forbidden.
in the following months. In the March-April 1973 issue
(b) Wrists - Bandages of gauze
of Powerlifting News, Dave Krieg stated, "When I startor medical crepe may be worn
46
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symbiotically with the early gear entrepreneurs. Lambert's first issue carried only one ad for gear- an ad for
knee wraps from powerlifter George Zangas of San
Pedro, California. (Zangas' wraps were significantly
stronger than the Ace bandages of earlier years.) Made of
a heavy, highly elastic material that Zangas found
through a medical supply company, they gave much
more support to squatters and within a year, Ace bandages virtually disappeared from the sportY
Powerlifting legend Larry Pacifico, who began
lifting in 1965 and eventually won nine IPF world titles,
claimed in an interview with the authors to have created
the first supportive powerlifting suit in either 1973 or
1974.58 According to Pacifico, although the bed sheet
episode was not something he wanted to replicate, he
realized that the extra layers of fabric surrounding Overholtzer's body provided support to help him lift more
weight and the incident gave Pacifico the idea of making
a suit with thick fabric that would work similarly. As he
tells the tale, he called Spanjian Sportswear, a company

with a maximum width of 8 em.
(3 l/8th inches) and a maximum
length of one meter may be worn.
(c) Knees - Bandages of gauze or
medical crepe may be worn with a
maximum width of 8 em. and a
maximum length of two meters.
(6 feet, 6 inches) Alternatively, an
elastic knee-cap may be worn
with a maximum length of 20 em.
(7.87 inches). A combination of
the two is forbidden.
(d) Body - Bandages around the
torso are forbidden. Spot plasters
to muscle injuries may be applied
by the official IPF doctor on duty.
(g) Bandages of any form on
elbows are prohibited.ss
No doubt these early officials had hopes
that the new uniform rules would level the
playing field for all competitors. However,
the establishment of an official IPF world
record list proved a powerful incentive for
lifters to once again look for that additional edge. And so, almost immediately,
lifters began searching for materials to
provide themselves with the greatest support possible within the letter of the new
rules.
While Dan DeWelt's magazine
carried virtually no advertising, during its
first year of publication, in 1972, he gave a
plug to the Sta-Slim company sellers of
neoprene knee and elbow sleeves which he
described as "useful items most called for
by powerlifters."56 De Welt ceased publication of his journal in late 1973 and for
the next several years there was no specialized magazine covering powerlifting in the
United States. The founding of Powerlifting USA (PLUSA) magazine by Mike
Lambert in June 1977, however, changed
things dramatically. PLUSA not only kept
lifters up to date on meet news and
records, it also provided a reliable advertising venue that over the years worked

In 1965, Terry Todd set a total record in the superheavyweight class at a meet in
Tennessee, while wearing cut off sweat pants, a narrow lifting belt, and knee
sleeves that he left on throughout the entire contest. On his feet, he wore Polish
weightlifting shoes in the squat, deadlifted in his socks, and benched in his Hush
Puppies loafers. Gene Roberson, who took second to Todd, competed in the longsleeved sweat shirt and white gym shorts shown in this photo, taken at the weighing
of the weights following Todd's record dead lift of 730 pounds.
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year in the late 1970s and early 1980s.64
Zangas, who ran a health food store in San
Pedro, California, and passed away in October 2011, was
the first to advertise "Super Suits" in Powerlifting USA
magazine.6s Unlike Pacifico, who sold the suits mostly at
meets, Zangas used Powerlifting USA to create a mailorder business based on his ability to ship suits out on
demand. His first ad in the February 1978 issue not only
noted that the suits were "Worn by the top champions!!! "
but that they were also, "Now available from the manufacturer on a regular basis!" They sold for $40.00 each. 66
Zangas" first generation of Super Suits were made of a
heavy beige canvas-type material that had very little
stretch to it. The beige suits were, frankly, unattractive,
and so Zangas began dying the suits red, blue, and black,
and found his sales grew exponentially. So did competition in this era, as several "cottage industries" emerged
to feed the market for new forms of powerlifting gear.
By the February 1980 issue of Powerlifting USA, ads for
Weight Lifter's Warehouse, Lincoln Health Club, Pat's
Power Products, and Strength Systems, all included
squat suits and/or wraps for sale that were similar to
those Zangas and Pacifico sold.

that made wrestling singlets, and asked for their assistance in finding a fabric of heavier weight. Pacifico also
wanted his new suits to have a longer leg, as most
wrestling singlets were cut very high on the leg, close to
the gluteus muscles. So Pacifico and Spanjian reached
an agreement, and they sent Pacifico a few samples.s9
[Editors Note: Pacifico gave one of these early prototype suits from Spanjian to author Jan Todd during her
powerlifting career in the late 1970s. The straps were the
same width as a narrow wrestling suit and the fabric was
so stretchy that Todd used it as her "singlet" for bench
and deadlift as well as squatting in the beginning of her
career.}
Although the first fabrics were still fairly elastic,
the company eventually found a stiffer canvas-type fabric that allowed lifters to improve their squats. Wearing
one of the early suits, Pacifico stated, provided about 30
to 40 pounds of support at the bottom of a squat, a significant increase in performance. Pacifico recalled that
he then began buying ten suits at a time from Spanjian in
order to resell them to other lifters at the powerlifting
meets he attended. Word of what he first called the Super
Suit soon spread, and the potential of lifting heavier
weights along with buying from a world champion led to
big business for him. He began ordering 50 suits at a
time, then 60, and soon he was purchasing one hundred
suits at a time. Eventually, said Pacifico, "if I would
attend the world championships abroad, I would take
500 suits with me, and they would be sold out within the
first day. "60
With so much success, however, Pacifico's market soon became contested territory. In 1976, George
Zangas outsmarted the champion by calling Spanjian
and negotiating a deal that granted him exclusive rights
to the suits that Pacifico had essentially designed. Spanjian agreed because Zangas offered to buy in bulk on a
regular basis. Pacifico recalled, "He was smarter than I
was. He got in and got a comer on the market."61
Pacifico, however, was also clever about business. He soon made a deal with Zangas to buy suits at the
wholesale price, and in return, he allowed Zangas to use
the name "Super Suit," which Pacifico had coined for the
squat suit. According to Pacifico, the two men, who
remained good friends, "pretty much became partners in
the Super Suit business."62 Zangas sold suits under his
Marathon company name, and Pacifico used his own
name.63 Pacifico estimated that together, he and Zangas
sold between three thousand and four thousand suits per

Titan Support Systems
One of these
~-··-·_,,.,.,.,""'

Canadian powerlifter Peter Perry, wearing one
Larry Pa
s
early suits, suffered a "blow-out" in the squat at the 1979 World
Powerlifting Championships in Dayton, Ohio. Blow-outs were very
common in the early days of gear and inspired Pete Alaniz and his
mother, Irma, to begin manufacturing Titan suits.
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Support Systems, is now among the largest powerlifting
equipment companies in the world. Pete Alaniz Jr., a cofounder of the company, had his first exposure to PEG at
the 1978 Texas Novice State Championships at Houston
Baptist University in Houston, Texas. He had been training for approximately three years by that time, but had
not heard of gear. 67
While Alaniz and his training partners were
warming up in their standard attire - a singlet, some Ace
bandages for knee wraps, and a lifting belt- they spotted
a few lifters with different apparel. Several of the men
had acquired first-generation Super Suits. As the lifters
worked their way into their gear, a curious crowd gathered around them. What began as a warm-up quickly
turned into a question and answer session as the geared
lifters fielded queries about their cutting-edge equipment. Alaniz remembers clearly the impact of seeing
these suits for the first time. "Once the squats started, a
whole new era began for us," he explained. "Most lifters
had a pretty good idea of where they stood in the rankings and were also pretty familiar with their competition
... Now all of a sudden peers or those who we thought
of as peers pulled ahead ... way ahead," explained
Alaniz. "The conclusion of our crew was that we had to
modernize and level the playing field."6s
As Alaniz tells it, he and his training partners
bought suits of their own and after using them for a few
months, he had a conversation with his mother that
changed the course of his life. Alaniz's mother, Irma,
who understood sewing and was also very smart, pointed
out some of the manufacturing flaws she saw in the suits.
She believed, for example, that the straight stitching
used by Spanjian was not optimal. She believed that the
best stitch would be more like a zig-zag stitch that would
move "in conjunction with the stretch of the fabric and
body contours," and would also "absorb, not fight stress"
created while lifting. Additionally, she identified the
weakness of the diamond-shaped piece of fabric, held in
place by four seams, used in the construction of the
crotch on Super Suits. Super Suits were famous for their
often-embarrassing "blow-outs" in the bottom of the
squat, and Irma also thought she knew how to fix that
problem.69
After talking about this within the Alaniz family
for some time, the entire family decided to go into the
Super Suit business in 1981. They set up shop in their
garage in Corpus Christi, Texas. Pete's grandmother
bought and donated a $200 sewing machine from Sears

to the company, and his uncle, a CPA, provided accounting advice. 70 Launching a new business, even a cottage
industry run with family members, was a big challenge.
The family initially financed the company by maxing out
their credit cards. Later, when banks agreed to provide
loans, they "had to pledge [their] autos, homes and bank
accounts as collateral." Despite these hardships, claimed
Alaniz, "Our very first classified ad produced about
$3,000 in sales in the first month." The company has
grown steadily ever since.7 1

Inzer and the Bench Shirt Wars
Innovation in powerlifting gear was not limited
to the squat suit, of course. The February 1980 issue of
Powerlifting USA featured the first advertisement for a
bench press shirt. Sold by J's Gym in Statesboro, Georgia, the ad boasted that the shirt was "Worn at World
Championships," and "Makes for Increased Bench."72
Made essentially like a T-shirt, but out of heavier fabric,
the ad also told those responding to, "Please State your
Weight for a Firm, Tight Fit. "73
Other early entrepreneurs also began thinking
about bench shirts and what they could mean for more
gear sales, but it was powerlifter John Inzer who revolutionized bench pressing with an innovative shirt design
he began marketing in 1973. Inzer's early shirts were
made of a heavy fabric that barely stretched at all and
had the sleeves set in a more forward position to maximize the rebounding effect of the fabric in the bottom of
the lift.74 It appears that when Inzer went to patent his
design he learned that New York fashion designer
Gabriele Knecht already had a patent for clothing with
armholes placed slightly forward of the midline of the
body. 75 Knecht, who has no known connections to powerlifting, was not trying to invent a bench press shirt
when she registered her design. However, by purchasing
all her rights to that patent, Inzer was able to prevent any
other company from creating bench shirts with a "forward sleeve" design.76 Until 2002, when his patent
expired, Inzer fiercely protected his rights to the Knecht
design in court, making it essentially impossible for others to enter the bench shirt market.77 Titan owner Pete
Alaniz claimed, "Inzer definitely beat evetyone to the
punch by getting exclusive license. By the time our
patent and trademark lawyer reached [Knecht] it was too
late. We had been producing shirts a short time and were
confident we had a superior design, but there was no way
around the patent or the licensing agreement." Given
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first models of the bench press
shirt when he broke the 700pound barrier in the bench
press on 3 March 1985 in
Honolulu, Hawaii.st However, like many early lifters Arcidi still feels the need to qualify
his lift based on the modern
records made with stronger
gear: "Back in the mid-1980s
the original prototype supportive bench press shirt was 50%
polyester and 50% cotton and
only one layer thick. It was
more like a sweater and not at
all like the laminated four or
press on record - 1102 pounds - was made
Texan Paul 'i"iny" Meeker in five layers thick armor suit
2013. As can be seen, the "Inzer Phenom" bench shirt Meeker wore that day has an open back,
that many powerlifters use
and is cut low in the front so that the tightness of the fabric is concentrated across the center of
today."S2
the chest and shoulders where the shirt functions like a stretched slingshot.
Arcidi is correct. In
their sales and the growth at the time, Alaniz said that the the twenty-first century the heaviest bench presses are
company "was on track to make its first big move in the made with heavily constructed shirts like Inzer's new
late 80s." However, rather than face lawsuits from Inzer, "SDP Phenom." The Phenom has an open back that
"the family voted to wait for the patent to expire and allows for a much better range of motion than the old
move into the public domain. We knew it would be a shirts that had full backs as well as full fronts. In the Phelong wait and that we would be in a disadvantaged posi- nom and the Jack Shirt- made by the gear company
tion, but we decided to wait it out and adapt mean- Metal, and other shirts like it - the shirt is not truly
while."78
worn, it is merely fitted across the front of the torso so
According to Lany Pacifico, Inzer was also that it functions like a slingshot rather than a piece of
smart about attending powerlifting organizational meet- clothing. The heaviest bench on record, made in a Pheings, getting to know the rule makers, and thereby help- nom, now stands at 1102 pounds. Paul "Tiny" Meeker,
ing to pave the way for the acceptance of his suits and of Texas, set the new standard in 20 13. 83
shirts which have required numerous rule changes to be
In the late 1990s an anti-gear movement began
considered legal in the various federations. He also trav- to gather force within powerlifting and a Raw National
eled to many of the countries where powerlifting was Championships, sanctioned by the AAU, was held for
most popular to convince IPF decision makers to allow the first time in August 1996. Although only 40 lifters
his various versions of the bench press shirt into compe- competed in this first contest, powerlifting official Joe
tition. While a few bench shirts continued to be marketed Pyra believed that "It opened the way for more RAW
that lacked the sleeve placement of Inzer's shirts, those meets in the future by showing the lifters what is doable
products faded in the face of the superiority of Inzer's and that fair/good RAW competition is available."84 Pyra
design.79 Said Pacifico, "John was a very smart guy . .. proved prescient. Raw lifting is by far the fastest growonce [he] got into the business, it put pretty much every- ing form of the sport of powerlifting. The USAPL sancbody out of business."so
tioned its own Raw Nationals in 2008; 12 women and 77
men competed in that contest.ss Six years later, I, 147
Concluding Thoughts on PEG
competitors turned up at the 2015 Raw Nationals in
These days the amount of assistance bench shirts Scranton, Pennsylvania, which offered men's, women's,
provide depends on far more than just forward sleeve teenage, and masters divisions.s6 Further evidence of the
placement. Bench press great Ted Arcidi wore one of the growing popularity of raw lifting emerged at the 2015
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Longhorn Open Powerlifting Championships in Austin, Texas, where,
according to meet director Kim
Beckwith, 100 out of the 118 lifters
in that meet chose to compete raw.&?
These differing approaches
to powerlifting - geared versus raw
- demonstrate two radically different philosophies utilized in the sport.
At the USPF Women's Nationals
Powerlifting Competition in 1982,
Brother Bennett, founder of the
American Drug Free Powerlifting
Association, stated, "sports [serve]
the purpose of developing and training the body to maintain and make
effective use of our physical abilities
. . . improvement and success in
sports can be a gratifying experience."&& Conversely, Louie Simmons, a staunch opponent of drug
testing and an outspoken advocate
for supportive equipment, asserted,
"until the end of time people will
seek out a way to win. That's human
nature. Most use computers today,
not an ink quill. "89
Although contests such as
the 20 15 Longhorn Open suggest
that Simmons's comment about
human nature is far too dogmatic,
those who subscribe to his "anything
goes" view are reluctant to accept
limits on an athlete's performance.9o
From their perspective, sport's goal
is to transcend limits by any means
necessary.9I Gear advocates hold
that athletic competitions are like
scientific experiments - controlled
environments for manipulating test
subjects and discovering new phenomena.92
However, what we would
call the traditional or purist view
seems to be gaining ground. This
view, first espoused by Peary Rader
in 1968, argued for powerlifting to
be a sport in which lifters had, "the

Table 2. Average Lifts as %of 1960s Lifts for
Top 10 Male U.S. Lifters

Weight
Class

1960s

1970s

1980s

1990s

123

100%

122%

135%

130%

132

100%

112%

130%

121%

165

100%

128%

144%

143%

181

100%

123%

141%

134%

198

100%

118%

128%

131%

242

100%

114%

127%

136%

SHW

100%

123%

131%

130%

Avg. All
Classes

100%

120%

136%

136%

Bench Press
123

100%

112%

112%

110%

132

100%

109%

114%

111%

165

100%

115%

122%

118%

181

100%

109%

130%

120%

198

100%

103%

124%

98%

242

100%

111%

104%

126%

SHW

100%

114%

111%

121%

Avg. AII
Classes

100%

110%

118%

118%

Dead lift
123

100%

119%

107%

110%

132

100%

107%

115%

106%

165

100%

113%

120%

119%

181

100%

123%

131%

126%

198

100%

116%

120%

114%

242

100%

112%

119%

117%

SHW

100%

110%

114%

108%

Avg.AII
Classes

100%

114%

118%

115%

Total
123

100%

118%

118%

117%

132

100%

109%

120%

112%

165

100%

118%

129%

127%

181

100%

119%

135%

128%

198

100%

113%

124%

116%

242

100%

113%

118%

126%

SHW

100%

116%

120%

119%

Avg. AII
Classes

100%

115%

125%

123%
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courage to come out and lift by the
strength of their muscles alone."
Lifters subscribing to the purist
positions make an ethical choice to
not use the most supportive forms
of gear.93 They believe that questions such as "Which suit was he
wearing?" or "Which knee wraps
did she use?" should not obscure
one's understanding of the reasons
for any successful lift.
The assertion that gear
undoubtedly increases the weights
that individual athletes are capable
of lifting is not debatable.94 This
became very clear in 2006, on the
campus of the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, when the
Atlantis Foundation and Brand 3 3
Sports put on the New England
Record Breakers raw powerlifting
meet to explore the gear question.
As reported by Mike Lambe1i in
the July 2006 issue of Powerlifting
USA, "the question underlying this
competition was 'What can those
big guys lift without the gear? "'95
With Bill Kazmaier announcing,
and former champions Ed Coan,
Jan Todd, and Terry Todd as judges,
Brian Siders placed first with a
2200-pound total at a bodyweight
of 339 pounds. His lifts in the
squat, bench, and deadlift were
785, 605, and 810, respectively.
Donnie Thompson was not far
behind with a 2170 total while
weighing 374 pounds. His marks
were 805, 565, and 800 pounds.
Lambert wrote that the aforementioned question "was answered
rather clearly in the case of Brian
Siders, who just 2 weeks earlier had
totaled 2577 at the Quest American
Open, and Donnie Thompson
showed a similar differential over
his best in equipped circumstances. "96 However, despite the
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impressive strength Siders demonstrated, the almost four
hundred pound discrepancy between Siders's raw numbers and his equipped numbers dramatically demonstrates the effects of supportive equipment.
Lambert also commented on the performance of
Mike Wolfe, who bench pressed over 800 pounds in an
equipped meet before the Record Breakers, yet made
only 600 pounds in Springfield. This is not to say that the
raw lifts ofWolfe, Siders and Thompson are not impressive; they are vety impressive. However, the discrepancies between the amounts they lifted in gear and without
do demonstrate the kinds of increases possible with supportive equipment.97
A far more astonishing example of the role
played by gear was provided by Mike Miller, a superheavyweight whose lifetime best squat, done of course
in a geared contest, was 1220 pounds. When the lifting
began and Kazmaier announced that Mike Miller was
going to take his first squat with 600 pounds, many in the
auditorium were astonished. No one expected Miller to
come anywhere close to a 1200-pound squat, but for him
to take less than half of his official best squat seemed
unbelievable to those who were there. In an interview
before he agreed to join the writing team for this article,
Terry Todd told Dominic Morais, "I watched him carefully to be sure he went low enough, but both Jan and I
- sitting on opposite sides of the lifter - turned him
down for not going down far enough. (Eddie Coan, the
head judge, saw the lift as good, but the lift failed two to
one.) At that point I wondered if he'd take the same
weight again, which is normal if you miss your first
attempt, and that's what he did. Once again we watched,
and this time he got just a bit lower and the lift was
passed, two to one. I was very surprised, however, to see
that his 600 squat didn't look at all easy, and further surprised that he asked for 800 pounds for his final attempt.
With 800 on the bar - over 400 pounds less that his
geared best- Miller didn't even come close to completing the lift, even though his depth was even worse than
his first attempt."
Using statistical data compiled by Herb Glossbrenner for Powerlifting USA, we examined performance data and averaged the weights lifted by the top ten
U.S. male lifters in the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s
to see the effect of increased gear use in the sport.98 We
are aware that this admittedly unscientific survey cannot
account for: 1) the refinement of technique and training;
2) the use and non-use of anabolic-androgenic steroids;
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3) the gradual easing of judging standards over the years;
and 4) the occasional outlier or phenomenon of strength
who appears and rewrites the records books. However,
with these caveats in mind, Table 2 nonetheless bolsters
the evidence that supportive gear clearly affects the
amount of weight lifted in powerlifting. As shown, our
examination of percentage changes from the 1960s,
when the use of gear by lifters was limited and/or in its
nascent stage, to the 1990s is staggering. First, the
poundages in the squat increased by at least 30 percent
in virtually every weight class, while the bench and
deadlift experienced no more than a 15 percent increase.
That the far greater performance increase occurred in the
lift that utilizes the most gear is no coincidence. Second,
comparing these increases in performance to increases in
other sports is intriguing. For example, the decrease in
time of U sain Bolt's 2008 world record 100-meter dash
compared to Jarvis Frank's world record time 108 years
earlier- in 1900 -is approximately 11 percent.99 In a
sport with limited performance-enhancing clothing or
equipment, it can be assumed that these records demonstrate maximum human performance in the 100-meter
dash at the time. Therefore, the extraordinary percentage
increases experienced in powerlifting are almost certainly due to something other than just human capability.
Although one might attribute this difference to the use of
anabolic steroids, track and field is also a sport associated with performance enhancing drugs, and so to suggest that steroids alone are the cause of such widely
varying increases is implausible. lOa Our analysis demonstrates that PEG (performance enhancing gear) has
played a far more significant role than PEDs (performance enhancing drugs) have played.
These are not the only numbers that testify to the
performance-enhancing characteristics of supportive
gear and equipment. In comparing "male open raw
records" to "male open equipped records" in the International Powerlifting Federation, which drug tests at all its
competitions, the performance-enhancing effect of gear
can also be seen (see Table 3). Although the possibility
exists that better lifters may choose to lift with gear more
often, the end result remains the same: the discrepancy
between raw and equipped records is so marked that it
demonstrates the performance-enhancing effect of gear.
As we suggested at the beginning of this essay,
we are not attempting to solve the ethical questions related to the use of gear here. However, we cannot help
wondering what the future of powerlifting will hold. Our
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Table 3. IPF Raw & Equipped World Records by Lift
Raw

Weight
Class

Lifter

Equipped

Weight
Lifted

Lifter

Difference

%

Weight
Lifted

SQUAT
59kg

Fedosienko Sergey

498.2

Fedosienko Sergey

661 .4

163.2

33%

66kg

Cascioli Stephen

530 .2

Danilov Konstantin

718.7

188.5

36%

74kg

Hancott Josh

573 .2

Olech Jaroslaw

810 .2

237

41 %

83kg

Gibbs Brett

628.3

World Standard

815 .7

187.4

30%

93kg

Norton Layne

668

World Standard

870 .8

202.8

30%

105kg

Raus Alex-Edward

727 .5

Semenenko Dmytro

914.9

187.4

26%

120kg

Bouafia Mohamed

826 .7

World Standard

948

121 .3

15%

120+kg

Williams Ray

938 .1

Christensen Carl Yngvar

1080.3

142.2

15%

BENCH PRESS
59 kg

Fedosienko Sergey

374 .8

Fedosienko Sergey

443.1

68.3

18%

66kg

Berglund Eddie

402 .3

World Standard

485

82.7

21%

74kg

Poinson Adrien

464.1

Poinson Adrien

540.1

76

16%

83kg

Gibbs Brett

453

Bakkelund Kjell Egil

575.4

122.4

27%

93kg

Cieri Dennis

512 .6

Wegiera Jan

661.4

148.8

29%

105kg

Brown Leon

488 .3

Dovganyuk Vadym

712 .1

223.8

46%

120kg

Hokkanen Timo

518 .1

Bilican Orhan

735.2

217.1

42%

120+kg

Boughalem llyes

596.3

Sandvik Kenneth

817 .9

221.6

37%

DEAD LIFT
59 kg

Fedosienko Sergey

596 .3

World Standard

606.3

10

2%

66kg

Savolainen Antti

612 .9

El Belghiti Hassan

690

77.1

13%

74kg

Meiyanto Doni

684.5

Gaishinetc Sergei

722

37.5

5%

83kg

FazeliAmir

696 .7

Martin Tomas

760 .6

63.9

9%

93kg

Wierzbicki Krzysztof

821 .2

Gunhamn Erik

816 .8

-4.4

-1%

105kg

Krawczyk Bryce

756.2

Coimbra Anibal

854.3

98.1

13%

120kg

Tuchscherer Michael

819

Barkhatov Maxim

854.3

35.3

4%

120+kg

Gillingham Brad

826.7

Gillingham Brad

876 .3

49.6

6%

TOTAL
59 kg

Fedosienko Sergey

1457.3

Fedosienko Sergey

1677.7

220.4

15%

66kg

Aryanto Viki

1440.7

Gladkikh Sergey

1796.8

356.1

25%

74kg

Hrynkevich-Sudnik

1570.8

Olech Jaroslaw

1995.2

424.4

27%

83kg

Gibbs Brett

1764.8

Bakkelund Kjell Egil

2077.9

313.1

18%

93kg

Wierzbicki Krzysztof

1868.4

lnzarkin Dmitry

2204.6

336.2

18%

105kg

Belkin Yury

1912.5

Dovganyuk Vadym

2316

403.5

21%

120kg

Bouafia Mohamed

2083.4

Rokochiy Oleksiy

2370

286.6

14%

120+kg

Summer Blaine

2210.1

Christensen Carl Yngvar

2711 .7

501.6

23%
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prediction is that the recent
and enormous growth of
raw lifting probably means
that one-ply lifting may
well fade in popularity,
leaving raw and fullygeared lifting on each end
of the spectmm. However,
to return to our auto racing
metaphor, we do not see
gear totally disappearing,
because like the love of
high-end speed, the human
fascination with maximal
performance, even technologically enhanced performance , remains unquenchable. There are gearheads in auto-racing just as
there are gear-heads in powerlifting; both are fascinated
by the technology available
to them.
Whether powerlifting will continue to be considered a "human sport"
like track and field and
Olympic
weightlifting,
however, deserves further
consideration.
We can
appreciate the technology
of auto-racing because the
autos are the athletes. In
equipped powerlifting which continues to become
more extreme - we transform performance through
what French philosopher
Jacques Ellul would call
"technique."IOt (Ellul's The
Technological Society was a
philosophical exploration of
the possible impact of technology on our future.) Ellul
defined technique broadly,
writing not only about
machines and technical
devices, but also about a
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NOTES

mindset he saw emerging in the mid-twentieth century.
He believed that this particular aspect of technique the desire to be faster, stronger, more efficient, and so on
- was outgrowing human control and would make it
impossible to control individual technologies.1o2 Geared
powerlifting certainly seems to fit Ellul's definition. The
"strength of the muscles alone," does not really matter to
many powerlifters; what fires their imagination is what
miraculous performances muscle and PEG can produce
together.

Editors ' Note: As historians and former lifters
who embrace sport for more traditional reasons - the
love of competition, the pleasure of achievement, and for
what sport teaches us about our human limits - we
wonder iffuture historians will one day write about this
era of rampant gear in powerlifting and ask: "Why
weren i geared powerlifters sufficiently self-aware to
realize that the only people who didn i shake their heads
and smile at them - with their bodies imprisoned inside
their amazing gear- were their geared brethren?" And,
"How did they fail to notice that they had become not
musclebound but gear-bound? "
The brilliant amateur historian of strength
David P. Willoughby, who specialized in comparing men
and women of different sizes, eras, and even different
lifts or feats of strength, reviled the effect of anabolic
steroids, which laid waste to his lifetime study of the
comparison of human capabilities regardless of date,
feat, and body size. Near the end ofhis long and productive life, Willoughby witnessed the coming of Performance Enhancing Gear, " and told us in the late 1970s that
he feared, "These new suits may have a greater effect on
records than even steroids had. "JoJ
Willoughby s fears appear justified. Tiny Meekers PEG-assisted bench press of 1102 pounds (500
kilos) is 286 pounds more than the IPF world record in
the deadlift, the lift which -prior to the coming of supportive gear- always allowed a lifter to far exceed the
poundage ofhis heaviest bench press, and almost always
allowed a lifter to exceed his highest poundage in the
squat.
Even so, over the past few years we've witnessed
something far more significant than a simple turning of
the tide. We 've seen a sea change. How else can we
explain the astonishing number of raw lifters at the
USAPL Raw Nationals, and that of the 118 lifters in the
2015 Longhorn Open I 00 of them lifted raw. Could it be
that PEG will go the way of the corset?
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WEIGHING THE OPTIONS:
CONVERSATIONS ON THE USE OF
PERFORMANCE ENHANCING

GEAR IN

POWERLIFTING

Dominic Gray Morais, Ben Pollack, and Jan Todd
Trinity University, San Antonio, Texas & The University of Texas at Austin
The subject of supportive gear in powerlifting
has been controversial from the earliest days in the sport.
While our article "Shifting Gear," also in this issue, provides an historical overview of the use of powerlifting
gear, we came to believe as we were working on it that
including the voices of active and retired powerlifters
would broaden our understanding of this debate. Accordingly, we interviewed a number of individuals with different backgrounds in the sport in order to explore their
attitudes and experiences with gear. Our hope is that
their thoughts on this important topic will help readers
develop a more nuanced understanding of the issue, and
that even those well-versed in the sport may find a fresh
perspective.! This essay is not intended to provide an
unequivocal answer, or "solution" to the "gear debate."
Our hope, however, is that it enriches the previous piece
by providing more perspectives, and demonstrates the
complexity of the issue for active lifters.

rows significantly. The bench press shirt dictates the
path - or "groove" - the bar must follow as it
descends to the chest and then ascends during the effort
to complete the lift. Therefore, because bench shirts are
constructed in such a way that they can catapult the bar
toward the lifter's face, the lifter may lose control of the
bar as it moves out of this narrowed path. Because of this
Beckwith - as a referee, coach, and as a meet director
- worries "that the shirts are dangerous . I know they
help, but unless technique is perfect, a lot of people lose
lifts and lose control of the bar because they can't move
their arms freely."2
Beckwith now "empathizes with older lifters,"
she went on to say, who often "qualified their own lifting
records by mentioning they were completed when lifters
did not wear squat suits or bench shirts ." Early in her
career, Beckwith explained, she did not fully understand
what they were talking about. However, now that some
of her own former records pale in comparison to modern
lifts done with the newer, "improved" forms of gear, she
Kim Beckwith, who teaches at The University of better appreciates their justifications. Said Beckwith,
Texas at Austin, is a USAPL national referee, was named "nowadays the equipment does a lot of the lifting for you
USAPL collegiate coach of the year in 2014, and won and the older I get the more I understand this."3 As the
three "best lifter" titles at three consecutive national col- longtime coach of the Longhorn Powerlifting Team at
legiate championships during her undergraduate years. the University of Texas, Beckwith works primarily with
She also promotes the Longhorn Open Powerlifting con- athletes who use gear, as the USAPL Collegiate Nationtest each November, and is not fond ofpowerlifting gear. als only recently decided to offer a raw division. Said
From the perspective of a powerlifting meet director and Beckwith, "I understand that these questions relate to the
a national-level referee, Beckwith believes that over the inclusion of technology in sport and that there are ethical
years gear has increased the potential for harm to lifters. issues here. But for me, as a coach, I wish they'd disalAs she explained, when competitors wear a bench press low all gear, move back to one set of records, and have
shirt the margin for enor when completing the lift nar- only one kind of powerlifting. It would be a lot less
expensive for students who want to get involved and I
Correspondence to : Dr. Jan Todd, NEZ 5.700, Dept. of Kinesiology & Health
also think it would be more fun. Putting on a bench shirt
Education, H. J. Lutcher Stark Center, University of Texas at Austin, 78712.
Email : jan@starkcenter.org.
for a woman lifter is no fun at all- no matter what she
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benches when wearing it. "4
Nine-time world powerlifting champion Larry
Pacifico believes that the use of gear may have negatively affected powerlifting's popularity as well. During the
1970s and 1980s powerlifting meets were often televised, Pacifico explained, but "once the bench press
shirts and all this stuff became part of the rules, the networks just dropped it like crazy. They thought it was silly." In response, Pacifico, who did color commentary for
several nationally-televised powerlifting contests in the
late 1970s and early 1980s, said he called NBC and
talked to Bryant Gumbel as well as Bob Costas in hopes
of changing their minds. They wouldn't budge, and told
him that the sport had changed too much and that with
the shirts and supportive equipment, it was almost like
pro-wrestling.s
Strength coach and former powerlifter Kevin
Yoxall, currently serving as vice-president of the Collegiate Strength and Conditioning Coaches Association, is
also opposed to the use of gear.6 Yoxall began competing in powerlifting in college during the early 1980s and
continued into the rnid-1990s, achieving regional and
state honors. Yoxall had an epiphany regarding gear, he
explained, when he saw three-time 242-pound world
champion Doug Young bench press a world record 600
pounds in just aT-shirt. Yoxall said, "After watching Big
Doug, I swore never to wear a bench shirt. "7 However,
like many involved in the Iron Game, Yoxall went on to
admit that he can see both sides of the issue. "If I had
continued to compete and it got to the point where I was
going to the meets and I was paying an entry fee and I
was walking away with nothing because I wasn't winning, yeah, I may have [used a bench shirt]," he continued, reminding his interviewer that the desire to set
records and win contests "is what drives competitors" in
powerlifting - and other sports - and can lead to new
technological innovations.
Yoxall stated, "The idea of supportive gear started innocently enough in terms of helping the lifter out."
In talking about his own experiences, he added, "I've
pulled [squat suit] straps up on others where I was literally standing on top of a bench or a chair using needle
nose pliers to grip them." However, he continued, "I
never got to that point. But [my suits] did get tighter and
tighter ... and they were getting increasingly more and
more uncomfortable. I can remember finishing my last
squat attempt, and I might have been happy ifl PR'd, but
the only thing on my mind was, 'I need to get this SOB

off. "'8
Yoxall also discussed his strategy regarding
suits when prepping for a meet. He explained, "The
majority of my training cycles would begin with just a
belt and then I would begin to add wraps as I got heavier
and deeper in the cycle. I generally didn't wear my suits
until about the last three weeks of my training cycle, an
I remember it being a great confidence builder in knowing you could handle heavy weights." Yoxall then
explained that new suits have changed this type of strategy. He said, "The way I understand it now, with some
of these suits you have to spend the entire time training
in them because they change the way you squat. You've
really got to be well versed in a certain groove to wear a
certain suit. I've heard stories about how guys wear a
certain amount of plies [layers] early in their training
cycle and then they get to the heavier ply later on."9
Even though he recognizes that he was aided in
the performance of his lifts, Yoxall, like most lifters who
have used any level of gear, acknowledged the effort he
put into his training. "I'm still proud of those lifts
because there was a lot of training that went into producing those lifts. Now did supportive gear aid in that? Well,
hell yeah, it did. But I was still also the guy in the gym
working out. There were things about it that helped, but
I know I was still working my ass off too."to
Yoxall, who no longer competes, said, "as far as
having an opinion about it, to me it's like football equipment .. . my only thought has always been, 'Where does
it all end?' When is it almost to the point where the support gear is so supportive, that it takes over and the lifter
is not actually doing it?" Yoxall then added, "All that
being said, all these guys that can squat over 1000
pounds, they are damn strong. But when does it come to
a point where somebody is more or less operating a forklift, so to speak?"tt It is interesting to note that Yoxall
went on to say that if he ever competed again in powerlifting, he would compete raw.
Jill Mills, regarded by many as one of the
strongest women in history for having won the 2001 and
2002 World's Strongest Woman Contests and setting
numerous world records in powerlifting, touched on
many of the same points as Yoxall. She started competing in powerlifting in 1995, but chose to use supportive
equipment in her early meets because no raw divisions
existed. "Back then ... Powerlifting USA came out with
rankings, and when I would see my numbers, they
wouldn't ever say, 'This was done raw.' There was no
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division in the rankings, so my numbers would be under
someone else's, even though I knew I was stronger."t2
Mills, who has competed and set records both with and
without supportive equipment, backed her assertion,
becoming the 181-pound raw national champion of the
American Powerlifting Federation (APF) in 1998 and
1999, and the 165-pound raw national champion in
2003 . But the question remains unanswered for many
athletes who compete exclusively in equipped divisions.
Mills made the decision to use gear to be competitive, but lamented some of its effects. "I think
[equipment] takes a lot of fun out of it," she said. "People stress about it until the last minute. Are they going to
be able to touch [their chests with the bar] in their bench
shirt? Are they going to be able to hit parallel in their
squat? It's nerve-racking ... You have this equipment,
you're worried about getting it on, how it's going to fitit really complicates the situation."tJ And today, says
Mills, the situation is exacerbated compared to seven
years ago. "The material was so different. I pulled out
some of my old squat suits from ten or maybe eleven
years ago, and I showed it to one of my young clients.
She thought it was my singlet!"t4 When the equipment
used today is so vastly dissimilar from that in the past,
one wonders whether the sport itself can be compared
across eras. If not, records - one of the hallmarks of
modem sport - begin to lose significance.
Mills also spoke about issues that female lifters
face when choosing whether to compete in equipped
divisions. "As uncomfortable as the equipment is for
men, it's probably twice as uncomfortable for women,
because it's not made for us. It twists your breasts; it's
just miserable."t5 In this case, access to equipment is not
truly equal. Female lifters are effectively limited because
gear designed for female lifters does not exist. Women
can lift in men's gear, but only at the cost of additional
discomfort from an already unpleasantly tight squat suit
or bench shirt.
There were sometimes benefits, however, from
using the equipment other than remaining competitive.
Mills says that her first bench shirt helped her overcome
a shoulder injury by taking some pressure off of the joint
during her lifts. And Titan Support Systems and Inzer
dvanced Designs, two of the major powerlifting equipent suppliers in the world, have made it possible for
any lifters to get involved in the sport through their
sponsorship of athletes. On the whole, though, Mills
favors raw lifting. When it comes to equipment, she
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As an undergraduate, Kim Beckwith was a three-time winnner at
the American Drug Free National Championships and she was also
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says, "It's one of those things ... I've always felt like the
less, the better."l6
USAPL bench press world record holder in the
junior division, Preston Turner, complicated the matter
even more by providing a different perspective on powerlifting gear. He asserted that geared lifting and raw lifting are essentially two different events because geared
and raw lifters usually do not compete in the same division. Turner claimed, "There is always a misconception
that anyone can just throw on a bench shirt and lift 700
pounds or more. This could not be further from the truth.
Powerlifting gear adds another very big technical aspect
that makes the sport so much more difficult than lifting
without." He added, "I have competed both raw and
equipped, and there is a huge difference in the type of
training, focus, and technicality in equipped lifting." In
discussing this altered technique of geared versus raw
lifting, Turner alluded to what scholars call re-skilling,
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field is even in terms of powerlifting gear as there are different
divisions of raw, singly ply, and
multi-ply, each with its own
meticulous equipment specifications. Because of this, he said, "It
then comes down to factors
always involved in sports: genetics, work ethic, consistency, and
determination." Is
When asked about his
recent consideration of lifting
raw, Turner summarized his
thoughts on the raw versus
geared debate. He explained that
he is considering raw lifting
because although geared lifting
has reigned supreme in powerlifting, raw is where the sport is
headed, and he wants to compete
against the best competition.
Turner summed up his view of
the issue with a firm statement:
"Strong is strong, and the strong
will succeed in both equipped
and raw, because like I said, the
gear is not magic."I9
Jill Mills, one of the strongest women in history, has competed both with and without PEG durAlthough Louie Siming her career in powerlifting. At present, Mills primarily trains and competes as a raw lifter as
mons
shares
some of Turner's
she found using gear was taking the fun out of the sport. In a meet in January 2015 Mills set a
new raw record in the deadlift of 243 kilos (535 pounds) while weighing only 163 in the United opinions, he is more outspoken
States Powerlifting Association (USPA).
and extreme in his views. A wellwhich is increasing the complexity of a certain skill or known advocate for supportive gear, Simmons owns
job. I?
Westside Barbell Club, an invitation-only gym that has
Turner then explained how he views powerlift- produced large numbers of elite powerlifters. In an artiing gear. "I always think of equipped lifting in terms of cle by Simmons in Powerlifting USA titled, "Equipment:
other sports," said Turner. "In baseball, a player wears a Never Looking Back," he wrote, "It's not the equipment
glove to enhance his ability to catch the ball. He can that makes a champion, but rather your mind. There is
catch the ball without a glove, but the sport allows a really no reason for the controversy over power gear."
glove. The same goes for cleats in sports like football He then provided an example of his assertion: "When
and soccer; the athletes can run just fine with flat shoes, Fred Boldt came to Westside, he used a poly shirt. It took
but the cleats enhance their ability to accelerate and tum. 3 months for him to master a double denim. In his first
The same goes for caps and swimming, and a large list meet, he did 450, but within a year he made 540 in the
of other equipment in sports." He then made it clear, "I same shirt. Where did the 90 pounds come from? Traincannot put on any of the gear I mentioned above and ing. "20 The "poly shirt" and "double denim" that Simcompete with the professionals. The same goes for pow- mons mentioned are different types of bench press shirts,
erlifting; people cannot just 'throw on' the powerlifting and Simmons asserted that whether or not gear is used,
gear and expect to lift the amount of weight the top in the the athletes must train in order to become stronger.
game do. It is not magic." He reiterated that the playing
In the same article, Simmons explained that he
60

November/December 2015

Iron Game History

sees no issue with gear because there has always been a
push for a competitive edge in powerlifting. He
explained that lifters have always searched for ways to
gain an advantage. "I remember 20 years ago some knee
wraps had a rubber lining. Bill Kazmaier had a pair of
shoes that were supposed to be worth $1000," he said.
He then told a story about Fred Hatfield - known to
many in powerlifting as Dr. Squat- at the 1979 North
American Championships in Canada. Simmons wrote,
"[Hatfield] showed up at the equipment check with a
pair of knee wraps make (sic) of jock strap waist bands.
The IPF ref looked at them and said he couldn't wear
them. They were twice as thick as normal wraps. But
Fred won the argument and proceeded to break Ron
Collins' world record squat." This was not the only
notable action by Hatfield at the meet. Simmons
explained, "[Hatfield] also had the squat rack pulled out
of his way instead of walking the weight out. Was he
cheating or innovative? Being a lifter, I thought he was
innovative. "21
Simmons unapologetically champions the use of
powerlifting gear, as he views it as progress. In comparing powerlifting to other sports, he wrote, "Powerlifting
is years behind other sports as far as equipment is concerned, including swimming, track, football, and even
bowling ... The racing association made recommendations for a better safety belt harness after Dale Earnhardt's death. But in powerlifting when new innovations
come about we're cheating? This doesn't make sense."22
Simmons stands firm by his beliefs, and many support
his assertion that we will always find ways to win.
It is interesting, however, that some lifters who
spent time training under Simmons at Westside Barbell
- and embraced his philosophy - have since altered
their views. Brandon Lilly, who is still ranked highly in
both raw and geared powerlifting federations, is one of
Simmons' former pupils.23 Lilly expressed his disillusionment with supportive gear after realizing that his
idea of "strong" differed from what he embodied as an
equipped lifter.
At 19 years of age, as a 220-pound lifter Lilly
was able to squat 660 pounds with only a weight belt.
Ten years later- and 90 pounds heavier- Lilly squatted over 1000 pounds using a squat suit. However, he
also found that he was then unable to squat 650 pounds
without gear. "That for me was the end point," said Lilly.
"I couldn't lie to myself anymore and continue to lift in
the gear .. . I felt like I was dis-servicing myself, because

I was putting so much emphasis on the gear that I was
detracting from my physical body. "24
As Lilly explained, he began lifting weights
with the original goals of becoming bigger, stronger,
more muscular, and more athletic. As time went on and
he continued lifting and training in supportive equipment, however, he found himself far from those aims.
After this realization, he altered his training with the idea
of becoming more well-rounded and functional as a
lifter. He said, "To me, the way that I look now, the way
that I feel now, has been a look and a feeling that I have
strived for since I was an 18-year-old kid and had just
started lifting. I was so far away from that as a geared
lifter. And I'm not more proud of the way that I lift,
because I lifted with everything that I had when I did
gear. It's just that I'm closer to the original goals that I
had set out to achieve. "25
In an e-book he published called The Cube
Method, Lilly outlined a program that helped him
achieve his original goals, and expressed similar
thoughts, albeit more intensely. He wrote:
Watch a Multi-Ply powerlifting meet,
you tell me what you see is wrong. You
don't see it? I sure do, because I lived it.
I hid behind layers of canvas, and polyester material that allowed me to showcase my "talents. " What were those talents? Getting fat, and getting weak, getting my gear altered so that I would get
more "pop" rather than getting strong
enough to move weights. 26
Lilly's change involved modeling his training after those
who compete in the sport of strongman, which requires
competitors to train for strength in a number of disciplines rather than only the squat, bench, and deadlift in
order to succeed.27
Jim Wendler, who also trained under Simmons,
had a similar experience regarding supportive lifting. In
his popular e-book, titled 5/3/1, he stated that after
accomplishing his powerlifting goals, including squatting 1,000 pounds, he was "dissatisfied with how [he]
felt," and wanted a change.2s His first priority was losing
weight. "I was about 280 pounds, and I wanted to be able
to tie my shoes without turning red," Wendler wrote. "I
wanted to be able to walk down the street without losing
my breath. Like many people, I played football in high
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technology." This is not to say that those lifters
who train in gear do not exert an exceptional
amount of effort to reach their goals, however.
Similar to Yoxall's statements, Lilly said, "People
that train that way, I respect what they do, because
it's a huge investment." There remains something
amiss with that effort, however, and he argued,
"But I think that the gear started out as a safety
mechanism and then it became, 'Okay, how far
can we take this?"'31 These final thoughts indicate
that - in the minds of a growing percentage of
powerlifters - the past increase in the use of supportive gear changed the sport of powerlifting s
much that the weights lifted in many federations
are not accurate representations of a person's
functional strength. According to Lilly, he could
no longer reconcile performance enhancing gear
with his idea of all around, useful strength.
000

Final Thoughts
Through these varying perspectives, it
becomes clear that lifters have conflicting attiPowerlifter Brandon Lilly began his career by using PEG but soon realized he tudes toward supportive gear that have been influwas neither as fit nor as strong as he had been before he began using PEG.
enced by their experiences. Further, it's easy to
Lilly has used his awareness of the limitations of gear to help market his
see there is no consensus regarding supportive
new training system called The Cube.
gear. Some lifters embrace it wholeheartedly and
school and college. I was in shape then, and could do just assert that it represents human nature in the form of
about anything. Fast-forward five years, and I was at the striving for progress. Sport philosopher Andy Miah
bottom of the food chain. That feeling of being a fat-ass agrees that this attitude is justified.n Others strongly
was awful. I was exactly what I despised." 29 Wendler resist it, insisting that it alters our natural movements,
summed up his thoughts by writing, "I was fat and out of misrepresents what it means to be strong, introduces new
shape. And even though I'd recently squatted 1000 dangers to lifting, and/or confounds records.
pounds, I really wasn't strong. I couldn't move, and I
Still others appreciate qualities from both sides
couldn't use this strength for anything other than wad- of the issue. In their chapter "Reflections on the Parallel
dling up to a monolift and squatting." [Editors ' Note: A Federation Solution to the Problem of Drug Use in
monolift device allows a lifter to start and finish a squat Sport: The Cautionary Tale of Powerlifting," Jan and
without walking either backward or forward. po
Terry Todd suggested that the current state of powerliftSimilar to Lilly, Wendler became disheartened ing is best explained by a postmodem framework. 33 In
about his physical state. His notion of "being strong" other words, multiple value systems may be represented,
meant more than training solely for the bench, squat, and and participants can each reap different rewards from
deadlift. As such, his e-book represents a shift from their interpretation of the sport. Many of those interfocusing only on these exercises to becoming a well- viewed indirectly supported this view as their participarounded athlete with strength that can be transposed to tion in powerlifting - and their use of supportive gear everyday life.
changed in accordance with their goals.
Lilly's thoughts about gear included more than
Some traditionalists may believe that the recent
just the physical effects, however. He stated, "At some influx of raw divisions - as discussed in this article's
point I recognized that [geared records are] a unique sister piece in this issue - will be the "saving grace" of
human achievement, but it's no longer sport. To me it's powerlifting that will bring it back to its roots. However,
00 0
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there may also be problems with this view. First, the ear- influencing lifter demand is CrossFit. Started by Greg
ly years of powerlifting were not without participants Glassman and Lauren Jenai in 2000, CrossFit is promotwho pushed the boundaries of legal equipment regula- ed as an exercise philosophy and a competitive fitness
tions. The early years were fraught with supportive gear, sport that builds power, flexibility and endurance.36 The
albeit primitive, used in an effort to set records and lift exercise program consists primarily of high intensity
more weight. Alhough there were certainly those during training using many movements from a number of physthat period that did not use gear- just as there are those ical culture disciplines such as gymnastics, weightliftwho do not use it today - powerlifting was never ing, powerlifting, and Strongman. As a business entity,
untouched by it.
CrossFit has experienced explosive growth; it boasts
Second, the authors worry that the raw division approximately twelve thousand gyms worldwide and
will experience what the early days ofpowerlifting expe- paid out over two million dollars in prize money at its
rienced; gear will slowly creep into even these kinds of 2015 CrossFit Games; it also has a partnership with
competitions. Signs of this were evident at the 2013 Reebok.37
USAPL Raw National Championships. Author Ben PolAlthough not backed by scholarly research, it
lack, who lifted in that contest, learned prior to the meet seems clear to us that the growth of CrossFit has
that Titan was sold out of its XXX-small knee sleeves. increased the popularity of sports such as powerlifting
One might think this is odd, since a size this small would and, especially, Olympic weightlifting.Js CrossFit's
normally have little demand. However, when knee emphasis on bodyweight movements, agility, speed, and
sleeves are the only allowable wrapping around the flexibility, is a polar opposite to what is required in the
knee, and when it is widely known that tight knee most extreme forms of equipped powerlifting. As such,
sleeves work more or less like tight knee wraps, XXX- CrossFit can be expected to only encourage raw powersmall knee sleeves sell out. Even raw lifters will push to lifting, so that any CrossFitters who make the transition
the very limits of the rules in order to gain a competitive to powerlifting, or who compete in both sports, will do
advantage while still claiming to be "raw." According to so as unequipped, or, at most, only lightly equipped
Pollack, during the meet, some competitors needed two competitors.
handlers to help pull their knee sleeves on because they
This article was not intended to solve the philowere so small. In 2014, the USAPL, to their credit, sophical dilemma the sport of powerlifting currently
passed a rule prohibiting lifters from receiving this type faces. Instead, our purpose here was to give voice to the
of assistance. However, that didn't deter Anderson Pow- varied opinions that powerlifters from many different
erlifting LLC from selling KLA Knee Sleeve Slip-Ons. backgrounds have on the subject. Future researchers
These are thin, smooth tubes of material, almost like may, perhaps, be able to unpack the various factors influstockings, that lifters put on before donning knee encing the ebb and flow of supportive gear in the sport,
sleeves. Lifters pull the tube over the knee, and then pull and other questions that are beyond our focus here. For
the knee sleeve into the correct position over the slick example, does CrossFit actually have an effect on powfabric. Because the material is thin and smooth, the lifter erlifting, or is this simply conjecture? Have sociocultudoes not need help from others in order to put on sleeves ral factors influenced attitudes which have led to differand after the lifter dons the sleeves, the slip-ons are eas- ences in preferences over the years? Also, have organiily pulled out from underneath.34
zations or businesses - other than the ones mentioned
What does this all mean? Pete Alaniz of Titan- earlier in this article - affected the amount or types of
Support Systems suggests that "the actual relationship of gear being used? And finally, if PEG is left unchecked,
gear to the sport is that lifters have changed gear just as "how far will it go?"
Ultimately, the most interesting question related
gear has changed lifters. Lifters, like all other athletes,
are always looking for an 'edge."' This relationship goes to this entire debate is this: what are the limits of gear in
both ways,he claims. "Gear development has been driv- this sport? Louie Simmons maintains, "Nothing has
en by lifter demand. The various gear companies have all changed since powerlifting began. Everyone looks for an
attempted to give the lifter that extra 'edge' to gain mar- edge. That's simply sport."39 Our analysis of the opinket share; same as in every other industry," said Alaniz.35 ions of a wide variety of lifters who have moved away
One notable, relatively recent trend that may be from gear, however, reveals that when Simmons uses the
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term "everyone," he is simply mistaken. Many people
who lift raw do so to compete on equal terms with other
lifters of a similar size who for reasons of safety, ethics,
pursuit of functional strength, and the wish to determine
which man or which woman can lift the most weight not which man and his gear or which woman and her
gear can lift the most weight.
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A PRELUDE TO BIG TIME FOOTBALL:
H.]. LUTCHER STARKAND THE
1910 UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS FOOTBALL SEASON
Tolga Ozyurtcu and Jan Todd
The University of Texas at Austin
Editors' Note: We 'd like to thank M1: Walter Riedel of
the Nelda C. and H.J Lutcher Stark Foundation of
Orange, Texas,for generously depositing the Stark Football Letters with The H.J Lutcher Stark Center at the
University of Texas at Austin. His gift made this research
project possible. Although football is not a frequent topic of conversation in this journal, we include it in this
issue because of the insight it provides into the early life
of H.J Lutcher Stark, a serious weight trainer who studied with Alan Calvert, and later became a University of
Texas Regent. Stark was known for his love of UT and
other good works, which included founding the Nelda C.
and H.J Lutcher Stark Foundation in Orange, Texas.
The H.J Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and
Sports at the University of Texas is named in his honor.

By the tum of the twentieth century, football was
a familiar element of campus life at many American colleges and universities. The first collegiate match,
between Rutgers and Princeton, took place in 1869, in
New Brunswick, New Jersey, and the game would largely maintain its northeastem provenance in the years that
followed.I Dominated in the closing decades of the
1800s by the Ivy League stalwarts responsible for codifying and popularizing the American game, the early
1900s saw the rise of the sport throughout the country,
especially in the Midwest and the South.2 Twenty-seven
seasons of college football would pass before Lafayette
College, located in the Ivy League corridor in Pennsylvania's Lehigh Valley, became the first non-Ivy to win a
national championship in 1896. Another five years
passed before a non-northeastem university won the
title, when an 11-0 Michigan squad joined Harvard and
Correspondence to: Dr. Jan Todd, NEZ 5.700, Dept. of Kinesiology & Health
Education, H. J. Lutcher Stark Center, University of Texas at Austin, 78712.
Email: jan@starkcenter.org.
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Yale for a share of the 1901 championship. The Ivy
League remained dominant for quite some time, but a
greater diversity of champions and co-champions in the
first decade of the new century confirmed the spread and
growth of high quality college football.3
Despite the growth and popularity of the game,
college football in this era was a loosely organized affair.
Few schools were organized into conferences and the
modem athletic department had yet to be conceived. The
administrative structure of football and athletics varied
from campus to campus, but usually included a standing
athletic council, made up of faculty and administrators,
coaches who were either hired for short seasons or culled
from the faculty, and undergraduate student managers
who actually handled most of the day-to-day tasks
involved with actually running the team. 4 Due to these
conditions, early college football seasons were not the
organized affairs that modem fans have come to expect;
colleges might compete against local athletic clubs and
high schools in one season, against other colleges in the
next season, and not even field a team in the following
year.
The University of Texas (UT) introduced football in 1893, with a team under the direction of studentmanager Albert Lefevra, also the secretary-treasurer of
the joint student-faculty UT Athletic Association, an early predecessor to the University Athletic Departments
The inaugural team posted an undefeated season, winning two games in the fall, and two more in the spring.
The university hired its first football coach the following
year, when Reginald DeMerritt Wentworth was brought
on to lead the team.6 Under Wentworth, the team continued its early success, and notably played against eventual rivals Texas A&M for the first time in 1894. At the
time, coaches were hired on an annual basis (many
stayed in Austin only for the football season), and anumber of different men led the team as the program contin-
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In
senior year at the University of Texas, Lutcher Stark (on the right, in a suit) served his school by being the manager of the varsity
football squad, shown here. In this capacity he scheduled all of the football game for the Longhorns, and even managed to make a profit
for the team.

ued to field strong teams through the turn of the twentieth century. It was in these years that the university
established itself as a regional football power and began
to develop many of its longstanding rivalries, including
those with the University of Oklahoma, Baylor University, and Texas Christian University. Other traditions
would take root in these years, including the selection of
the team colors of orange and white (by the Board of
Regents in 1900) and the naming of the team as "The
Longhorns" by The Texan writer D.A. Frank in 1903,
although the team was generally referred to as the "Varsity" through the mid-191 Os. 7
The University of Texas, like most schools,
adhered to this organizational model through the first
decade of the twentieth century. Significant changes to
the system would not come until the second decade of
the twentieth century, but a critical figure in the history
of this transition would join the squad in the 1909 sea-

son. It was that year that Henry Jacob Lutcher Stark,
then a junior, became assistant student manager. Stark
who went by Lutcher, undertook the role of head manager in 1910, becoming part of a team he would support
and influence (in numerous ways) for over half a century. In fact, the continued national influence of University
of Texas football in the twenty-first century may justify
calling Lutcher Stark a critical figure in the history of
American football and not just in the history of football
at Texas.
Stark had been an ardent fan and supporter of
university athletics since his arrival as a freshman i
1905. Known at that time as "the richest boy in Texas,'
Stark was heir to one of the largest timber and land fortunes in tum-of-the-century America; his family controlled more than 600,000 acres of land stretching fro
the Sabine River bottoms of east Texas into the lands of
western Louisiana. s Lutcher was the first undergraduate
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student to have a car at the university; brought Sydney
Mouton, his African-American valet with him to campus
to look after his apartment and clothing; and was by all
accounts one of the richest men on any college campus
in America at the time.9 His campus lifestyle actually
garnered media attention, carrying his name from Texas
to far-off locales like Placerville, Califomia.Io
Wealthy enough that he would never require
employment for his own gain, Lutcher committed to
working for the benefit of others at a young age, and did
so throughout his life. 11 Stark family lore suggests that
Lutcher's grandmother, imploring the young man to find
a cause worthy of his support, may have spurred on this
philanthropic impulse.I2 He found his first calling with
the 1910 Texas Longhorn football team, performing a
wide array of duties during a campaign that would establish the Texas squad as one of the premier teams in the
country. Chief among his responsibilities was the negotiation of a schedule for the fall season, which Lutcher
undertook via letter and Western Union telegram in the
winter and spring of 1910. Remarkably, Stark saved
more than 275 items of correspondence from his year as
the manager of the UT football team. 13 Drawing on this
collection of correspondence, archival records of the
University Athletic Council, The Texan student newspaper, and other sources, this paper traces and examines the
role Stark played in the 1910 football season, an experience that influenced his lifelong commitment to the University and its athletic programs. This is a story of a pivotal year in the development of a man and a team that
would influence college football in America for decades
to come. It is also a story of game that will seem familiar
to modern fans , yet at times equally foreign. College
football was still relatively unexplored territory in 1910,
but it was beginning to resemble the game we now see
played on Saturday afternoons across the United States,
thanks in large part to the vision and effort of men like
Lutcher Stark.

already look forward to big dates in 2018 (University of
Southern California), 2020 (Louisiana State University),
and 2024 (University of Michigan). After assuming
managerial duties in late 1909, the job of determining
the 1910 schedule and negotiating financial terms with
opposing teams fell on the shoulders of young Lutcher
Stark. Unlike his modem counterparts, Stark had no previously guaranteed games to work with. Starting almost
from scratch, Stark would not finalize the season's
schedule until early summer, mere months before the
first game.
Stark knew he could count on games against
Baylor, Oklahoma, and Texas A&M Universities, as
these contests had been regular affairs since the tum of
the century, when the University declared that its team
could only play other academic institutions following a
bloody brawl in a game against the team representing the
city of Dallas.I4 Despite these regular opponents, the
volume of correspondence between Stark and officials at
other colleges beginning in late 1909 and continuing
throughout the first half of 1910 indicates that most dates
still needed to be filled. For what would eventually be an
eight-game season, Lutcher was in contact with at least
35 schools, ranging westward to Colorado (University of
Colorado and Colorado College), north to Kansas (University of Kansas and Kansas State University), and as
far east as Georgia (University of Georgia and Georgia
Tech University).
The primary concerns in assembling a schedule
in the twenty-first century are not markedly different
than those Lutcher and his equivalents at other universities dealt with in 1910. Then, like today, the logistics of
team travel and financial matters were the two most critical issues in negotiating a football schedule. Teams generally traveled by train in the early part of the century, so
both the frequency and distance of traveling to away
games were limiting factors in scheduling. Consulting
the letters in the Stark Collection and historical records
for tum-of-the-century teams, it appears that most colScheduling
leges and universities limited the majority of their away
At the University of Texas in 2015, football games to in-state opposition, preferring return trips that
scheduling is a complex task, requiring negotiation with could be made within twenty-four hours. Is Those teams
. opposing teams and collaboration between the athletic that did take on longer road trips (generally those with a
department, campus facility management, media outlets, remote location or more prestigious teams that could
and local transit and public safety authorities. Modem command a high guarantee) tended to limit such travel to
schedules must also be crafted years in advance; as of one occasion per season, often scheduling multiple
this writing, the 2016 NCAA football season is six opponents near a destination or along their route. On
months away, but eager University of Texas fans can occasion, such travel would lead to a frequency of games
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as Auburn's bare minimum price, which Stark appears
to have accepted by dispatching contracts to Bragg on
26 April.22
The $1200 paid to Auburn was a sizeable sum,
but securing the game was a big achievement for Stark,
as the Auburn team was already considered among the
best in the South. Other guarantees were more modest,
both in terms of the expenses that Texas would cover
and the cash guarantee. Stark drove a hard bargain on
his end, generally rebuking attempts from schools to
split the gate with Texas, preferring instead to offer a flat
rate. In planning his season opener against Southwestem University of nearby Georgetown (Texas), Lutcher
attempted to lowball coach P.H. Arbuckle for a sum less
than the Longhorns had paid Southwestern the previous
year. When Arbuckle responded unfavorably, Stark
upped his offer, but made it clear that the Southwestern
team was on the receiving end of his generosity. Stark
wrote to Arbuckle: "In 1908, Southwestern played the
University for $90. In 1909, Southwestern played the
University for $134. This game was played under an
agreement that I would not care to make, it has never
been our policy to pay a large sum for an opening game,
but since you people have always stood by us in our
fight for clean athletics in the state, I feel that the Athletic Council would not object to my making you a larger guarantee than usual. For a game to be played on
Clark Field here in Austin on Oct. 8th, 1910, I make you
a guarantee of $150. Please let me hear from you favorably as soon as possible."23
In addition to his bargaining acumen, Stark
appears to have employed a fair amount of businessman's gamesmanship in his attempts to get other
schools to agree to his terms. If he had a specific date to
fill, or a dollar amount in mind, Stark tended to use one
of two tactics. First, he would play a deliberate waiting
game, leaving letters or telegrams unanswered, often
prompting a succession of communications from another manager pressing him for a reply.24 Baylor's manager, Earl B. Smyth, expressed a sense of mild desperation
common to the letters, following multiple handwritten
notes with a telegram, stating, "I have had no reply to
offer made you for game in Waco if offer were satisfactory wire at my expense and I will forward contracts
otherwise please write at once am anxious to close date
as I have another game in prospect for same day."2s
A second tactic Lutcher favored was to simply
ignore the content of another manager's letter if it was

unthinkable by modem standards, like the Sewanee club
that played seven matches in nine days. 16 In addition to
the limitations of transportation and finances, travel for
football was also curbed by university faculty, some of
whom were opposed to their students spending significant time away from campus and the classroom. 17
Such faculty influence would stymie Lutcher in
his attempt to secure a home date against Tulane, one he
felt the Longhorns deserved, for a rematch of a 10-10 tie
played the previous season in New Orleans. In an 11
January response to a request from Tulane for Texas to
return to the Crescent City in 1910, Stark held firm, "I
have not decided definitely on the trip we shall take next
year but you can see why it will be impossible to play
you in New Orleans on November 12 or 24. In the first
place it's your tum to give TEXAS a game on our field.
If you care for a game here, I will give you an early date
in October with a guarantee of 500.00."18 James Fortier,
the Tulane manager, continued to appeal for a Texas
return to New Orleans, explaining in his response that,
"Texas and Tulane must get together on the gridiron in
1910 come what may. We cannot come to Austin due to
the fact that the faculty will not let us take two trips ...
Now, let me hope that you are not in as sad a predicament as I and that you can solve the difficulty."19 Fortier
and Stark would continue their correspondence into
April, but neither would be able to solve "the difficulty,"
and it would take another thirteen years before Texas
and Tulane met again, in a game played on 13 October
1923, in Beaumont, Texas. The Longhorns beat Tulane
decisively, winning with a score of 33-0.20
If a team was able to secure a date to play a
game, and had the blessing of their faculty and athletic
council (the precursor to the modem athletic department), the final piece of the scheduling puzzle was to
settle on financial terms. Auburn manager Thomas
Bragg wrote to Stark in a telegram on April 11, "We
might be able to arrange game with you October 29, provided you guarantee expenses and other sufficient financial inducement." In most cases, the hosting team
offered a guarantee to the visiting side, based on a reimbursement of travel expenses and either a flat rate or a
percentage of the gate receipts. On 17 April, Bragg
requested $755 in expenses and $500 in a guarantee
from Texas, which Stark appeared to have "negotiated"
down to $1200 total merely by taking his time to (not)
respond to Bragg's initial request.2 1 Bragg followed up
with an impatient telegram a week later, naming $1200
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not to his satisfaction. For example, in the aforementioned correspondence with Tulane's Fortier, Lutcher
would continue to send telegrams offering open dates for
an Austin game, despite Fortier's repeated statements
that Tulane simply could not travel in the 1910 season.
Stark's approach was not wholly unsuccessful, particularly against less well-known schools over which Texas
had some bargaining power. In a particularly egregious
example, Stark went to great lengths to convince John
Doty, Jr., the manager of the Transylvania University (of
Lexington, Kentucky) football team to bring the team
down to Austin for a game on 29 October. Doty successfully lobbied his Athletic Council for such a game and
promptly wrote to Stark asking for a guarantee. When
Stark responded to Doty's request, he simply wrote,
"Can you come on October 22 instead of October 29 for
$500?"26
Stark's dealings with Transylvania suggest
something that is confirmed in other letters: that even as
early as 1910, college football teams possessed varying
levels of what modem sport managers would call "brand
equity." Stark understood that his team and his University commanded a certain level of respect that allowed him
to push his terms with some opponents, while others
(such as Auburn) were dealt with as equals. The respect
for Texas is evident in some of the letters from schools
that did not end up on the 1910 schedule, especially the
smaller schools that were hoping to solicit Texas. Their
correspondence tends to refer to the quality of their team
for the upcoming season, and that such a team may provide a level of competition that can draw a large crowd.27

Foreign Exhibitions and Other Novelties
The letters also contain references to ideas that
were not fully developed by Lutcher at the time: ideas
that display his promotional and business sense as team
manager, including some that would eventually become
common in big time college football, like neutral field
games, post season "bowl" games, and outings to foster
team bonding. Neutral field games were already a common feature of the college season, bringing together
teams in big cities to offset travel costs and increase gate
receipts.2s The Longhorns were no strangers to such
games, having played Texas A&M in Houston on multiple occasions, in addition to taking games against teams
like Sewanee in Dallas and San Antonio. What is notable
about the references to neutral field games in the Stark
letters is the scope of Lutcher's ambition. In letters to
69

both Colorado College and the University of Colorado,
he proposes a game in El Paso, Texas, a site almost 800
miles from the Colorado schools and nearly 600 miles
from Austin.29 For these games (which never took
place), Lutcher also pitched his contacts in the El Paso
area, hoping to secure a guarantee from the hosting city
for both teams, resembling the agreements now common
in bowl and other neutral site games.Jo
Postseason games, now a standard feature of the
college football season, were not yet fixtures in 1910.
The Rose Bowl Game had been played in 1902, but
would not be played again until 1916, and it would be
1930 before other bowl games would arrive.Jt What
postseason games did exist tended to be exhibitions
played in the hope of a good payday, and Stark seems to
have been exploring the possibility for his squad in
1910. In a letter to Tulane's manager Fortier, Lutcher
inquires: "Would you mind telling me what you think of
post-season games. What did Havana give you people to
come down there? Expenses? What sort of a team did
they have, etc.? Ringers? I do not wish to appear to be
meddling in your business, but I have been considering
a post-season game and wondered if you would mind
giving me a few pointers. Would you play Havana again
if you could get a game with them?"J2 Unfortunately, this
thread disappears in the letters after just one more mention, wherein Fortier promises to fill Stark in about a
postseason game in Cuba at a later date.JJ The communication with Tulane also indicates that teams were
already using significant road trips for group bonding
and touristic activities similar to those modem teams
participate in during the bowl season. A letter dated 31
May 1910, from E.W. Pearl of the Seabrook (Texas)
Fishing and Hunting Club, references a stop the Longhorns made on their 1909 trip to Tulane, and suggests
that the players may wish to return again to, "enjoy the
fine breeze, a plunge in the salt water, and later [to] "eat
me out of house and home." In a related attempt at
inducing a Texas trip to New Orleans, Tulane manager
Fortier went to great lengths to sell the touristic angle for
the Texas players, going so far as to include a promotional pamphlet entitled, "50 Facts about New Orleans."34

Coaching Controversies
In addition to his scheduling duties, Stark was
called upon in the early summer to serve as part of a hiring committee for a new football coach to replace Dexter
Wright Draper, who had been removed amidst contro-

Volume 13 Numbers 2 & 3

Iron Game History

Stark had served on the
committee that brought
j Draper to Texas and appears
1 to have had a good relationship with the dismisse
coach. The collection of letters contains a few dispatches from Draper to Stark,
wherein the coach speaks
candidly and warmly to his
manager.
Referring
to
Lutcher as "My Dear Stark,"
Draper confided to Stark
that he was considering other employment, possibly at
Columbia University in New
York.JS Despite the apparent
options available to him,
Lutcher Stark, at the wheel in this photo from his undergraduate years (1905-1910), was the first stu- Draper intended to return,
dent to bring a car to the campus of the University of Texas at Austin. Although this photo is not writing to Lutcher that, "I
dated, the fact that Lutcher has decorated his car with UT pennants, a big Texas star, and bunting, enjoyed the associations
suggests (but does not prove) that Lutcher and his friends are are on their way to either a pep rally
there [Texas]." Draper even
or a football game.
suggested that he might
return from his winter travversy surrounding his behavior. On 10 June, Edward
Christian Henry Bantel, a UT engineering professor and els to Austin, writing, "I had considered somewhat the
chairman of the University's Athletic Council, sent idea of spending the winter at the University, possibly
notice to University president Sidney Edward Mezes of take some courses, engage in some light spring practice,
Draper's removal. "The council is not willing to have and get better acquainted with the student body."J9 As
him return and again as coach," wrote Bantel "This deci- late as 4 April, Draper would write to Stark in a friendly
sion was reached after careful consideration of the fol- inquiry about the state of the upcoming schedule, evilowing circumstances. For about six weeks persistent dence that suggests he had little reason to suspect he
rumors have been current concerning Dr. Draper's con- would be removed from his post in two months time.
The four-member committee to replace Draper
duct while in Austin last Fall. It was said he had not only
been intemperate, but immoral. The attention of the Ath- included Lutcher; Bantel, the head of the athletic counletic Council having been called to these rumors, a com- cil; university professor and former Longhorns coach
mittee was appointed to investigate the matter."Js The Waldemar Eric Metzenthin; and alumni representative
report of the committee that investigated Draper outlined James Hart.4o The committee made quick work of findseveral instances of inappropriate behavior, mostly ing a replacement: on 28 July, the Athletic Council
revolving around Draper's fondness for drinking beer announced the hiring of William S. Wasmund, most
and whiskey, and his attendance at dances in "houses of recently the star quarterback of the University of Michiill-fame."J6 Draper, in New York City for the summer, gan team.4t The Galveston Daily News noted that Waswas informed of his termination in a 9 June letter, which mund emerged as the selection after "the council had
stated, "We regret exceedingly the necessity for this been in negotiation with the best possibilities in the Unitaction, but as the representatives of the University in ath- ed States for several months."42 This appears to be a
letic matters, which touch the students so closely and so dose of journalistic license, as the search committee for
powerfully, the council feels that it is not justified in a new coach was not named (or needed) until the Draper
retaining you under the facts as found by the commit- firing in June. What the Daily News likely did get right
is that the committee intended to secure a highly qualitee. "37
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fied coach and that a national search was conducted.
Wasmund was the first coach Texas would hire from a
"Western" college and he was personally recommended
to the Athletic Council by his former coach at Michigan,
the already legendary Fielding "Hurry Up" Yost. 43 The
university newspaper, The Texan, expressed great excitement and high expectations for the new coach. In a 28
September piece entitled "Coach Wasmund Inspires
Confidence," the paper celebrated Wasmund's arrival: "a
reputation behind him such would make any man
proud ... we must predict a season for Texas under Wasmund as has never been heretofore approached."44

Every game of the season was preceded by a spirit rally,
events heavily promoted by The Texan as essential to
fostering the support and community spirit necessary to
have a successful season. On 5 October, the paper wrote,
"Last season, we were more or less criticized by the
alumni and those interested in our University for nonsupport of our team. Students, will we have it said that
we, the student body of probably the greatest institution
of learning in the South, lack spirit?" 50 These rallies
tended to be well-attended, slightly stuffier precursors to
the modem pep rally, featuring speeches from faculty,
coaches, team members, and distinguished visitors, in
addition to providing an opportunity to teach the students the new cheers devised for the season. Throughout
the season, The Texan would continue to dutifully promote and report on the rallies, which were the major
campus-wide events of the fall.
The 8 October edition of The Texan offered a
preview of the day's game, suggesting that, "Southwestem is here in mid-season condition: the game will be
hard fought."51 The Longhorns rose to the occasion,
defeating Arbuckle's Southwestern team, 11-6. The Texan, in an even-handed report on the game, suggested that
Southwestern's team was hampe.red by a lack of speed,
despite displaying superior teamwork. For their part,
Wasmund's men successfully debuted the innovative,
pass-heavy system that the coach had brought with him
from Michigan.52 Unlike Southwestern, "Texas used
very few line plays and played an open game. The forward pass from the shift formation was particularly successful, and Kirkpatrick and Spoonts distinguished
themselves by their work in this department."53
Having dispatched Southwestern, the Longhorns' next guests at Clark Field were the Haskell Institute Indians, on 15 October. Haskell, then a vocational
school for Native Americans under the stewardship of
the United States Indian Service, was considered a worthy opponent. 54 While not as well known or successful as
Pop Warner's Pennsylvania Indian team from Carlisle,
Haskell had a reputation for competing with top-flight
college programs.55 The Haskell game was one of the
earliest confirmed by Lutcher, arranged in February for
a guarantee of$750.56 The gameday preview in The Texan is notable because the paper was only able to provide
speculative information about Haskell. A far cry from
the modem era of game film and scouting reports, it was
still possible in 1910 for teams to be an "unknown quantity. "5 7 The Texan repmied, "Dire rumors are out to the

The Season
With Wasmund in place as head coach, the
Longhorns began fall practice on 15 September, eager to
improve upon the previous season's disappointing
results.45 The Texan expressed an optimistic outlook, citing Lutcher's scheduling as a key asset for a successful
season: "What we will accomplish this season will
exceed most predictions. We have, thanks to Manager
Stark, one of the most excellent schedules that could
possibly have been arranged ... we have six games at
home and no long, fatiguing trips to be made."46 The article went on to extoll the virtues of the team and their
captain, Kirkpatrick. Throughout the season Stark would
receive similar attention in the paper, often sharing column inches with Coach Wasmund for his role with the
team. In the 1 October edition of the paper, Stark was
commended for his recruiting skills, "He is continually
on the outlook for new men, and has succeeded in signing several new recruits, including the Harrel brothers;
White, from Bonham; and Vining."47 Stark also garnered
pre-season attention from The Statesman, Austin's major
daily newspaper. A Statesman article from 3 October
described a new university Athletic Journal, published
under the direction of Stark. The university had printed
gameday programs for football since 1893, but the Athletic Journal, as described by The Statesman was a more
ambitious endeavor.4s The publication included traditional gameday program information, but also included
team history, player and personnel biographies, and a
guide to the most current rules governing football.49
More than a beefed-up gameday program, the Athletic
Journal was a precursor to the modem team media
guide.
The Longhorns started their eight game season
against Southwestern University on Saturday, 8 October.
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effect that they cleaned up a team in Chicago to the tune
of 40 to 0. Others have it that they were cleaned up by a
score almost as bad by the Kansas City Medics. Neither
a confirmation nor a denial of either of these reports can
be had. "58 Any worries from the Texas side would prove
unfounded; by the time the final whistle blew, the
"unknown quantity" were crushed by the Longhorns, 680, eliciting a reaction of "Say, ain't this swell?" from
manager Stark.59 The Texan celebrated the team's record
setting performance, but lamented the poor treatment of
the Haskell squad by the Longhorn fans, describing how,
"When the defeated team went off the field, limping and
downcast, some of them almost unable to walk, not a
word of consolation was extended to them, not a word to
cheer a team that is visiting an institution representing
Texas and Texans."60
The following week would bring the team from
Transylvania University to Austin for the aforementioned 22 October date that Lutcher essentially forced
upon Transylvania manager Doty. The Longhorns-riding high off the Haskell game-were likely looking forward to the 29 October meeting with Auburn. The coverage in The Texan was similarly occupied with the
Auburn matchup, but noted that Transylvania could pose
a threat to a complacent Longhorns side, especially
because the team had suffered some injuries in the
Haskell matchup.6I The paper also continued its cheerleading for positive fan support of the team, writing to
the student body that, "Manager Stark has gone to no little expense in bringing down this team and it is up to the
student body to support him .. .It is in this game that we
are to make preparations for that contest (the upcoming
Auburn game), that we are to show the team that we are
behind, that we want to win. "62 Transylvania proved a
nominal challenge for Texas; the Longhorns cruised to a
48-0 victory over the physically smaller team from Kentucky, even in the absence of the injured Texas captain,
Kirkpatrick.
The following matchup, on Saturday 29 October, was a source of much excitement on the UT campus.
Under the headline, "Heavy Auburn Squad Expects A
Victory," The Texan dubbed the game, "Undoubtedly the
most important game of the 1910 schedule," suggesting
further that, "To win the game will mean more to Texas
than a victory over every other team on the schedule."63
The Statesman also stressed the importance of the eagerly awaited matchup, suggesting that "The game this
afternoon is expected to be the best to be seen on Clark
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Field this year and it is safe to predict a record breaking
attendance."6 4 Lutcher Stark was undoubtedly pleased
with the coverage for the game he committed $1200 to
schedule in the early spring.
There was, allegedly, another source of excitement for the campus and the city of Austin that day, also
courtesy of Manager Stark. Sharing the front page of Th e
Texan with the Auburn headline was a "leaked" report
entitled, "Aeroplane Will Fly From Clark Field." Austin
had yet to see an airplane fly and now there would be a
flying exhibition prior to the Auburn game. The article
suggested that Lutcher - not content to just sit idly and
arrange a football schedule, conduct a search for a new
coach, and continue to perform duties relating to his
family's businesses- had spent a portion of the summer
learning how to fly with Wilbur Wright. The pregame
flight had not only been arranged by Stark, it would be
performed in his newly delivered plane, a Farnham
Monoplane, piloted by Stark himself165 Lutcher was
quoted in the article about his proficiency as a pilot, suggesting that while not yet a very accomplished pilot, he
"had enough confidence in himself to make at least a few
evolutions."66 Unfortunately for those who were excited
to see Stark's flight, it never took place, and records indicate that it is unlikely that a flight was actually planned
or that Stark even owned a plane at that time.67 The lack
of corroborating evidence for what would have been a
significant event suggests one of two possibilities: either
The Texan writers were indulging in some satire at the
expense of a popular and vocal campus figure, or Stark
himself was responsible for the reportage, in an attempt
to boost attendance at the game. If the latter is true,
Stark should be credited for this early display of what is
now known as "hype."
That afternoon, playing in front of a 3,000-person crowd at Clark Field, the Longhorns handed Auburn
their only loss of the season in a 9-0 shutout. The following edition of The Texan, from Wednesday 2 November,
proclaimed, "Texans Conquer Alabamians! Wasmund's
Warriors Trample on the Orange and Blue and put in
strong claim for the Championship of the South." The
paper described the game as a hard-fought and evenly
matched outing, crediting both coaches for their tactics,
and celebrating "the class of football" Texas was capable
of "putting up."68
The undefeated Longhorns would now take a
road trip to take on undefeated Baylor the following
week. A special train service was offered for fans wish-
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ing to travel north and watch the team play in Waco. The between Texas and A&M in Austin, suggesting instead a
team had travelled by train on Thursday 3 November.69 neutral site game on Thanksgiving, preferably in Dallas
The gameday edition of The Texan remained feisty or Houston. Kyle's suggesting Houston as a novel altertoward the fans, referring to those Texas fans who native is strange: in 1908 and 1909 the two teams had
remained in Austin as "pikers" and "poor unfortu- met in Houston in early November, before the Austin
nates."7o However, the game was deemed important clash at the end of the month. These games had been part
enough that even those fans who remained in Austin had of the Houston No-Tsu-Oh Carnival, which was an annuan opportunity to follow the action as it happened: an al Mardi Gras-esque celebration.73 At the time of Kyle's
advertisement in the same edition of The Texan invited message to Bantel and the Athletic Counsel, Stark was
fans to Clark Field to watch the University of Texas already in contact with a Dr. Henry Stude representing
Scrubs play a football game against the Allen Academy, No-Tsu-Oh, attempting to confirm a date for "the game"
where "Detailed reports will be given from the Texas- in the corning fall.74 Stude and Stark communicated a
Baylor game ... A phone will be placed on each field, and few times between January and February 1910, but the
full returns given over long-distance. Bring your girl."7t letters indicate that the only issue to resolve was a date
Unfortunately for those taking the special train service of for the game. The only other reference to the potential
the M. K. & T. railways, they would only see one half of Thanksgiving meeting between Texas and A&M appears
a football game. The game, dubbed a "disappointment" in an unsigned letter from the Athletic Council (likely
by The Statesman, turned out to be a rough and scrappy from Bantel) to the University of Oklahoma Athletic
affair; one forfeited to Texas early in the second half by Council, with whom Texas was considering an alternathe referee, Blake. n The reason for the forfeit was Bay- tive Thanksgiving Day game. The March 1910 letter to
lor's violation of the rule stating that a team must resume Oklahoma describes the difficulties Texas was having
play within two minutes of being ordered to play. arranging a schedule with A&M, in tum requesting the
According to The Texan's coverage, the referee could patience of the Oklahomans. Thus, while no arrangehave called the Baylor forfeit on
multiple occasions, as the Waco
squad consistently argued many
calls throughout the truncated
game.
The Longhorns would have
an extra couple days of rest following the fiasco in Waco, with the next
game against rival Texas A&M
being played on Monday 14
November in Houston. Communication regarding this game is
notably sparse in the Stark letters,
suggesting that what was traditionally the biggest game of the season
was handled directly by the Athletic
Council. The only direct piece of
correspondence in regard to A&M
in the collection is a note from
A&M Athletic Association President, E.J. Kyle, to UT's Professor
Bantel. In the note, dated 11 JanuThis is the main room in Lutcher Stark's apartment during his undergraduate days at the
ary 1910, Kyle outlined his arguUniversity of Texas (1905-1910). It reflects his aesthetic preferences as well as his all-conment against continuing the tradi- suming dedication to his school and its traditions. The room is decorated with sports pention of a Thanksgiving Day game nants, Mission-style furniture, Navajo rugs, and rifles.
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ment was made for a second
century. In a 10 January letter
game between Texas and A&M,
to LSU student manager J.C.
it seems that there was a continPugh, Lutcher informed Pugh
ued effort from both sides to
that Texas would not be willing
come to tetms.
to travel to Baton Rouge for a
Owing to the open date
game, in part because LSU still
created by the Monday night
owed UT money from the pregame, the weekly spirit rally was
vious season's forfeiture of a
moved to Saturday night. The
game. However, Lutcher did
rivalry with A&M was already
offer LSU a November game in
well established and The Texan
Austin. Pugh responded on 17
declared, "Monster Rally Will
' January, noting that the finanBe Held Tonight .. . All Are
cial matter would be resolved
as soon as possible, and
Expected . . . Surprises Promlamenting that LSU would not
ised." The undefeated Longhorns and their fans were in
be able to travel to Austin durgood spirits, which was reflecting the 1910 season. Some of
ed in The Texan's lighter-thanthe intermediary corresponusual tone in describing the raldence is missing, but Lutcher
ly: "Remember the date, 7:30.
appears to have employed his
tactic of ignoring a negative
Be there, and bring somebody
with you-your landlady or
response and sending another
offer. In the interim, Lutcher's
your girl. Get in the big parade
contact at LSU would become
to the station and help win the
game. "75 The paper also
J.F. Broussard, the faculty manager. In a 26 February telegram,
described rally activities like the
singing of "A&M's Death
Broussard informed Stark that
Dirge" (potentially a precursor
LSU would accept the offer to
to the modern "Hex Rally" that
play in Austin on 15 October
(as per the previous letter).77
precedes modern iterations of
Stark's February 27 response
the A&M game) and a "one-act
farce by the Harris-Toombs A fit, muscular Lutcher Stark in the mid-1920s. A life- reverted to a request for a 19
stock company." Unfortunately long advocate and practitioner of physical culture, Stark November game, and Brousstudied weight training in Philadelphia in 1913 with legfor the Longhorns, the "death endary authority Alan Calvert and returned to Texas sard mailed out contracts agreedirge" proved ineffective; their leaner, much stronger, and able to lift grand pianos on ing to such a game on 28 February. For Lutcher's trouble
high spirits were deflated by a his back.
(and a $300 guarantee), t~e
resilient A&M team who handed
them their first loss of the season, 14-8. The Texan Longhorns were rewarded with an underperforming
described the contest as, "A fair, clean, and sportsman- LSU squad who finished the season with only one win.
like game," and suggested that, "Varsity's overconfi- The Longhorns bounced back from their defeat in Housdence is responsible."76 The paper's account of the game ton five days prior to handle LSU easily, defeating the
suggests that the Longhorns were surprised by an Tigers 12-0 on Clark Field. The Texan suggested that
impressive, early field goal by A&M's Ward, and had a Wasmund's squad did not give a full effort, but still "outclassed (the) visitors in every department of the game."78
hard time regaining their competitive spirit.
The closing game of the season, on ThanksgivThe negotiations for the Longhorns' next game,
against Louisiana State University, offer an insight to ing against the University of Oklahoma, took Lutcher
the, at times, inconsistent and loosely structured way in and the Athletic Council almost six months to secure.
which athletics were dealt with in the early part of the The collection contains over 20 pieces of correspon74
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dence between the two schools, dating between 11 Janu- the prestigious Driskill Hotel. In addition to the squad,
ary and 8 June, 1910. A variety of dates were thrown coaches, and managers, University President Mezes and
around in these messages and the tone on both sides was other guests were treated to a sumptuous meal on behalf
amicable. The underlying issue in securing the date was of the Stark family because, according to The Texan, "It
the lack of resolution of Thanksgiving Day game with was Mrs. Stark's desire to express her appreciation of the
A&M. Based on the letters, Oklahoma was the only oth- work of the team while under the management of her
er school that Texas was seriously considering for the son. As is well known, the team has more than creditably
season finale, but the negotiations were made difficult by played the best schedule ever ananged and is now in a
the A&M situation. The financial terms that the schools class with the champions of the South."82
The praise that Lutcher received was not limited
fmally agreed to also indicate that Texas was keen on
bringing Oklahoma in for a game. Early in the negotia- to the pages of The Texan. The Athletic Council's annual
tions, Lutcher offered his standard rebuke when Oklaho- repmt for 1910 also complimented Stark, noting that
ma requested a guarantee of $1200 expenses plus half of "The football season was successful financially. Mr.
the gate receipts. Eventually, the Athletic Council relent- H.J.L Stark, so conducted matters, that in spite of exceped, and Lutcher offered Oklahoma manager Ben G. tionally heavy guarantees and expenses, there remained
Owen the option of expenses plus fifty percent of net a handsome profit at the end of the season, to which he
receipts, or a flat guarantee of $1500, with Owen accept- added a personal gift of $300 to be used exclusively for
ing the latter.
football, or for the improvement of Clark Field."BJ The
In addition to securing this substantial payday, report, while concerned with the 1910 athletic seasons,
the Sooners would also earn a victory on their trip to combined the financial reports for 1909 and 1910, so it
Austin, narrowly defeating the Longhorns 3-0 in the is hard to ascertain exactly how much profit the football
Thanksgiving Day game. The Texan's coverage squad made under Stark in 1910. It was likely a tidy
described a warm day, a pleasant atmosphere, and a sum, as the collective football receipts for the combined
strong effort from the 'Horns, but conceded that the team seasons were $12,712.83, with expenditures for football
was unable to trump their own bad luck. The team nar- at $10,963.32, resulting in a net profit of $1,749.51 over
rowly missed on several tries and fell victim to "untime- the two seasons (Stark had also served as assistant manly fumbles."79 In the same edition, an editorial described ager in 1909, so he could likely take some credit for the
"a season to be proud of' from a team with "nothing to total sum).B4 The report on football continued by praising
be ashamed of' before praising Coach Wasmund, Cap- the coverage of the team in The Texan, which the Athlettain Kirkpatrick, and Manager Stark for their efforts. ic Council felt was influential in generating student supAbout Lutcher, the paper wrote, "Manager Stark has port and spirit for the team.
The Athletic Council report continued at length,
worked hard and untiringly not only in securing a strategic schedule but also in thoroughly equipping the players discussing a variety of points related to each of the sports
satisfying their every need. Several of our opponents of teams, facilities, and related subjects. The report also
this season had to be brought here under heavy guaran- contained a long section concerning "administration,"
tees, but he has succeeded in marshaling the best crowds foreshadowing many of the changes to college athletics
on Clark Field that have ever congregated there."so
that arrived in the coming decades. The section opened
with a criticism of the existing system of athletic administration under the supervision of faculty and student
Postseason and Beyond
The Longhorns wasted little time moving for- managers. According to the Council, college athletics
ward with their postseason festivities after the Thanks- required too much time and energy to expect faculty
giving Day game. On Friday, 25 November, the Athletic members to be able to serve adequately as athletic
Council presented the varsity squad with their letters and coaches and administrators without compromising their
inaugurated a new tradition of adding a stripe to the let- primary teaching duties. Continuing on with the system
ter for each year served on the team. Lutcher Stark was of student managers, the report noted that, "each year we
awarded a letter with one stripe for his managerial serv- have a complete new set of inexperienced men who go
ice to the team.BI The following Tuesday, Lutcher's out of office just when they have finally become qualimother, Miriam, threw a lavish banquet for the team at fied to fill the office efficiently. The Council pays for
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their training, their lack of business experience and lack
of system, for their mistakes and youthful ambitions,
directly or indirectly." However, one gets the feeling that
Lutcher Stark was an exception to this description. 8s In
their proposal to change the system, the Athletic Council
included, verbatim, a nearly two-page letter from Professor Joseph E. Raycraft, of the University of Chicago
Division of Physical Culture and Athletics. Raycraft's
letter touched upon a broad range of subjects relating to
athletics, but boiled down to one key idea: that athletics
and physical education in the colleges must be administered in a serious and organized manner, in concert with
the educational mission of the institution, and preferably
under the direction of a dedicated professional. In other
words, Raycraft was advocating for the creation of an
Athletic Director, and in tum an Athletic Department.
Following Raycraft's admonitions, the Council advised
the president that, "The University authorities are justified in providing, and it is their duty to provide, a competent specialist to take charge of any University work
exerting such a powerful and far-reaching influence. I
hope that you will give these suggestions serious consideration and conclude to adopt them or something very
similar. "86
It would take two years for the University to
heed the advice of the council and hire its first Athletic
Director, naming L. Thea Bellmont to the position in
1913. Bellmont had previously been the director of the
Houston YMCA and was recommended for the position
by former football manager and future University
Regent, Lutcher Stark. Stark and Bellmont had become
friends through their shared interest in strength training
and physical culture, and Lutcher lobbied heavily on
behalf of Bellmont, who would hold his position in
charge of university athletics for sixteen years. In Bellmont's prolific tenure as Athletic Director (1913-1929),
he oversaw the creation of an intramural sports program;
the birth of the Texas Relays track and field competition,
under the direction of Coach Clyde Littlefield; the building of Texas Memorial Stadium; the founding of the
Southwestern Conference; and the hiring of several legendary coaches in various sports. 87
Lutcher Stark's service, dedication, and financial
support to the university and its athletic programs- rooted in his days as student manager of the football team continued until his death in 1965. In 1919, at the age of
32, Lutcher became a University Regent, the youngest to
ever serve in that position. Taking only a two-year break,

from 1931 to 1933, Stark served until1945. He serve
as Chairman of the Board of Regents for 12 of those
years.88 Both his 24 years on the Board and his 12 as
Chaiman are UT records. Stark remained influential i
major hiring decisions well into his tenure as a Regent,
culminating in the controversial hire of Dana X. Bible in
1937. Bible, the former coach of the University of
Nebraska, demanded a salary of$15,000 to take over as
football coach and Athletic Director, a salary exceeding
that of the University president at the time.89 The
Regents went through with the hiring, but only after the
salary of the President was raised by an act of the state
legislature. For football historians, the Bible hiring is
now considered a turning point toward "big-time" college football.90 Lutcher's take on the proceedings was
reminiscent of his brash, confident communications as a
young football manager, with the New York Times noting
that "Stark, an advocate of hiring a 'big time' coach, sai
there should be no jealousy on the part of the faculty if
the Regents deemed it advisable to pay more for a coach,
since the faculty salaries were determined by the Legislature."91
Lutcher's contributions to the overall excellence
of the University of Texas Athletic Department and its
emergence on the national scene as a "Big Time" program are many, varied, and ultimately beyond the scope
of this article. However, the survival of the letters and
other correspondence from his year of organizing the
1910 season provides football scholars and fans of the
University of Texas a unique opportunity to see how differently college athletics operated in these early days.
Lutcher didn't take a degree in Sport Management as that
academic specialization didn't exist until the mid-1980s,
but in every other way that matters, he was a master of
the discipline.
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DAVID WEBSTER, OBE
REMEMBERS LOUIS MARTIN, MBE
Early in January of2015 one of the most charis- however, was meeting the competition judge, Reg Park
matic World Weightlifting Champions in history - Mr Universe (amateur) 1951 and Mr Universe (proBritain's Louis "Louie" Martin- passed away, having fessional) 1965 - his favourite bodybuilder; they had
in his heyday made a tremendous impact in national and never met before that time.
international sport. In addition to Louie's matchless liftLouie's very first weightlifting competition was
ing, his special brand of sportsmanship made him an at the 1958 Empire and Commonwealth Games, and
icon and valued role model who will never be forgotten even though I and my lifting pals realized his vast potenby those who knew him well.
!
tial he was very raw and
unsure of himself. Without an
Born in Kingston,
Jamaica, on 11 November
experienced
coach
he
bombed out on the press and
1936, Louie attracted attenwas very dejected. The day
tion as a youngster, growing
after this set-back he was still
up with a small pig as a pet!
very ashamed at his results,
The most exciting aspect of
and decided to go back to
his life as a young man
occurred in 1955, when the
bodybuilding. Accordingly,
Martin family moved to
he went straight to the gym in
Britain. Many West Indians,
' the Commonwealth Games
in order to live and work in a
competitors' village and
. began doing bench presses as
better economy, immigrated ~
to Britain at that time, and on
a symbol of his return to
the Monday after his arrival
physique competition.
Louie went to the Labor
As it happened, I
Exchange in Derby, immediwent to the gym that same
ately got a job, and began
day with a few Scottish
lifters, and when I found
work two days later.
Louie there, benching, I
Before
Louie
became a weightlifting chamspoke to him and asked how
pion he was a world class
he was. At that point, soundbodybuilder. Hailed as "The
ing and looking very despondent, he told me that he
Ebony Adonis," he competed
didn't think he was well suitwith distinction in the 1950s
ed for weightlifting.
I
when the National Amateur
Bodybuilding Association Longtime friends Louis Martin and David Webster are among informed my fellow Scotsthe most famous and accomplished men in British weightliftmen, and we were all so hor(NABBA) selected him for
ing. Martin won four world championships in weightlifting,
their major national and gold medals in three Commonwealth Games, and medaled in rified at the thought of losing
international events. What is both the 1960 and 1964 Olympics. Webster--who helped Louie that we adopted him
more, a popular TV program design Martin's training programs and worked with him as his on the spot. By the time he
had weekly heats leading up platform coach-was a pioneer in the analysis of weightlifting paraded with us in the closfilms, wrote the first International Weightlifting Federationto the final and Louis won approved book about the history of the sport, and conducted ing ceremony we had perthis. More important to Louie clinics for the IWF in many parts of the world. The two men suaded him to try again. The
than the substantial prize, are shown here in Rome during the 1960 Olympic Games.
rest is history.
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Captured by the noted British photographer George Kirkley, Louis
and solid technique in the snatch.

He more than justified our faith in him, and with
just one year's training he beat the famous Arkady
Vorobyev of the Soviet Union and became a world
champion! Absolute shock waves went around the iron
game world and Louie rapidly became an international
star in the sport of weightlifting. It was not just how
much weight he lifted; it was how he lifted it, and it was
his personality. Off the platform he was amiable and
courteous to all. On the platform he would stalk backwards and forwards behind the bar - glaring at it with
nostrils flaring and muttering self-hypnotising phrases
before slapping his hands together and raising a cloud of
chalk. At that point he would pounce on the bar and
whether he was ripping it to arms' length like a feather
in a snatch or grinding it out every inch of the way during a heavy press, he had the crowd enthralled and totally involved in every lift.
When Louie began his career as a weightlifter
Britain had a very solid coaching scheme but had not had
great success internationally. However, with experience
and good coaching Louie's technique improved and his
improvement had a great impact on how Britain's coaches were regarded internationally. This was apparent as
our coaches began to receive invitations from all over
the world - thanks in large part to the success of our

Louis, who was always
quick to credit those wh
helped him. The great
thing was that we were all
singing from the same
hymn sheet, as the saying
goes.
Bill Miller was
Louie's club-coach, an
he and Louie's other
coaches had all been
trained by our National
Coach, Al Murray. I mention Bill as he was a local
man and did a fine job.
When he and I were producing daily, as well as
long-term, plans with an
for Louie, Bill cooperated
one hundred percent in
supervtsmg
his daily
Martin demonstrates his flexibility
workouts month after
month between competitions. At that time I often worked as Louie's warm-up
and platform handler in some of the major championships - such as the European Championships in Bulgaria and the World Championships in Iran. He won
both. In Iran, he was also awarded a gold medal in 1965
for having set a new world record in the clean and jerk
with 190.5 kilos (420 pounds), and after the contest he
gave the medal to me. Of all the iron game artifacts in
my collection, nothing is more precious to me than
Louie's medal. Nor was I the only coach honored by
Louie. For example, after one competition I noticed that
he was scrutinizing his haul of medals very carefully.
When I asked what he was doing he said, "I want to give
the best one to Bill Miller but not one of them is big
enough or good enough!" Please forgive me for mentioning Bill specifically, and for mentioning myself by
name. Names are being kept to a minimum in this
remembrance, as it is all intended to be about Louis Martin and about the way he treated the many officials, particularly coaches, who helped him on his way to the top .
His matchless career and his open heart enhanced the
image of weightlifting and, in so doing, brought glory t
Britain.
As most readers will know there is a lot more to
weightlifting than hoisting big weights. Having the cor-
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rect mind-set is essential, and Louie was a great thinker Because of such a down-to-earth attitude people loved
and quite a philosopher. He told me he did not mind him, just as he loved them. On a personal level our
training after work four times a week for a year just to weightlifting club members idolized him. Even children,
have three hours on the championship platform. "But I including my own off-spring, thoroughly enjoyed being
need to win," he added. He spoke oflaying sleepers [Ed around him. Although mine were very young when they
first met "Mr. Martin," they still remember him with real
note: heavy floor joists] while at work and afterward even though he was exhausted by the work - still doing affection. This shows the impression he made. Louie
his full workout as described in his training plan. On one enriched the lives of so many of us - young and old,
famous and not famous .
occasion, when a blizzard had paraHe also positively influlyzed the road system, he phoned
enced weightlifting officials in
Tony Ford, his training partner at the
many ways, and here is one examtime, with the message, "I am at the
ple. During a European competition
gym and waiting for you." Poor,
tour in 1969, Austria was the first
loyal Tony then got out his motor
place we visited. On arrival, keys
bike and actually fell twice on his
were given to the lifters, two to a
way to the gym in what he later
room, as the lifters checked in randescribed as the most hazardous
domly. Names and rooms were, as
journey of his life.
always, recorded in case of mesLooking back on champisages or mail. However, the next
onship results of fifty years ago,
day at breakfast we discovered that
today's readers can be forgiven for
a few of the lads had changed keys
not fully appreciating the magnitude
so they could room with their parof the records Louie set, but a conticular mates. Louie suggested that
sideration of the socio-economic
next time we should just put all the
conditions for elite athletes at that
keys on the table and let them sort it
time will make such an appreciation
out themselves and eliminate any
easier. During the time when he
possible confusion. Not surprisingcompeted, Soviet competitors as
ly, this plan worked out perfectly
well as those from certain other
Four-time World Weightlifting Champion Louis
countries had all their competition Martin also tried his hand in bodybuilding, as and was very popular. As it hapand training expenses covered. Also, did such weightlifters as Tommy Kono, Steve pened, it turned out that every room
had mixed races. We had a South
American lifters, for example, were Stanko, and Mahmoud Nambjou.
African and several superb West
sponsored by the irrepressible Bob
Hoffman, but in most other countries outside the Eastern Indian lifters in those days, but the black/white room
Bloc the majority of weightlifters and officials had to sharing had nothing at all to do with races. Two shared
cover all their own expenses in order to take part in the because they liked playing cards. Louie shared with
international meets. Britain's competitors considered Tony Ford- a lifter from the same area- and so it
themselves lucky when they had travel paid by their went. It was a sensible and helpful suggestion that was
association, even though they had to pay for their own heeded by officials, and as a bonus the result showed
meals. In spite of the sometimes exorbitant costs of for- how totally integrated British weightlifting had become.
eign restaurants, Louie always ate very well in quality as (Incidentally, Tony Ford, Louis's training partner and
well as quantity. He would joke that when he got home roommate on that occasion, later became a Commonhe would just do more "overtime" - extra working wealth Games medalist for England.) In daily life Martin expected no special treatment because of his celebrity
hours - to cover such expenses.
Although idolized worldwide, Louie kept his status. In his interactions with his fellow electricians at
feet firmly on the ground. His family was very important work and his training mates at the gym, he never faltered
to him, of course, as were his friends. One example of his in his steady friendship which made his friends in both
character is that he paid his club fees like everybody else. worlds appreciate the man as much as they did his feats
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duction of anabolic steroids to Bill March and Tony
Garey of the York Barbell Club, and Lou Riecke of
the New Orleans Athletic Club. The dmgs then
spread from those exceptional lifters into competitive weightlifting and other sports in the Americas
as well as in Western Europe. In any case, Louie
made his views very clear in Ziegler 's presence,
stating that anyone who used such substances were
cheats and should be banned. Louie added that he
would willingly take any doping tests in any place
and at any time, and he pointed out that he had
shown on the platform that championships could be
won without the use of banned substances. Those
were much simpler times, of course, but what
Louie said was, and remains, a very inspiring message.
Although Martin was having trouble completing this clean, he excelled in
Louis Martin's extraordinary and ongoing
all three of the Olympic lifts that were used during his competitive career
accomplishments
were noted in high places, of
- the press, snatch, and clean & jerk. In 1965, when he won his fourth
and final world championship, he set a world record of 190.5 kilograms course, and in 1965 he was deservedly and publi(420 pounds) in Tehran, Iran.
cally awarded the MBE [Editors ' Note: "Member
with the barbells.
of the British Empire" and "Order of the British
When Louis Martin married a local lass, Ann Empire" are both very high honors not commonly given
Robinson, in November 1964, it created a stir in some to athletes and coaches.} by the Queen for his contribuquarters, which quite surprised Louie, who had not tions to British Sport. Not surprisingly, when Louie's
thought much about race before then, as he found him- lifting days were over he wanted to give something hack
self treated equally at work and in major competitions to his beloved sport and to the country that had treated
around the world. Because he was so famous in Great him with such respect. Therefore, he opened a
Britain at this time, having won the world champi- weightlifting gym in Derby for the benefit of young peoonships in 1959, 1962, 1963 and 1965, a prominent Der- ple who could not afford the higher cost of professional
by newspaper declared that his wedding was breaking fitness and health clubs . There were no joining or attennew ground. In fact, the London Times regarded the wed- dance fees . He simply put a tin receptacle near the door
ding as so socially significant that they had Princess and members would put in what they could afford.
Margaret's husband, Lord Snowdon, take photographs of Sometimes more was taken out than was put in! Even
Louis and Ann in their home - photos that were then so, Louie carried on - for 34 years. Our hero - the
used to launch the newspaper's new Sunday magazine lifter behind the statistics, titles, and honors - was a
supplement, which was also the first time the London man of conviction and high principles.
Finally, after devoting his money, time, and
Times included color photographs in its publication.
Our hero left many admirable legacies to nation- energy on coaching ambitious young lifters for a third of
al and international sport in general and weightlifting in a century he closed his gym in 2004 in order to take care
particular. One contribution is especially important and of his wife Ann, whose health was fading. She died three
must be mentioned. Those who are students of the sport years later. Another important part of Louie's story is
know that when Louie was in his heyday a great shadow that he dearly loved and was very proud of his two fme
was cast by the increasingly rapid growth of the use of sons - Louis, a police officer and Richard, a medical
anabolic steroids and other performance-enhancing doctor. They both reciprocated that love, and gave Louie
dmgs by lifters. At one World Championships Dr. John great support and company and cared for him when he
Zeigler was much in evidence. Ziegler, a physician who needed it most.
lived in Olney, Maryland, had occasionally served as the
In the latter part of his life the British Weightliftteam physician for the U.S . lifters and in the late fifties ing Association elected him as their President, and he
and early sixties he played the leading role in the intra- was very appreciative of this recognition. He was even
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more joyful when he was asked to catry the Olympic
Flame for the 2012 Games in London. His love of
parades and the celebration of the enthusiastic crowds
took us right back to that eventful day at the closing of
his first major Commonwealth Games at Cardiff in 1958
when he decided that he would stick with his decision to
change from being a bodybuilder and become a
weightlifter.
I have done my best in this remembrance to
focus on Louie's contributions to and impact on national
and international sport, but I also want to remind you of
the well-rounded character of this great man. For one
thing, he had a fme singing voice that reminded most
people who heard him of a famous singer during that
time- Nat King Cole. However, Louie didn't like to
sing publicly as he was fearful of appearing to show off.
Also, although not everyone knew it, he had a love of
poetry, and his favourite book was the Rubaiyat of Omar
Khayyam, which he knew by heart. He had also memorized many of the famous works written by other eminent poets, and he told me that he might have even tried
to become a poet although he believed he would have
Louis Martin's International Lifting Highlights

The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,
Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,
Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it.

~

1959

Gold

Warsaw, Poland

1960 {Olympics)

Bronze

Rome, Italy

1961

Silver

Vienna, Austria

1962

Gold

Budapest, Hungary

1963

Gold

Stockholm, Sweden

1964 (Olympics)

Silver

Tokyo, Japan

1965

Gold

Tehran, Iran

Louis Martin was much loved by all of us who
knew him. Without a shadow of doubt he was the most
successful British weightlifter of all time, and I am
doubtful that a future British lifter will match or top his
remarkable career. Louis Martin's greatness as a
weightlifter was exceeded only by his goodness as a
man. May he rest in peace.

~

1959

Gold

Warsaw, Poland

1961

Silver

Vienna, Austria

1962

Gold

Budapest, Hungary

1963

Gold

Stockholm, Sweden

1965

Gold

Sofia, Bulgaria

Other Notable Achievements in the Life of
Louis Martin
12 Time British Weightlifting Champion
1961: First British lifter of any weight to total 1,000 lbs.
1962: World Record total of 480 kilos, Budapest, Hungary.
(He later made 500 kilos)
1965: Named Member of the British Empire by the Queen.
1965: World Record Clean and Jerk of 190.5 kilos,Tehran.
1969: First British lifter of any weight to total 500 kilos.
1966: English Flag Bearer at the Commonwealth Games.
2012: London Olympic Games Torch Bearer

Commonwealth Games Results

1962

Gold

Perth, Australia

1966

Gold

Kingstown, Jamaica

1970

Gold

Edinburgh, Scotland

felt uncomfortable had he succeeded as he didn't want to
be seen- as some sportsmen he knew were perceived
to be - as quoting poetry as a gimmick to pretend to be
an intellectual.
In Louie's declining years, inhalation of
asbestos substances that took place during his long
career in construction exacted its toll, and in September
2012 he was diagnosed as having mesothelioma. On
Friday, 16 January 2015 I received a telephone call
informing me that Louis had died that day quietly at
home with his family. The funeral was delayed by a postmortem (autopsy) after which the Derby and South Derbyshirc Comt pronounced that his death had resulted
from an industrial disease.
At 1:45 pm on Monday, February 2, the Saint
Lawrence Church in Heanor, Derbyshire, was packed
and overflowing for his funeral, even though extra seating had been provided. The great man's friends and
admirers, who travelled from far and wide, heard a moving and splendid oration from his oldest son, Dr. Richard
Martin. Both Richard and Louis, Jr. who also spoke,
agreed that they had lost not just their father; they had
lost their best friend. As Omar Khayyam wrote:
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