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Bob Hoffman is considered by many to be the “Father of American 

Weightlifting.” Through his York Barbell Company and Strength & Health magazine, as 

well as his own patronage, Hoffman contributed greatly to the rise of weightlifting and 

physical culture as a whole during the early to mid 1900s. He encouraged strength via 

exercising and training with weights, which he emphasized through the sport of 

weightlifting, and he sought to showcase America’s strength as a nation in the form of 

Olympic and world championships. Hoffman maintained a presence in the Iron Game 

until his health began to decline in the late 1970s.  

Hoffman and his companies have received a reasonable amount of scholarly 

attention, much of it from historian John Fair. Although this scholarship is high-caliber, 

many of Hoffman’s business aspects remain ripe for examination. What is more, despite 

the growing popularity of the health and fitness industry, little scholarship examining the 

history of the industry exists. Lastly, sport history scholars have also called for more 

research on the business side of the field.  

Thus, this dissertation examines the Strength & Health brand community through 

the pages of the magazine from the periodical’s debut in 1932 until the release of its sister 
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publication, Muscular Development, in 1964. This project uses the Strength & Health 

brand community as a case study to demonstrate that, although members of the brand 

community generally think of themselves as distinct in some way from society, the 

community remains tied to, and influenced by, the society in which it is embedded. 

Through analysis of Hoffman’s cultivation and management of the brand community, I 

also argue that it played a major role both in the success and in the demise of his fitness 

enterprises.  

Overall, this project contributes to many areas of scholarship. It adds to the 

existing literature on Hoffman and the little research on his nemesis, Joe Weider. It also 

enhances our understanding of the role of the social environment on brand community. 

Finally, it helps fill the gap in business-oriented research in the sport history field.  
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Introduction 

On the morning of June 30, 1945, with World War II coming to a close, fourteen-

year-old Al Thomas began hitchhiking from his hometown of Lockhaven, along the 

Susquehana River, hoping to catch rides that would take him more than one hundred 

miles to Brookside Park in the small village of Dover, just outside York, Pennsylvania.1 

Two years before, Thomas had begun training with weights and reading Strength & 

Health magazine, the most important strength and fitness magazine in America at this 

time. Although Thomas was just a teenager, he had begun to think of himself as a 

member of the Iron Game, a loosely knit fraternity of men, boys, and a few women who 

lifted weights for physique enhancement, for better health, and/or to be competitive 

weightlifters, and whose primary point of connection were the pages of Strength & 

Health.  Through Strength & Health, Thomas learned that he would have a chance to 

meet some of the weightlifting heroes he read about in the magazine if he could make it 

to Dover and attend York Barbell’s annual Strength & Health picnic. The picnics, which 

began in 1940 and ended in in the early 1970s, were sponsored and organized by Robert 

(Bob) Hoffman, owner of the York Barbell Company and the publisher of Strength & 

Health.2  

 Thomas was thrilled when he was dropped off at the thirty-two acre park on that 

hot and muggy summer day. Although attendance was relatively low in 1945 – no doubt 

due to gasoline rationing and the fact that many men were still in the military – to 

                                                
1 This distance was calculated based on using the Interstate Highway System. Thomas’s trip may have been 
longer since this system was not in place yet. The bill for it was signed in 1956. See, Richard F. Weingroff, 
“Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956: Creating the Interstate System,” Public Roads, Summer 1996, 
http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/publications/publicroads/96summer/p96su10.cfm. 
2 The announcements and mentions of the picnics in Strength & Health wane in the 1950s and disappear in 
the late 1960s, but according to Jan Dellinger, a contributing editor in the 1970s, they stopped between 
1970 and 1972. Jan Dellinger, “York Picnics, S&H Mission, Etc,” February 23, 2014. 
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Thomas it seemed like paradise. The park was shaded by enormous oak trees with 

picnickers scattered on tables under them; to pass the time Iron Gamers and their families 

could ride the park’s magnificent carousel with beautifully carved horses and music from 

a calliope, watch lifting exhibitions, and/or visit the fortune teller’s tent. The main 

entertainment, however, was viewing the lifting “greats” close-up.3 Tony Terlazzo was 

there that day as were Jules Bacon, Steve Stanko, and John Terpak.  At the time, Terlazzo 

had won bronze and gold in weightlifting in the 1932 and 1936 Olympics, respectively; 

Bacon had won the 1943 Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) Mr. America; Steve Stanko was 

the 1944 AAU Mr. America; and John Terpak was a multiple world and national 

champion weightlifter.4 

Thomas watched a variety of contests held at the picnic. Among them was a 

contest to see who could perform the most dips, a broad jump contest, and a chin-up 

contest.5 He also watched individuals perform exhibitions of various lifts, including Alda 

Ketterman, Hoffman’s girlfriend, who clean and jerked 150 pounds and then performed 

twelve consecutive one-arm swings with a seventy-five pound dumbbell.6  

                                                
3 “Dover, PA Weather History File for June 30th, 1945,” Farmers’ Almanac, accessed February 24, 2014, 
http://www.farmersalmanac.com/weather-history/search-results/; Al Thomas, “Remembered Pleasures of 
Another World and Time: The Great Strength & Health Picnics,” Iron Game History, The Journal of 
Physical Culture 1, no. 4 & 5 (March 1991): 16; Interview with Terry Todd, February 21, 2014. 
4 John D. Fair, Muscletown USA: Bob Hoffman and the Manly Culture of York Barbell (Penn State 
University Press, 1995), 54, 94, 99; Joe Roark, “The Roark Report - John Terpak: 1912-1993,” Iron Game 
History, The Journal of Physical Culture 3, no. 1 (September 1993); John Fair, “John Terpak’s 80th 
Birthday: A York Reunion,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 2, no. 4 (November 
1992): 16; Roark, “The Roark Report - John Terpak: 1912-1993,” 24–25. 
5 Dips are performed first by placing one hand on each of two parallel bars so that the elbows are locked 
and the body is more or less vertical. Then the exerciser bends the elbows until they reach a ninety-degree 
angle. Without pausing, the individual then extends the elbows until they are again locked. A broad jump 
contest determines who can jump the longest distance from a standing start.  
6 In this lift, she held the dumbbell with a straight arm. Then she allowed the bell to travel in between her 
legs while bending at the knees and waist. As soon as it reached this point, she would return to a standing 
position by extending her knees and hips forcefully. The momentum created by this would cause the still 
grasped dumbbell to travel in an arc until her arm was straight over the top of her head.  
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Thomas’s most impressive sight that day, however, involved John Grimek. 

Grimek, whose domination of the 1940 and 1941 Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) Mr. 

America contests resulted in a rule prohibiting a contestant from winning the title more 

than once, is commonly referred to as the greatest bodybuilder of all time by many in the 

Iron Game.7 After finally conceding to coaxes by some of the picnickers, “Grimek 

stripped off his shirt, struck a few poses, and then rolled-in to his incomparable muscle 

control act.”8 As he wrote in his memoir, Thomas never again saw one that compared.  

Although Ketterman invited attendees to her house for a large post-picnic buffet, 

night approached, and Thomas knew he had a long trip home. “So [he] hoisted his thumb, 

and was soon on the highway back to reality…The most wonderful day [of his life],” he 

later wrote, “had come to a close, though the joys and memories of his new life in the 

game were just starting.”9 Forty-six years later, during which Thomas would make 

countless contributions of his own to the Iron Game, he could still remember walking 

back home at two in the morning, looking across the Susquehanna River at the outline of 

mountains against the moonlit purple sky, and thanking the stars for the opportunity to go 

to his first of what would be many Strength & Health picnics. 

The Strength & Health picnic Thomas attended was one of the many ways that 

Bob Hoffman grew and strengthened the Strength & Health magazine and York Barbell 

brand community. Based on the idea of marketing subcultures, brand community is a 

relatively new concept developed by marketing scholars Albert M. Muñiz and Thomas C. 

                                                
7 Bill Pearl et al., Legends of the Iron Game: Reflections on the History of Strength Training, vol. 1 
(Phoenix, Oregon: Bill Pearl Enterprises, 2010), 280; Dick Tyler and Dave Draper, West Coast 
Bodybuilding Scene: The Golden Era (On Target Publications, 2004), 61, 74; John Fair, “The Weightlifting 
Exploits of John C. Grimek,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 5 & 6, no. 6 & 1 (April 
1999): 64; Jim Murray, “John Carrol Grimek: The Nonpareil,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical 
Culture 3, no. 3 (April 1994): 10–13. 
8 Thomas, “Remembered Pleasures of Another World and Time: The Great Strength & Health Picnics,” 16. 
9 Ibid., 16, 17. 
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O’Guinn in 2001. They define it as “a specialized, non-geographically bound community, 

based on a structured set of social relationships among admirers of a brand. It is 

specialized because at its center is a branded good or service.”10 Similar to conventional 

notions of “community,” brand community is marked by what Muñiz and O’Guinn call a 

shared consciousness or set of beliefs, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral 

responsibility.  

The effects of brand community on the company or brand with which it is 

associated can be significant. Scholars have found that higher levels of consumer 

identification, consumer involvement, and consumer loyalty are associated with products 

supported by brand communities. Moreover, companies that actively manage their brand 

communities experience increased market share, increased sales, and increased consumer 

commitment.11 In the case of Thomas, for instance, he remained active in the Iron Game 

for the rest of his life and continued to subscribe to Strength & Health until it ended in 

1986.12  

Today, community plays a significant role in the fitness industry, as demonstrated 

by CrossFit. Started by Greg Glassman and Lauren Jenai in 2000, CrossFit is promoted as 

                                                
10 Albert M. Muñiz Jr. and Thomas C. O’Guinn, “Brand Community,” Journal of Consumer Research 27, 
no. 4 (March 1, 2001): 412. 
11 Roland T. Rust, Katherine N. Lemon, and Valarie A. Zeithaml, “Return on Marketing: Using Customer 
Equity to Focus Marketing Strategy,” Journal of Marketing 68, no. 1 (January 1, 2004): 109–127; Steve 
Hoeffler and Kevin Lane Keller, “The Marketing Advantages of Strong Brands,” Journal of Brand 
Management 10, no. 6 (August 2003): 421–445; James H. McAlexander, John W. Schouten, and Harold F. 
Koenig, “Building Brand Community,” Journal of Marketing 66, no. 1 (January 1, 2002): 38–54; Muñiz Jr. 
and O’Guinn, “Brand Community,” 412–432. 
12 Thomas eventually earned his doctorate in English literature and became a professor. Among Iron 
Gamers he became most known for his series of articles in the 1970s in Iron Man magazine that 
encouraged females to train with weights by addressing sociocultural issues they faced regarding strength 
and femininity. Todd, “Why I Loved Al Thomas”; Todd, “Honoring Al Thomas”; The last issue of Strength 
& Health was published in May 1986. See, Jan Todd, Joe Roark, and Terry Todd, “A Briefly Annotated 
Bibliography of English Language Serial Publications in the Field of Physical Culture,” Iron Game 
History, The Journal of Physical Culture 1, no. 4 & 5 (March 1991): 30.  
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an exercise philosophy and a competitive fitness sport.13 As a business entity, CrossFit 

licenses its name internationally to individuals wanting to start a CrossFit gym, or “box,” 

and the opening of the 10,000th CrossFit Gym in June 2014 is a testament to the apparent 

success of the organization.  

The perception of community is often cited as a significant contributor to 

CrossFit’s success.14 As much as CrossFitters tout the communal feeling, however, it is 

not an isolated occurrence. This collective notion, or simply, the concept of brand 

community, has garnered much scholarly attention since its academic inception. Scholars 

have written considerably about brand communities under the umbrellas of companies 

such as LEGO, Hummer, Coca-Cola, Jeep, and Harley-Davidson, among others.15 Citing 

this relatively recent rise in consumer culture theory research,” marketing scholars Hope 

Jensen Schau, Albert M. Muñiz Jr., and Eric J. Arnould described the phenomenon as 

                                                
13 The exercise program revolves around high intensity training that integrates various physical culture 
disciplines such as gymnastics, weightlifting, powerlifting, and strongman. See, Patrick Sternkopf, “Origins 
of CrossFit,” The Box, accessed August 29, 2014, http://www.theboxmag.com/crossfit-box-101/origins-of-
crossfit/; Bloomberg Businessweek, “Company Overview of CrossFit Inc,” accessed August 28, 2014, 
http://investing.businessweek.com/research/stocks/private/snapshot.asp?privcapId=108717962; J. C. Herz, 
Learning to Breathe Fire: The Rise of CrossFit and the Primal Future of Fitness (New York City, New 
York: Crown Archetype, 2014). 
14 J.C. Herz refers to CrossFit as a “good cult” in her work. See, Herz, Learning to Breathe Fire, 239–238; 
Gary Roberts, “CrossFit Leicester: Building Community,” CrossFit Journal, June 26, 2014, 
http://journal.crossfit.com/search.php?IncludeBlogs=1&limit=20&search=build+community&x=0&y=0; 
Allison Wenglin Belger, The Power of Community: CrossFit and the Force of Human Connection (Las 
Vegas, Nevada: Victory Belt Publishing, 2012); Larry Pastor, “CrossFit Community: Why Working Out In 
A Group Matters,” Tabata Times, December 19, 2012, http://www.tabatatimes.com/crossfit-community-
why-working-out-in-a-group-matters/; Antony Graf, Elisha Voren, and Chris Holt, “Creating a Community 
at CrossFit Threshold,” CrossFit Journal, December 13, 2010, 
http://journal.crossfit.com/2010/12/cfthreshhold.tpl. 
15 “Brand Community - Creating Differentiation Through Consumption,” Martin Roll, April 2014, 
http://www.martinroll.com/resources/articles/branding/brand-community-creating-differentiation-
consumption/; Maria Sicilia and Mariola Palazón, “Brand Communities on the Internet: A Case Study of 
Coca-Cola’s Spanish Virtual Community,” Corporate Communications: An International Journal 13, no. 3 
(2008): 255–70; Yun Mi Antorini, “Brand Community Innovation: An Intrinsic Case Study of the Adult 
Fans of LEGO Community” (Copenhagen Business School, 2007); S. Fournier, K. Sele, and M. Schögel, 
“The Paradox of Brand Community Management,” Thexis 22, no. 3 (2005): 16–20; McAlexander, 
Schouten, and Koenig, “Building Brand Community,” 38–54. 
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“coproductive activities in consumer collectives organized around market-mediated 

cultural products.” They also averred that “a revolution in both marketing thought and 

practice is at hand.”16  

This dissertation demonstrates that the brand community revolution did not start 

as recently as Schau, Muñiz Jr., and Arnould asserted. Bob Hoffman would never have 

used the term “brand community” to describe the marketing techniques he used for York 

Barbell and Strength & Health. As we shall see, however, Hoffman and his staff 

definitely created brand community through their business practices beginning in the 

early 1930s, long before it was a subject of scholarly examination.  

Thus, in this project I tell the story of the brand community fostered by Hoffman 

and his staff at York Barbell and Strength & Health through the pages of the magazine. I 

follow how Hoffman created and presented the Strength & Health and York Barbell 

brand through the content of Strength & Health, and how the readers, who made up much 

of the community, responded to it.17 To be clear, this presented brand was often at odds 

with the character of individuals who worked at York, especially Bob Hoffman. But we 

will see that much of the brand community was either unaware of, or not concerned with, 

these conflicts.  

                                                
16 Hope Jensen Schau, Albert M Muñiz, and Eric J Arnould, “How Brand Community Practices Create 
Value,” Journal of Marketing 73, no. 5 (September 2009): 30. 
17 To clarify, throughout this project I usually refer to the brand and the brand community as belonging to 
Strength & Health. While not denying the symbolic capital of the York Brand, I do this because I found 
most evidence of the brand community in the pages of the magazine. Strength & Health provided the 
content that created and then molded the brand image. I also do this because Strength & Health was the 
organ for Hoffman’s York Barbell Company. Hoffman viewed his enterprises in concert, often sacrificing 
losses on the magazine in order to use it as a marketing tool for his York exercise products. In this way, 
Strength & Health and York Barbell were actually one in the same brand. To be sure, Strength & Health 
staff and readers would sometimes refer to their ideas as the “York way” or to themselves as “York men.” 
See, John D. Fair, “Bob Hoffman, the York Barbell Company, and the Golden Age of American 
Weightlifting, 1945-1960,” Journal of Sport History 14, no. 2 (Summer 1987): 172; Bob Hoffman, “Letters 
From Readers,” Strength & Health, January 1938, 7; Bob Hoffman, “Letters From Readers,” Strength & 
Health, September 1937, 7. 
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Additionally, I discuss changes in the magazine – often due to sociocultural 

factors – as a reflection of the brand, and the effects of these changes on the brand 

community. As a whole, this project uses the Strength & Health brand community as a 

case study to demonstrate that that, although members of the brand community generally 

think of themselves as distinct in some way from society, the community remains tied to, 

and influenced by, the society in which it is embedded.  

For those who helped manage the community, an awareness and integration of 

these currents was essential for success. As this project demonstrates, the Strength & 

Health staff molded the magazine’s image based on broad shifts in the American social 

fabric from the magazine’s inception until the staff, or brand managers, instituted a major 

change by debuting a sister publication, Muscular Development, in 1964. I will show how 

the brand community remained intact as long as the characteristic that made it distinct – 

in this case a passion for the Iron Game for its own sake – remained at the core of the 

brand identity. Although other changes in the brand image could be integrated into the 

identity of the brand community, altering the fundamental, distinctive characteristic of 

the community was not sustainable.  

Through this monograph I also argue that Hoffman’s construction and 

management of the Strength & Health and York Barbell brand community played a 

major role both in the success and in the demise of his fitness enterprises. I begin by 

situating Hoffman and his businesses socioculturally in chapter one. In the next chapter I 

identify the narratives that the Strength & Health staff used to craft the brand image of 

the magazine and York Barbell. Although they evolve somewhat over the years, they do 

not deviate much from their original roots, and they remain evident throughout the time 

period covered in this project. I analyze the ways in which Hoffman and his staff linked 

Strength & Health readers and York Barbell users, thus cultivating the brand community, 
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in chapters three and four. Hoffman’s initial cultivation of a community of likeminded 

individuals, beginning with the first issue of Strength & Health magazine in 1932 and 

lasting until the start of World War II, was critical to the success of his businesses based 

on a practice – resistance training – viewed by most Americans at the time as dangerous 

and odd.  

Changes brought about by World War II helped grow the brand community, 

which is the subject of chapter five. Aided by a national consciousness focused on 

physical preparedness as well as by soldiers making new social connections with their 

countrymen when they were shipped to military bases, many individuals were newly 

exposed to weight training and the Strength & Health lifestyle, which they assimilated. 

Chapter six and seven examine the years following the war. The new influx of brand 

community members as a result of World War II helped boost profits during this time. 

The nutritional products Hoffman introduced in the early 1950s played a significant role 

as well. Hoffman and his staff’s derision of Joe Weider and his bodybuilding practices 

during this time, however, ostracized many incoming Iron Gamers. By navigating the 

brand in this manner, Hoffman strengthened the Strength & Health community in the 

short term, but limited the influx of new members in the 1950s since many of incoming 

generation of lifters generally did not identify with the Strength & Health image. 

Although Hoffman and his staff attempted to rectify this situation by publishing a new 

magazine targeted at bodybuilding in 1964, Muscular Development’s release marked the 

beginning of the end of Hoffman’s empire, as Weider’s grip on the market only grew 

stronger.   
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BOB HOFFMAN AND PHYSICAL CULTURE LITERATURE 

Bob Hoffman, considered as one of the great physical culture figures by many 

involved in the Iron Game, began publishing Strength & Health magazine in 1932. The 

magazine came three years after founding the York Barbell Company in 1929, funded 

mainly from the firm financial base Hoffman accrued by selling oil-burners during the 

Great Depression.18 Through these two entities as well as his own patronage, Hoffman 

contributed greatly to the rise of weightlifting and physical culture as a whole during the 

early 1900s, and maintained a presence in the Iron Game until his health began to decline 

in the late 1970s.19 Even his most bitter rivals, Joe and Ben Weider, attested to the major 

role Hoffman and his company played in increasing the popularity of physical culture in 

their joint autobiography, Brothers of Iron: Building the Weider Empire.20 In a chapter 

apparently authored by Joe Weider, he wrote, “Bob Hoffman was a towering figure and 

one of the heroes of my youth. Some call him the Father of American Weightlifting.” He 

added that Hoffman “pushed Olympic lifting as faithfully and fanatically as I would 

champion bodybuilding.”21  

Hoffman encouraged strength via exercising and training with weights, which he 

emphasized through the sport of weightlifting. He also sought to showcase America’s 

                                                
18 Booker C. O’Brien and John D. Fair, “‘As the Twig Is Bent’ Bob Hoffman and Youth Training in the 
Pre-Steroid Era,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 12, no. 1 (August 2012): 28–51; 
Daniel T. Hall and John D. Fair, “The Pioneers of Protein,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical 
Culture 8, no. 3 (June 2004): 23–34; John D. Fair, “The Iron Game and Capitalist Culture: A Century of 
American Weightlifting in the Olympics, 1896–1996,” The International Journal of the History of Sport 
15, no. 3 (1998): 18–35; Mark Dyreson, “Marketing National Identity: The Olympic Games of 1932 and 
American Culture,” Olympika: The International Journal of Olympic Studies 4 (1995): 23–48; Fair, 
Muscletown USA, 21–36; Todd, Roark, and Todd, “A Briefly Annotated Bibliography of English Language 
Serial Publications in the Field of Physical Culture,” 30; Fair, “Bob Hoffman, the York Barbell Company, 
and the Golden Age of American Weightlifting, 1945-1960,” 164–188. 
19 Fair, “Bob Hoffman, the York Barbell Company, and the Golden Age of American Weightlifting, 1945-
1960,” 167; Fair, Muscletown USA. 
20 Joe Weider, Ben Weider, and Michael Steere, Brothers of Iron: Building the Weider Empire 
(Champaign, IL: Sports Pub., 2006), 39. 
21 Ibid. 
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strength as a nation in the form of Olympic and world championships. As such, he 

coached multiple U.S. weightlifting Olympic teams and tirelessly promoted the sport. He 

also helped many lifters through his patronage, which subsequently helped the United 

States reach unmatched levels of international prestige starting in the late 1930s and 

lasting until approximately 1960.22 The organ for these various campaigns was Strength 

& Health magazine. Through the periodical, as Fair wrote, he attempted to “advance 

weightlifting and promote his ideals for a strong and health America.”23  

Hoffman remarked on several occasions that making money by selling exercise 

equipment and magazines was not his only goal. As he explained in his December 1946 

editorial in Strength & Health magazine, “…we thoroughly believe in what we teach, 

what we write. We are products of our own system, what is good enough for you is good 

enough for us. We did not go in this business to make money, although it is necessary to 

make some coin of the realm to carry on our work…”24  

Hoffman published more than ten books in pursuit of his cause as well, including 

How to be Strong, Healthy, and Happy; I Remember the Last War; The Big Chest Book; 

Weightlifting; Secrets of Strength and Development; and Functional Isometric 

Contraction System.25 Furthermore, he insisted that being fit as well as the pursuit of 

functional muscle – versus muscle that was aesthetically pleasing but not strong – were 

                                                
22 Fair, “Bob Hoffman, the York Barbell Company, and the Golden Age of American Weightlifting, 1945-
1960,” 164–188; Fair, Muscletown USA, 53. 
23 Fair, Muscletown USA, 3. 
24 Bob Hoffman, “Editorial: We Start Our 15th Year,” Strength & Health, December 1946, 4. 
25 Bob Hoffman, Functional Isometric Contraction System (York, Pennsylvania: Strength & Health 
Publishing Company, 1961); Bob Hoffman, The Big Chest Book (York, Pennsylvania: Strength & Health 
Publishing Company, 1941); Bob Hoffman, Bob Hoffman’s Daily Dozen (York, Pennsylvania: Strength & 
Health Publishing Company, 1940); Bob Hoffman, Secrets of Strength and Development (York, 
Pennsylvania: Strength & Health Publishing Company, 1940); Bob Hoffman, Weightlifting (York, 
Pennsylvania: Strength & Health Publishing Company, 1939); Bob Hoffman, How to Be Strong, Healthy, 
and Happy (York, Pennsylvania: Strength and Health, 1938). 
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patriotic duties.26 “…the mass of people in the United States are not keeping up with the 

rest of the world physically,” Hoffman wrote in his first editorial in Strength & Health. 

“We need to strive for physical excellence. We must keep our country physically equal to 

or superior to all other countries.” 27 As he explained in the editorial, these thoughts were 

spurred during his time with the United States weightlifting team at the 1932 summer 

Olympic Games in Los Angeles, where he served as an assistant trainer.28 Despite ten 

competitors representing America, only two – Anthony Terlazzo and Henry Duey – 

medaled at the Games; both by earning bronze.29  

Despite ostensibly serving to heighten the national consciousness of physical 

culture, especially regarding weightlifting, in America, Hoffman initially created Strength 

& Health to help him wrestle control of organized weightlifting in the United States. 

Starting in the early 1930s, Hoffman sponsored lifters in return for their membership on 

the York Oil Burner Athletic Club, and his team soon became the strongest in the nation. 

After being denied any significant role at the 1932 Olympic Games, however, and later 

being rebuffed in his request to be appointed to the national weightlifting committee, 

Hoffman started the magazine.30 Thus, although the United States weightlifting team’s 

third place finish at the Olympics was a respectable showing, by characterizing it as a 

loss, Hoffman used the occasion to help disguise his self-serving reason for starting the 

                                                
26 Fair, Muscletown USA, 71. 
27 Bob Hoffman, “Editorial,” Strength & Health, December 1932, 1. 
28 John D. Fair, Mr. America: The Tragic History of a Bodybuilding Icon (Austin, Texas: University of 
Texas Press, 2015), 54. 
29 Xth Olympiade Committee, “Xth Olympiad - Los Angeles 1932 - Official Report” (Los Angeles, 
California, 1933), 480–486, library.la84.org/6oic/OfficialReports/1932/1932spart3.pdf. 
30 Ibid. 
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magazine, or as Fair called it, a “propaganda organ to consolidate [Hoffman’s] claim to 

weightlifting hegemony.”31  

Despite the self-centered beginnings of the magazine, Hoffman’s efforts also 

contributed to debunking the myths that training with weights was unhealthy, and that 

training with weights led to athletes becoming “musclebound.”32 He continued both 

preaching his Iron Game gospel and promoting weightlifting until his health began to 

deteriorate in the late 1970s. He died on July 18, 1985.33 For all these reasons, many 

referred to Hoffman as the “Father of American Weightlifting.”34   

Hoffman has attracted a fair amount of scholarly attention over the years. 

Muscletown USA: Bob Hoffman and the Manly Culture of York Barbell, is regarded as 

the seminal work on Hoffman, and in it, author John Fair provides both a well-researched 

profile on who he calls the Father of American Weightlifting, and a broader discussion of 

Hoffman’s business strategies and publications.35 The York Barbell Company and 
                                                
31 John Fair, “From Philadelphia to York: George Jowett, Mark Berry, Bob Hoffman, and the Rebirth of 
American Weightlifting, 1927-1936,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 4, no. 3 (April 
1996): 12. 
32 Hoffman and his lifters’ encounter with Dr. Peter Karpovich at Springfield College in 1940 played a 
major part in shift in beliefs as well. See, Jan Todd and Terry Todd, “The Conversion of Dr. Peter 
Karpovich,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 8, no. 4 (March 2005): 4–12; For other 
discussions of Hoffman's contribution to debuking the musclebinding myth see, Dellinger, “York Picnics, 
S&H Mission, Etc”; Pearl et al., Legends of the Iron Game: Reflections on the History of Strength Training, 
1:227–228; Nicholas D. Bourne, “Fast Science: A History of Training Theory and Methods for Elite 
Runners through 1975” (The University of Texas, 2008), 317; Terry Todd, “Remembering Bob Hoffman,” 
Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 3, no. 1 (September 1993): 18–23. 
33 Fair, Muscletown USA, 365–372. 
34 Hoffman claimed this name for himself initially. In her dissertation, Kim Beckwith asserts that Alan 
Calvert, creator of the Milo Bar-Bell Company and Strength magazine, is the true “Father of American 
Weightlifting.” See, Kimberly Ayn Beckwith, “Building Strength: Alan Calvert, the Milo Bar-Bell 
Company, and the Modernization of American Weight Training” (Ph.D., The University of Texas at 
Austin, 2006), 13; Hoffman's recognition, albeit self-claimed, comes in many forms. See, Muscle Old 
School, “Bob Hoffman: Father of Weightlifting,” 2015, http://muscleoldschool.com/bob-hoffman-father-
of-weightlifting/; Weider, Weider, and Steere, Brothers of Iron: Building the Weider Empire, 39; Carl 
Miller, The Miller Fitness Plan (Santa Fe, New Mexico: Sunstone Press, 2005), 15; Fair, “Bob Hoffman, 
the York Barbell Company, and the Golden Age of American Weightlifting, 1945-1960,” 188. 
35 The work pulls from a number of sources including York business records, and served as a guiding 
reference to this dissertation. Fair, Muscletown USA. 
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Strength & Health magazine are also discussed in several memoirs of Hoffman and in 

other scholarly works. Fair has contributed the deepest examination of Hoffman’s empire 

through 1) his article with Daniel T. Hall on the roots of the protein supplement industry 

and 2) his important series of articles detailing the history of American weightlifting 

during the twentieth century in which race, class, gender and other sociocultural aspects 

of physical culture are explored.”36  

Regarding the concept of community, Fair’s article “Physical Culture Frolics in 

the Old Dominion: Bill Colonna's Picnics, 1953-1961,” examined the impact of 

Colonna’s picnics held near Chesapeake, Virginia, —and modeled on those of Hoffman, 

had on camaraderie among physical culturists. Colonna’s strengthfests also involved 

competitions open to all individuals, food, drink, and lifting and posing demonstrations 

by Iron Game standouts.37 Booker C. O’Brien and Fair analyzed another aspect of 

                                                
36 Pearl et al., Legends of the Iron Game: Reflections on the History of Strength Training; Beckwith, 
“Building Strength”; Kim Beckwith and Jan Todd, “‘Strength’: American’s First Muscle Magazine: 1914-
1935,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 9, no. 1 (August 2005): 11–28; John D. Fair, 
“Mr. American: Idealism or Racism: Color Consciousness and the AAU Mr. America Contest, 1939-1982,” 
Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 8, no. 1 (July 2003): 9–30; F. Valentine Hooven, III 
and Angelika Taschen, Beefcake: The Muscle Magazines of America, 1950-1970 (Köln; London: Taschen, 
2002); John Fair, “New Light on Bob Hoffman’s Georgia Roots,” Iron Game History, The Journal of 
Physical Culture 7, no. 2 & 3 (July 2002): 22–25; Alan Radley, The Illustrated History of Physical Culture 
- The Muscular Ideal (United Kingdom: Alan Radley, 2001); John D. Fair, “Commemorating Bob 
Hoffman,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 6, no. 3 (June 2000): 24–25; John D. Fair, 
“Fitness Innovation or Sexual Exploitation? Bob Hoffman and the Women Weightlifters of Muscletown 
USA,” Sport History Review 30, no. 1 (May 1999): 39–55; Andy Kosar and Jan Todd, “Physical Fitness 
Magazine: Why Did It Fail?,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 5, no. 3 (December 
1998): 8–11; Fair, “The Iron Game and Capitalist Culture,” 18–35; Fair, “From Philadelphia to York: 
George Jowett, Mark Berry, Bob Hoffman, and the Rebirth of American Weightlifting, 1927-1936,” 3–17; 
Jim Murray, “More Memories of Bob Hoffman,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 3, 
no. 2 (January 1994): 5–7; Joe Roark, “A History of the Mr. Universe and Mr. World Competitions Before 
1950, Part One: Mr. Universe 1947,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 3, no. 4 (August 
1994): 20–21; Joe Roark, “A History of the Mr. Universe Contest, Part Two: 1948 - London, England,” 
Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 3, no. 5 (December 1994): 26; Todd, “Remembering 
Bob Hoffman”; Fair, “Bob Hoffman, the York Barbell Company, and the Golden Age of American 
Weightlifting, 1945-1960,” 164–188. 
37 John D. Fair and Jeffery C. Wells, “Physical Culture Frolics in the Old Dominion: Bill Colonna’s 
Picnics, 1953-1961,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 9, no. 4 (May 2007): 7–20. 
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Hoffman’s strategy pertinent to brand community in their 2012 article, “‘As the Twig is 

Bent’ Bob Hoffman and Youth Training in the Pre-Steroid Era.”38 The piece examined 

the features of Strength & Health magazine such as the Strength & Health League, Boys 

Club and Especially for S & H Boys, which were generally aimed at promoting fitness 

and weight training among youth. Although the article is historical in its aim, it reveals 

much about features of the magazine that promoted community among its readers.  
 

THE WEIDERS AND PERTINENT LITERATURE 

If Hoffman is the protagonist in the story of the Strength & Health brand 

community, Joe Weider should be considered the foil. He and his brother, Ben, began 

slowly whittling away Hoffman’s influence on physical culture starting with their 

magazine Your Physique, published in 1940. They eventually established the 

International Federation of Body Builders (IFBB) in 1947, and, with the help of Arnold 

Schwarzenegger’s cultural capital in the 1970s, they eventually wrestled control of the 

muscle magazine market from Hoffman. Subsequently, their name has become one of the 

more recognizable in fitness.39  

Relatively little scholarly literature is available regarding the Weiders compared 

to their substantial impact on physical culture. The most comprehensive book on the 

Weiders is likely their joint autobiography, Brothers of Iron: Building the Weider 

Empire, written with the help of Mike Steere.40 Like many stories in the Iron Game, the 

book is peppered with aggrandizement. Nevertheless, the work is rich in information, as 

it provides the Weider’s perspective on their aforementioned battle with Bob Hoffman, 

                                                
38 O’Brien and Fair, “‘As the Twig Is Bent’ Bob Hoffman and Youth Training in the Pre-Steroid Era.” 
39 Weider, Weider, and Steere, Brothers of Iron: Building the Weider Empire, 99; Fair, Muscletown USA. 
40 Weider, Weider, and Steere, Brothers of Iron: Building the Weider Empire. 
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on Ben Weiders’s efforts to establish the IFBB internationally, and on the expansion of 

the Weider empire through different product extensions.  

Other academic literature related directly to the Weiders includes an article by 

Jason Shurley and Jan Todd in which they argued that Weider’s magazines, specifically 

All American Athlete, played a role in popularizing strength training for sport through its 

discussion of modern sport training principles, and through its spotlight on standout 

athletes who trained with weights.41 Shurley furthered this examination in his 

dissertation, “Strength for Sport: The Development of the Professional Strength and 

Conditioning Coach,” which he defended in 2013.42 Tolga Ozyurtcu’s examination of 

Weider came in the form of his dissertation as well.43 In his third chapter, “Go West, 

Young Men: The California Dream and Joe Weider’s Muscle Beach Myth,” Ozyurtcu 

asserted that Weider used a symbolic, mythic form of Muscle Beach as part of his 

marketing strategy. Hall and Fair’s piece also discussed Weider, albeit indirectly. They 

examined the beginnings of the supplement industry, of which Weider played a role.44 

Finally, in his attempt to provide the context from which the sport of bodybuilding arose, 

Randy Roach discusses Weider sporadically in his works, Muscle, Smoke and Mirrors: 

Volume I & Volume II.45  

                                                
41 Jason Shurley and Jan Todd, “Joe Weider, All American Athlete, and the Promotion of Strength 
Training for Sport: 1940-1969,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 12, no. 1 (August 
2012): 4–27. 
42 Jason Paul Shurley, “Strength for Sport: The Development of the Professional Strength and Conditioning 
Coach” (The University of Texas at Austin, 2013). 
43 Tolga Ozyurtcu, “Flex Marks the Spot: Histories of Muscle Beach” (The University of Texas at Austin, 
2014). 
44 Hall and Fair, “The Pioneers of Protein.” 
45 Randy Roach, Muscle, Smoke, and Mirrors: Volume 1 (AuthorHouse, 2008); Randy Roach, Muscle, 
Smoke, and Mirrors: Volume 2 (Bloomington, Indiana: AuthorHouse, 2011). 
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Finally, the Weiders garner mentions in other literature involving bodybuilding, 

sociocultural discussions of the body, and physical culture, and in memoirs.46 Examples 

include sociologist Alan Klein’s 1985 dissertation about sport metaphor and history in the 

sport sociology field and Lynne Luciano’s dissertation from 1997 entitled “Looking 

Good: A Social History of Male Body Image in Postwar America, 1950-1990.”47 In 

addition, the Weiders are often discussed in articles about Arnold Schwarzenegger, such 

as in gender studies scholar Ellexis Boyles’s article, “The Intertextual Terminator: The 

Role of Film in Branding ‘Arnold Schwarzenegger.’”48  
 

HISTORICAL EXAMINATIONS OF FITNESS AND BUSINESS 

This particular project is not the first to focus on the intersection of commercial 

interests, physical culture, and American culture. For instance, David Chapman published 

the first major biography, and seminal work, on Eugen Sandow in 1994 with Sandow the 

Magnificent: Eugen Sandow and the Beginnings of Modern Bodbyuilding.49 Sandow, a 

Victorian era strongman who became popular by performing in music halls, leveraged his 
                                                
46 Terry Todd, “The Passing of a Titan,” Iron Game History 12, no. 3 (August 2013): 1–2; Ellexis Boyle, 
“Marketing Muscular Masculinity in Arnold: The Education of a Bodybuilder,” Journal of Gender Studies 
19, no. 2 (2010): 153–66; Dominique Padurano, “Making American Men: Charles Atlas and the Business 
of Bodies, 1892-1945” (Ph.D., Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, 2007); Ruud Stokvis, “The 
Emancipation of Bodybuilding,” Sport in Society 9, no. 3 (July 1, 2006): 463–79; Jacqueline Eileen Brady, 
“Minding Muscle: The Technologies of Bodybuilding from the Turn-of-the-Century Machine-Man to the 
New Millennium’s ULTRAGIRL(TM)” (Ph.D., New York University, 2000); Camilla Obel, “Collapsing 
Gender in Competitive Bodybuilding Researching Contradictions and Ambiguity in Sport,” International 
Review for the Sociology of Sport 31, no. 2 (June 1, 1996): 185–202; K.R. Dutton and R.S. Laura, 
“Towards a History of Bodybuilding,” Sporting Traditions 6, no. 1 (November 1989): 25–41; Thomas E. 
Murray, “The Language of Bodybuilding,” American Speech 59, no. 3 (Fall 1984): 195. 
47 Lynne Luciano, “Looking Good: A Social History of Male Body Image in Postwar America, 1950-
1990” (Ph.D., University of Southern California, 1997); Alan M. Klein, “Muscle Manor: The Use of Sport 
Metaphor and History in Sport Sociology,” Journal of Sport & Social Issues 9, no. 1 (March 1, 1985): 4–
19. 
48 Boyle, “Marketing Muscular Masculinity in Arnold.” 
49 David L. Chapman, Sandow the Magnificent: Eugen Sandow and the Beginnings of Bodybuilding, 2nd 
ed. (University of Illinois Press, 2002). 
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popularity into a business empire consisting of a magazine, books, and exercise and 

health products. He was considered the perfect male physical specimen of his time, and 

he is now commonly referred to as “the father of modern bodybuilding.”  

American Studies scholar John F. Kasson also discussed the commercialization of 

Sandow’s built body, and, due in part to the relatively new technology of photographs, 

America’s consideration of it as perfect in his work on the white male body and 

modernism in America. In his 2011 book on a similar subject, David Waller dedicated 

one chapter to discussion of Sandow’s body and his marketing endeavors.50 Finally, I 

published a piece in 2013 titled “Branding Iron: Eugen Sandow’s ‘Modern’ Marketing 

Strategies, 1887-1925,” in which I asserted that Sandow became a branded household 

name through a three pronged marketing strategy.51  

Bernarr Macfadden, along with his magazine Physical Culture, has also been the 

subject of academic literature discussing business and physical culture. Macfadden was a 

flamboyant and controversial individual in the late 1800s and early 1900s. He encouraged 

vegetarianism and walking barefoot, he was reportedly worth more than $30,000,000 just 

before the Great Depression due to his media empire in Macfadden Publications, he 

challenged America’s views of women’s bodies, and he even made it a tradition to 

skydive on his birthday.52  

Robert Ernst provided perhaps the best examination of Macfadden’s life in his 

monograph published in 1991, Weakness is a Crime: The Life of Bernarr Macfadden. 

                                                
50 David Waller, The Perfect Man: The Muscular Life and Times of Eugen Sandow, Victorian Strongman 
(Brighton, UK: Victorian Secrets Limited, 2011). 
51 Dominic G. Morais, “Branding Iron: Eugen Sandow’s ‘Modern’ Marketing Strategies, 1887-1925,” 
Journal of Sport History 40, no. 2 (Summer 2013): 193–214. 
52 Robert Ernst, Weakness Is a Crime: The Life of Bernarr Macfadden (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 1991); Jan Todd, “Bernarr Macfadden: Reformer of Feminine Form,” Iron Game History, The 
Journal of Physical Culture 14, no. 1 (Spring 1987): 61–75; William H. Taft, “Bernarr Macfadden: One of 
a Kind,” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 45, no. 4 (December 1, 1968): 627–33. 
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Ernst tells the story of Mcfadden’s transformation from a sickly child to a strong adult, 

and the resulting physical culture propaganda he pushed through his many magazines as 

well as the generally unusual lifestyle that stemmed from it.53 Andrea Dale Lapin also 

examined Macfadden in her 2013 dissertation. For this project, Lapin adopted a media 

history and sociocultural approach in investigating Physical Culture magazine. She 

argued that the periodical suggested to its readers that fitness was obtainable through diet, 

exercise, and a certain lifestyle, and that success – and subsequently class mobility – 

would naturally follow fitness.54 Additionally, American Studies scholar Shanon 

Fitzpatrick provided the first transnational study of Macfadden Publications, Inc. in her 

dissertation “Pulp Empire: Macfadden Publications, Transnational America, and the 

Global Popular.” Fitzpatrick highlights the role of non-elite print circulations in the 

expansion of the American culture industry in the early twentieth century.55 Last, 

although research on Macfadden’s branding efforts is limited, Lisa Robin Grunberger’s 

piece, “Marketing Health: Selling Bodies, Health and Morals,” which was published in 

2002, provides an interesting analysis of the social, rhetorical, and ideological strategies 

the publisher used to spread the gospel of health.56  

Interestingly, Macfadden helped start the career of Charles Atlas, who created 

perhaps the most popular mail-order exercise program ever – Dynamic Tension. In her 

dissertation published in 2007, Dominique Padurano provided a cultural biography of the 

fitness entrepreneur. Her project discusses the company he started 1929, investigates why 

                                                
53 Ernst, Weakness Is a Crime. 
54 Andrea Dale Lapin, “A Body of Text: ‘Physical Culture’ and the Marketing of Mobility” (Ph.D., 
University of Pittsburgh, 2013). 
55 Shanon Fitzpatrick, “Pulp Empire: Macfadden Publications, Transnational America, and the Global 
Popular” (Ph.D., University of California, Irvine, 2013). 
56 Lisa Robin Grunberger, “Bernarr Macfadden’s ‘Physical Culture:’ Marketing Health by Selling, Bodies, 
Health, and Morals,” in Sex, Religion, Media (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 3–20. 
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Atlas has survived so long in American culture and how he became such a powerful 

force, and provided background for this dissertation.57 

Broader examinations of fitness, health, and sport in the United States also 

informed this project. For instance, although modern physical culture was not discussed, 

sport historian Stephen Hardy, Brian Norman, and Sarah Sceery produced a broad history 

of branding in sports in an effort to spur historians and contemporary marketing scholars 

to “dig wider and deeper” in their efforts to contribute to marketing and sport 

scholarship.58 In addition, Jesper Andreasson and Thomas Johansson wrote “The Fitness 

Revolution: Historical Transformations in the Global Gym and Fitness Culture,” in which 

they proffered three important and decisive phases in the globalization of gym and fitness 

culture.59 Popular author Jonathan Black’s book, Making the American Body: The 

Remarkable Saga of the Men and Women Whose Feats, Feuds, and Passions Shaped 

Fitness History, provides an attempt at a comprehensive examination of fitness 

movement in the United States, but unfortunately falls short.60 Finally, Historian Shelly 

McKenzie analyzed the governmental, scientific, commercial, and cultural forces that 

contributed to the modern popularity of exercise in the United States in her book, 

although she sadly paid little attention to weight training.61  
 

                                                
57 Padurano, “Making American Men.” 
58 Stephen Hardy, Brian Norman, and Sarah Sceery, “Toward a History of Sport Branding,” Journal of 
Historical Research in Marketing 4, no. 4 (November 2, 2012): 482–509. 
59 Jesper Andreasson and Thomas Johansson, “The Fitness Revolution. Historical Transformations in the 
Global Gym and Fitness Culture,” Sport Science Review 23, no. 3/4 (August 2014): 91–111. 
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CONTRIBUTIONS 

This dissertation contributes to the literature on physical culture in a number of 

ways. First, despite the previously mentioned growing fitness and health industry, as well 

as the many individuals historically that have made their living through physical culture, 

little scholarship surveys the business side of this area. Historian Lizabeth Cohen asserted 

that trying to understand the market and consumer relationship is comparable to 

understanding relationships between citizen and state, worker and capitalist, or the 

individual and church. She argues: “If we all are citizens and we all are consumers, how 

we choose to mix the two reveals a great deal about who we are as individual Americans 

as well as about the virtue of the America we live in at any particular moment in time.”62 

In addition, in his book Image Worlds: Corporate Identities at General Electric, 

American Studies scholar David E. Nye asserts that business history must be “more than 

the story of balance sheets, labor relations, successes and defeats in the marketplace, and 

inventions. To survive, a corporation must provide employees and customers with 

interpretations of the world. It must project not merely a good public image but a 

construction of reality that organizes the dispersed facts of experience.”63 Thus, my 

dissertation will not only tell the story of the Strength & Health brand community, but it 

will also contribute to our understanding of the role of physical culture in America by 

focusing on the intersection of business and physical culture.  

This dissertation contributes to physical culture literature as well. First, it helps to 

fill voids regarding the business aspects of Bob Hoffman. In addition, the monograph 

also adds to the little scholarly literature on the Weiders, who have significantly impacted 
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physical culture not only through their entrepreneurial activity, but also through Joe and 

Betty Weider’s philanthropic activity. Through donations of $2 million and numerous 

artifacts to the H.J. Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and Sport, Joe and Betty 

have facilitated the study of physical culture, and thus, have played a role in making this 

dissertation possible.64 

My project also contributes to the theoretical understanding of multiple concepts. 

First, by examining brand community in different time periods and through changing 

American sociocultural currents, this dissertation will advance and refine our 

understanding of the concept through a social constructivist lens. Although Muñiz and 

O’Guinn contended that brand communities “have an interpretive function, with brand 

meaning being socially negotiated, rather than delivered unaltered and in toto from 

context to context, consumer to consumer,” few scholars have given significant attention 

to the sociocultural influences on brand community. Perhaps the most pertinent work in 

this area at this time is an article by marketing scholar Marius K. Luedicke in which he 

argued that “by accepting the design, functions, and advertised meanings of a brand, as 

well as by alluding to the cultural stereotypes of masculinity, athleticism, fame, and 

economic success, brand communities become dependent on their social 

environments.”65 This dissertation will expand upon this claim by showing how the 

Strength & Health brand community interacted with its social environment over time, 

and how the community can grow or shrink based on how the brand is navigated through 

these contexts. The study will also help answer the call by scholars Ari de Wilde and 
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Chad Seifried to utilize more history in the sport management field.66 Last, it will add a 

historical investigation to the literature on the use of sport to build community. According 

to sport management scholar Laurence Chalip, community development through sport is 

one line of research that can help further legitimize the study of sport.67  

Finally, this project follows the lead of communications scholar Rebecca Dean 

Swenson. Her dissertation, “Brand Journalism: A Cultural History of Consumers, 

Citizens, and Community in Ford Times,” examines how the corporate magazine 

“combined narratives about automobile use, travel, nationhood, history, land 

conservation, regionalism, food and family with the Ford brand in order to build a reader 

community that inspired interest and loyalty for most of the twentieth century.”68 My 

dissertation uses aspects of Swenson’s as a model in explaining how Hoffman and the 

staff of Strength & Health, used narratives in the magazine to construct and maintain the 

brand community.   
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FINAL THOUGHTS 

In a testament to his devotion to Strength & Health and York Barbell, Lou 

Esposito wrote a poem to the magazine that was published in March 1949. Although not 

Shakespearian in its majesty, it follows: 
 
Gather round me comrades 
And, listen while I tell,  
A tale of worthy interest 
That is sure to serve you well. 
 
I am sure that all of you. 
Who read this magazine 
Have but one purpose in your mind. 
‘Tis, strength and health supreme. 
 
Perhaps you have accomplished your  
worthy wish.  
A few perhaps have not,  
Takes grit and sweat and energy 
Then, what have you got? 
 
Lo, and behold the miracle.  
A body proud to claim,  
Packed with surging muscle 
On the road to strength and fame 
 
Perhaps a few of you  
Are bewildered and confused 
Of all the famous body builders  
And, the systems they have used. 
 
One claims this and one claims that, 
That, so and so is best. 
But I, dear reader, say to you  
That York leads all the rest. 
 
Just take a look at the record books. 
Who are the champs today? 
Who leads in strength and lasting health? 
I say, York leads the way. 
 



 24 

They have the champs who show the world 
Their power and their might. 
Their magnificent bodies in Grecian form,  
Truly a splendid sight.  
 
There’s Grimek, Stanko, and Bacon.  
Just to name a few,  
Who have devoted the rest of their lives,  
In the hope of showing you. 
 
The way to live a wholesome life. 
One free of ills and pains. 
Of lasting health and vitality 
Where beauty of youth remains. 
 

I say to you one and all, 
Make firm your mind today. 
For the fastest means to strength and health, 
I say, York leads the way! 

In his ode to Hoffman’s company, Esposito related to his brethren by identifying the 

mentality of “grit and sweat and energy” he shared with the Strength & Health fraternity. 

Moreover, by praising mutually admired York standouts and citing a desire for a 

wholesome life, he expressed the same sentiments forwarded by the magazine and the 

majority of those who read it. Esposito punctuated the bonds he felt to this community 

and to Hoffman’s enterprises by declaring, without reservation, York’s supremacy in the 

Iron Game. These verses, and the fact that Esposito created a poem to submit to the 

magazine, demonstrate the identification he felt with the Strength & Health brand and 

other individuals who followed the same lifestyle. The same passion evident in 

Esposito’s stanzas is manifest in hundreds of letters sent from readers to the Strength & 

Health staff for decades. In the following chapters, it will be shown how Hoffman 

cultivated this type of zeal – shared by thousands – for his enterprises, how he and his 

staff sustained that passion, and, ultimately, how it faded.  
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Chapter 1: Bob Hoffman and Physical Culture in the Early Twentieth 
Century 

On the first page of the first chapter of his book, How to Be Strong, Healthy, and 

Happy, Bob Hoffman wrote, “Most of the books which have been written on health and 

exercise have been compiled by men who, at some stage of their lives, were sick and 

weak…I am not in that category. I haven’t been sick since I was a child, and I was not a 

weakling who suddenly found great strength, or a prematurely aged man who found the 

fountain of youth.”69 This was a bold statement. As the chapter progresses, however, it 

becomes clear that this type of confidence – to the point of being brazen – was Hoffman’s 

nature. “I must have been born with a desire to be strong and healthy,” he continued, “for 

my earliest recollections, when I was three and four years of age, found me seeking ways 

to be strong, and admiring strength and athletic ability in others and desiring to be like 

them.”70  

In the same chapter he told readers that he recently applied for a large insurance 

policy. “I passed the test so successfully,” Hoffman penned, “that the examining 

physician said, ‘You are the finest physical specimen I have ever examined. Your heart 

pressure is right on the dot. I don’t see how a man as big as you and as active as you 

could have such heart action.’” Even when considering Hoffman’s penchant for 

exaggeration, at a height of at approximately 6’ 3” and a weight of around 240 pounds, 

one can understand this type of reaction.71 The author added, “Every other part was in 
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perfect condition. I doubt if there has been a human machine used much harder in work 

and athletics than mine.”72   

Hoffman was far from shy, and freely discussed his thoughts and opinions, which 

he usually held strongly. As such, in the remaining chapters of the book Hoffman 

provided his views on diet, exercise courses, sleep, mental powers, the link between 

resistance training and both happiness and success, fresh air, and myths regarding weight 

training. John Fair called the work Hoffman’s “foremost statement on health, fitness, and 

well-being,” and according to Hoffman, he prepared the book in ten days.73 Despite the 

doubtful claim, the 494-page monograph is certainly an impressive feat in itself, and 

demonstrated the passion he felt regarding health and strength. To better understand 

Hoffman, his passion, his motivations for starting his businesses, and his role as director 

of the Strength & Health brand, however, it’s important to place him and his magazine 

both historically and culturally.  

 

HOFFMAN AND STRENGTH & HEALTH’S BEGINNINGS 

Approximately forty-five years before Hoffman wrote his book, records indicate 

that his parents moved to Tifton, Georgia from near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 

December of 1893. Their migration was likely influenced by the agricultural expansion 

occurring in the South during the 1890s, as well as the depression in industrialized cities 

and mill towns brought about by the Great Panic in 1893. Soon after Hoffman’s birth on 

November 9, 1898, however, despite indications of a successful transition to the South, 
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his family returned to their northeastern roots, settling outside of Pittsburgh in 

Wilkinson.74  

There, Hoffman’s interest in athletics emerged late in his teenage years through 

his membership in the Pittsburgh Aquatic Club, probably influenced by his occupation as 

a salesman at Spalding’s Sporting Goods. Along with his brother Jack, Hoffman’s aquatic 

talents earned him numerous accolades.75 What’s more, Hoffman acquired from his 

father an affinity for strength as well as the desire for attention during these formative 

years. The latter characteristic was especially pronounced regarding the opposite sex, as 

his father, and later Hoffman “thrived on the attention and adulation of women,” 

according to Fair.76 This egocentric nature led to a number of exaggerations – and 

sometimes outright lies – for which Hoffman became known.77 Strength historian Terry 

Todd, for instance, who was quite close to Hoffman, wrote that he had a “tendency to 

raise mythomania to an art form.”78 

Many of Hoffman’s wartime heroics were not exaggerated, however, according to 

Fair. After enlisting in the army once World War I started in 1917, he “fought his way up 

four grades to second lieutenant,” and earned the Order of Leopold as well as the Croix 

de Guerre with palm, which only two other sergeants in the 111th Infantry received.79 The 

war, however, affected Hoffman severely. In his series of articles that he eventually 

released as a book, titled I Remember the Last War, Hoffman wrote that soldiers feel fear 

because they picture themselves as some of the dead men he saw. “They lay there face 
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up, usually in the rain, their eyes open, their faces pale and chalk-like, their gold teeth 

showing. That is in the beginning. After that they are usually too horrible to think 

about…I can remember hundreds and hundreds of dead men. I would know them now if I 

were to meet them in a hereafter.”80 After the war, Hoffman’s brother Jack slept in the 

same bed for two months because Bob had terrible nightmares about the war.81  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Upon returning home from service in 1919, Hoffman worked in a steel-mill, then 

as a door-to-door salesman, and finally as a real-estate agent before joining another of his 
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Figure 1.  Bob Hoffman the soldier. Taken in France in 1919. From Fair, Muscletown 
USA, p. 19. 
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brothers, Chuck, in York, Pennsylvania. They began work in the oil-burner business, but 

soon failed. The knowledge Hoffman gained about patterns, casting, and machine work, 

however, would be indispensible once he began his barbell business. Without a job, 

Hoffman entered into a partnership with Ed Kraber, who designed one of the country’s 

first automatic oil-burners. The skills Hoffman honed as a salesman, coupled with 

Kraber’s design, soon led to a steadily increasing profit during the 1920s.82 

In 1923 Hoffman bought his first barbell set from the Milo Barbell Company in 

order to improve on his aquatic skills. It would be approximately ten years before 

Hoffman’s name became recognizable, however. During this time he attended weight 

lifting meets and played minor roles in running them. Interestingly, he earned the title of 

national champion in 1927, but this was actually by default. He was the only competitor 

in his weight class since most heavyweight lifters at the time were professionals and were 

not allowed to compete in amateur competitions, but this did not stop him from boasting 

about the title in the earlier years of the magazine.83  

Hoffman began manufacturing barbells in 1929. A few years later, after his time 

with the United States weightlifting team in the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles, Hoffman 

started the York Barbell Company. As stated previously, his original mission was to 

increase the popularity of weightlifting in the United States, and, subsequently, the 

nation’s performance on the international stage. By doing so, Hoffman would raise his 

political clout in the Iron Game. While establishing his business, Hoffman also ignored 

the rules regarding amateurism and began recruiting lifters for the York Oil Burner 

Athletic Club with the incentive of working in his oil-burner plant, and later the 
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equipment factory, for ten dollars per week.84 With a strong team that made up most, if 

not all of the American Olympic team, Hoffman had muscled himself into the 

weightlifting scene.   

With the nation’s strongest team under his flag, equipment to sell and a message 

to spread, Hoffman needed a mouthpiece to advertise. So he started Strength & Health 

magazine, publishing the first issue in December 1932. With little experience in the field, 

Hoffman allied with George Jowett, who edited Strength magazine from 1924 to 1927. 

Jowett acted as the publisher of their new magazine while Hoffman edited it. The former 

was a valuable partner as he helped establish the American Continental Weight-Lifters 

Association (ACWLA), the first national weightlifting organization in the United States, 

with Ottley Coulter and David Willoughby, who were both patriarchs of the Iron Game in 

their own rights.85  

However, Hoffman’s partnership with Jowett lasted only two years. Although 

reasons for the split were not explicit, a letter that Fair cited indicates Jowett did not 

agree with Hoffman’s management style and/or business practices. “I quit Hoffman 

because the man is crazy,” Jowett wrote to Ottley Coulter in March 1935. “Hoffman has 

got a big head. He thinks he is the Czar. I told him he was a punk…He copies and cheats 

and steals other people’s ideas which one of these days will land him in serious 
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trouble.”86 It seems that egos may have also played a role. As Fair explains, the magazine 

was somewhat fueled by egos and money, but “there was also a high-minded aspiration 

to promote physical fitness and link it to American cultural values.”87  

During its first two years of publication, Strength & Health magazine measured 

5.5 x 8.5 inches, usually featured a standout lifter exposing his built body on the cover, 

and contained a modest amount of images. It contained instructional articles on training 

body parts, discussions of healthful diet practices, philosophical considerations of 

resistance training, news regarding weightlifting meets and events, and sections in which 

readers could submit their own correspondence.88 The magazine evolved as time passed. 

For instance, Hoffman and his staff increased the size of the periodical to 8 x 10.5 inches 

after the first year of publication.89 This increase allowed for more images, features, and 

columns.  

According to Alton Eliason, who played a prominent role in promoting physique 

contests on the East Coast during the 1940s and 1950s, and correspondence between 

Coulter and Jowett cited in “Physical Fitness Magazine: Why Did it Fail?” by Andy 

Kosar and Jan Todd, one of the key differences between Hoffman’s magazine and other 

muscle magazines at the time was that Strength & Health was the only periodical of its 

nature sold on the newsstands.90 Others, such as Iron Man, could only be obtained 

through subscriptions. This circumstance, as well as Hoffman’s success in the oil-burner 
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business, helped the York Barbell Company and Strength & Health magazine stay afloat 

in their earlier years.91  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

SPORTS AND ATHLETICS IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY  

Hoffman and his staff started Strength & Health magazine at a time when many 

other businesses were closing. The Great Depression, generally recognized as starting on 

October 24, 1929, also known as Black Tuesday, took a toll on a large number of 
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Figure 2.  Front cover of Strength & Health, December 1932. 
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Americans. Until heavy spending for World War II lifted the economy, much of the 

nation struggled. The gross national product of the United States shrunk from $104.4 

billion in 1929 to $74.2 billion in 1933, and at least 20 percent of able-bodied individuals 

looking for work were unemployed by 1933. The Depression affected both rural and 

urban populations as well. Large declines in commodity prices, which were already 

dropping in the 1920s, affected farmers, and bank failures made problems worse for 

workers, businessmen, and farmers.92 The wealth Hoffman accrued selling oil-burners 

during this time was both an anomaly and a large help in the early years of his weight 

lifting businesses, especially.  

The Depression was difficult for Americans in a qualitative sense as well. As 

historian Robert S. McElvaine explained, “For those workers who had enjoyed at least a 

taste of prosperity in the 1920s, the initial blow of the Depression was crushing.” 

Traditional middle-class American values, “which taught that success and failure went to 

those who deserved them and which stressed acquisitive individualism, spread widely 

among workers.”93 With the onset of the Depression, these same people felt guilty when 

confronted with failure in trying to find a job. When conditions didn’t improve, 

individuals became desperate and downtrodden.94   

Fortunately for Hoffman, despite the trying times, sports and physical culture 

played a meaningful role in American life. As sport historian Brad Austin argued 

regarding intercollegiate athletics, “the Great Depression, and the accompanying social 

conflict, led athletic leaders to reaffirm and emphasize a positive ideology of competitive 
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sport that tied competitive values to maintaining a laissez-faire capitalist social order.” 

This led to the politicization of athletics, thus, “associating America’s school sporting 

culture with leadership and corporate forms, as well as national vigor and strength.”95 

Physical educators followed suit according to sport studies scholar Sarah Jane Eikleberry, 

who averred that during the Depression “physical educators more often argued that their 

profession offered an important morale-boosting component to Americans and argued for 

a sustained appreciation of the values associated with democracy.”96  

Similarly, sport historian Mark Dyreson argued in his analysis of the 1932 Los 

Angeles Olympic games that sport became a type of morale booster for Americans. “The 

national identity marketed by the Los Angeles Olympics fueled patriotic visions of 

providential superiority,” he wrote. “It also confirmed the idea that sport, particularly 

Olympic sport, provided a crucible in which to cast a world-beating citizenry to people 

[outside] the American republic.”97 In other words, despite the adversity brought about by 

the Depression, many Americans remained steadfast in their belief in the strength of the 

nation, and channeled this through America’s sport performance.  
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The use of physical activity to build character and achieve success resonated with 

Hoffman as well. He viewed resistance training as a conduit through which his potential 

followers could improve virtually aspects of life. He told readers in his chapter “Your 

Chances for Success and Happiness,” “your chances of obtaining most from life are 

greatly amplified if you build superhealth and more than average strength, if you build 

your mind and your personality in addition to your health and your muscles.”98 In the 
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Figure 3.  The 1932 Los Angeles Olympic Games opening ceremonies. From Team 
USA "1932 Los Angeles Olympic Stadium," 
http://www.teamusa.org/Aurasma/1932LosAngelesOlympicStadium. 
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same section, Hoffman also expressed his attitude regarding success. “Young men who 

really try for success, who work to improve themselves mentally or physically, who are 

ambitious, develop a stubborn disposition, are sure to win a greater or lesser measure of 

success in direct proportion to the hard and intelligent effort put forth,”99 he wrote. In 

other words, “Life, now as always, is a survival of the fittest. He who is best trained, who 

works hardest, is sure to come out on top.”100 Considering Hoffman’s financial success as 

a salesman during the height of the Great Depression, it is reasonable to assume that he 

attributed his accomplishments to a combination of his health and strength, personality, 

determination, stick-to-it-iveness, and willingness to strive – all characteristics he 

discussed in the same chapter – and, thus, at least to some degree, became an adherent of 

social Darwinism.101  

Hoffman’s beliefs contrasted with the mass welfare mentality that resulted in 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s (FDR) New Deal programs. This difference is interesting 

because these programs helped increase the role of sport and recreation in the lives of 

Americans during the Depression. According to sport historian John Wong, “Between 

July 1935 and June 1941, the [Workers Progress Administration] spent $941 million on 

recreational facilities and $229 million on recreation services to the communities. Among 

the new facilities were 5,898 athletic fields and playgrounds, 770 swimming pools, 1,667 
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parks, fairgrounds, and rodeo grounds, and 8,333 recreational buildings.”102 Through 

these efforts, FDR believed he could maintain high morale, sharp skills, and strong 

bodies, thus aiding Americans in returning to private sector employment.103  
 

 

Figure 4.  The Astoria Pool in Queens, New York City. It was the largest of the eleven 
WPA pools built in New York City in the 1930s. This picture was taken 
August 20, 1936. From New York City Parks, “Parks’ Swimming Pools,” 
http://www.nycgovparks.org/about/history/pools. 

This increasing popularity of physical activity and sport, and FDR’s attitude 

toward them, had roots in previous decades. As a number of sport historians have 

demonstrated, World War I resulted in an increased emphasis on sports for the masses in 

order to maintain a physically prepared nation. 104 According to Steven W. Pope, during 
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the war, “millions of men were introduced to sports for the first time and became 

converts to the cult of strenuosity,” a term made popular by Theodore Roosevelt in the 

early 1900s.105 This period played a significant role in legitimizing America’s sporting 

spirit in the public mind. Additionally, after World War I, sports were integrated into 

high school and college curriculums.106 James Mennell also argued that the increase in 

sport participation, particularly the service football program, contributed significantly to 

the popularization of football after World War I. The popularity of sport and physical 

education became so woven into the fabric of American culture, that many historians 

refer to the 1920s as the “Golden Age,” of sport.107  
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The increased attention that Progressive era reformers paid to athletics also 

contributed to sport and physical culture’s increased popularity. With the major social, 

economic, and technological changes occurring in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, individuals aimed to use sport and physical culture as a means of overcoming 

the challenges that accompanied these shifts and exercising some feeling of social 

control. These anxieties helped fuel the growth of “character-building” organizations 

such as the YMCA and the Boy Scouts, as well as concerns about health and wellness.108 

Hoffman’s view of physical activity likely sprung from these early twentieth 

century beliefs as well. In his chapter titled “Physical Condition of American Youth,” 

Hoffman wrote, “there are many who believe that the American youth is the best in the 

world. I often wonder if [it] is the best physically.” He explained that during World War 

I, “it was found that forty-seven out of every hundred youths examined had physical 

defects.” Although he claimed that applying similar tests to the present generation was 

not possible, “there is every reason to believe that the condition of our young men is even 

worse at present,” he declared.109 Due to cars, subways, elevators and escalators, society 

had eliminated the need to walk. Moreover, with sanitary plumbing and running water, 

“many of the water drawing and carrying tasks of the past have been eliminated…In the 

world of work, there are all sorts of modern appliances that make the day’s work easier 

for those who are employed.” These observations led him to his conclusion that “for a 

hundred reasons the young men of the present are so much less active physically than we 
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of even one generation farther removed.”110 His deduction was a cause for extreme 

worry. For, he wrote, mirroring aspects of Theodore Roosevelt’s claims, “Courage is 

born of physical strength; it comes from having met and overcome hardships of one sort 

and another. It comes from physical contact in games and from physical training. Men are 

afraid to fit or to die, if need be, who have led a soft life. And that’s what most of us, 

including the young men, are leading today.”111 

Despite the widespread existence of viewing sport as a means to an end in the 

early twentieth century, an underlying shift was also occurring. During the period 

between the 1890s, and the 1930s, due in large part to the increased consumerism at the 

time, the meanings that Americans attributed to sport and physical culture were 

changing.112 As historian Martha Verbrugge explained, from 1890 until 1940, “as 

industrial capitalism and mass consumerism steadily commodified daily life, health and 

athletics merged with national identity while diverse industries related to entertainment 

and sports sold the products and message of the twentieth-century vigor.”113 As a result, 

“although modern self-improvement entailed discipline, Americans were encouraged to 

view material acquisition and body management as enjoyable ways to find meaning and 

express identity.”114  
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This increasing popularity of sport and activity, combined with the shift toward 

identity and self-expression through these endeavors, was no doubt key to Hoffman’s 

efforts in creating the brand around which his community grew, for, as Muñiz and 

O’Guinn assert, brands are a “defining entity of consumer culture” as consumers use 

brands to express and validate their identity.115  

 

THE IRON GAME AND THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Hoffman also benefitted from the boom the Iron Game was experiencing at the 

time as well. Physical culture historian David Webster deemed the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries “The Golden Age of might and muscle.”116 At the time, 
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traveling strongmen such as Eugen Sandow, Louis Cyr, and Arthur, Hermann, and Kurt 

Saxon – known collectively as the Saxon Brothers – became household names. These 

strongmen became popular not only because of their acts, but because periodicals such as 

the National Police Gazette began reporting on their feats.117 Other magazines such as La 

Culture Physique in France, Health and Strength in England and the American 

magazines Strength – published by Alan Calvert, and Physical Culture – published by 

Bernarr Macfadden, helped increase the popularity of the Iron Game as well.118 The 

Muscular Christianity movement – starting in England during the mid-nineteenth century, 

spreading to the United States, and ending in the first decade of the twentieth century – as 

well as the popularization of physical education in schools at the turn of the century, also 

contributed to an increased awareness of physical culture endeavors and facilities such as 

YMCAs.119 
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Macfadden’s Physical Culture, first published in March 1899, was perhaps the 

most popular physical culture periodical in the United States during this time. Although 

his magazine focused more on issues of health and wellness than training with weights, 
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Figure 5.  A flyer for one of Sandow's acts at the Trocadero Theater. This particular 
act was held in Chicago in 1894. 
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with readership at 500,000 in the second decade of the twentieth century according to 

communications scholar Kathleen L. Endres, the magazine increased America’s 

awareness of physical culture and living healthfully in the early 1900s.120 What is more, 

with the help of other magazines under the Macfadden Publications umbrella such as 

True Story, a magazine that published reader-written confessions, Macfadden’s 

periodicals had a combined circulation of 7,355,000 in 1935.121   

While the focus of Physical Culture was general health, Strength was America’s 

first “muscle magazine,” debuting in October 1914. Calvert’s main purpose in publishing 

the magazine was to advertise for his company, Milo Bar-Bell. He did this by featuring 

images of individuals who achieved exceptional results using Milo Bar-Bell weight 

training equipment and/or following the Milo Bar-Bell exercise system. Calvert 

eventually sold the magazine and company in 1919, but continued to appear in the pages 

of Strength until finally severing ties with the magazine and Milo Bar-Bell in 1925. 

Publication of the magazine continued until it merged with Correct Eating in 1930 and 

then The Arena in 1932. The Milo Company eventually filed for bankruptcy in 1935.122   
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According with Verbrugge’s assertion that Americans began expressing their 

identity through sports in the early twentieth century, cultural historian T.J. Jackson Lears 

asserted that due in part to the urbanization, secularization, and the move toward 

corporate capitalism starting in the last half of the nineteenth century, many Americans 

Figure 6.  Front cover of Strength magazine, July 1920. 



 46 

were left with a diminished or fragmented sense of self. Consuming magazines helped 

these individuals fulfill their longing for more intense experiences, or experiences that 

contributed to their self-actualization.123 The combination of these factors led to the start 

of a number of magazines in the early 1900s including Reader’s Digest, Time, Barron’s, 

Harvard Business Review, Outdoor America, and The New Yorker.124 Hoffman benefitted 

from this desire for expression as well.  

Magazines were not the only impetus for the increase in physical culture activity 

at this time. George F. Jowett – editor of Strength magazine from 1924-1927, a former 

circus strongman named Ottley Coulter, and David Willoughby collaborated to form the 

American Continental Weight-Lifters Association (ACWLA) in the early 1920s. Physical 

culture historian David Webster first described this account in The Iron Game, An 

Illustrated History of Bodybuilding, and Fair provided more details regarding the 

formation of the association in a series of articles in Iron Game History: The Journal of 

Physical Culture.125 This association, with help from Strength magazine and the Milo 

Bar-Bell Company, was able to stir up interest in the Iron Game on both the East and 

West coasts, and played a role in popularizing the use of weights to build the body. The 

ACWLA also received support from Strength & Health as Jowett served as editor from 
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its beginning December 1932 until 1934. Eventually, however, this faded as Hoffman 

apparently thought it a better route politically to invest his efforts in the already 

established weightlifting arm of the AAU.126 

The increased attention paid to fitness, health, and the built body in America gave 

rise to a number of other physical culture entrepreneurs looking to capitalize on the 

movement. For example, Angelo Siciliano, better known as Charles Atlas, won “most 

handsome man” and “most perfectly developed man” contests that were announced in 

Macfadden’s Physical Culture in 1921 and 1922, respectively. In 1929, with the help of a 

man named Charles Roman, Atlas leveraged his popularity and physique to create a mail-

order exercise program called Dynamic Tension, which would ultimately become one of 

the major direct-mail-order successes in American business history.127  

According to Randy Roach, author of Muscle, Smoke, and Mirrors, Volume 1, 

physical culturists such as Jowett and Earle Liederman were also very successful in 

selling their courses.128 As Alan Radley asserted, “The Physical Culture craze of the 

1920s centered around the muscle magazines and mail-order courses,” which were 
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popular on both sides of the Atlantic.129 With so many competing entrepreneurs and 

publications, as well as those that would spring up after Strength & Health began such as 

Iron Man, The Amateur Athlete, and The Bodybuilder, a strong brand was important to 

set apart Strength & Health.130 Moreover, the brand community would need a strong 

pillar to which it could moor itself.  

Finally, despite the inroads made during the early 1900s, training with weights 

was generally stigmatized in America due to concerns about its ill effects on the body 

such as muscle binding and athlete’s heart. The former was characterized by individuals 

becoming slower, inflexible, and perhaps even causing lasting damage to their bodies due 

to training with weights.131 The latter was caused by hypertrophy, or enlargement, of the 

heart, which is now considered a healthy condition. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 

however, physicians believed it could lead to premature death because of the stress 

placed on the walls of the heart.132 The attitude was well embedded at the time, as even 
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Bernarr Macfadden indicated a belief in the muscle binding myth, and most, if not all, 

athletic coaches at the time also adhered to it.133 These myths sometimes even led to the 

ostracism of those who trained with weights. In the 1930s, for instance, some YMCA 

administrators recommended banning any weight related activities.134  

Despite this environment, spurred by Hoffman’s ideas on living a healthful life, 

Strength & Health denounced these beliefs and, thus, provided an identity that 

differentiated its readers from the majority of Americans. According to marketing scholar 

Marius K. Luedicke, this type of differentiation is a defining characteristic of brand 

communities. He found that brand communities are “powerful, socially embedded 

phenomena that continuously negotiate a set of core distinctions with and against their 

social environments.”135 In other words, the foundational ways in which brand 

communities see themselves as distinct from their social environments are vital to the 

strength of the community, and this, as we will see, benefitted Hoffman greatly.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Although Fair asserted that Hoffman started his magazine in order to improve his 

standing among Iron Game authorities, it is also clear through Hoffman’s writing, and the 

life he lead, that he was very passionate about striving for health and strength. In the 

conclusion to How to Be Strong, Healthy and Happy he wrote:  
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You need not have worries about the future when you are strong and healthy. It’s 
comforting to know that if need be, you could use a pick and shovel, a wrench, 
axe, hammer or saw, until you found a better paying position. It’s nice to so build 
your mentality as advocated in the chapters on building mental strength, that you 
could be a salesman, could work in an office, could succeed at some vocation 
regardless of loss of present position in the future or possible injuries that would 
handicap you severely. It’s nice to have this feeling of confidence in the strength, 
courage and ability of your body. It makes it so much easier to maintain a tranquil 
mind, to avoid the many energy-robbing, health-destroying mental devils, if you 
are strong and healthy. So follow the rules. You can’t be strong unless you are 
healthy, you can’t be really healthy, superbly healthy, unless you have strength…I 
am sure that the following of the simple, result-producing advice [this book] 
contains will bring lifelong strength, Health and Happiness to you. I wish you 
luck and success in moulding your future life.  

As can be inferred from this and a number of other passages, Hoffman’s beliefs were 

surely influenced by the time in which he lived. Like many who lived through the 

prosperity of the 1920s, he believed that success came to those who worked hard, and he 

viewed the worth of individuals by the work they could accomplish. Interestingly, as the 

last portion of the selection indicates, Hoffman also believed in the correlation, if not 

causation, of “moulding” one’s body through weights and healthful living, and 

“moulding” one’s success in life. As we will see in the next chapter, these beliefs played 

a significant role in the Strength & Health brand image that Hoffman and his staff crafted 

during the early years of the magazine.  
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Chapter 2: Creating the Strength & Health Brand Image 

Sometime in the weeks before June 1939, Ray Hooper sent a letter to Bob 

Hoffman at Strength & Health magazine from his home in Los Angeles, California. He 

began the letter by thanking Hoffman, “Just a few lines to tell you I think that your 

magazine is the best of its kind. I enjoy reading it very much and have gotten a lot of 

inspiration from the articles and pictures it contains.” Hooper’s path to Strength & Health 

however, was not direct. As he explained, “I have been interested in physical culture and 

bodybuilding for many years. Have tried various systems of exercising including the 

baloney of Dynamic Tension and am firmly convinced that none of them can begin to 

compare with the use of good old weights.” Hooper concluded his letter by expressing his 

reverence for what Hoffman preached in his magazine, and the benefits he derived from 

it: “I think that the pictures published in your magazine of wonderfully developed men 

are living proof of bar bell superiority. I have combined weightlifting with handbalancing 

and wrestling and have attained a fairly good development but I am far from satisfied.”136  

Hooper’s letter, found in the “Letters From Readers” section of Strength & 

Health, exhibited a number of the tenants associated with the Strength & Health 

magazine brand. He identified with the honest, barbell way of life promoted by Hoffman 

and his staff, he was inspired by the images of built men, and he took control of his life 

by developing his body, yet continued to strive for improvement. People like Ray Hooper 

made up the Strength & Health brand community. They integrated the brand into their 

psyche; the Strength & Health lifestyle became part of their identity.  

According to marketing scholar Archana Kilambi, “the first step in calling a brand 

community into being, and offering it direction, is establishing a character for the brand 
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itself…Brands create personas, for themselves and their implied audiences, who embody 

the messages and myths that define the brand.”137 The next step is communicating that 

brand identity to an audience. “When an audience identifies with the myths and ideas 

forwarded in a given message, they will be called to action to assume this role through 

consumption. This process confers an identity to consumers, who are then assembled as a 

collective with co-consumers of the same mindset,” she asserted.138  

The staff of Strength & Health conceptualized their brand in large part through 

editorials, articles, images, cartoons, and responses to reader letters in the magazine. In 

this chapter I will analyze the image they crafted. Although a number of motifs are 

apparent in the magazine, the three themes that readers most identified with, and thus 

formed its brand image, were nationalism, masculinity, and sincerity. These narratives 

were often extensions of Hoffman’s own beliefs according to Iron Game historian John 

Fair, and as one might expect, these facets shared commonalities and often coalesced in 

the magazine.139 Because the magazine was new, the formation and communication of 

their brand identity often occurred simultaneously.  

Although communicating a brand image and forming a brand community are 

separate steps in theory according to Kilambi, based on the evidence provided by 

Strength & Health magazine, efforts to cultivate the brand community often occurred 

immediately after communicating the brand image, and sometimes concurrently. 

However, due to organizational concerns and to promote a better understanding of the 
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University Press, 1995). 



 53 

concepts, this chapter focuses primarily on the brand image while the next chapter 

focuses on the formation of the brand community.  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7.  Front cover of Strength & Health, July, 1935. 
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NATIONALISM 

One of the most prominent narratives of the Strength & Health brand that 

Hoffman and his staff forwarded was nationalism. According to Fair in Muscletown USA 

“As America gravitated toward [World War II], Hoffman felt beleaguered by charges that 

he was merely a business tycoon. Therefore his rhetoric assumed a more nationalistic 

tone – blending business, sport, and patriotism.” This shift was influenced by his visit to 

the Olympic Games in Berlin in 1936. Fair’s claim is mostly true. Although Hoffman 

emphasized the discussion of patriotic interests in the late 1930s, nationalistic sentiment 

in the magazine was apparent before Hoffman’s travels to Germany and the threat of 

World War II emerged. 

Hoffman wasted no time introducing this narrative. In his editorial in the first 

issue of the magazine – December 1932 – Hoffman wrote, “The idea for this magazine 

was born while more than a dozen members of the York Oil Burner A. C. and myself 

were at the Olympic games this summer.” He explained that athletes from other countries 

performed splendidly, and because of their strength they won all the weightlifting 

championships. “All of this brings out one point,” he wrote, “that the mass of people in 

the United States are not keeping up with the rest of the world physically.” He asserted in 

this editorial that one benefit of the Great Depression was that it caused people to eat 

plain foods and live simpler, healthier lives. Near the end of his piece, Hoffman presented 

the mission of Strength & Health: “To the task of showing the way, of helping and 

encouraging mass athletics and physical training in the youth of the nation in particular 

and persons of all ages as well, this magazine is dedicated.”140 

The next year Hoffman alluded to this same purpose in his editorial “One Year 

Ago and Now.” He started the article by writing, “One year ago this month, I held in my 
                                                
140 Bob Hoffman, “Editorial,” Strength & Health, December 1932, 1. 
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hands the first copy of the Strength & Health magazine. It clinched the birth of a purpose 

that had welled into my heart in the Olympic Bowl of the Los Angles Stadium a year ago 

last summer. At that time, I perceived the great need of a magazine devoted to the health 

seekers, the exercise fans and strength builders of America.”141 With this idea in mind, 

readers would not adopt and spread the Strength & Health lifestyle for selfish reasons. 

Instead, it could be considered their duty as Americans to spread the Strength & Health 

gospel.   

This type of nationalism was apparent in many forms in the early stages of the 

magazine, and continued in different iterations for years. In the August 1936 issue, for 

instance, Hoffman stressed the importance of the Olympics. He averred that the first 

modern Olympic Games in 1896 were not taken seriously, but “all that has changed.” He 

wrote, “Few persons not closely identified with the Olympic games movement realize the 

importance of the modern games. Immediately after the completion of one set of games, 

coaches and officials in all principal countries work with redoubled efforts to help their 

country make a better showing in the next Olympics.” He then provided analysis of a 

number of events, specifically those with an emphasis on strength and power such as 

weightlifting and shot put.142 

Hoffman conveyed the need for a strong nation more explicitly as well. After 

claiming that Germany, Italy, and Russia were the “most dangerous nations in Europe,” 

and asserting “they have the largest armies, the greatest man power, the most men under 

arms, they are the most belligerent and each day reach a point where they can back their 

demands with increasing authority,” Hoffman stressed the importance of the physical 

preparedness of the United States. In an article titled, “Wake Up America!,” He explained 
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that one of the magazine’s priorities was to “encourage, to help, to teach the boys of our 

country. To encourage them to build themselves mentally and physically.” This 

responsibility, Hoffman explained, was influenced by the fact “that hardly one-half of the 

men in American were physically fit” for combat during World War I. Scholars have 

indicated that approximately one-third of soldiers were actually found unfit for war, but, 

again, Hoffman was known to exaggerate.143 Therefore, he told his readers, “It behooves 

all of us, whether we be big brothers, fathers or young fellows to do all we can to build 

ourselves physically and to encourage those with whom we come in contact to do 

likewise…We can’t afford to let the rest of the world get ahead of us. We must be 

strong.”144 

Similar sentiments were expressed in other articles in the magazine, especially as 

the likelihood of the United States entering into war increased in the late 1930s and 1940. 

In response to ever increasing discussion about America’s potential role in the war in 

Europe, Hoffman wrote a long series of articles titled “I Remember the Last War” in 

which he described many of his experiences in World War I. He detailed fighting against 

Germans, and told stories of the courage he and his compatriots displayed, thus 

demonstrating that many of the narratives in the magazine blended; in this case it was 

nationalism and masculinity, which will be discussed next. This story appeared as a series 
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of articles starting in the November 1939 issue and ending in the February 1940 issue, 

and Hoffman ultimately released a more detailed story as a book in 1940.145 Along with 

this series, Hoffman and his writers penned an increasing number of articles concerning 

the physical condition of Germany’s people, and even when national preparedness was 

not the point of articles, the staff continued to tie in nationhood in some way, such as in 

an article by Robert L. Jones titled, “Building the American Torso.”146 An image on the 

November 1940 cover even exclaimed that Strength & Health was “Devoted to Physical 

Preparedness.”147  

It is hard to believe that Theodoore Roosevelt’s emphasis on a strenuous life did 

not, in some way, influence this component of the Strength & Health brand image. 

Although given over thirty years before Strength & Health debuted, in Roosevelt’s 

speech, “The Strenuous Life,” he stated, “…a healthy state can exist only when the men 

and women who make it up lead clean, vigorous, healthy lives; when the children are so 

trained that they shall endeavor, not to shirk difficulties, but to overcome them; not to see 

ease, but to know how to wrest triumph from toil and risk…As it is with the individual, 

so it is with the nation.”148 In another speech, “National Duties,” given in 1901, 

Roosevelt reiterated this sentiment. “We have but little room among our people for the 

timid, the irresolute, and the idle,” he declared while addressing the crowd at the 
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Minnesota State Fair. “And it is no less true that there is scant room in the world at large 

for the nation with mighty thews that dares not to be great.”149 The parallels between the 

nationalistic content of the magazine and Roosevelt’s messages are strong, as both 

Hoffman and Roosevelt believed that strength and health begat a powerful nation.  

The Great Depression may have also played a role in the nationalism present in 

Strength & Health. As a number of scholars have shown, whether it was through 

escapism, listening to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s fireside chats, or an 

interdependent effort of bettering their situation, generally the American people came 

together in order to overcome difficulties brought about by the Depression. As cultural 

historian Morris Dickstein asserted in his work, Dancing in the Dark: A Cultural History 

of the Great Depression, due to the hardships brought on by the Great Depression, by the 

time the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, “the American people 

were primed for the patriotism, sacrifice, and collective effort.”150 The task of bettering 

America united not only the nation, but likely fueled the Strength & Health brand as well.  

Finally, Hoffman may have felt invested in the United States after protecting it 

overseas, and thought it his duty to improve it. As historian David M. Kennedy explained 

in his work, Over Here: The First World War and American Society, propaganda efforts 

by the Committee on Public Information, as well as a number of other organizations such 

as the National Security League, positioned the war ideologically as a battle between the 
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autocratic, barbarous, German form of government and the democratic American way.151 

Remnants of this type of mentality possibly influenced the continued fight for the United 

States’ supremacy compared to other nations as well.  
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MASCULINITY 

The second tenet of the Strength & Health brand that Hoffman advanced was his 

notion of masculinity. According to masculinity studies scholar, Robert Morrell, 

“masculinity is fluid, has been changing, and can be the object of social, political and 

Figure 8.  Front cover of Strength & Health, November 1940.  
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personal work.”152 This assertion is exhibited by the multiple ways in which Hoffman and 

the Strength & Health staff conveyed the masculinity theme in the magazine during the 

early years. The first was an appeal to the strenuous life that Theodore Roosevelt 

emphasized during his time as president in the early 1900s. The next way the staff 

expressed the masculine image of the brand was through the notion of hegemonic 

masculinity. Being a self-made individual was the last manner in which Hoffman 

conveyed this component.  

 

Strenuous Life 

Though Roosevelt’s strenuous life likely impacted Hoffman’s ideas of 

nationalism, it also seemed to influence his conception of masculinity. Hoffman and his 

staff encouraged readers to participate in outdoor activities, emphasized a life 

interspersed with challenges, and shunned many of the luxuries of the time in which he 

wrote. Simultaneously, content in the magazine also praised courage, hardiness, and 

virtue; products of these undertakings. The allusion to strenuous living often included a 

nostalgic longing for the past in which life was simpler and pleasures were more 

abundant. Intertwined with these ideas were also notions that men were to be robust, 

hardy, productive, disciplined, and hard-working.  

These ideas of manhood mirrored many of the same ideas Roosevelt put forward 

during his time as president. As discussed, known for many things including his foreign 

policy – “speak softly, but carry a big stick” – and leading the first United States 

Volunteer Cavalry – the “Rough Riders” – during the Spanish-American War, 
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Roosevelt’s emphasis on vigorous living and the fortitude that resulted from it was clear 

in Strength & Health.153  

Hoffman first expressed this narrative in the February 1933 editorial. He began 

his opinion piece by asserting, “The country has changed in the last few years.” He then 

queried his readers, “Do the young people of today have the fun we had when we were 

young? Children don’t seem to play any more. What has become of the games we 

played? Prisoner’s base, Sixty out, Hare and Hounds, even flying kites, spinning tops and 

playing marbles are rapidly disappearing. And then the hikes, corn, marshmallow and 

wiener roasts, swimming and sled riding.” Before concluding the editorial by charging 

his readers with spreading the word of clean, healthful living and exercise, he declared, “I 

am sure that the present generation is missing much. That they won’t really have lived 

unless they have enjoyed the wonderful, simple, healthful pleasures we have 

experienced.”154  

Another way in which Hoffman conveyed the strenuous masculinity facet of the 

Strength & Health brand was through a column in the magazine first introduced as 

“Especially for Strength & Health’s Boys.” This section appeared regularly in the 

magazine and eventually became “Boys Club” until its last appearance in the April 1972 

issue. This section of the magazine served a number of purposes. As Booker C. O’Brien 

and John Fair wrote in their piece, “‘As the Twig is Bent:’ Bob Hoffman and Youth 

Training in the Pre-Steroid Era,” published in 2012, “the feature was devoted to youth 

training and included articles, success stories, and advice to parents on ways to guide 
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their children to a healthier and more athletic development.”155 It also supports 

sociologist Michael’s claim that in the midst of the humiliation men felt due to their lost 

status of bread-winners during the Depression, “men turned increasingly to their sons,” in 

order to raise successful men and achieve some masculine redemption.156  

The series first appeared in the November 1934 issue of Strength & Health. 

Hoffman expressed the purpose of this series to readers by writing, “In this department I 

hope to publish pictures of young Strength & Healthites. Of American Strength & Health 

junior leaguers. I expect to show boys how to play, how to exercise, what hobbies to 

follow and how to grow into big, strong, vigorous, useful men.” He then provided a 

“concrete example” of the characteristics he hoped to imbue in his younger readers in the 

form of Freddie Moosebrugger, who had been training with the Strength & Health staff 

in York. Hoffman explained that Moosebrugger, once a “cry baby” and a “sissy” who 

was bullied in school, changed after experiencing marvelous gains in weight and strength 

through training with weights. Hoffman proudly described this difference to his readers:  
 
He just started to school again, the boys there had often picked on him. Because 
he would cry and not defend himself. The first day of school one of the boys 
called Freddy ‘Sissy.’ And Freddy proceeded to tell this boy that if he called him 
that again he would ‘Knock his teeth down his throat.’ I don’t know where he 
learned that. We are not teaching them to fight. But I was pleased to see the 
change in him, the feeling of self-reliance and the fact that he quit crying.157   

Hoffman’s account of young Moosebrugger exhibited the robust, enduring qualities he, 

and by extension the Strength & Health brand, exhorted in his readers. At the same time, 
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it also demonstrated how Hoffman’s idea of a sound mind in a sound body subsumed 

notions of masculinity as well.  

The masculinity aspect of the Strength & Health brand was manifest in a variety 

of ways in this section of the magazine. For instance, Hoffman shared a story from his 

World War I experience in the December 1934 issue in hopes that the young readers 

would learn courage, to take care of themselves, and that all life is valuable.158 In the 

September 1935 edition of the column, Hoffman explained that although men are born 

into different circumstances, they could “still make a great success of life” if they have 

courage. “Yes, that’s what you need, boys. Courage, intestinal stamina or what most 

people call ‘Guts,’” Hoffman told his young readers and likely parents of developing 

youth. “Determination, ambition, stick-to-itiveness, a willingness to strive and work and 

sweat to succeed.” Later he expounded on his claim and associated it with Strength & 

Health by stating, “A man who runs races, plays football and other games, lifts weights 

and follows other strength sports is sure to be fitted for the real battle of life so that he 

can overcome any discouragement he may encounter and go on to success against all 

opposition.”159 

 “Especially for Strength and Health’s Boys” also showcased youth standouts who 

had improved their strength and physiques. August Carbone, of Rochester, New York, 

was one of these adolescents. Hoffman explained that because of his disciplined training 

with York weight equipment, Carbone could already beat his older brother in some 

exercises and feats. He went on to assert, “there is no better hobby, game or pastime, than 

weight lifting and training with adjustable weights. It will build you into a man among 
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men, and will lead you to a happy, healthful, successful life.”160 By using examples that 

the readers could see, Hoffman’s attempts to impart advice to readers such as making a 

habit of saving money, reading books, learning new words, improving themselves 

morally, and improving themselves physically likely held more weight. Young readers 

surely heeded guidance such as, “Now is the time to mould your future life so that you 

will get your values fixed,” when accompanied by pictures such as those of August 

Carbone.161    
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Figure 9.  August Carbone. Strength & Health, November 1935, 22. 
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Hegemonic Masculinity 

According to sociologist Mike Donaldson, hegemonic masculinity operates 

through cultural exemplars of masculinity such as adventure and thrill-seeking, 

competitiveness, aggression, and achievement and success.162 It levies an ideal set of 

traits that insist that a man can never be unfeminine enough, thereby making it impossible 

to fully achieve this notion of hegemonic masculinity. Sociologists Tim Carrigan, Bob 

Connell, and John Lee described hegemonic masculinity as “a question of how particular 

groups of men inhabit positions of power and wealth, and how they legitimate and 

reproduce the social relationships that generate their dominance."163 Donaldson 

elaborated on the concept, saying, “Through hegemonic masculinity most men benefit 

from the control of women. For a very few men, it delivers control of other men.”164  

The emphasis on strength, vitality, built bodies, and adoration from the opposite 

sex all contributed to this aspect of masculinity in Strength & Health. By developing 

these characteristics, male readers could feel higher on the social ladder compared to 

those who lacked these qualities, and could subsequently increase the attention they 

received from females. The latter portion of this effect was often implicit, but sometimes 

explicit. Although sexual vigor was also apparent in the articles and advertisements of the 

magazines, evidence that this aspect of masculinity helped to build, unite, and/or 

strengthen the Strength & Health brand community was not present. 

Images of well-developed physiques like those of August Carbone played a 

significant role in displaying the physical traits of hegemonic masculinity to Strength & 

Health readers. As sociologist Alan Klein wrote: 
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What better place to centre discussion of the social construction of masculinity 
than on the body? The heavily muscled form has a long tradition of identification 
with, and appeal for, men. Armour used in many ancient societies (for example, 
that of the Roman legions) was sculpted to look like a highly muscled torso. Male 
statuary is, more often than not, a muscular rendition of some known or unknown 
figure (for example, George Washington is invariably more muscular in bronze 
than he was in reality).165 

Although muscularity does not mean the same to all cultures, Klein’s assertion is difficult 

to argue against when referring to Western cultures.166  

Strength & Health exploited similar attitudes toward muscularity, but instead of 

using statues, they often used followers of the York methods. According to Fair, images 

of John Grimek, who was arguably the best bodybuilder of all time, were critical to the 

early success of Strength & Health. Fair asserted that they “sold magazines and fired the 

blood of the young men of America.”167 Although Grimek’s physique may have been the 

best, it was not the only physique that readers saw.  

Accompanying nearly every article in the magazine is at least one image of a 

developed body, and often more. Many of the images in early issues of Strength & 

Health are of individuals with exceptional physiques or of people who were especially 

strong. Muscular physiques were often accentuated through lighting and poses, and/or the 

subjects were pictured participating in activities that accorded with the magazine’s 

conception of masculine, as supported by the images below.168  

                                                
165 Alan M. Klein, “Comic Book Masculinity,” Sport in Society: Cultures, Commerce, Media, Politics 10, 
no. 6 (October 2007): 1080. 
166 The difference in preference for muscularity between Western and Non-Western cultures is discussed in 
James J. Gray and Rebecca L. Ginsberg, “Muscle Dissatisfaction: An Overview of Psychological and 
Cultural Research and Theory,” in The Muscular Ideal: Psychological, Social, and Medical Perspectives, 
ed. J. Kevin Thompson and Guy Cafri (Washington, D.C.: American Pscyhological Association, 2007), 
29–31. 
167 Fair, Muscletown USA, 63. 
168 “Front Cover,” Strength & Health, June 1933; Dr. Frederick Tilney, “Thought: The Great Master Power 
Which Controls Health,” Strength & Health, September 1935, 64; “Front Inside Cover,” Strength & 
Health, June 1940. 



 68 

The images of built bodies in the magazines likely signified a number of 

meanings to their viewers regarding masculinity. According to Ana Carden-Coyne, 

author of Reconstructing the Body: Classicism, Modernism, and the First World War, in 

Britain, Australia, and the United States in the 1920s, “bodybuilding – as a performance 

of heterosexual normativity – displayed and linked sexual and social power. Muscle 

meant masculinity but also success, appealing to the bourgeiois capitalist values of 

consumerist society.”169 To be clear, Hoffman and his staff maintained that muscles 

should be functional, strong, and as cultural historian Kenneth Dutton wrote, “a by-

product of the body’s instrumental use in weightlifting and health-oriented physical 

culture.”170 Bodybuilding was a result of lifting weights; strength was the purpose. 

Nonetheless, many Strength & Health readers likely felt the implications Carden-Coyne 

discussed.  

Additionally, in line with the concept of hegemonic masculinity, Carden-Coyne 

also asserted, “a man’s ability to attract and keep a woman, to arouse her sexual interest, 

was bound to his muscular status.” This was due in part to the believe that non-

bodybuilders, who, because of their lack of muscles and strength, had inadequacies “in 

both working and intimate life.”171 Thus, the thought followed that with muscularity 

came success, which increased the social standing of the individual, which led to being 

more favored with women. With individuals such as Eugen Sandow, Bernarr Macfadden, 

and Charles Atlas promoting increased muscularity and generally associating that 
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condition with success during approximately the same period, that Strength & Health 

readers made similar associations is very likely.172   

The Strength & Health staff eventually invited lifters to send pictures of their 

progress to the magazine, and these would often be featured as well. Seeing a relative 

unknown mold his body and, according to the cultural associations, his success, inspired 

other readers to take up weight lifting themselves. Additionally, the covers of Strength & 

Health almost always featured at least one male wearing little clothing in order to 

showcase his physique. Overall, pictures of the physical culture standouts as well as the 

more common reader served as models of American manhood for Hoffman, and readers 

responded in kind, as will be shown.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
172 Discussions of the association of success to the built body can be found in many forms. For example 
see, Dominic G. Morais, “Branding Iron: Eugen Sandow’s ‘Modern’ Marketing Strategies, 1887-1925,” 
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‘Physical Culture’ and the Marketing of Mobility” (Ph.D., University of Pittsburgh, 2013); Ellery E. 
Foutch, “Arresting Beauty: The Perfectionist Impulse of Peale’s Butterflies, Heade’s Hummingbirds, 
Blaschka’s Flowers, and Sandow’s Body” (University of Pennsylvania, 2011), 167–284; Jacqueline Reich, 
“‘The World’s Most Perfectly Developed Man’: Charles Atlas, Physical Culture, and the Inscription of 
American Masculinity,” Men and Masculinities 12, no. 4 (April 2010): 451–454; Dominique Padurano, 
“Making American Men: Charles Atlas and the Business of Bodies, 1892-1945” (Ph.D., Rutgers, The State 
University of New Jersey, 2007), 80–132; David L. Chapman, Sandow the Magnificent: Eugen Sandow 
and the Beginnings of Bodybuilding, 2nd ed. (University of Illinois Press, 2002). 
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Figure 10.  Front cover of Strength & Health, June 1933. 
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Figure 11.  Images of John Terpak. Strength & Health, September 1935, p. 64. 
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Figure 12. John Grimek. On the inside front cover of Strength & Health, June 

1940. 
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To demonstrate the use of these types of images in the magazines, I conducted a 

short analysis by counting the amount of images in each February issue of the magazine 

from 1933 until 1940, and placed the results in Table 1. The analysis included images in 

which some or all of a man’s physique was shown. Images accompanying advertisements 

or images of clothed men were not included. Images on the covers were included as long 

as they satisfied previously mentioned criteria. For clarity, the dimensions of the pages 

grew 5.5 x 8.5 inches to 8 x 10.5 inches starting with the December 1935 issue of the 

magazine. Although the percentage of images per page fluctuates, the general trend is an 

increasing amount of pictures in the early years.  
 

Table 1.  Numbers of images and pages in February issues of Strength & Health 
magazine. 

Year 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 1940 

Images 30 28 30 21 33 34 41 48 

Pages 28 28 20 50 50 50 50 50 

 
 

Advertisements in the magazine were also aimed at the masculinity of its readers. 

Or, perhaps they are better described as goading insecurities about readers’ manliness. In 

the first years of the magazine, these ads seemed a bit haphazard. One specific example 

can be found on the back cover of the February 1935 installment of the magazine. At the 

top of the ad it reads, “STOP Wishing for Health. Strength and a Perfect Body.” Below 

the headline is a graphic depicting a frustrated middle aged man who is troubled by 

multiple thoughts that are floating around his head. “My Body is So Sluggish;” “I’m so 

Weak;” and “How Can I Get More Pep” are a few of these musings. Similar to today’s 
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fitness advertisements, the ad went on to explain how Hoffman’s training system could 

be the quickest way to health while appealing to masculinity by emphasizing words and 

phrases such as “Manly POWER,” “MANHOOD,” “Success-winning POWER,” and 

imploring readers to see the examples of men pictured in the magazine who followed 

Hoffman’s methods.173  

Most of the advertisements followed this template, except that images 

accompanied many of them. In the March 1934 issue for instance, the magazine 

advertised York Barbell home gym equipment, and displayed a drawing of a relatively 

defined and well-built man pressing two handles restrained by springs. The large text at 

the top of the page read, “This Complete Home Gym Builds Big Husky Muscles…”174 

Approximately two years later, another advertisement for the home gym equipment in the 

June 1936 Strength & Health displayed a drawing of a man with a larger and more 

defined physique using the apparatus in order to catch the attention of readers. 

Surrounding him were the words “Power,” “Dynamic,” and “Vitality.” The ad reminded 

the readers that summer was approaching, and then stated, “You want to feel well, look 

well, and have that pep and speed, powerful chest and broad shoulders to fully live this 

summer’s vacation and to enjoy the hours at the beach.”175  

The appeal to traditional notions of masculinity through words such as power, 

vitality and sluggishness may have resonated with readers. If not, the idea of comparing 

oneself to other men on the beach or potentially attracting the attention of a female 

probably did. This seems especially true considering the large amount of muscular bodies 

readers saw in every issue of the magazine. 
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These advertisements generally intensified over time. For example, the January 

1937 issue displayed another ad for the home gym that showed a drawing of an arm made 

to look like dynamite was in the bicep muscle with the tagline, “Pack Your Muscles with 

DYNAMITE!” It also included drawings of men using the equipment with captions such 

as “Muscles of Steel” and “A Back Like Hercules.”176 Additionally, the magazine staff 

used the beach continuously to cast doubt into the minds of readers, but in an ad in the 

April 1938 issue they amplified the message. It included a drawing of three men – two of 

them skinny and one portly – watching two muscular men lifting weights and following 

York training courses. The juxtaposition is clear. The headline then asks the viewer, 

“How Will You Look This Summer?” and responds by stating, “If You Start Training 

Now You Will be a New Man this Summer!” The smaller print continued to peck at the 

insecurities of readers by asserting, “How you look has a lot to do with the pleasure you 

can have during the warm weather.” This type of strategy permeated the text of the ad, 

but readers were informed, like always, that they could quell their feelings of inferiority 

by taking up the Strength & Health lifestyle.177  

As the impending war approached, the messages regarding masculinity in the ads 

were as poignant as ever. The staff asked its readers, “What Does Your Sweetheart Think 

of You?” on the back cover of the January 1940 issue of Strength & Health. They 

followed the question with a request: “Ask your sweetheart what kind of a man she wants 

for a husband. Ask her whether she prefers a man with a weak, flabby, ill shaped body, to 

a man with a body as strong, sturdy and handsome as a Greek God’s.” For those men 

who continued perusing the advertisement, the attacks did not cease. It read, “If you think 

it’s necessary, ask your sweetheart what sort of a man she wants. But you should know 
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and everybody else out to know, that any real woman wants a real man, a man who has 

strength and courage enough to protect her, to provide for her, not a whining, sickly 

coward, a failure, always wishing, hoping and promising, but never doing…” Even the 

most confident, muscular man would surely question his own abilities after reading this 

degree of condescension, thus demonstrating the notion of hegemonic masculinity: a man 

can never be unfeminine enough. But if words were not enough, the advertisement also 

mentioned the well-developed physiques and “real men” pictured in the magazine. There 

was an answer to this feeling of inferiority, however. Hoffman ended the advertisement 

by beckoning to the reader, “So why delay longer? Get into action now. Let me send you 

additional proof of what my York Bar Bell system of training has done for others. What it 

should do for you.”178  

These types of advertisements helped construct the masculinity component of the 

Strength & Health brand. The magazine and York products were broadcast in the ads as 

solutions for men who did not feel they were living up to their virile potentials. 

Interestingly, the magazine likely spurred some of this insecurity with its images of 

exceptional physiques, stories of legendary strongmen, and barbed language that pricked 

those with inferiority issues. Altogether these components formed the hegemonic, more 

extreme facet of the masculinity narrative in the magazine with which many readers 

identified.  
 

Bosco 

Another more extreme, and perhaps more abstract, way the staff associated the 

idea of hegemonic masculinity with the magazine was through a comic character named 

                                                
178 “Back Cover,” Strength & Health, January 1940. 



 77 

Bosco. Readers were first introduced to the burly, handlebar mustached strongman in the 

May 1936 issue of the Strength & Health. Harry Paschall originally designed the comic 

so that Bosco was known first for his outlandish strength and second for the humorous 

imbroglios that usually resulted because of it. Later, the Bosco comic evolved to exude a 

number of narratives and arguments forwarded in the magazine. Paschall soon became a 

regular contributor to Strength & Health, and eventually served as its editor from 1955 

until his unexpected death from a heart attack in 1957.179 Although Paschall had passed, 

the Strength & Health staff attempted to keep Bosco alive through other artists, but none 

could capture the original spirit of the comic. It ultimately perished in the early 1960s.  

Bosco was part of the increasing popularity of comics in the United States. The 

beginning of this type of sequential art can be traced to the 1890s and 1900s when 

individuals such as Richard Felton Outcault developed Sunday pages and then daily 

strips.180 It was not until the 1940s and 1950s, however, that comics reached their height. 

According to information science scholar Carol L. Tilley, “During these years, more than 

ninety percent of elementary-aged students and perhaps more than eighty-percent of high 

school aged students read comic books regularly.”181 Paschall was certainly aware of this 

trend as evidenced in a letter sent to Bob Hoffman in which he wrote that Bosco “is a 

natural for the younger generation.”182    

Paschall targeted children and adolescents by emphasizing Bosco’s strength in 

humorous ways. For example, in the first appearance of the comic, pictured below, Bosco 
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was not aware of his own strength. He cranked too hard when trying to start his crank-

start automobile, and it ended up on top of someone’s barn.183 A few months later, in the 

December 1936 issue of Strength & Health, Paschall depicted Bosco in a steeplechase 

horse race with a caption saying the same. Not one to compete the same way lesser 

individuals would, however, Bosco carried the horse on his back while jumping a bush 

obstacle. Two males witnessing the feat were stunned, as demonstrated by their wide 

eyes and hats jumping from the tops of their heads.184  
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It seemed as if nothing was impossible due to Bosco’s strength. In the June 1938 

installment of the comic, he dispatched his opponent in record time in a boxing match. 

The announcer of the bout stated, “Hello fans = This is Virgil Q. Flannelmouth 

broadcasting the ‘Battle of the Century.’ There’s tha gong for round one = ‘Bosco’ comes 

out with a left = OH! OH! He socks ‘Slugger’ in the whiskers = Slugger’s head hits the 

referee = He hits the ring post = The ring post hits the timekeeper = They’re All Out! 

But there’s no one awake to count ‘ten’!”185 Finally, as shown below, Paschall reflected 
                                                
185 Harry Barton Paschall, “Bosco Comic,” Strength & Health, June 1938, 13. 

Figure 13. Bosco comic. From Strength & Health, May 1936, p. 26. 
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the societal preoccupation with war in the December 1940 issue of Strength & Health. 

The caption for the comic reads, “Bosco joins up! Now we have a one-man army,” and 

Bosco is drawn getting a physical. He sports an improved physique as his abdominal 

muscles are more defined, as are his serratus muscles, which lay along the ribs below the 

pectorals. In the panel, one doctor indicates that Bosco broke the scale since it was only 

rated up to 300-pounds, while another exclaims that his heart “sounds like a diesel engine 

on a battleship.”186 It seems Bosco was already prepped for World War II, providing an 

example for readers to follow, and emphasizing a societal current of America. 
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Figure 14. Bosco comic. Strength & Health, December 1940, p. 15. 
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Paschall’s fictional strongman was a unique aspect of the Strength & Health 

brand. Fair equated him to an Iron Game superhero. Clarence Bass, considered by many 

as a legend in the Iron Game, described him similarly. He wrote on his website, “Bosco 

was the Popeye of the Iron Game set. Every kid, in his heart of hearts, wanted to be a 

super-hero like Bosco. He didn’t need to kick sand in the eyes of bullies. His mere 

presence was enough to make the bad guys straighten up and fly right.”187 Bass’s notion 

is supported by marketing scholar Russell Belk, who wrote, “Films, television, novels, 

myths and stories have given us imaginary characters that we can ‘try on’ as alter egos. It 

is easy to project ourselves onto or into these characters and to feel, at least for a moment, 

that we are the ones living the lives we see, hear and read about – full of romance, 

adventure and heroics.”188  

Bosco eventually became a kind of mascot for Strength & Health. He was the 

embodiment of hegemonic masculinity. He was extremely strong; no feat seemed 

impossible for him. Moreover, his physique and strength garnered attention from other, 

weaker men. He was an exaggerated symbol of the masculine characteristics portrayed by 

the magazine, and he became an extension of the aspects of the Strength & Health brand. 

What’s more, readers related to him.189 Bass explained, “he was funny, even loveable; he 

grew on you.”190 According to marketing scholar Beth Duffy, anthropomorphic qualities 

attached to the brand help build emotional connections and relationships to the object – in 
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this case, the magazine – and can manage social relations.191 In addition, Frerenc Morton 

Szasz explained his book, Atomic Comics: Cartoonists Confront the Nuclear World, that 

comics help shape readers’ opinions.192 Bosco did all of this, especially, as we will see 

later, during the most volatile years of the Hoffman/Weider feud.  
 

SELF-MADE  

The last facet of Strength & Health’s masculinity theme was being “self-made.” 

Hoffman and his staff often used language that encouraged readers to take charge of their 

own lives by training with weights and transforming their health and physiques. 

Language in the magazine associated improvements in lifting weights with improvements 

in other areas in life such as relations with females or professional development. This 

particular element of the Strength & Health brand was likely influenced by the success 

Hoffman experienced selling oil burners in the early years of the depression, as well as 

the similar narratives pushed by other physical culture standouts such as Sandow and 

Macfadden, who made it known that they overcame obstacles such as sickness and/or 

poverty in their youth.193 

Sociocultural factors surely played a role in the “self-made” concept boosted by 

the Strength & Health brand as well. In what many refer to as the definitive work in the 

field of masculinity, Kimmel argues that American men began to link their sense of self 
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to their economic success as the Industrial Revolution began in the nineteenth century. 

Horatio Alger’s stories of young men bettering their position in society through hard 

work and some good fortune – termed “luck and pluck” – became popular in the late 

nineteenth century due to this attitude.194  

Kimmel echoed cultural historian Gary Wills’ assertion that “The self-maker, self-

improving, is always a construction in progress. The man’s product – his self – is never 

finished, not severed from him to stand on its own. He must ever be tinkering, improving, 

adjusting; starting over; fearful his product will get out of date, or rot in the 

storehouse.”195 This phenomenon lasted until the precariousness of the increasingly 

industrialized and crowded society of the twentieth century, which was punctuated by the 

Great Depression. At that time, Kimmel writes, “the Self-Made Man turned to leisure 

activities, like sports, to give his manhood the boost he needed.”196 In the case of Strength 

& Health, the staff encouraged readers to adopt their bodies as their product; 

continuously improving it. In this way, despite the trying times of the Great Depression, 

men could also exercise control over some aspect of their life: their bodies.  

The narrative of being “self-made” was conveyed in a number of ways through 

the pages of Strength & Health. For instance, in the August 1933 issue, Hoffman wrote, 

“To improve your health, better your physique, obtain great strength, you must first have 

the desire. YOU MUST REALLY DESIRE TO BE STRONG.” In the next paragraph he 

explained that “Making excuses such as, ‘I don’t have enough time,’ ‘My work and social 

activities will not permit,’ ‘I can’t afford the cost of the apparatus’ are only subterfuges to 
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cover weak will power, excuses that show you do not have enough of a he man’s courage 

to become a real man physically.”197 In the rest of the article, titled “Your Physical 

Possibilities,” Hoffman explained to the reader that becoming healthy and strong were 

within his power. He supported this assertion with examples of men who overcame 

obstacles such as small builds. Through statements like these, Hoffman relayed to the 

reader that becoming strong would only occur if they dedicated themselves to that cause; 

readers could not improve themselves in a passive manner. In addition, as these 

selections illustrate, allusions to other forms of masculinity are also part of this narrative.  

The “self-made” message was also delivered more explicitly. Hoffman started his 

editorial in the September 1936 installment of Strength & Health titled “What Should We 

Do With The Non-Producers?” by writing, “The biggest problem before the world today 

is what to do with the non-producers; the unemployed. The papers are filled with ‘Soak 

the Rich.’ How did they get that way? Usually by working, hard and long, by working 

intelligently and perspiring abundantly, and by study and constant effort.” This message 

was repeated in the article later. “…if all would work as long hours, if they would study 

and build their physical strength, avoid harmful habits and practices, follow the rules of 

strength and health, every man could at least become a producer. He can earn all and 

more than the world gives him,” Hoffman explained. Finally, in the last paragraph of the 

article he emphasized the inclusion of the Strength & Health lifestyle on the path to 

success by saying, “And the first way to success is to so plan your life that you will build 

or maintain your health, strength, vigor, ambition, energy, ability to work hard and long, 
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to make a success. Lead a balanced life. Don’t neglect the physical to succeed in 

business.”198  

Hoffman again made the direct connection between the health and strength and 

success in an editorial from the January 1938 issue titled “Editorial: Health Necessary for 

Success.” He started the piece by telling readers, “If big muscles on the outside of the 

body were the only result of physical training, few men would interest themselves in 

weight resistance exercises.” Hoffman informed his readers that people practice weight 

training for three reasons: “…to make a man look well to feel well, and to build physical 

qualities in which lead to a long, successful and happy life.” The rest of the editorial is 

peppered with these types of statements. For example, Hoffman wrote, “Exercise builds 

strong, shapely, proper sized muscles on the outside of the body. But its chief advantage 

is the internal strength and mental strength it builds. For continuing an exercise program 

builds determination, increases ambition, creates cheerfulness.” He left no doubt in the 

readers’ minds about the connection between the Strength & Health lifestyle and success 

when he averred, “Physical strength and ability builds courage and the many qualities of 

mind which lead to success. Therefore you must have strength if you want to succeed.”199 

Editorials were not the only way in which Hoffman and staff broadcasted the 

“self-made” narrative. Articles in the magazine conveyed it as well. In the December 

1939 issue, Robert L. Jones wrote an article titled “He Licked Infantile Paralysis!” in 

which he told the story of Jack Reid, who, after sustaining a back injury in 1934 at age 

fifteen, lost thirty-four pounds and could no longer play sports. “The guy was down, and 

he was even wrapped up. But he wasn’t out,” said Jones. Jones told how Reid undertook 
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weight training and was in better shape than he was before his injury, performing hand 

stand pushups, alternately pressing overhead seventy-five-pound dumbbells, and 

performing one armed chin ups – all feats that are impressive by present day standards.200 

Another article, written by George F. Jowett in December 1933, conveyed the “self-

made” idea, albeit as a subtext, to his main argument. In a discussion about the size of 

muscles versus the strength of muscles, Jowett explained that the strength of muscles is 

the most important, as size can be deceiving. Included in this discussion was the 

following: “Remember you are the architect of your own physical scheme. The muscles 

are the bricks and mortar with which you can build physical grandeur and muscular 

permanency as surely as an architect can build a fortress.”201  

The self-made narrative surely persuaded many readers to repeat their purchase of 

Strength & Health magazine, and likely led to purchases of York equipment. By 

informing readers that they controlled their own destiny, and then linking strength with 

success, Hoffman encouraged their consumption of physical culture goods. What is more, 

as will be discussed, this component of the brand also provided a starting point from 

which members of the burgeoning Strength & Health brand community could 

differentiate themselves from larger society and connect and strengthen their bonds.  

According to cultural historian Sarah C. Holmes, American masculinity “was 

most in crisis” in the 1930s. In the wake of World War I, and at a time when the 

traditional “breadwinners” could no longer find work, “men had no real means to prove 

their manhood.”202 Perhaps spurred by this phenomenon, Hoffman, his Strength & Health 

staff, and Bosco encouraged readers to adopt the Strength & Health lifestyle. By taking 
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up hardy activities and being useful, productive, and strong, the male readers could not 

only strengthen their bodies and their sense of manhood, but they could also strengthen 

their bond to the Strength & Health brand community through their belief in this way of 

life.   

 

SINCERITY  

The last narrative that made up the Strength & Health brand was “sincerity.” The 

online Merriam-Webster dictionary defines sincere as “having or showing true feelings 

that are expressed in an honest way; genuine or real; not false, fake, or pretended.”203 

Although this definition can be confusing regarding Hoffman, it refers to the way he and 

his staff presented the brand, not necessarily the way Hoffman actually lived or managed 

his enterprises. For instance, Hoffman explained on many occasions that he did not start 

his business in order to make money. His stated goal was to spread the gospel of strength 

and health through training with weights and wholesome living, and the profits he made 

were invested toward this aim.204 There is evidence suggesting that Hoffman’s ego 

played a large role as well, but this was not forwarded in the magazine as part of the 

brand.205  

This sincere aim often meant positioning Strength & Health as a beacon of truth 

in a sea of misinformation. Since the health reformers of the late nineteenth century 

especially, an excess of cures and ways of living were popularized to cure ailments and 

improve quality of life. Until his death in 1919, for instance, Horace Fletcher was known 
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as “The Great Masticator” because of his insistence that proper digestion – chewing in 

particular – was necessary for proper health.206 Additionally, the posture movement 

garnered much support from the medical field in the early twentieth century as advocates 

blamed poor posture on a number of ills such as mental impairment, menstrual 

irregularity, constipation, tuberculosis, and heart disease, among others.207  

With these types of trends in mind, Hoffman wrote in How to Be Strong, Healthy 

and Happy, published in 1938, “Magazines and newspapers of today contain so much 

misinformation that a person hardly knows what to believe.” He explained that much of 

the content is “written by men who have no firsthand knowledge of what they write. They 

offer you something that they have read, or information that so-and-so got from someone 

else, who in turn learned it from a friend who heard it from his ancestors.”208 After 

perusing hundreds of books about health and physical training, wrote Hoffman, “I have 

been able to sift the wheat from the chaff, find what is good and what contains little 

merit, and evolve a system of training that at present is surprising a large percentage of 

the world.”209 

Hoffman indicated to his readers that he was providing them the best training 

methods as well. In his book Hoffman said, “There are many time-worn opinions about 

strength athletes and their training, which have no basis of fact. The truth should be 

offered to the world of strength and health seekers, who don’t know what to believe.” 

Thus, “to help others avoid the pitfalls [he] encountered, the great effort and expense, the 
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lost time,” he began publishing Strength & Health. The purpose of the magazine, 

according to Hoffman, was “to tell the truth about living and exercise, and to offer the 

best tried and proven methods.”210 Unlike many other muscle peddlers at the time, 

Hoffman explained that he practiced what he preached in the magazine.   

This assertion also played a role in Strength & Health’s sincere image. As 

Hoffman explained in his manifesto, in 1923 he learned that many of the more popular 

physical directors who preached free-hand exercises or who “offered coursed with some 

light gadget or with no apparatus,” actually built their bodies by lifting weights.211 “Why 

had their system of training been kept a secret?” he asked. Not asking a question he 

didn’t already know the answer to, Hoffman wrote, “…because it was much more 

profitable to offer no apparatus or something light and inexpensive.”212 The Strength & 

Health staff iterated that they told the truth about training while the majority of their 

competitors continued spreading untruths. The readers echoed these claims on many 

occasions, especially, as we will see, in regard to Charles Atlas’ Dynamic Tension 

training course.  

Rooted in British sport traditions of the elite in the nineteenth century, the idea of 

amateurism likely influenced this aspect of Strength & Health’s brand image. Epitomized 

by the idea of a “gentleman amateur,” amateur competitors competed not in order to win, 
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but in order to enrich their mind, body, and soul. This attitude also entailed an antipathy 

toward pursuing sport for financial gain.213  

Fair explained in his piece examining the organization of American weightlifting 

that in the early 1900s, “American strongmen, imitating their old world counterparts, 

flaunted their might and muscle, often with considerable artifice, before unsuspecting 

audiences at circuses, sideshows, vaudeville performances, and other public displays.” 

Although some amateur contests were held, more frequently, professional lifters would 

issue challenges to one another. The problem, however, was that there existed “no 

reliable means to verify performances of American strength athletes, many of whom 

avoided actual competition and made exaggerated claims in order to promote the sale of 

physical development courses.” Thus, a governing body that would “systematize lifts and 

records, provide a more honest competitive environment, and enhance the credibility of 

the sport” was needed.214  

Manifest in this belief was also an opposition to individuals who exploited the 

Iron Game solely for financial purposes. This transposition of the amateur ideal in 

America was likely due to the emulation of the British Amateur Weight-Lifters 

Association in the first efforts to organize weightlifting in the United States. Fair 

discussed this “marriage of amateur enthusiasm with commercial vision,” enacted by 

George Jowett, David Willoughby, and Ottley Coulter in their efforts organize, govern, 
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and popularize weightlifting. He asserted that their efforts “would serve as a model for 

promotional methods later perfected by others at York and Woodland Hills.”215  

Hoffman’s sincere promotion of the barbell way of life often resulted in Strength 

& Health railing against popular American attitudes regarding health, wellness, and 

training with weights as well. At the time, most of the nation, especially the medical 

community, fervently argued that is was deleterious.216 Because most outside the 

relatively small Iron Game shunned the way of life that Strength & Health promoted, 

those who followed the periodical regarded Hoffman and his staff as crusaders for the 

truth about right living, who, because of their virtuosity, would not waver in their 

mission.   

By genuinely forwarding this right way of living, Hoffman also helped to set apart 

the brand community. Those who believed in what Hoffman preached fought popular 

opinion for years. According to Luedicke, this type of differentiation is a defining 

characteristic of brand communities. Findings in his piece, “Brand Community Under 

Fire: The Role of Social Environments for the HUMMER Brand Community,” 

demonstrated that brand communities are “powerful, socially embedded phenomena that 

continuously negotiate a set of core distinctions with and against their social 

environments.”217 In addition, advancing what they thought was the best way to train and 
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become healthy often led to the Strength & Health staff maligning individuals their 

competitors, which helped strengthen the community by contributing to its identity. 

Hoffman’s January 1933 editorial introduced the sincerity aspect of the brand. He 

explained that the Strength & Health staff believed that any exercise is better than no 

exercise, but certain systems are better than others. According to the editorial, the staff of 

the magazine combined their years of exercise experience in order to relay only the best 

methods to readers. “Thus,” wrote Hoffman, “you can save the unnecessary effort and 

time that we and others have lost in the past. Keeping fit and healthy, and gaining 

strength is very simple. We will not suggest diet fads, or ice cold baths, sleeping in a 

room with below freezing temperatures or breathing before open windows in the winter. 

No unnecessary discomforts.”218  

Hoffman explained that exercising with barbells and dumbbells form the 

backbone of the program, and he then provided a synopsis of how readers could follow 

the Strength & Health lifestyle. “All you need to be a superman physically is the system 

of exercise that we recommend, performed seldom more than every other day and with 

just a few movements,” he wrote. “Just don’t lose too much sleep, eat a mixed diet of 

foods that you like and follow progressive dumb-bell and bar-bell exercise or apparatus 

that follow a similar system. These are the three important requirements.” Near the end of 

the editorial Hoffman encouraged his readers to become Strength and Healthites by 

joining the American Strength and Health League and following progressive exercise. 

The former is one of the ways in which the staff constructed and strengthened the brand 

community, and is a subject of the next chapter.  He concluded the editorial by averring, 
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“Your body is like the tiny seed – it will flourish with a little cultivation as the title of this 

editorial emphasizes. Great oaks from little acorns grow.”219 

In another editorial titled “What Can We Believe,” found in the March 1937 issue 

of Strength & Health, Hoffman addressed the plethora of misinformation regarding 

healthful living. He wrote that readers would send him news clippings about health 

information they gleaned from newspapers, and they wanted to know which were true. 

Hoffman posed a number of rhetorical questions regarding the motivations for these 

stories that provided what he considered misinformation. “Do [they] feel that their 

readers prefer to be told that they can live without exercise?” he asked. “Why do people 

like to pass on the stories about possible injuries through exercise?” He then explained to 

his readers, “Where such impossible stories had their origin I can’t say. But these stories 

and many others like them are the reason for Strength & Health magazine…We found 

what is true and what is honest, and what has no foundation based on fact. Strength & 

Health was founded to tell the world of a simple, wholesome system of living. One that 

contains no fads.”220 

As he concluded his editorial, Hoffman challenged his readers to spend the next 

three months following both a Strength & Health progressive resistance program and 

Strength & Health’s simple rules for living. He advised his readers to ignore “any other 

system of living which is brought to your attention. After you see the great results you 

obtain I am sure that you will never want to live any life but the Strength & Health life.” 

If that was not enough to spur his readers into action, he wrote, “So few people enjoy 

perfect health. There are more doctors in this country per proportion of population than in 
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any other. We have more drug stores, more hospitals, more medicines and drugs. 

Wouldn’t it seem that the commonly taught system of living is wrong?”221  

In this editorial, Hoffman positioned Strength & Health as a guiding light of 

information provided by individuals with genuine motives. Moreover, he situated the 

Strength & Health way of living as distinct from the general lifestyle most Americans 

led. Through this type of rhetoric, readers increased their trust in the brand and 

acknowledged their difference from the rest of society. Both of these actions contributed 

to readers adopting the Strength & Health brand as part of their identity.  

Perhaps the most noteworthy promotion of the sincerity aspect of the Strength & 

Health brand in the early years involved the Federal Trade Commission case between 

Charles Atlas and Bob Hoffman. According to Fair, the Charles Atlas organization filed a 

complaint against York in 1936 that they were engaging in misleading practices. Despite 

neither party winning the case, sanctions were imposed on York for “misrepresentation in 

advertising, conflict of interest between York Barbell and York Oil Burner operations, 

fabrications of Hoffman’s military records, and ‘unfairly discouraging competitors.’” 222 

Nevertheless, Hoffman seized the opportunity to express his and his magazine’s genuine 

nature.  

Hoffman first mentioned the ordeal in the May 1936 issue of Strength & Health in 

an article titled “EXTRA!! Federal Trade vs Bar bells!!” Hoffman prefaced his 

explanation by iterating his staff’s mission to spread the barbell gospel, and dispel 

exercise programs that were only created to make money, such as Atlas’s Dynamic 

Tension. Hoffman wrote, “We have progressed far on the road to converting many of 

these men who don’t know and it is part of our work to teach or persuade the rest that 
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weight training and weight lifting builds a quality of all around physical ability which can 

not be attained in any other way.” After revering the lofty mission of the Strength & 

Health community, he told readers that a representative from the Fair Trade Commission 

visited York and told him that a complaint was filed about the magazine’s editorial 

policy. Hoffman wrote, “He said that people naturally thought that I was an unbiased 

expert and when I wrote about York bar bells I was taking unfair advantage of them.”223 

Although no evidence explicitly supports the contention that Hoffman used this as 

part of a marketing strategy, his assertion in the article that “This case is not Federal 

Trade against Strength & Health. It is Federal Trade against bar bells and weight lifting,” 

was certainly a savvy move by Hoffman.224 By framing it in such a way, the complaint 

was no longer about Strength & Health; it now centered upon one of the core identifiers 

of the Strength & Health brand community. Losing this case would surely undermine the 

identities of most, if not all, of its members. Hoffman had rallied his troops to a cause.  

His readers’ rally cries were heard quickly. A section of the June 1936 issue of the 

magazine was dedicated to letters from readers regarding the Federal Trade Commission 

case. Each letter testified to the benefits of training with weights. “…the only method that 

I have found to make one stronger and better built is BAR BELL TRAINING,” said Fred 

Noyes, who signed his letter, “a York man,” thus identifying himself as a follower of the 

brand and a member of Hoffman’s community. Albert Victor Morris explained in his 

letter how following Hoffman’s methods for two years “worked a ‘miracle’ for [him]” by 

rehabilitating a severe back injury.225 Finally, Granville Ryan described in his letter to 

Hoffman how his “trouble was practically over after nine months of bar bell training, 
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proper living and following the priceless advice of Dr. Tilney,” a contributor to the 

magazine.226  

Hoffman kept these readers abreast of the situation in later issues through articles 

such as “The Man Behind the Federal Trade Commission Case” and “The World’s 

Greatest Fakir,” in which he cast aspersions toward Atlas more than he updated 

readers.227 In the latter article Hoffman repeated Strength & Health’s sincere mission:  

I, and my associates, throughout the earlier physical training years of our lives, 
ran the gauntlet of the physical culture fakirs, in our search for the Right Road to 
Super Strength and development. We tried many of the advertised courses with 
little or no success. Only after years of wasted effort and spending our hard 
earned money for course after course without apparatus, did we find that bar bells 
and dumbells played the principal part in the development of the men who offered 
you a course without apparatus. You naturally wonder why these men who 
developed their bodies principally through weight training did not offer the 
system that build their own strength and muscles. Simply because it is more 
profitable to sell a few sheets of paper for twenty-five or thirty-five dollars, or 
even as low as five if you wait long enough, than to sell expensive to produce bar 
bells and dumbells.228 

He then made a case for clearing the name of barbells and dumbbells – the 

Strength & Health way of training – writing that he “[had] received hundreds of letters 

from men throughout the world” who experienced extraordinary success with these 

strength implements. Near the end of the article he again appealed to the identity of the 

Strength & Health community in order to unite them toward a goal and against 

competitors. “Now it behooves every man interested in bar bell training,” wrote 

Hoffman, “every man who has received good results from barbell training to lend his 

support to prove once and for all that training with progressive resistance, the methods 
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followed by all the super men whose photos appear in this magazine, is the best way of 

physical training.”229  

The advertisements used during the early years of the magazine also included 

manifestations of this brand component. These displays, however, often contrasted with 

the hyperbolic nature of the advertisements aimed at appealing to American masculinities 

in that they were relatively modest. For instance, on the back cover of the August 1933 

issue, three men with impressive physiques for the time were pictured wearing only short 

trunks and training with barbells and dumbbells, thereby displaying the results of the 

York equipment and system. One of the more prominent headings read, “York Bar Bell 

Outfits And Courses Are Of Unequalled Value.” The smaller text explained that York 

equipment came with a money back guarantee and a ten day free trial. Additionally, the 

ad indicated that Hoffman, “America’s strongest man,” was the trainer for the potential 

York equipment owner, and it promoted his “years of successful championship training 

experience.”230 Together these selections all forwarded the notion that York equipment 

and courses were the best around, and that the magazine staff believed in the system and 

the courses so much, they were willing to offer guarantees.231 

In a slightly different manner, yet still retaining the outwardly candid component 

of the brand, Strength & Health also promoted the actual York Barbell equipment by 

boasting its superior quality. “The World’s Best Barbell!” was in bold type at the top of 

the front inside cover of the September 1936 installment of the magazine. In this ad, the 

rhetoric focuses on the beauty of the new York Barbell sets. According to the print, the 

barbells embodied “the finest workmanship…” and each feature “anyone can see at a 
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glance is done by master craftsmen.” What is more, the outfits were being sold for the 

same price of former York sets, which was likely intended to demonstrate that profits 

were not the first priority of Hoffman and his staff; spreading the barbell gospel was.232   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
On the front inside cover of the August 1937 issue is another advertisement that 

communicated the genuine nature of both Strength & Health and the York Barbell 

Company. The heading read, “We Have Received More Than 10,000 Testimonials,” in 

bold lettering, and listed were different endorsements that were likely printed to 

demonstrate that the stigma surrounding weights was a myth, and that the York system 
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Figure 15.  Back cover ad. Strength & Health, August 1933.  
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provided the best results in both appearance and constitution.233 The practice of using 

testimonials in the Iron Game was not new, however, as browsing briefly through old 

physical culture pamphlets reveals.234    

The advertisements promoting the sincerity of the magazine were generally 

reserved in comparison to those aimed at masculinity. Nevertheless, they helped further 

the message that Strength & Health provided the best equipment and methods of training. 

Additionally, the ads crafted the message that the individuals providing these tools 

practiced what they preached and genuinely cared about improving the lives of others.  

The sincerity aspect of the Strength & Health brand, relative to the other two 

components, was particularly important in the formation of the brand community. First, 

through Hoffman’s explicit opposition to competitors, he provided a way in which his 

readers – members of the brand community – could further their own identities and 

differentiate themselves. They were not like the followers of Charles Atlas, who did not 

use barbells or dumbbells. This rejection of competitors’ brands is termed oppositional 

brand loyalty by marketing scholars Muñiz and O’Guinn, and, as in the case of Strength 

& Health, it serves as an important marker of brand community.235  

Second, readers of Strength & Health were not like most Americans. Although 

individuals such as Sandow, Macfadden, and Calvert made inroads during the early 

1900s, at the inception of Strength & Health, training with weights was generally 

stigmatized in America due to concerns about its ill effects on the body such as muscle 

binding and athlete’s heart. The former was characterized by individuals becoming 
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slower, inflexible, and perhaps even causing lasting damage to their bodies due to 

training with weights.236 The latter was caused by hypertrophy, or enlargement, of the 

heart, which is now considered a healthy condition. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 

however, physicians believed it could lead to premature death because of the stress 

placed on the walls of the heart.237  

Despite this environment, spurred by Hoffman’s ideas on living a healthful life, 

Strength & Health denounced these beliefs and, thus, provided an identity that 

differentiated its readers from their fellow Americans. This type of differentiation is an 

integral characteristic of brand communities as the core ways in which brand 

communities see themselves as distinct from their social environments are vital to the 

strength of the community.238  

Overall, this aspect of Strength & Health, specifically the ways in which the 

community used the sincerity narrative forwarded by Hoffman and his staff to 

differentiate itself from both competitors and the majority of Americans, played a crucial 

role in the identity of the brand community, and, thus, the success of the magazine. It 

should be understood, however, that although Hoffman genuinely believed in the lifestyle 

he promoted according to Fair, the honesty forwarded in the magazine should be 
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tempered with the understanding that Hoffman was also a businessman and his ego often 

influenced his decisions.239  

 

READERS RESONATE 

The examples provided demonstrate the different ways in which the Strength & 

Health staff designed and continued the multiple narratives that became associated with 

the magazine. As Kilambi, Luedicke, and communications scholar Rebecca Dean 

Swenson all indicated, however, these socially constructed narratives are of no 

consequence if they fail to resonate with readers.240 For the community to thrive under 

the tenants of the brand, readers must assume these characteristics and reciprocate them 

to other members as well as to the source, or rhetor, of the narratives.  

Communicative reproduction, or the reciprocation, of the brand tenets by readers, 

became manifest when Hoffman and his staff began publishing the letters sent in from 

readers in the November 1933 issue of the magazine under the heading “Around the 

Gym: Where Readers and Editor Get Together.”241 Editors referred to the section by 

different names over the years such as “We Hear from S. & H. Magazine Readers,” 

“Cheers and Jeers,” “Letters From Our Readers,” “Letters From Readers,” and “To the 

Editor.”242 Save for a sporadic few years over the life of the magazine, fielding letters 

from readers became a mainstay. In this department, Strength & Healthites voiced their 
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praises and their critiques of the magazine, shared their concerns about aspects of 

physical culture and society at large, contributed to threads of discussion taking place in 

the space, and, of course, echoed narratives of the magazine.  

For instance, a letter from Dick Meyer of Yonkers, New York was published in 

the Letters From Readers section of the April 1935 Strength & Health. In the letter, 

Meyer identified with the magazine’s endorsement of exercise to build mental strength. 

He wrote, “I was pleased to see on the cover of the April issue your new slogan. Devoted 

to the Culture of Mind and Body. So few realize how closely allied are physical and 

mental health. And I know no better means that bar bell training to promote great 

physical health thereby paving the way for clearer mentality.” His belief in this particular 

conception of masculinity, which was tied to the strenuous way of living, was so strong, 

he wrote, “The Motto of the BOB HOFFMAN TRAINING CLUB in my city is, ‘A 

NOBLE SOUL DWELLS IN A STRONG BODY,’ and our aim is development along 

those three important lines – Physical, Mental and Spiritual.”243 

Another reader, identified only as H.L.S., identified with the hegemonic 

masculinity present in the magazine. “I had never looked in a copy of Strength and 

Health before,” H.L.S. penned. “There are so many magazines that one can’t read them 

all. But who wouldn’t be interested in that caption at the bottom of the cover, ‘I Can Lick 

Any Man in the World.’ And looking inside to see the Manassa Mauler in all the glory of 

his prime. You can be sure I bought the magazine.”244 “Manassa Mauler” was a moniker 

for the 1920s boxer and cultural icon, Jack Dempsey. Both Dempsey and the tagline 

H.L.S. referred to are linked through the domination of others through force. The fact that 
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H.L.S. bought Strength & Health because of these aspects attests to the masculine appeal 

of the magazine. 

The images of physiques in the magazine also engaged readers and helped convert 

them to members of the Strength & Health community. Although C.H. Hamar resided in 

England, it is reasonable to assume that many Americans also had similar experiences to 

the one he shared. He wrote, “…the fine example of manhood portrayed on the cover so 

interested and so delighted me that I just had to buy the magazine. I have obtained about 

a dozen copies, the last being the September, 1938, issue.”245 The images in the 

magazines became models for many as a letter from another reader named Jack Collins 

indicates. From Burlington, Virginia he sent a picture of himself to Hoffman with the 

accompanied request, “I hope that you will slide it in that swell magazine, by real 

men…”246 As the next chapter will demonstrate, Collins was not alone in this desire.  

William M. Abbott also acknowledged the role of a masculine, built body. In his 

letter to the magazine staff he explained that he recently moved from Oklahoma to 

Manhattan Beach, California, and it made him even more grateful for Strength & Health. 

He wrote: 

As a great deal of my time is spent in a bathing suit out here, I sure am glad that I 
did something about my body. I certainly would have been ashamed to appear on 
the beach looking as I did several years ago, before I bought your Home Gym and 
Dumbells. After using them, although not have the muscles a heavier bar bell set 
would give me, I am developed well enough to have several people a day ask me 
how I got that way. Needles to say, I refer them to “our magazine.”247  
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This same type of insecurity continues today. Abbott, however, quelled his unease with 

the help of Strength & Health, and as indicated through his use of “our magazine,” it led 

to his self-identification as part of the Strength & Health community as well.   

The Strength & Health lifestyle became such a part of some readers’ identity that 

they took more exceptional actions. Francis Au Rand was one of these readers. After one 

and one-half years of reading Strength & Health and training with York Bar Bells, he felt 

that he had known Hoffman for years. He told Hoffman in a letter published in the 

September 1937 issue of the magazine, “I am so wrapped up in this pleasure that I went 

to York to see you and your boys on June 14th and I certainly was not disappointed. My 

friend, my wife, and I were greatly thrilled with the courtesy shown us by you and your 

fine men.”248 Au Rand’s pilgrimage, as termed by marketing scholars Hope Jensen Shau 

and Albert M. Muñiz Jr., demonstrated Au Rand’s commitment to the Strength & Health 

brand.249 Although he only traveled from Philadelphia, which is an approximately two-

hour drive presently according to Google Maps, the same trip was likely a more arduous 

trek nearly eighty years ago.250   

During his visit Au Rand also discovered that the components of the Strength & 

Health brand were also part of the environment at York headquarters. In his letter he 

commented on how much he enjoyed the story of how one of the York Barbell 

employees, Ed Harrison, overcame multiple hardships in order to reach his current 

standing professionally and athletically. Rand wrote, “It showed that he was determined 
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to get what he wanted and he surely is on his way up the ladder to strength fame.”251 

Finding out that York employees practiced what they preached and were actually self-

made men surely deepened Au Rand’s bond to both the brand and the community of 

which he became a part.   

Phillip Miller identified with the self-made narrative as well. He shared how he 

overcame obstructions in increasing his bodyweight from 130 pounds to 185 pounds in 

nine months with the help of Strength & Health. Approximately one year before he wrote 

his letter, which appeared in the January 1937 installment of the magazine, he decided to 

take up weight training. His football season had ended, and after not even serving as “a 

regular scrub,” he decided to alter his circumstances. His parents, however, were against 

weight training, and thought he should spend all his time studying. But Miller was crafty 

and unwavering. He brought his barbell into the house while his parents were away and 

trained in the cellar when he was supposed to be studying. After dropping a large weight 

when he was supposedly studying, he told his parents a “big dictionary” fell. Miller also 

wrote, “it took some explaining to tell my parents how I could get hurt studying” after he 

became too ambitious and dropped 200 pounds on his back. He did not forget about 

Hoffman’s insistence on a sound mind in a sound body, however. According to the letter, 

Miller maintained his grades and was offered a scholarship to play football at “one of our 

famous Universities.”252Although his story of determination did not result in him 

climbing the social ladder out of destitution, his anecdote echoed themes of resolve that 

many Strength & Health readers associated with the magazine.  

Other readers cited these types of stories as to why they started using weights. For 

instance, R.R.T. from Pennsylvania wrote, “I picked up your magazine the other week 
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and was very much interested in it. For several reasons I was much impressed with an 

article relating how weaklings had built up their bodies and were now enjoying life to the 

fullest.”253 It is not hard to believe that the inspiration R.R.T. felt from reading about 

other men controlling their own destinies was one of the reasons that particular story 

appealed to him. Another reader, D.G. from New York, revealed that seeing other self-

made individuals persuaded him to take up weight training. He wrote, “Bob – I’ll always 

bless the day I picked up a copy of Strength and Health on the news stands. In that way, I 

received my first inkling of what weight training is bound to accomplish. I made up my 

mind at once, if others could accomplish what they had done, so could I. Body building is 

now my big theme in life…”254  

The self-made narrative is apparent in various ways in Strength & Health. The 

magazine’s staff wrote articles about individuals who changed their circumstances for the 

better, and readers applauded them and responded with similar stories of their own. This 

type of rhetoric between the magazine and its readers firmly established the notion of 

poet William Ernest Henley’s words from his 1893 poem “Invictus,” “I am the master of 

my fate, I am the captain of my soul,” as a defining characteristic of both Strength & 

Health and its readers. 255  

Many readers also related to the nationalism weaved into the magazine. V.E. from 

Idaho declared in the August 1938 issue, “I firmly believe that [Strength & Health] does 

more good than any other single magazine in the U.S. My only regret is that there are so 

few persons that take enough interest in their own bodies to find out what makes it tick. 

The greatest ambition my partner and I have is to come to York and visit with kindred 
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souls who like Iron Pills.”256 Like Francis Au Rand, V.E. identified so much with the 

Strength & Health brand and its messages that he wanted to make a pilgrimage to York, 

Pennsylvania.  

The Strength & Health community and the resonance of the magazine’s narratives 

were not limited by geography, as Abed Monte’s letter from Lafayette, Louisiana in the 

September 1940 issue of Strength & Health demonstrated. He wrote, “Being that we are 

to train men for national defense, why not go at it in a barbell way? I figure in six months 

we could turn out better men that the army could in one year.” He then laid out a plan of 

putting barbell men like himself in charge of classes of at least one hundred men. “As 

you said, when you came back from the Olympics in Germany, we need trained men. 

Confident men who wouldn’t be afraid of anything, those are the kind of men that bar 

bells build.”257 Monte’s letter demonstrates not only how readers echoed tenants of the 

Strength & Health brand, but also how they often commingled. 

 Interestingly, one particular response from a reader in Aberdeen, Scotland 

provided an alternative perspective of Strength & Health’s nationalism. In his letter 

printed in the February 1938 installment of the magazine, Norman M. Sandieson praised 

Hoffman, “You have definitely put weight lifting on a higher plane, and one feels a 

tremendous conviction that Bob Hoffman is right in what he preaches (and practices), and 

it should be shouted from the housetops in every country of the world.” He then gave his 

interpretation of America as he derived it from the pages of Strength & Health. “This 

magazine certainly gives us all that we look for from America, enthusiasm, courage, 

attention to detail, pep, and that aptitude for the telling-phrase which is so essentially 
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American...‘Bob Hoffman says,’” he wrote.258 That Sandieson recognized the nationalism 

in Strength & Health from an outside perspective suggests that Hoffman was in tune with 

American currents, and supports the assertion that this nationalism was a significant 

attribute of the magazine and of its brand community.  

It is easy to see that readers related to the notion of enriching America through the 

Strength & Health lifestyle. As explained previously, however, many Americans at the 

time were convinced that weight training was harmful. Thus, for many readers, 

identifying with the way of life Hoffman preached resounded the magazine staff’s claim 

that Strength & Health was a sincere, honest publication. In addition, labeling themselves 

as Strength and Healthites who understood the benefits of resistance training helped to 

strengthen the bonds between members of the Strength & Health community while 

distinguishing themselves, and the community as a whole, from other Americans. 

One example of this came from a letter written by Roger Eells, which appeared in 

the August 1936 Strength & Health. At one point doctors told Eells he only had three 

months to live. With nothing to lose, he tried the Strength & Health exercise programs. 

He became a devout disciple of Hoffman and his Strength & Health lifestyle after 

training with weights helped him attain a healthy 175-pound bodyweight after starting at 

121 pounds with a collapsed lung. Eells’s letter read:  

Realizing that there are many, many thousands of people in this country alone 
who believe that weight training is harmful and will cause one to become muscle 
bound, weaken their heart and a dozen other bugaboos…It is my earnest desire to 
add what little weight anything I might say to your crusade against the wide 
spread propaganda and to aid you wherever I can in disproving the statements that 
one can become tremendously strong and beautifully build without the use of 
weight training of a progressive nature…You have already done more for the 
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youth of the world than any other man in this field and I’m sure that the day will 
come when all the world will realize what a truly great thing you have done.259  

By his own admission, Eells internalized the Strength & Health brand and the ideas for 

which it stood. He understood that this differentiated him from others. In addition, not 

only had he become a member of the brand community, but he also became an 

ambassador for the brand by evangelizing its tenants.  

Similarly, in the same issue Lawrence L. Miller informed Hoffman that he built 

his weight from 135 pounds to 200 pounds after training with York Barbell courses and 

equipment. He also followed Hoffman’s lead by calling Charles Atlas’s Dynamic 

Tension program “Dynamic Hooey,” because of his regression in health while practicing 

the course. He wrote to Hoffman, “You can be sure that I am grateful and if I can help to 

convince any other man who doubts or has been misled I will be pleased to do so.”260 

Miller also adopted the Strength & Health lifestyle as part of his identity and was proud 

to spread its gospel.  

J.L. Berianger’s letter to Hoffman was printed in the May 1938 installment of the 

magazine. Re-reading his past issues and coming across an article about the stigma 

toward weightlifters titled “There Should to be a Law Against It” compelled him to write 

Hoffman. In that article, Hoffman wrote about Dr. William Brady, who was often quoted 

in newspaper stories at the time in reference to his assertion that weight training was a 

damaging practice.261 Berianger wrote, “…in my opinion the Dr. Brady who started that 

argument is more of a dumbbell than the ones I use in my exercises. His opinions about 

weight lifters made my blood boil because I can readily prove how wrong he is.” 
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Berianger then shared how training with weights had improved his physique 

measurements as well as his athletic ability. Although he lived in Montreal, Canada, 

Berianger’s opinion surely accorded with American followers.262  

Finally, Jonas Klein of New York City was explicit in his praise of Strength & 

Health’s sincerity. He started his letter to Hoffman by writing, “Well I’ve been stung 

again.” Klein then explained that he received only a few implements of a 310-pound 

weight lifting set he purchased from an unknown firm because it was cheaper. “I should 

have known better,” Klein confessed, “but you know how it is, we like bargain prices.” 

After his apologetic opening, he commended York and Strength & Health by writing:  

I can now appreciate that an organization such as yours, doing business in a 
legitimate way, advertising, publishing a magazine to help readers, can not sell so 
cheap as some of the little “in the alley type” of bar bell so-called manufacturers, 
but the comparison of the value you give, the prompt service and the fine answers 
to all questions presented makes a York set not only the best, but the lowest 
priced on the market. You can be sure that I will place all my orders in the future 
with your company, who are responsible and give service to all who use their bar 
bells.263 

By Klein’s account, it seems that the York Barbell Company and, by extension, Strength 

& Health, gained a new, and perhaps lifelong, follower.  

These reciprocations to Hoffman’s sincere promotion of the Strength & Health 

lifestyle are scattered throughout the pages of magazine.264 They differentiated the 

community from competitors such as Charles Atlas, and they helped differentiate brand 

community members as those who knew and followed the right way of living in spite of 

the negative opinion most people, including the majority of the medical field, held toward 
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weight training. For those inside of the community, the continued attacks on their way of 

life seemed to strengthen their bonds.   
 

CONCLUSION 

The narratives forwarded by Strength & Health magazine were often, as 

mentioned, part of Hoffman’s own belief system. These same brand components, 

however, tapped into a number of American attitudes, trends, and concerns of the time. 

Prompted by much of the rhetoric broadcasted through the magazine, the tenants of the 

Strength & Health brand resonated with readers so much that many of them chose to 

write to the magazine in order to generally express their appreciation, share their story, 

complement the magazine, or critique it in some way. Through their communications to 

Hoffman and his staff, the Strength & Health readers, or community members, 

demonstrated their embrace of the brand characteristics as part of their own identity. This 

identity that formed through the rhetoric of Hoffman and his staff during the early years 

of the magazine would last for decades, and would ultimately contribute to the 

magazine’s demise. 

According to Kilambi, however, individuals flourish as a collective, or 

community, in a consumer culture only when the proper tools are at their disposal.265 

Although a number of individuals identified with the magazine’s brand image, as we will 

see in the next chapter, Hoffman and his staff were especially adept at seeding practices 

that allowed their consumers, or brand community members, to communicate brand 

rhetoric to both the source of the brand and to other consumers. These types of “tools” 

                                                
265 Kilambi, “Constitutive Marketing,” 37. 



 113 

that Hoffman and his staff provided to their readers also significantly contributed to the 

formation of the Strength & Health brand community.266 
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Chapter 3: Cultivating Community through the Magazine 

In his letter published in the January 1938 issue of Strength & Health, Pryce 

Byrdsley wrote, “Thank you very much for publishing my letter in the current number of 

S. & H. My open appeal is bringing such a flood of response that my meager supply of 

photos was almost immediately exhausted.” Byrdsley referred to a letter he sent to the 

Strength & Health League section of the magazine. This department allowed members to 

publish their addresses and ask to connect with other readers, which, in Byrdsley’s case, 

also included trading physique photos. He went on to say, “As you might know I received 

many interesting letters and some really unusual poses of which I am very proud. Many 

Leaguers called upon me personally which was indeed gratifying, for I had no idea there 

were so many living in my vicinity. And which in turn speaks well for your excellent 

magazine.” Byrdsley concluded his letter by writing, “Again let me thank you and wish 

you more continued success in making us all more strength and health conscious.”267  

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, and as can be inferred from Byrdsley’s 

letter, Bob Hoffman and his staff made it clear in the early years of its existence that 

Strength & Health stood for leading a healthful life consisting of exercise, proper diet, 

and weighted resistance. This lifestyle would not only improve the wellbeing of those 

who practiced it, but the masculine, hardy characteristics it developed would lead both to 

their own successes as well as the success of the nation. Rooted in the social currents of 

the United States at the time, the identity created by Hoffman and his staff in the first few 

years of Strength & Health magazine became a strong foundation for its brand 

community. For the community to actually develop, however, readers needed to 
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interface. The Strength and Health League, as Byrdsley’s letter attests, was one of the 

many ways those connections occurred.  

The magazine was the primary instrument for connecting readers. Through its 

pages, the staff organized and managed the aforementioned Strength and Health League, 

which also became a powerful marketing tool. In addition, the “Letters from Readers” 

section of the magazine provided a forum for Strength & Healthites to communicate their 

views on a number of topics relevant to the magazine. The last component of the 

magazine that connected readers was a magazine department called “Success Stories.” 

Here, readers would document their progress using Strength & Health exercise methods 

and would often accompany the account with an image of their physiques.  

Individually, these features of Strength & Health seemed to be clever tools 

steeped in the identity of the brand through which Hoffman and his staff attempted to 

market their magazine and the York Barbell Company. Together, they formed the pillars 

of the Strength & Health brand community from its start until World War II changed the 

social landscape of the nation.  
 

STRENGTH & HEALTH LEAGUE 

Perhaps the most significant demonstration of brand community found in Strength 

& Health is the Strength & Health League. John Fair described this organization in 

Muscletown USA as “a curious amalgam of the Boy Scouts and a pen-pal club.”268 

George Jowett, publisher of Strength & Health at the time, most likely lifted the idea for 
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the league directly from the English publication Health & Strength.269 This contention is 

supported by the January 1934 editorial titled “The English Leaguers and Us,” in which 

Hoffman extolled the overseas organization and asserted that Jowett was one of its first 

members.270 There is evidence, however, that the idea of membership in physical culture 

arena was used before either of these leagues.271 

The Health and Strength League in England was an incredible success by the time 

Jowett transposed the concept. According to Iron Game Historian David Webster, the 

league started after a man named Mr. R. Holmes wrote to the magazine inquiring about 

meeting other readers in his district. His letter, published in the September 1906 issue, 

elicited a huge response, which set the wheels in motion for the league.272 This argument 

contrasts with other scholars who contend that it began with the purpose of improving the 

physical preparedness of Great Britain.273 It seems likely that both of these explanations 

hold some truth. Nevertheless, the organization became a great success, and by 1911 

league enrollment had reached 13,000.274  

Among these early members was a man named Percy Hunt, who joined in 1907. 

According to the biography, Percy Hunt: The Great Mavello – Life and Times of a Health 
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& Strength Athlete by Colin Spong Jones, Hunt entered the league because of his interest 

in its moralistic purpose embodied by its motto: “Sacred thy body even as they Soul.” He 

eventually became a stage athlete and a performer. Due to the once popular music halls 

being overtaken by silent films and “talkies,” Hunt booked performances anywhere he 

could such as YMCA’s, Workmen’s Halls, Welfare Clubs, and even castellated mansions 

between World War I and World War II. During his performances he evangelized the 

Health & Strength lifestyle while demonstrating “the finer points of balance, club 

swinging, muscle control, and novelty lifting of weights,” and he often interspersed his 

act with bouts of singing, which sometimes included The League Song.275  

Hunt promoted the League when he wasn’t performing as well, especially at his 

gym, which, due to its affiliation with Health & Strength, abided by certain requirements 

such as being well ventilated and having facilities for hot and cold tubs. He also wore his 

League medal there and displayed his certificates of accomplishment for certain strength 

feats outlined by the league. Administrators eventually appointed him as a League 

District Officer after recruiting over 100 pupils to the organization through his gym.276 

Members and strategies similar to these are surely what helped the league survive WWI 

and reach 100,000 members by 1931. Additionally, the marriage of two leaguers that 

same year, in which an archway of Indian clubs and rapiers was formed as the couple left 

the church, was indicative of the fraternity present among its members.277 

Alternatively, Webster, who eventually joined the league in 1943, was attracted to 

Health & Strength due to its “self-defense” related cover during WWII. Interestingly, 

Webster’s initiation into the Iron Game, and subsequent illustrious career, was due to a 
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mix-up on the part of Health & Strength. A wrestler at the time, he signed up for an 

instructional course in the late summer of 1950 at the nearby Lowther College in North 

Wales. Upon arriving, however, he found that the wrestling course was held earlier in the 

day, and he was scheduled for the weightlifting course. Bright eyed and bushy tailed, as 

he described himself, Webster was very willing to take the course taught by Al Murray, 

who became the country’s first national coach in any sport in 1948.278  

The club continued using the same types of recruitment strategies when Webster 

was a member. He enrolled his family members, friends, and other like-minded 

individuals, and he eventually earned a silver medal from the league for his efforts. Along 

with courses, the organization also held annual competitions in a number of physical 

culture activities, and organizers such as Webster would book venues for area shows 

while the league helped defray some costs by paying for medals and ancillaries. With so 

many events, Health & Strength eventually hired a “League Organizer” to help plan and 

manage them.279 Considering the success of the league, it seems Jowett chose a fine 

example after which to model the Strength & Health organization. 

Jowett introduced the Strength & Health League in the first issue – December 

1932 – of Strength & Health as “the finest organization under the sun for people 

interested in any form of sport or exercising, body building and strength.” Thus, the 

shared consciousness element of brand community was present. Jowett told readers that 

the Strength & Health League “is the place to bring [their] problems and find [their] 

pals.” He also informed readers that information such as the names, ages, measurements, 
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athletic achievements, and other notable information about all subscribers would be kept 

on file. Moreover, League pages listed information about athletic clubs and other physical 

culturists in different areas so that members could connect.280  

In emphasizing the community of the League, Jowett told potential members, 

“You can write to S. & H. Leaguers in this and other countries and never need be 

lonesome again in the happiness and good fellowship you will obtain from these 

enthusiasts the world over.”281 It seemed that Jowett had already taken heed of the advice 

provided by sport management scholars Matthew Katz and Bob Heere in 2013: “For a 

new brand community the most significant relationship is not between consumer and 

community, but rather between consumers.”282 

Potential leaguers received more information in the next issue of Strength & 

Health. Jowett encouraged readers to help increase the health and fitness of the nation by 

spreading the doctrine of the league to friends, co-workers, neighbors, and anyone with 

which they come in contact. He also wrote that upon becoming a member, readers would 

receive “a certificate suitable for framing,” and a league medal attesting to their 

membership, which is pictured below.283 These individuals would then have their name 

and address printed in the League pages so others could write to them.  

A military type of hierarchy was established in order to encourage members to 

recruit new leaguers and create Strength & Health Clubs in their areas. If leaguers 

enrolled seven other followers, they became a leaguer sergeant and received a colored 

certificate. If they enrolled sixteen other members, they became a lieutenant of leaguers 
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and earned a silver badge. By enrolling thirty-two leaguers, one became a league captain 

and would receive a gold league insignia as well as a special certificate and commission. 

These titles became important because leaguers would be identified by their name and 

rank when mentioned in the magazine.284  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The League came into full form in the February 1933 issue of Strength & Health. 

Jowett informed members of ways they could earn medals. For example, swimming 

twelve and one half miles in three months would earn a member a bronze medal, but 
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swimming twenty-five miles in six months would earn a member a silver medal. 

Leaguers could earn medals by walking and performing sit-ups as well.  

The only way to earn a gold medal involved training with weights. If a leaguer 

showed a total gain in development of twelve inches in the measurements of the flexed 

upper arm, the straight forearm, the chest expanded, the thigh, the calf, and the neck, he 

would earn a gold medal. In addition, if a leaguer performed a lift that came within five 

percent of one of the forty-two recognized lifts and strength feats of the ACWLA, or if a 

leaguer’s total on the three Olympic lifts came within ten percent of the winning total in 

the last national weightlifting championship, the leaguer would earn a gold medal.285  

Although Jowett told members in the first issue that membership would be no 

additional cost, he later explained in the February issue that despite the league being a 

non-profit organization, the costs of the medals, certificates, and printing needed to be 

defrayed.286 Thus, membership in the league would now cost one dollar. However, this 

was a life membership, and accompanying it was the privilege of being associated with 

those who followed the five rules of the Strength & Health League:  

1. To be temperate in all things. To live clean and follow the correct principles of 
living.  

2. To tell young people in particular and others with whom you come in contact of 
the advantages of exercise and right living.  

3. To follow some regular system of exercise and set an example to others. 

4. To form or assist in the forming of a physical training or Strength and Health 
Club in your section. 
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5. To use the golden rule in conducting your life and operating your business. 
Treat the other fellow the way you would like to be treated.287 

Within these rules are two elements of brand community outlined by Muñiz & O’Guinn: 

shared consciousness regarding healthful living and the moral responsibility to spread 

that way of life.288  

These rules also reminded members of the Strength & Health League that they 

were different from other people. Members were charged with spreading the gospel of 

Strength & Health to those who had not yet recognized the importance of living the 

lifestyle outlined in the magazine. Implicit in this responsibility was the understanding 

that members of the league made up a small minority of Americans who recognized the 

importance of fitness and health, and as already demonstrated by many of the readers’ 

letters to the magazine, this distinction was a source of pride.  

Fervor was not absent from these pages as Jowett also informed readers that 

membership had already passed one thousand. This was most likely untrue, however, as 

the same claim was made in the August 1934 issue.289 But with the enthusiasm that 

Jowett wrote excerpts such as, “One of the greatest and most helpful pleasures you can 

get from membership in the league is the privilege to advertise in Strength & Health 

Magazine League notes, asking those persons anywhere who are interested in the same 

things you are to write to you,” it is more plausible, and not surprising, that the League’s 

membership reached one thousand members in April 1934, twenty-one months after it 

began.290  
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The Strength & Health League was the first of many seeding practices the 

Hoffman camp utilized. Schau, Muñiz Jr., & Arnould, assert in How Brand Community 

Practices Create Value, that companies should provide their customers with 

opportunities to foster brand community in order to realize its benefits.291 Moreover, 

many of the practices common to brand communities that they describe in their article are 

evident from the beginning of the Strength & Health League until its last feature in the 

September 1945 issue of Strength & Health.  

For instance, the certificates and medals that members could earn are examples of 

what Shau, Muñiz Jr., and Arnould call badging, which is the practice of turning 

milestones into symbols. League pages are filled with examples of it. The first of these 

instances comes from the February 1936 issue of Srength & Health. It reads, “Lg. 

Captain Ramon Hermida, that ever enthusiastic leaguer from Ancon Canal Zone, 

continues his intensive effort in behalf of the league. His list of enrolled leaguers has 

reached the splendid total of 56.”292 Additionally, Anthony Fernandez of New York City 

wrote a letter that appeared in the February 1940 issue stating “it’s a lot of fun wearing 

the league medal. I meet a lot of fellows who are leaguers and, of course, soon as they see 

the medal they come up to me and start a conversation.”293 Finally, Joseph Maczuga, 

from West Warwick, Rhode Island, shared a story in the May 1937 Strength & Health in 

which he visited Tibbett Bouley, a fellow leaguer, at his gym in Connecticut. He wrote, 

“I shall never forget it. Eight young fellows were present, all about the same size. 

[Bouley] showed me the certificate and pendant so I wish to enroll as a member of the S. 
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 124 

& H. League. I am sure that I can enroll at least twelve of my friends.”294 These examples 

suggest that readers not only supported the idea of badging, but it also became a catalyst 

in recruiting new members. 

Apparent in this last selection is another brand community practice Shau, Muñiz 

Jr., and Arnould call documenting. They explain it as the description of one’s brand 

relationship journey in a narrative way. Carlton Smith, from Goldsboro, Maryland, 

provided one example of this in his letter to Strength & Health published in the July 1937 

issue. It read, “Last September I was hurt and after getting home from the hospital I 

ordered your dumbells and course. I practiced with them for approximately forty days 

and gained eleven pounds in the first twelve of these.” Although he conceded that these 

results sounded unreasonable, he insisted, “in the forty days that I have practiced with 

them I gained from 131 pounds to 159.” Smith also explained that he planned to order a 

York cable exerciser and began practicing hand balancing because he started working 

long hours.295 Another example of documenting comes from the July 1938 issue of 

Strength & Health. Antulio Pietri demonstrated another example of documenting in the 

July 1938 installment of the magazine. From Puerto Rico, he wrote to the Strength & 

Health League, “This is to notify you that following the principles of the A. S. & H. 

League, I have progressed both in physical development and athletic records.” After 

listing improvements in his physique measurements and his lifts, Pietri wrote, “April 24th 

[1938] at the city of Ponce, Puerto Rico, I recorded 45 ft. 5 inches. Thus I gained more 

than 7 feet in my shot putting record in a single year, which does bring down as a lie the 

muscle bound story.”296  
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Through these types of statements, readers also contributed to the communicative 

reproduction of the sincerity aspect of the Strength & Health brand. As the examples 

demonstrate, documenting often resembled testimonials for the Strength & Health 

lifestyle. By sharing the results from training with weights and living according to the 

tenants of the magazine with other readers and the Strength & Health staff, members of 

the brand community reified the assertion that the Strength & Health program of exercise 

and living was superior to others. Moreover, the confirmations from readers buttressed 

the magazine staff’s claims that training with weights was not harmful, while 

simultaneously undermining critics of the practice. This phenomenon surely made 

members of the community feel more united in their beliefs under the Strength & Health 

banner.  

The sense of community created in the Strength and Health League pages is more 

than these brand markers can convey. Not only were there instances of badging and 

documenting, but the Strength & Health League space also became a place to connect 

with others. Leaguers would list some of their interests or convey a desire to write to 

individuals from different places; many were satisfied.  

In the June 1940 issue, Bob Hendricks from Los Angeles, California wrote that he 

always wears his league medal on his watch chain and he made “several excellent 

friendships as a result of the leaguers page.”297 Walter Whitney proposed in the May 

1938 Strength & Health that he and other readers form a Strength and Health camp in the 

summer of 1938 in which they would rent a farm on the shore of Maine and canoe, hike, 

swim, and participate in other forms of exercise.298 Although it is not known whether this 

idea materialized, Forrest O’Kelly, from Memphis, Tennessee, wrote a letter to the 
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magazine that was printed in the July 1938 issue that read, “I think that proposition of 

Lgr. Whitney about the S. & H. camp is a swell idea, and although I couldn’t attend 

because of college, I’m for it.”299 With their desire for outdoor, wholesome activities, the 

letters from Whitney and O’Kelly also demonstrate one way in which leaguers identified 

with the Strength & Health brand identity; in this case it was the strenuous masculinity 

aspect.  

One of the best examples of fellowship within the Strength & Health community 

came from Howard Richards of Salt Lake City, Utah, and an unnamed good Samaritan. 

In the August 1938 issue of the magazine, a letter from Richards was published. It read:  

I am writing to you to see if you will try to help me. For four years I have been 
striving to improve myself mentally and physically but it seems that each time I 
get a good job something happens to stop me. First of all I have never been able to 
find a suitable job. They are too far away or I have to work sixteen to eighteen 
hours a day and can’t keep up with my training…Surely someone somewhere can 
offer me a place to stay and work where I will be able to study and exercise 
regularly. I don’t care where. I’ll work for low wages and board or maybe 
someone can offer some other solution. I want to get in with someone who 
believes in living the physical culture life. I’ll try any kind of work…300 

Two issues later, Strength & Health, likely the associate editor Gord Venables, 

updated Leaguers on Richards’ situation. Venables wrote, “Recently a young man wrote 

a letter for publication seeking an opportunity and telling of his qualifications and years 

of exercise and study. The right man read the letter and now [Richards] has a good 

position, thirty-five dollars a week with an especially good and interesting future.”301 As 

these examples suggest, league members created associations and friendships with 

individuals who also identified with the Strength & Health brand. What is more, 

Richards’ letter and the follow-up that Venables provided was a prime example of the 
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communicative reproduction of the self-made narrative that became associated with 

Strength & Health.  

The number of these relationships grew quickly, and they soon spanned the globe. 

By the June 1935 issue of Strength & Health, there were over 2,100 reported members of 

the League, and more members were listed each month.302 Leaguers joined from all over 

the United States as well as countries such as Singapore, Haiti, England, South Africa, 

India, New Zealand, Canada, El Salvador, Egypt, Scotland, and China, among others.303 

The global reach of the league was something members took pride in, as Al Walker 

attested to in the January 1941 issue of Strength & Health. He wrote, “There is no doubt 

from the quality of the replies I have received from other leaguers that ‘Strength & 

Health’ is the leader in its field, and it is not only a pleasure but a privilege to be 

associated with the league’s membership. Replies have come to me from most every part 

of the country as well as Canada, and they are still coming in.”304  

Bob Welsh’s story in the July 1938 “S & H Leaguer’s Page” also exhibited the 

international scope of the League. He wrote that on a “round-the-world cruise” he met a 

Leaguer – Oe Tjong Ik – in Semarang, Java that he remembered from the September 

1936 issue of Strength & Health. Ik took Welsh and a few others ashore and invited them 

into his home in which he had “practically every appliance known to weight lifters and to 

physical culturists” as well as “every known periodical on Physical Culture.”305 

Finally, one of the more interesting examples of the success of the Strength and 

Health League came from an interview with Alton Eliason. A long-time Iron Gamer who 
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owned a gym outfitted only with York equipment from 1939 until 1945, Eliason played a 

prominent role in promoting physique contests on the East Coast during the 1940s and 

1950s. He relayed a story told to him by Val De Genaro, who won the 1938 Jr. National 

Championships in the 148-pound class in weightlifting and worked at the York Barbell 

Company.306 According to Eliason, before Hoffman and his lifters departed on one of 

their many trips to different weightlifting meets, they would usually stop at the Post 

Office to retrieve business mail. The lifters opened all the envelopes on the drive and 

collected the dollar bills that people sent in order to join the Strength & Health League. In 

this particular story told to Eliason, De Genaro said they amassed $1,200 in one dollar 

bills. He told Eliason they would use the money from these Post Office stops to pay for 

their trips to weightlifting meets. Unfortunately, this story cannot be collaborated. From 

the apparent success of the League evident in Strength & Health, however, it is not 

unlikely.  

As evidenced by these examples, the Strength and Health League was a 

significant force in cultivating the Strength & Health community. By encouraging brand 

community practices such as badging, and providing opportunities for members to 

develop relationships on their own terms, the fellowship between members grew 

stronger, and membership of the League grew. All these factors contributed to a stronger 

Strength & Health brand.  
 

“LETTERS FROM READERS” AND “SUCCESS STORIES” 

Brand community also became apparent in the space of Strength & Health 

magazine dedicated to the letters of readers and to reader success stories. The “Letters 
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From Readers” section was described in the previous chapter. “Success Stories,” on the 

other hand, first appeared in the March 1939 issue of Strength & Health. It was a space 

devoted to the pictures and letters of readers who wrote about the improvement of both 

their bodies and their lives through the lifestyle advocated by the magazine.307 These 

anecdotes, therefore, served as a place to both document one’s relationship to the brand 

and evangelize it. “Success Stories” became a mainstay in the magazine, and remained 

relatively unchanged for years.  

Both departments perpetuated the culture of the brand community. Readers 

followed a general ritual when writing to the magazine – and perhaps to other readers, as 

there was always a chance of having their letters published. At some point in much of the 

correspondence, they expressed their dedication to the magazine by either conveying 

their history with it, with the York Barbell Company, and/or with the lifestyle the two 

espoused; or readers shared details of their lives proving their dedication. This ritual is 

demonstrated throughout the issues of Strength & Health magazine.  

A large number of success stories begin with this ritual. For example, in the April 

1939 issue, Emil Steger’s letter from Tucson, Arizona was published. He started his letter 

by proving he was a devoted follower: “I have been a faithful reader of your magazine for 

the past five years, and a York bar bell man since 1936. I sincerely believe that when I 

took up barbell work that I did myself the greatest favor possible.” Then he shared his 

success story by providing the increases he made in his body measurements.308 Almost 

one year later in the February 1940 issue, before describing how Strength & Health gave 

him the information needed to improve his acrobatics, Cecil Hickman of Cambridge, 

Nebraska wrote, “I have been reading Strength and Health for years. I keep every one in a 
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safe place for reference. I’ve been told time after time that the Strength and Health 

magazine was my bible.”309 Through these types of statements, Strength & Healthites 

aptly demonstrated their commitment to the brand, and would not be mistaken as 

impostors.  

An example of this ritual from the Letters from Readers section comes from the 

May 1935 issue of Strength & Health. Before congratulating Bob Hoffman on his work 

spreading the gospel of healthful living, Robert Andem, from Bloomfield, New Jersey, 

wrote that after receiving a sample copy of the magazine, he gave his father fifteen cents 

when he went to work and “told him to buy a copy of S. & H. As soon as [his father] 

came home [Andem] read the magazine and looked at the wonderful pictures in it.”310 In 

addition, R. Smith, from Pennsylvania, wrote in the August 1937 issue, “I have been 

reading S. & H. for over a year now. I think it gets better and better,” before suggesting 

that the staff increase the size of the type because he had trouble reading the magazine on 

the train.311 This tradition seems to support the assertion provided by Muñiz Jr. and 

O’Guinn that “every time such a greeting ritual is initiated or returned, members are 

validated in their understanding of the community.”312 In other words, through these 

actions members indicate to the community that they belong.  

The last component of brand community defined by Muñiz Jr. and O’Guinn that 

is found in the Letters from Readers and Success Stories sections is consciousness of 

kind. Although this element is intrinsic to many of the examples provided, Muñiz and 

O’Guinn explain that oppositional brand loyalty can also demonstrate consciousness of 

kind. Again, this action occurs because individuals do not define their identity, and the 
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identity of the community, only as what they are; they also define these identities by what 

they are not. Brand community members do this by opposing competitor brands.   

Multiple instances of resistance toward other brands were found in Strength & 

Health. In the August 1938 issue, a reader named E. V. from England had a few 

disparaging words about another brand. He wrote, “Just a few words of praise for your 

wonderful magazine, Strength and Health. For years I read the English magazine of a 

somewhat similar name. I thought it very good, but your publication puts it in the shade 

entirely.” E.V. was most likely referring to Health & Strength magazine, from which the 

Strength & Health League idea blossomed.313  

In the same issue, a reader from Virginia with the initials R. N. S. averred that all 

other magazines paled in comparison. He said, “I picked up odd copies of Strength, 

Arena, Wrestling News, Physical Training Notes, etc. I have a few of these beside me as I 

type and comparing them with Strength and Health is like comparing the proverbial 97-

pound weakling with John Grimek.”314 The former was the aforementioned stereotypical 

scrawny kid that Charles Atlas popularized in his ads, and the latter was, as mentioned in 

the introduction, the zenith of the Iron Game at the time, especially regarding physiques.  

L.D. Cabanas, from Cebu, Philippines also voiced his negative opinion regarding 

the Atlas brand in the June 1940 issue of Strength & Health. His letter read, “I came 

across the famous Dynamic Tension courses and thought I had come to the end of my 

desires…I derived nothing whatsoever in the way of benefits it claimed to restore or 

bring forth for its pupils.” After thanking Hoffman for showing him the proper way of 

training through Strength & Health magazine, Cebu again berated Atlas’s course: “…I 
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hadn’t even gained a pound in the seven months of hard training with the so-called 

Dynamic Tension, Dynamic Phoey, that’s what I call it.”315  

Creating this type of conflict is what helps brand communities thrive, according to 

marketing scholars Susan Fournier and Lara Lee in their article “Getting Brand 

Communities Right,” in the Harvard Business Review. They explain that communities 

are “inherently political” and that the “in” groups need “out” groups in order to define 

themselves.316 Although this type of confrontation was likely fueled by his ego and 

competitive drive, Hoffman was also strengthening the bonds of the York community.  

Just as members of the Strength & Health League provided evidence of badging 

and documenting throughout its pages, examples of brand community practices identified 

by Shau, Muñiz, and Arnould are also scattered throughout the Letters from Readers and 

Success Stories sections. The first of these practices is evangelizing, which is the term 

used for inspiring others to use the brand.317 As Muñiz and Schau explained, brand 

community members become brand ambassadors while also potentially revitalizing the 

product and the brand at every interaction.318 

Relatively early in the history of Strength & Health, people were dedicated to 

spreading the good news of the Iron Pills.319 A.C. of Toronto, Canada, for instance, 

explained how he and his friends put on a demonstration about the benefits of weight 

training in the June 1937 issue of Strength & Health. He wrote, “Many students still 
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recite my speech in which I announced, ‘Bar bells are the easiest, surest, quickest and the 

best way to physical perfection. The most important thing is the way you feel, and 

remember the same blood serves the muscles and the brains.’ And so much more that I 

learned from S. & H.”320  

Many of the readers followed the advice in the “Strength & Health League” 

section and evangelized by starting their own Strength and Health Clubs. Bill Crooks 

announced in the June 1939 Strength & Health that he and his friend Jimmie Webster, 

both from Pawtucket, Rhode Island, started their own club, and that it had “real good 

membership.” Crooks displayed his dedication to the brand by stating about establishing 

the club, “At last my dreams have come true.”321 With so much zeal, Crooks no doubt 

continued spreading the iron gospel.  

Another eager follower named Leonard Critelli, from Middletown, New York, 

explained in his letter published in the March 1941 issue of Strength & Health that after 

being inspired by Hoffman to start a club, he went to see his city’s Y.M.C.A. secretary. 

He described his encounter as such: “I explained bar bell training and its benefits as best 

as I knew how and I sold the idea to him completely. As yet the Y.M.C.A. here hasn’t its 

own gym, swimming pool and other facilities but they are going to start building in 

April.” Critelli also wrote that he taught a bar bell class in his grammar school gym, and 

at the time of writing his letter, the class was scheduled to perform an exhibition during a 

city league basketball game in order to “get the people educated to this different kind of 

sport.” What is more, he gave a presentation on barbells in his high school and also 

performed a muscle control act.322  
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These missionaries were dedicated to spreading the word about barbells and 

Strength & Health, and it is not a far stretch to assume that these followers advocated the 

use of the York brand. The examples also showcase the pride that these readers felt in 

being distinct. It becomes clear that being part of the in-group that understood the 

benefits of barbells is very important to these readers, and they did their best to grow 

their community.  

Customizing, the other brand practice found in these sections, as one might guess, 

occurs when a consumer alters the brand in order to better fit an individual or group 

need.323 Many of these examples involve utilizing methods of resistance other than 

barbells. For example, the same Francis Au Rand mentioned in the previous chapter 

wrote again to Hoffman and told him that after visiting the York Barbell Company and 

meeting many of the lifters that were working there, he went to New Philadelphia, near 

Pottsville. He penned in the September 1937 issue of Strength & Health, “I wasn’t there 

long until I had about ten fellows exercising with rocks and improvised bars. They’ll buy 

a real set pretty soon.” He continued his letter in order to convey his intent to evangelize 

the brand by writing, “My people and I are going on a trip to San Francisco next year and 

I would like to spread your magazine and teachings all the way across the United 

States.”324  

Douglass Hunter also exhibited the brand community practice of customizing. He 

wrote a letter published in the November 1938 issue of Strength & Health in which he 

wrote, “Today I happened to think of a good idea for those who own York Dumbells, 

especially for those who travel a great deal and would like to carry their bells with ease 
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instead of discomfort…it would help if a carrying bag or leather box, with pockets for the 

plates and pockets for the bars was produced.”325  

Finally, in another instance of customizing, Louis O. O’Brien described how he 

and his training partners tailored their equipment in his letter published in the September 

1940 Strength & Health. However, O’Brien’s situation was different than most, as he was 

an inmate at Folsom State Prison in Represa, California. His letter was prompted by a 

series of events that will be explained fully later. Nonetheless, in his letter to Hoffman, 

O’Brien explained that at the time the inmates had received Strength & Health for 

approximately a year, and they enjoyed it greatly. Regarding the implements they used, 

he wrote, “Our weights are all made out of cement poured into cans. We have seven 

sizes: 95, 25, 38, 163, 185, 194, 240.” Despite the lack of equipment, O’Brien shared that 

he gained approximately ten pounds in one year and improved his lifts greatly. The only 

trouble he and his training partners had, however, was a lack of knowledge regarding 

both training and competition rules.  

Hoffman responded by telling them he would send his books, Weight Lifting and 

Guide to Weight Lifting Competition, as well as back copies of the magazine to them 

prepaid. He also entreated Strength & Healthites to send along used magazines and 

articles to the prisoners. From this exchange, it seems that Hoffman and his staff 

understood, in some form, the concept of cultivating brand community as well as the 

subsequent effect it can have on brand loyalty. This applies not only in the case of the 

prisoners, but also in the case of brand community members who may have sent material 

to Folsom State Prison, and those that read about Hoffman’s altruistic actions.   
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 Examples of milestoning were also found in the Letters From Readers section. 

Gladys Waters, from London, England, sent a letter and two photos of herself performing 

an overhead press and a bent press, which were published in the September 1939 issue of 

Strength & Health. After noting that she was having difficulty finding a club that allowed 

females to lift because of the stigma attached to it at the time, she wrote, “I should be 

very grateful to have this letter published if you believe it may encourage some other 

women to lift weights.”326  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Another example of badging was found in the March 1940 issue of Strength & 

Health in which Bob Warner from Walton, New York wrote to Hoffman saying, “I have 

all the issues of S. & H. for the last two years, and if you think these pictures are worthy 
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Figure 17.  Gladys Waters. Pictured performing an overhead press and a bent press, 
left to right. 
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enough I would be most pleased to see them in S. & H.”327 Although Warner gained 

twenty-two pounds by training with York dumbbells for four months, his pictures were 

not published. This was probably because of a lack of space in the section.  

Raymond McCurry shared a similar desire with Warner. McCurry’s letter, sent 

from Pittsburg, Pennsylvania, was published in the May 1940 issue of the magazine. In 

fourteen months of training with York weights, he gained fifteen pounds, increased his 

strength, and greatly improved his physique. He wrote to Hoffman, “I have been reading 

your magazine for the past two years and have been greatly impressed with the many fine 

pictures you have published relative to ‘before and after’ photos. I have always wanted to 

get my picture in some day and I believe the time has come. (I hope.)”328 Fortunately for 

McCurry, the time had come.  

Seeing one’s image in the same magazine that published pictures of Iron Game 

greats was no doubt a thrill. Jan Dellinger offered his opinion on the “Success Stories” 

section. Dellinger, an employee at York Barbell for approximately twenty-five years 

starting in the late 1970s, worked in a number of different roles including editor of 

Strength & Health’s sister magazine Muscular Development. He gained an intimate 

knowledge of York and Hoffman during his time there, and remains a devotee. He said 

the “Success Stories’ pages served as a tremendous avenue of encouragement to Bob's 

potential customers – think what getting a picture in S&H would do in terms of 

motivation to a 15 year old who worked out in his family's barn.”329 Moreover, these 

pictures served as encouragement for others in the Strength & Health community, as 

illustrated by Gladys Waters’ letter.  
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As Dellinger vaguely alluded to, inherent in the “Success Stories” section is the 

self-made association of the Strength & Health brand. Accompanying most of these 

reader narratives is the understanding that they took it upon themselves to improve their 

condition. Hoffman and his staff explained to their readers many times that patience, 

focus, and dedication to weight training were necessary for improvement. There was not, 

nor is there now, a quick fix, or an easy way to achieving results when training with 

weights. Thus, by sharing their physical culture triumphs, readers reverberated the self-

made aspect of the Strength & Health brand to the magazine staff and to other readers; 

every success story marked an individual who identified with the touted narratives of 

both the brand and the brand community. In addition, submitting their pictures often 

provided a visual form of communicative reproduction of both the self-made and 

masculinity aspects of the Strength & Health brand. Finally, sharing their struggles and 

eventual improvements in physique and strength with other readers demonstrated the 

common bonds that readers had with one another, which strengthened ties to the 

community.  

One powerful demonstration of this community found within the pages of 

Strength & Health occurred over a number of issues of the magazine. In the August 1939 

issue, Lee Snyder, an inmate at San Quentin State Prison, wrote to Bob Hoffman in order 

to tell him of his progress after an inmate gave him an issue of Strength & Health. 

According to Snyder, after reading the magazine he joined the tumbling team, and 

eventually joined the weightlifting team. After using a six-foot bar with machinery 

wheels attached to the ends as weights for four years, he lost nearly forty pounds. He 

wrote, “I would be very thankful, Bob, if you would print this in your magazine so to let 

the outside boys know that even the gray walls of a prison turn out fine men in every 

walk of life, if they have the willpower to do so.” After somewhat echoing the self-made 
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component of the brand, he then asked for a copy of the magazine if his letter was 

published.330 

Hoffman’s response was beneficent, and is actually what prompted the 

aforementioned Louis O. O’Brien to write to Hoffman from Folsom State Prison. Two 

issues later, in the October 1939 Strength & Health, another letter by Snyder was 

published. He wrote, “I want to thank you and your magazine for the kindest thing you 

could have done for a convict. That was to publish my letter in the August 1939 S. & H. 

Also sending me the copy of S. & H. that I asked for. But the big surprise came today, 

when I came to my cell and found 12 copies upon my bunk.” Snyder was jubilant and 

appreciative. He told Hoffman that he would repay him the only way he could – he would 

always be a Strength & Health reader. But Snyder did not only receive a response from 

Hoffman. The Bates Bar Bell Club in Paterson, New Jersey sent a letter and pictures. 

Perhaps indicating an encouragement and sense of loyalty Snyder felt from these 

responses, he concluded his letter saying, “I have accomplished much with the fare at the 

Gray Bar Hotel and believe I can keep improving when I get out.”331 

Due to the buzz caused by this correspondence, other San Quentin inmates wrote 

to the magazine, and a story by Dick Zimmerman about the San Quentin physical 

culturists accompanied by a picture of the team appeared in the December 1939 issue of 

Strength & Health.332 Four months later, a letter by San Quentin inmate Jerry Selz was 

printed in the March 1940 issue. He explained that the article was, “a delightful and 

enjoyable surprise to the tumbling team as well as to ever so many weight lifting 

enthusiasts who are actively interested in this rapidly advancing healthy producing sport.” 
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He continued, “You could not have foreseen nor imagined the reaction to the article by 

your loyal followers here in San Quentin or zealous readers of Strength & Health 

throughout the land.” According to Selz, the most anticipated night of the month is when 

that month’s issue of Strength & Health arrives. The next day Selz said there were 

“issues of Strength & Health submerged in puddles of anxious, eager, curious, clamoring 

men,” and all of the six thousand men in San Quentin knew of the article, Strength & 

Health, and its teachings by the end of the day.333  

Selz also explained that the reach of Zimmerman’s article was not isolated to San 

Quentin, as he received letters from a number of Strength & Healthites. He provided 

selections from two of these letters, but did not indicate their authors. The first letter read, 

“The write-up about you boys was a peach…our club was tickled pink about how Bob 

said he would give you a 360 pound York International Olympic revolving set and then 

go to bat and ask the warden to let you have it…” The second letter reiterated the spirit in 

the first, and upped the ante: “Since you fellows are going to have a good bar bell set, we 

are going to chip in our nickels and dimes and help you get the rest that goes with 

that…we are with you.” Selz concluded his heartfelt letter by thanking Hoffman and his 

staff for their generosity.334  

The story didn’t end there. According to a letter in the January 1941 issue of 

Strength & Health from Tom Weston in California, a clipping from the San Quentin 

News indicated that Hoffman and a few York lifters would be performing in an exhibition 

at the San Quentin State Prison in December of 1940. This odd chronology results from 

issues of Strength & Health being printed before their actual issue date. Nonetheless, 

Weston wanted to know if outsiders were allowed to attend the exhibition as well. In the 
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reply to Weston, the editor confirmed that they would be performing in the middle of the 

month by request of the warden, but he knew nothing more.335   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Neither newspapers nor Strength & Health confirmed that this planned exhibition 

occurred. However, in Muscletown U.S.A., Fair highlights a letter to Hoffman from Tony 

Allan in 1960, an inmate at San Quentin at the time, which corroborates the event. Allan 

informed Hoffman that the barbell set he donated after the exhibition outlasted two other 

sets, thus earning it the moniker, “The Old Master.”336 Moreover, a San Quentin inmate 

named Ysmael Parra mentioned that one of his fellow inmates was on the weightlifting 

team in a letter to an associate dated July 11, 1943.337 Finally, in his book Secrets of 
                                                
335 Tom Weston, “Letters From Readers,” Strength & Health, January 1941, 8. 
336 Fair, Muscletown USA, 264. 
337 Ysmael Parra, “Ysmael Parra to Alice Greenfield,” July 11, 1943, California Cultures Collection, 
Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee records, Charles E. Young Research Library, 
http://www.oac.cdlib.org/view?docId=hb100006pk&query=&brand=calisphere. 

Figure 18.  The San Quentin prison tumbling and weight lifting team. 
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Strength, Hoffman mentions profuse correspondence from inmates at San Quentin.338 

Thus, although much of the San Quentin saga seems too good to be true, evidence 

supports its veracity.   

This lengthy account of San Quentin’s weight lifting pursuit indicates that 

Hoffman had a talent for identifying opportunities to seed brand community. This is 

demonstrated by Selz, who explained in his letter, the axiom among San Quentin lifters 

was “‘Bar bell men never enter prison – they leave it.’” He furthered this point by 

writing, “They learn here, continue after gaining their freedom as advocates of this form 

of exercise and live correspondingly.”339 These accounts suggest that Hoffman 

understood that dropping his iron pebble in the San Quentin prison would cause ripples 

that would reach far past the prison walls.  

Peppered in the Folsom and San Quentin accounts are also aspects of the self-

made component of the Strength & Health brand. Through his generosity, Hoffman 

indicated his belief in redemption. He suggested to his readers that a prisoner is still a 

human being and should be treated as such. It is not surprising that those who saw the 

dialogue between Hoffman and the inmates identified with his beliefs and responded in 

kind, thereby demonstrating that the identity of the brand community and the bonds 

between members were strong.  

Prisons were not the only seeding opportunities Hoffman exploited. A letter was 

published in the February 1941 issue of Strength & Health from Eugene Anderson, who 

was the Circle Editor of the Macon Telegraph in Georgia at the time. In the letter he 

explained how an article he read in Strength & Health inspired him to perform his daily 
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dozen exercises again. The drills he referred to were a calisthenics routine created by 

Walter Camp in the 1920s.340 As a result, the staff of Strength & Health sent him a York 

home gym, complete with a barbell, dumbbells, neck harness, and a few other items. 

Hoffman’s reply to Anderson’s letter read: “Thanks for telling us, Eugene, but please tell 

your readers. Am sending you a York Home Gym to augment your antiquated Daily 

Dozens.”  

These examples highlight more of Hoffman and his staff’s savvy. In their article 

Leaders and Followers: An Exploration of the Notion of Scale-Free Networks Within a 

New Brand Community, sport management scholars Matthew Katz and Bob Heere assert 

“it is imperative that marketers maintain the allegiances of… highly connected 

individuals,” in order to increase followers and strengthen their loyalty.341 Based on the 

many instances of Hoffman and his staff exploiting individuals with high levels of 

symbolic capital, it seems likely that his staff viewed these people as marketing assets. 

That Hoffman and his staff thought these individuals would help build the brand 

community specifically, however, is unlikely.  

A more specific example of this was demonstrated in a letter from Lewis Hippe to 

Jowett. Hippe worked at Warner Brothers Studios in Hollywood where he served as an 

early version of a personal trainer for actors and stuntmen. He also starred in movies such 

as The Mollycoddle, released in 1920.342 His letter read, “In regard to Starting a Strength 

and Health Club on the Warner Bro’s First National Lot at Burbak Calif. Please give me 
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full particulars in starting a club. What special inducements for a certain number of 

members. Also what members have to accomplish to win medals. And who is to be the 

Judge. Awaiting your early reply.”343 Since Hippe could have found answers to his 

questions in the magazine, it seems that Jowett initiated the conversation about starting a 

Strength and Health Club, which apparently paid off. According to the January 1935 

Strength & Health, Hippe recruited at least 67 individuals to join the Strength and Health 

League.344 In the process, he won a two hundred pound York barbell set along with four 

York courses, and he earned the title of Major in the League.345  

Perhaps a result of an already established relationship formed while Jowett was 

the editor for Strength, Charles Durner was another high status individual who joined the 

Strength and Health League.346 Durner was featured multiple times in Strength magazine, 

and was regularly mentioned as an Iron Game standout in the 1930s.347 In the “Strength 

and Health League” section of the November 1934 issue of Strength & Health, Jowett 

wrote, “…I wish to welcome into the league some of my best friends. Chas. Durner, 

assistant physical director of the Allentown Y.M.C.A., A.C.W.L.A. official, barbell 

instructor and strong man of many years standing. He conducts a private gym in 
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Allentown and has great plans for the future…He was famous as a strong man before I 

first heard of bar-bells…”348  

At the same time, individuals also sought to form relationships with Strength & 

Health in order to popularize their physical culture clubs and competitions. For instance, 

Stanley Poe, physical director of The Bob Hoffman Training Club in Yonkers, New 

York, sent a letter to the Strength & Health staff that was published in the December 

1935 installment regarding a Thanksgiving Day contest his club was organizing. Poe 

asked for Hoffman’s help by writing, “Will you kindly urge all bar bell and weight lifting 

men to attend this meet, Bob?...We expect all Strength & Health Leaguers, A.C.W.L.A. 

members, and York pupils to cooperate with the authorities and with us in ‘putting 

across’ York and weightlifting and barbell training in this district.”349 

In addition, Edward Lally, who created a Jon Hall Sports Club in Perth, Ontario, 

Canada, sent a letter to Hoffman dated August 20, 1939 in which he asked Hoffman to be 

an honorary member.350 After thanking him for mentioning the club in a previous 

Strength & Health, Lally also informed Hoffman that he could send pictures of Jon Hall 

for the magazine. Likely understanding that the potential relationship should be a give 

and take, Lally told Hoffman that he planned to purchase a York barbell outfit in the near 

future, and he could “persuade several fellows from town to buy theirs and also join [the 

Strength & Health] League.”351  
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These examples, as well as a number of other examples throughout the chapter, 

demonstrate how influential individuals in the Strength & Health brand community were 

often responsible for increasing its impression. Whether they were the result of seeds 

planted by Hoffman and his staff, individuals who thought an affiliation with Strength & 

Health would help their own business, diehard physical culturists who believed in the 

barbell way of life, or a combination of these characteristics, it seems these individuals 

became hubs of influence around which networks formed in the brand community. 

Similar to the findings of Katz and Heere regarding social networks, these individuals 

served as nodes of influence in affiliating others with the Strength & Health lifestyle.352 

Dellinger’s thoughts on Hoffman’s marketing efforts add another dynamic to this 

assertion.353 As a result of his perusal of Hoffman’s early correspondence regarding the 

magazine, Dellinger determined that Hoffman realized he needed a “big tent audience” in 

order for Strength & Health, and subsequently, York Barbell Company, to succeed. 

Therefore, Hoffman viewed groups involved in activities that were remotely physical as 

marketing targets.354 Notwithstanding Hoffman’s marketing acumen, his actions led to a 

fraternal connection among, as the selections demonstrate, inmates as well as individuals 

who had never met, via the use of his magazine and his weights. It also seems that 

Jowett’s initiation of a relationship with Hippe may have been standard operating 

procedure for both York Barbell Company and Strength & Health magazine over the 

years.  

A sense of community was also produced by the way the Strength & Health staff 

constructed the “Letters from Readers” section. To be fair, at times the section simply 
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consisted of letters with responses from the editor. But many times it also resembled a 

forum in which readers would broach a topic or respond to an article, and over the course 

of a few months, a conversation would materialize with input from a number of readers. 

The San Quentin account testifies to this atmosphere, but more abound. 

In his letter printed in the January 1940 issue of the magazine, James Burch from 

Los Angeles, California, asserted that the “Success Stories” section was growing too 

large. His main complaint was about “the general run of photographs.” He said, “In some 

of the shots arms and legs and tops of heads have been amputated in order to make the 

pictures fit the pages.”355 Two issues later, Harry Bettner from Ontario, Canada supported 

Burch, saying he would “like to second James Burch’s request for fewer pages devoted to 

Success Stories.” In the same issue, Bob Tolley from Jersey City, New Jersey also 

expressed his distaste the section and suggested the success stories be reduced to three a 

month with more detailed stories.356  

In the next issue, in April, J.E. Lothers from Stillwater, Oklahoma entered the 

conversation. He wrote, “In recent issues of S. & H. I note a couple of letters criticizing 

‘Success Stories.’ Since some of the opposition to that department has expressed itself, I 

should like to cast my vote on the pro side.”357 A. M. Essenwein of Pennsylvania was 

also a proponent of “Success Stories.” His letter in the May 1940 issue of Strength & 

Health read, “Contrary to the opinion of some of the readers, I find the Success Stories 

with the accompanying pictures of the most interesting parts of the magazine.”358 The 
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conversation ended here, perhaps by the choice of the staff, who felt the conversation was 

no longer constructive. 

Through these types of conversations, readers felt they were part of the magazine. 

The forum atmosphere provided them with a podium from which to speak, and likely 

made them feel that their voice mattered. Based on the brand community literature, these 

types of actions – in which some control of the brand was ceded to followers – helped 

strengthen the community and thus increase the loyalty of Strength & Health 

followers.359  

Giving the readers ownership of the brand did not occur by chance. Hoffman 

often asked to hear from readers, and, starting in his February 1935 editorial, informed 

them that Strength & Health was their magazine.360 As illustrated, and through references 

to Strength & Health as “our magazine,” the readers responded in kind.361 Moreover, 

according to Jim Murray and Terry Todd, both former managing editors of the magazine, 

the letters they received from readers were a genuine concern to the staff, and the 

critiques were taken seriously.362 This no doubt affected the way the editors shaped the 

magazine. Granted, both Murray and Todd were editors after the time covered in this 
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paper. Nevertheless, they conveyed that the staff did its best to continue the traditions in 

place before they arrived.363  

Imperative to the expansion of the Strength & Health brand community was the 

presence of the brand associations throughout the communications between readers and 

between readers and the brand. As shown, the departments of the magazine that most 

helped construct the brand community, and the correspondence from readers in these 

departments, often simultaneously echoed components of the Strength & Health brand. In 

this way, the communicative reproduction of Strength & Health’s brand anchored the 

identity of the community while the efforts of the staff and readers helped expand it.   
 

SUCCESS OF EARLY BRAND COMMUNITY 

 Strength & Health magazine experienced steady increases in sales since 

during its first decade. In his article "As the Twig is Bent" Bob Hoffman and Youth 

Training in the Pre-Steroid Era, Booker C. O’Brien and Fair wrote that in June 1934 

monthly sales were at 4,800 copies of the magazine, and by October 1936, this number 

was 51,333.364 Moreover, according to an editorial by Hoffman in the March 1941 

Strength & Health – the one hundredth issue – the magazine reached peak newsstand 

sales of 116,000 of a single issue, and 7,000 individuals had subscriptions. Hoffman then 

combined these numbers with the 20,000 second-hand sales, and jumped to the rather 

hasty conclusion that one million people saw and read the largest issue of the magazine.  

Although this final number is doubtful, the success of the magazine is not. For 

example, in the November 1938 issue of Strength & Health, a letter from Jack Wilkins of 
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Houston, Texas read, “…the iron game has caught on like wild fire. On the 15th of the 

month it seems as though everybody and his brother is walking around with his nose 

stuck in S. & H. magazine. Where there used to be only three or four of us working at the 

Y, now the place is so crowded on lifting nights that it is impossible to get through a 

complete workout.”365 This example is buttressed by hundreds of Strength and Health 

League members listed in the pages of the magazine, as well as by a mass of readers who 

wrote to Strength & Health from around the globe.  

Strength & Health played a crucial role in the success of York Barbell during this 

time. According to correspondence between Jowett and Ottley Coulter that Fair 

highlighted in Muscletown USA, despite the increases in readership, Hoffman admitted 

that Strength & Health was losing $2,500 per month in 1935. However, the magazine 

was key to advertising York Products, and Hoffman measured his promotional abilities 

on the magazine’s success. Hoffman also asserted that the success of the York gang 

depended on its readers.366 Moreover, as indicated by O’Brien and Fair, the Strength and 

Health League “played an integral role in delivering Hoffman’s fitness message.”367 In 

other words, although Strength & Health may not have been very profitable, it was a 

large cog vital to the success of the York machine.  

This machine was working well at this time. Sales figures provided by Fair 

indicated that monthly cash and mail orders increased from $6,526 in December 1935 to 

$18,422 in December 1939…Altogether Hoffman and his company were making about 

$78,000 yearly before taxes…”368 Additionally, sales from equipment increased from an 
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average of $13,496 per month in 1939 to $18,931 in 1942, while magazines and 

advertising earned $4,200 per month.369 

This is not to say that brand community was solely responsible for the success of 

the York Barbell Company; far from it. What I am asserting is the brand community that 

Hoffman and his staff seeded so well played a decisive role in the early success of the 

company. This supports the notion that because new brand communities lack an 

established history, they rely on group member interaction in order to increase brand 

identification. With the numerous physical culture magazines and mail-in exercise 

courses available at the time, building this community was important for Hoffman to 

create a nucleus of followers that would help Strength & Health, and thus York, endure 

the difficult war years ahead.  

A number of other factors also contributed to the success of Strength & Health, 

and thus, the York Barbell Company. For instance, according to Alton Eliason, as well as 

correspondence between Coulter and Jowett cited in Physical Fitness Magazine: Why 

Did it Fail? by Andy Kosar and Jan Todd, Strength & Health was the only magazine 

dedicated solely to lifting and health being sold on the newsstands.370 Others, such as 

Iron Man, could only be obtained through subscriptions. Moreover, because of 

Hoffman’s success in the oil burner business, immediate success was not necessary for 

the York Barbell Company and Strength & Health magazine to stay afloat.371  

Another factor that likely contributed to the early success of the magazine was 

Hoffman’s underwriting of standout Iron Gamers. His backing of high-level lifters served 
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as sponsorships, and likely turned eyes toward his products through such associations.372 

Finally, the increasing popularity of weight lifting and physical culture explained early in 

this monograph almost certainly aided in the success of the magazine and the entire York 

enterprise. But Strength & Health followers were not simply a result of wishful thinking. 

The brand community that grew around the magazine played a role in increasing 

readership as well as in the success of the York Barbell Company.  
 

CONCLUSION 

Marketing scholars Susan Fournier and Sara Lee wrote an article for the Harvard 

Business Review titled “Getting Brand Communities Right.”373 In their piece they 

highlighted seven common myths about maximizing the value of brand communities. 

Then they explained the actual realities of leveraging these groups of people. The piece 

reads as if they are giving brand community commandments. Comparing the practices of 

Strength & Health to this article is telling as Hoffman and his staff seemed to intuitively 

implement much of the advice Fournier and Lee provided.  

They stated, “Rather than existing to serve the business, brand communities exist 

to serve the people in it.” Strength & Health served its followers in a number of ways 

including providing opportunities for its readers to connect with one another, offering 

knowledge about weight lifting and health, and providing support for those that 

maintained many of the less than popular beliefs about the benefits about training with 

weights. Hoffman, perhaps through his competitive nature and ego, also realized the 

reality tendered by Fournier and Lee that “smart companies embrace the conflicts that 
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make communities thrive.”374 Although other muscle magazines and exercise systems 

existed, Hoffman’s denouncement of Charles Atlas, one of the most popular mail order 

exercise courses, helped to define who the Strength & Health brand community member 

was not.  

Through the empowering nature of the Strength and Health League and their 

success stories, readers surely felt that they inspired others to join the community. Thus, 

Hoffman also abided by the commandment, “Communities are strongest when everyone 

plays a role.”375 Moreover, the “Letters From Readers” section provided a forum for 

followers to voice their opinions and to feel they played a role in the progression of the 

magazine. Finally, Fournier and Lee wrote, “Of and by the people, communities defy 

managerial control.”376 They explain this later to mean effective brand stewards nurture 

and facilitate communities rather than attempt to exercise control over them. Hoffman 

heeded this advice superbly in the early years of the magazine. Opportunities for readers 

to cultivate relationships with one another occurred every month in the magazine. In 

addition, Hoffman relinquished some ownership of the brand to the readers as they could 

provide valued critiques and commentary about the magazine without much apparent 

censorship.   

As Archana Kilambi argued, creating a strong brand identity and communicating 

it to consumers is the first step in building a brand community. Providing the tools for 

consumers to broadcast brand rhetoric between one another and the brand is the second 

step.377 It is apparent that Hoffman and his staff intuitively understood how to connect 
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their readers in ways that contributed to the communicative reproduction that allows 

brand communities to thrive. Concurrently, in support of Kilambi’s assertion that the 

brand is the driving agent in the formation of brand communities, many of the Strength & 

Health narratives were manifest or inherent in the connections readers made.378 These 

actions helped Strength & Health find firm footing during its first crucial years of 

existence before World War II. 
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Chapter 4: Forming Bonds through Brandfests 

On the night of November 8, 1941, “a capacity crowd received a thrill a minute” 

from the time Bob Hoffman’s Birthday Show started at seven thirty. Enthusiasts from all 

over the United States traveled to see the show. Karo Whitfield, who ran a gym in Atlanta 

and eventually played a more prominent role in the Iron Game in the 1950s, brought a 

large contingent of lifters from the south.379 And, in the report on the show in Strength & 

Health, the unidentified author – likely Hoffman – proclaimed that spectators even made 

there way to York from the far west. “In fact,” he wrote, “there were people from more 

than half the states of the union.”380 

Like shows of the past, professional acts began the night of excitement. A female 

acrobatic dancer and contortionist took the stage first, followed by two older gentlemen 

who showcased their “fancy bicycle riding.” A man named Bob Jones followed. A long-

time contributor to the magazine, Jones gave a splendid exhibition in which he balanced 

on his head, fingers, hands, and thumbs. His talent was so extraordinary that he was 

featured in what we now know as “Ripley’s Believe it or Not,” which was a cartoon strip 

at the time.381 Even more astounding however, was that “while balancing, even while 

performing the most intricate feats, one hand stands and planches, he [kept] up a running 

fire of chatter which [added] to the interest of his part of the act.”382 

                                                
379 Whitfield eventually became the AAU Weightlifting Chairman for Georgia and also served as a Mr. 
America judge frequently. John D. Fair, Mr. America: The Tragic History of a Bodybuilding Icon (Austin, 
Texas: University of Texas Press, 2015), 71; Dominic G. Morais and Jan Todd, “Lifting the Iron Curtain: 
Paul Anderson and the Cold War’s First International Sport Exchange,” Iron Game History: The Journal of 
Physical Culture 12, no. 2 (2013): 32; John D. Fair, “Mr. American: Idealism or Racism: Color 
Consciousness and the AAU Mr. America Contest, 1939-1982,” Iron Game History, The Journal of 
Physical Culture 8, no. 1 (July 2003): 15, 19. 
380 “Bob’s Birthday Contest,” Strength & Health, January 1942, 10. 
381 Ripley Entertainment Inc., Ripley’s Believe It Or Not! Planet Eccentric! (Versailles, Indiana: Ripley 
Publishing, 2005), 87. 
382 A planche is a gymnastic pose in which the individual holds the body in a completely horizontal 
position while both hands are on the ground. “Bob’s Birthday Contest,” 10. 
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Following Jones’ incredible exhibition, Audrey and Blanche Balzer, better known 

as the Balzer sisters, performed their adagio gymnastics, or partner acrobalancing. 

According to Jones’ article in the same issue of Strength & Health, and supported by a 

number of newspaper clippings, the sisters performed in vaudeville shows around 

America and England. Their career lasted from the 1910s until the 1940s. Blanche and 

Audrey’s performance was punctuated by their ability to support one another’s weight at 

such small statures – approximately 115 pounds each.383 They were certainly performing 

for the appropriate crowd given their strength. 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
383 Jones featured the pair in an article in the same issue of Strength & Health as the show report. See, 
Robert L. Jones, “Poetic Motion,” Strength & Health, January 1942, 31, 47–48, 50; A number of 
newspaper clippings and ads feature the sisters in relation to fairs, follies, or theater shows. See, “$8,000 
Donated for Premiums at Local Fair,” Frederick News Post, August 30, 1944, 8; “Balzer Sisters Create 
Stage Puppet Dramatization of Holy Play,” Lincoln Nebraska State Journal, September 17, 1939, sec. D, 6; 
“Shot From Cannon,” Western Morning News, April 28, 1931, 3; “Circus and Menagerie,” Gloucester 
Journal, October 18, 1930, 8; “This Week’s Attractions,” The Washington Post, January 23, 1921, 54; “Ad: 
Folly Caprice - Pabst Harlem Ad,” New York Times, September 22, 1918, 48; “News From York County 
Towns,” Biddeford Daily Journal, July 20, 1939, 3. 
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The next two acts consisted of male handbalancers and contortionists. The first 

act included “all the amazing, intricate balances, that one human could perform with 

another,” such as headstands and one handed stands on the other’s head. The second 

group of performers consisted of “powerful, athletic young fellows from Wilmington, 

Delaware.” One of the men was a regular at the Strength & Health shows, and had 

Figure 19. The Balzer Sisters. Strength & Health, January 1942, p. 31. 
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attended since he was a boy.384 Two more performers were scheduled, but arrived late 

due to traffic and could not get on stage due to the lifting exhibitions. 

Hoffman started the lifting portion of the show by pulling a loaded barbell 

weighing 285 pounds from the floor to the top of his chest and then bent pressing it with 

one hand. After this feat, he wrapped chains around his body and broke them by 

expanding his chest.385 A few friendly competitions were also held in disciplines other 

than the standard Olympic lifts such as the one-hand swing, the one-hand snatch, and the 

one-hand clean and jerk. Iron Game standouts such as Dick Bachtell – multiple Senior 

National weightlifting champion; Gord Venables – known for his outstanding physique; 

and Tony Terlazzo – America’s first weightlifting Olympic gold medalist since 1904 – all 

competed.386  

The night eventually concluded with the posterchild of Strength & Health: the 

indelible John Grimek. Riding high off of his Mr. America physique contest win in May 

of that year, Grimek performed a series of poses and a muscle control act.387 The author 

described him as “the most powerfully constructed man you ever saw,” and declared 

Grimek a “master poser, for no one can match the Grimek poses.” According to the 

report, “the audience sat in awestruck, spellbound silence, punctuated at times with 

tremendous applause.”388 The man who, save for Paschall’s fictional Bosco, most 

perfectly embodied the hegemonic masculinity aspect of Strength & Health, provided a 

                                                
384 “Bob’s Birthday Contest,” 10. 
385 A bent press is performed by holding a barbell with one hand and resting that elbow near the hip while 
slightly leaned over. The lifter then slowly pushes his torso toward the ground and away from the bar while 
extending the arm. Once the arm is extended, the lifter stands erect with the arm extended overhead.   
386 Terlazzo won gold in 1936 in the featherweight division. See, Fair, Mr. America, 57. 
387 Siegmund Klein, “Mr. America 1941!,” Strength & Health, July 1941, 26. 
388 “Bob’s Birthday Contest,” 11. 
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fitting end to the night. At twelve thirty, five hours after it started, the 1941 Bob Hoffman 

Birthday show came to a close.  

The Bob Hoffman Birthday shows, as well as the Strength and Health Picnics, 

comprised the second approach that Hoffman and his staff utilized to foster brand 

community. York Barbell and Strength & Health employees would arrange physical 

culture exhibitions and a picnic each year, which were termed “strengthfests” by John 

Fair and Jeffery Wells in their piece, Physical Culture Frolics in the Old Dominion: Bill 

Colonna’s Picnics, 1953-1961.  

Fair and Wells briefly discussed the Strength and Health Picnics with a focus on 

the lifters and the competitions that took place. These events provided the opportunity for 

readers to revel with others who believed in the Strength & Health lifestyle. Along with 

describing these events as “consciousness-raising” experiences, they rightly highlighted 

that these events begat socialization practices that increased the fellowship among lifters 

and spectators alike.389  

In the brand community literature, these strengthfests would be referred to as 

brandfests. According to marketing scholars James. H. McAlexander and John W. 

Schouten, who coined the term in their chapter, Brandfests: Servicescapes for the 

Cultivation of Brand Equity, brandfests are “corporate-sponsored events provided 

primarily for the benefits of current customers. Their primary function is the celebration 

of brand ownership.”390  

                                                
389 John D. Fair and Jeffery C. Wells, “Physical Culture Frolics in the Old Dominion: Bill Colonna’s 
Picnics, 1953-1961,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 9, no. 4 (May 2007): 19. 
390 Jim McAlexander and John W. Schouten, “Brandfests: Servicescapes for the Cultivation of Brand 
Equity,” in Servicescapes: The Concept of Place in Contemporary Markets (Chicago, Illinois: American 
Marketing Association, 1998), 378. 
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In building upon this work, McAlexander, Schouten, and Harold F. Koenig 

explained, “sharing meaningful consumption experiences” through these types of events 

“enhances mutual appreciation for the product, the brand, and the facilitating 

marketers.”391 In other words, brandfests bring together consumers who are generally 

only connected through their common interest in the brand in order for them to create 

additional points of attachment that ultimately strengthen brand community. In the case 

of Strength & Health, evidence suggests that strengthfests were significant in bringing 

together the Strength & Health community and solidifying the bonds between members. 

 

BOB HOFFMAN’S BIRTHDAY SHOWS  

The first of these strengthfests was held on November 12, 1933 at Lightner’s Hill 

in York, Pennsylvania. It began as the ACWLA National Professional Weight Lifting 

Championships at York Barbell Club, which was no doubt part of the campaign at the 

time for the ACWLA to be the governing body for weightlifting in the United States. It 

ultimately became the Bob Hoffman Birthday show.  

Hoffman announced the meet in the November 1933 issue of Strength & Health 

by describing it as “the great event, the first real professional championship to be held in 

this country on the standard lifts,”392 and according to George Jowett in the January 1934 

Strength & Health, “a glorious, happy crowd” attended the meet.393 After the lifting, both 

spectators and lifters were invited to the banquet provided by Rosetta Hoffman, Bob’s 

wife at the time. Jowett effused about the fellowship present at the banquet and told 

                                                
391 James H. McAlexander, John W. Schouten, and Harold F. Koenig, “Building Brand Community,” 
Journal of Marketing 66, no. 1 (January 1, 2002): 44. 
392 Bob Hoffman, “A.C.W.L.A. Shows and Events,” Strength & Health, November 1933, 12. 
393 George F. Jowett, “A.C.W.L.A. Shows and Events,” Strength & Health, January 1934, 13; Hoffman, 
“A.C.W.L.A. Shows and Events,” 12. 
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readers not to miss their next chance at attending a York meet. He wrote, “You will 

remember it as long as you live and realize why all have such a glorious time for here is 

where clean sportsmanship and true friendship meet.”394 Even at the first of the 

rudimentary brandfests, the idea of fraternity was prominent. 

Hoffman and his staff continued this trajectory for the next few years. The next 

York weight lifting contest occurred on December 16, 1934. Hoffman wrote about it in 

the January 1935 issue of Strength & Health. “What a wonderful time, what fun. Good 

fellowship, records smashed galore, plenty of good eats, visits with old friends, meeting 

with new ones. A day of days. One that will never be forgotten by any man who was 

here,” he declared.395After the lifting exhibitions, in which a number of lifters exceeded 

their previous bests, Rosetta Hoffman served dinner. According to Hoffman, who was 

known for embellishing, the nearly two hundred spectators ate all of the fifty pounds of 

nuts, twenty pounds of chocolate buds, piles of dates, boxes of raisins, bushels of apples, 

potatoes, bread, and fifty pounds of pork. Even with some probable exaggeration, fun 

was surely had by all.  

After holding the new, but relatively small “Bob Hoffman’s Birthday Contest” in 

November 1935, the Strength & Health staff announced the 1935 “Annual York lifting 

party” in the December 1935 issue of the magazine. 396 Spectators were told the show was 

free, the food was free, and there would be “fun, lifting, lifting and lifting and strength 

feats.”397 According to the February 1936 report of the show, this description was 

                                                
394 Jowett, “A.C.W.L.A. Shows and Events,” 13. 
395 Bob Hoffman, “Reports of Lifting Shows and Events,” Strength & Health, February 1935, 31; Fair and 
Wells, “Physical Culture Frolics in the Old Dominion: Bill Colonna’s Picnics, 1953-1961,” 7. 
396 Less than ten men competed, but according to Hoffman, the show was attracted a fair amount of 
spectators. At least fifty people stayed for dinner and listened to Dr. Frederick Tilney talk on subjects of 
health, diet, and exercise. See, Bob Hoffman, “S & H League Notes.....,” Strength & Health, November 
1935, 28. 
397 “Reports of Lifting Shows and Events,” Strength & Health, December 1935, 30. 
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accurate as many who arrived at the show were actually turned away because the club 

had reached capacity. Hoffman announced that he would rent a hall for the next show to 

accommodate all who plan to attend. For those who made it through the doors, Rosetta 

Hoffman again provided spectators with food such as whole wheat sandwiches, apples, 

grapes, nuts, cookies, Hershey kisses, peanut butter, honey, and lemonade. The report 

about the show read, “Just a marvelous good time for all. Lifting and strength feats from 

right after noon until the last guests left near midnight.”398 

Hoffman apparently found his rhythm as the trend continued. He and the Strength 

& Health staff put on his birthday contest and the annual show on November seventh and 

December nineteenth of 1936. Readers were told in the announcement for the 1936 

annual show that it was not only a lifting exhibition, “but a strength and health 

convention where readers and weight enthusiasts will meet other enthusiasts from a 

dozen states and several times as many cities. Hundreds will be here and you will enjoy 

this fathering. There is nothing like it anywhere else.”399 Although he didn’t know it, 

Hoffman essentially defined the term, brandfest.  

The December nineteenth show was held in the York YMCA because of the large 

number of attendees the previous year, but winter weather unfortunately resulted in a 

lower attendance than the Strength & Health staff expected. Nevertheless, those that 

braved the conditions were delighted with superb lifting, and, as always, free food. The 

ladies’ auxiliary to the YMCA served dinner, and many of the spectators stayed in York 

in order to visit the barbell club and the barbell factory the next day, according to the 

report. Ultimately, however, due to the relatively low attendance resulting from winter 

                                                
398 “Reports of Lifting Shows and Events,” Strength & Health, February 1936, 29. 
399 “Lifting News,” Strength & Health, December 1936, 8; “Lifting News,” Strength & Health, January 
1937, 8. 
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weather, the staff decided that the annual lifting show would henceforth be combined 

with Bob Hoffman’s birthday lifting party.400 

Hoffman was apparently unfazed as another strengthfest was added to calendar. In 

the October 1937 issue of Strength & Health an announcement for a summer strength 

show appeared. The show was slated for August eighth at Bob Hoffman’s house, and the 

ad implored readers to “see all the sensational Strength Stars of the Eastern United States 

perform.” Readers were also boldly reminded, “EVERYTHING FREE!”401  

The shows were becoming a hit. An estimated two thousand people attended the 

event, according to the “York August 8th Strength & Health Convention” report in the 

November 1937 Strength & Health. “Cars were parked in every available space, 

including at least three fourths of a mile of the highway below the Strength and Health 

center where Bob Hoffman’s home is located.” Visitors from a number of states, Cuba, 

and Canada began arriving in the middle of the week. Held on the new tract of land added 

to the club grounds that year, it was the largest strengthfest to date with over twenty 

individuals performing in the exhibition, including United States Olympic gymnast 

Connie Carrucio.402 “There was more fun and more enthusiasm than we ever saw at a 

similar event,” read the show report. “It was a great show and I feel sure that all who 

were present felt well repaid for the journey they made and will be back with their friends 

for the next show.”403 

The success of the strengthfests continued to snowball. Three months later, on 

November twentieth, another York Strength Show was held. In an announcement in the 

                                                
400 “Lifting News,” Strength & Health, February 1937, 8. 
401 “Summer Strength Show Announcement,” Strength & Health, October 1937, 11. 
402 Anne Commire and Deborah Klezmer, eds., “Lenz, Consetta (1918-1980),” in Dictionary of Women 
Worldwide: 25,000 Women Through the Ages, vol. 1 (Detroit: Yorkin Publications, 2007), 1117. 
403 “York August 8th Strength & Health Convention,” Strength & Health, November 1937, 8–10. 
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December 1937 Strength & Health, the staff told potential attendees, “plan to stay, the 

next day if possible, meet everyone, see everything, enjoy your visit.” At least one 

hundred of the approximately six hundred people that attended the show did just that.404 

This was according to “The York Strength Show” article written by Alan Carse in the 

January 1938 issue of Strength & Health.405 At least one hundred of the approximately 

six hundred people stayed overnight according to write up by Alan Carse in the January 

1938 issue of the magazine.406  

Carse wrote that people began crowding the gymnasium at approximately six 

thirty that evening, and the last enthusiast departed at close to one o’ clock in the 

morning. He described the show as having “just enough diversity to make the show 

interesting…High-grade lifting, balancing, strength feats, muscle control by the greatest 

experts, and other miscellaneous events were on the program.” According the account, in 

which he wrote, “It was a happy, friendly crowd and it was a real pleasure to be among so 

many enthusiastic strength and health seekers, a pleasure to associate with and to meet 

again, or for the first time, so many splendid people,” it was the type of event that 

connected people and formed a tighter knit Strength & Health community.407  

 Weather put somewhat of a damper on the next Bob Hoffman Birthday show, but 

approximately one thousand “brave souls” apparently filled the York YMCA gymnasium 

to watch four hours of lifting, comedy, balancing, acrobatics, and strength feats, 

according to Elmer Farnham.408 Followers traveled from a number of different cities 

including New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Pittsburgh. Dick Piythress, a Strength 

                                                
404 “York Strength Show November 20th,” Strength & Health, December 1937, 9. 
405 Alan Carse, “The York Strength Show,” Strength & Health, January 1938, 35. 
406 Ibid. 
407 Ibid. 
408 Elmer Farnham, “The Editor’s Birthday Show,” Strength & Health, February 1939, 22. 
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& Health League member who attended the show that year, informed the Strength & 

Health staff that he almost froze driving back home to Warwick Village, Virginia.409 

Surely he would have made the same trip again, even though food was no longer free, for 

Farnham reported, “everyone said they would not have missed the show for a million 

dollars.”410 

After another year without a summer event, the October 1939 Strength & Health 

announced the 1939 Bob Hoffman’s Birthday Show to be held on the eighteenth of 

November. This show was to be the best yet, according to the ad.411 In order to realize the 

claim, spectators were charged twenty-five cents for admission, and meals started at 

twenty-five cents.412 An estimated two thousand individuals from states including 

Washington, Kansas, and Missouri, among others, gladly paid to pack themselves into the 

York YMCA starting around six o’clock at night, and many stayed until the show ended 

after one o’clock in the morning. Although accompanying pictures, one of which is 

shown below, do not corroborate the estimated two thousand attendees, according to John 

Fritsche, owner of Fritsche’s studio of Physical Culture in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the 

show was “a great success.”413 In his letter printed in the February 1940 issue of Strength 

& Health, he said he and his four pupils who entered the best developed man contest, 

“enjoyed it immensely.”414  

Attesting to the success of the shows, multiple strengthfests were held the next 

year. The first was the York Spring Strength Show, held on April 13, 1940. Again, snowy 

                                                
409 “S & H Leaguers’ Page,” Strength & Health, March 1939, 8. 
410 Farnham, “The Editor’s Birthday Show,” 22. 
411 “Annual York Strength Show November 18th, 1939,” Strength & Health, October 1939, 5. 
412 “Weightlifting News,” Strength & Health, December 1939, 5. 
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conditions kept many from attending the show, Dick Zimmerman wrote in his report. But 

he informed readers well in advance about the next show – the first Strength and Health 

picnic at Brookside Park. Zimmerman wrote, “The park is a 32-acre tract of woodland, 

used as a picnic grounds for 35 years…There are new swings, seesaws, ball fields, 

dancing pavilion, the type of merry-go-round known as ocean waves.” If that didn’t 

persuade readers to attend, he added, “Here’s a good chance for you to have fun if you 

are still a kid, and a good chance to be a kid again if you have gone up a bit in years. 

Bring the entire family. Basket lunches will be in order. Picnic foods and drinks will be 

sold by the concessionaires at the park.”415  
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
415 Dick Zimmerman, “York Spring Strength Show,” Strength & Health, June 1940, 65. 

Figure 20. 1939 Bob Hoffman's Birthday Show. 
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The Strength & Health staff likely had a grand vision for the picnic since they 

published another announcement for it in the July 1940 issue of the magazine. Readers 

were told they would have the time of their lives. Along with the usual exhibitions at 

York strengthfests, there would be a number of contests including archery, a race with a 

fifty-pound dumbbell in each hand, and rope climbing, among others. Water from a pump 

would be available, people could sunbathe, and if people didn’t want to buy lemonade, 

chicken corn soup, sandwiches, soft drinks or fruit, they could bring their own lunch. And 

unlike the recent strength shows, admission was free. The announcement urged Strength 

& Healthites to attend the picnic and meet “scores of fellows” they knew “through [their] 

interest in strength and health topics.”416 Based on the plans for the picnic, similar to the 

indoor shows, it was shaping up to be a grand opportunity to increase both the quantity 

and the quality of ties within the Strength & Health community.  

The strengthfest garnered a large crowd. According to Wib Scharzberger’s article 

in the August 1940 issue of Strength & Health, approximately two thousand people 

journeyed to Brookside Park on June twenty-third. Again, based on pictures from the 

event, it seems this was an exaggeration. Nevertheless, a number of the Iron Game 

standouts performed strength feats, handbalancing, acrobatics, and the like. Along with 

the events listed previously, attendees competed in a three-legged race and a 

wheelbarrow race – in which participants took turns walking on their hands while their 

partners carried their feet. A jitterbug contest also was held that evening, and the 

orchestra eventually played until sometime after midnight. Scharzberger summed up the 

first annual Strength and Health Picnic by writing, “Those who were there had what 

could only be called a ‘swell time.’ Those who weren’t certainly missed the time of their 

                                                
416 “Strength & Health Picnic Announcement,” Strength & Health, July 1940, 9. 
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lives. With this beautiful sylvan spot, the swings, seesaws and ocean waves, the eats, 

dancing, the many contests, there was not an idle minute.” The picnic was such as 

success that the next one was already planned for September fifteenth of the next year.417 

Strength & Health followers greatly enjoyed the picnic. Tom Petro’s letter from 

Jamestown, New York that was published in the August 1940 Strength & Health read, “I 

am just writing you these few lines to let you know what an enjoyable time I had at the 

Strength and Health picnic last Sunday. I want you to know how much I appreciate the 

way in which you cordially showed us your home, your very wonderful chickens, and for 

considerately answering all our questions on lifting and bodybuilding.” He concluded the 

letter by saying that the picnic, meeting all of the York champions, and finding out “what 

a swell lot of fellow they all are,” was a thrill he would never forget.418  

According to his letter published in the November 1940 issue of Strength & 

Health, the picnic also left a meaningful impact on William Jerrom, from Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. He wrote to Bob Hoffman the next day:  

I had the great pleasure of coming to York to see the great picnic yesterday…I 
wish to thank you for everything and compliment you on the success of the picnic 
and exhibition. I will say that York, Pa. has more people with personality plus 
than any place I have ever been…I was going to buy some more equipment but as 
I am entering the United States Marine Corps the least I can do is join the 
league.419 

 
These letters illustrate in a clear way the effects the picnic, and likely all the strengthfests, 

had on those that attended. The lasting impression it left ultimately deepened the bond 

Strength and Healthites felt with the brand and with one another.  

                                                
417 Wib Scharzberger, “The June 23rd Strength & Health Picnic at Brookside,” Strength & Health, August 
1940, 24–25, 6. 
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Because the first picnic was such a hit, another was planned the next year despite 

many men being overseas due to the approaching war.420 However, an outbreak of 

infantile paralysis in York County resulted in its cancellation.421 The next picnic was not 

held until 1945.  

The last of the strengthfests staged by Strength & Health before World War II 

significantly impacted them was the 1940 Bob Hoffman Birthday show held on 

November ninth.422 According to John Grimek’s report of the show in the January 1941 

issue of Strength & Health, the show consisted of the usual, yet marvelous performers. 

Grimek also wrote that over one thousand individuals paid the twenty-five cent admission 

                                                
420 “Outdoor Strength Show,” Strength & Health, September 1941, 10. 
421 “Strength and Health Picnic Cancelled,” Strength & Health, October 1941, 11. 
422 “Big Fall Show: November 9th,” Strength & Health, November 1940, 9. 

Figure 21. 1940 Strength and Health Picnic. 
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fee to see the show, and one hundred of these folks even received a slice of Hoffman’s 

birthday cake at the end of the night.423  

Based on the articles dedicated to these strengthfests as well as Fair’s assessment 

of them in his aforementioned article, Physical Culture Frolics in the Old Dominion: Bill 

Colonna's Picnics, 1953-1961, it is not a far stretch to suggest that these events left 

meaningful, lasting impacts on attendees. Although the focus of the affairs was on the 

strength feats and the prominent Iron Game figures, the fellowship created during the 

strengthfests is evident from their reports as well as the letters from those who attended. 

Celebrating aspects of the Strength & Health lifestyle such as the wholesome outdoor 

activities held at the picnics helped to deepen root the identity of the brand community 

and its members. These types of bonds are what the contemporary brand community 

literature assert strengthen the sense of community and lead to increased brand loyalty 

and brand commitment.  

Al Thomas’ memoir piece of the 1945 Strength & Health Picnic, written in 1991, 

supports this assertion by shedding light on the feelings he associated with the picnics 

years later.  He explained that he was a part of something bigger than himself. “…I came 

away from the York picnics, both as a boy and later as a family man, with a sense of 

having been a part – a small part to the picnickers, but a large part to me – of a 

community of people who were gathered to celebrate strength and health, but more 

importantly, to celebrate each other as celebrants,” he wrote.424 Admittedly, Thomas may 

have become more invested in the Iron Game than most, but it’s very likely that many 

picnickers felt similarly.  
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Thomas also reverberated aspects of the Strength & Health brand image. In his 

memoir he wrote: 

How different these memories are from what seems to some a sort of “Me 
Generation” effeminacy, all the more disagreeable to contemplate when 
manifested by men of heroic musculature and strength. However philosophical 
one might be, even a dyed-in-the wool aficionado from an earlier era comes away 
from much that passes for 80’s and 90’s competition feeling a bit depressed…The 
joy of a game has been replaced by the grimness of a business…Because of 
commercialization, the influence of big bucks, and steroids’ compromise of the 
innocent joy to be taken in unenhanced athletic accomplishments, what we have 
today is a game that occasionally leaves a bad taste in our mouths.425 

Thomas’ identification with components of the Strength & Health brand is clear. He 

bemoaned the move away from a genuine love for strength in many forms and living a 

healthful lifestyle, and lamented that the Iron Game was becoming more about money. 

Hoffman’s statements in Strength & Health conveyed a similar distaste for 

commercialism for years.  

Nonetheless, Thomas still delighted in feelings that he shared with all the other 

picnickers during that time. “The York picnic’s ‘shining,’ however, was not in mere 

moments,” he wrote. “It was a rich glow in which we all basked, young-oldsters from 

Atlanta and Chicago and old-youngsters who’d hitchhiked in from just about 

everywhere.”426 
  

SOCIOCULTURAL SUPPORT 

As write-ups from Strength & Health and letters from attendees demonstrate, 

Hoffman’s strengthfests were very successful. Passionate Strength & Health followers 

celebrated their beliefs and way of life, and lasting memories and friendships were made. 
                                                
425 Ibid. 
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Although it seems that Hoffman and his staff created the recipe for success, a number of 

sociocultural factors likely contributed to their favorable outcomes.  

Along with the desire for strength exhibitions, friendly competitions, and 

conviviality, vaudeville likely contributed to the creation and/or structure of the 

strengthfests as well. Beginning in the late 1880s and 1890s, performances termed 

vaudeville evolved out of the lowbrow variety entertainment aimed mainly at males that 

originated in frontier settlements and scattered urban settlements. Unlike variety 

entertainment, “which was locally rooted and usually based in a single theater,” 

according to historian Tim Cresswell, “vaudeville was a travelling phenomenon.”427 At 

first, many of the theaters hosting vaudeville performances were located only in larger 

eastern cities. As the phenomenon became more popular, however, venues permeated the 

Midwest and the South, and spread beyond large urban areas.428  

At each theater, troupes would perform ten to fifteen acts of light entertainment 

featuring magicians, acrobats, comedians, trained animals, contortionists, jugglers, 

singers, dancers, and other novelties, and by 1920, at the peak of the vaudeville 

movement, approximately two thousand theaters and two thousand miscellaneous venues 

temporarily hosted the over fifty thousand entertainers who traveled all across America to 

perform. By the 1920s and 1930s, however, this type of entertainment was on the decline 

as many individuals began sitting in front of radios instead of stages, and many theaters 

began showing moving pictures instead of hosting performances.429 
                                                
427 Tim Cresswell, The Tramp in America (Reaktion Books, 2004), 133. 
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Sport historian Bieke Gils asserted in her dissertation that between 1880 and 1930 

popular entertainment industries such as vaudeville theaters, circuses, and open-air fairs 

offered their audiences a “world inside out.” She wrote that they provided “spaces in 

which people from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds could mingle and interact.” 

Moreover, “These spaces were considered separate from everyday reality and were 

generally associated with fantasy.”430 The liminal atmosphere of these entertainment 

venues, therefore, provided a realm in which alternative lifestyles and oddities could be 

freely expressed.  

American studies scholar Janet Davis iterated similar sentiments in her work, The 

Circus Age: Culture & Society Under the American Big Top. The most pertinent to this 

study, perhaps, was her assertion that “the circus was a comfortable space for women 

who felt alienated by social norms.”431 Many circus women had built strong, athletic 

looking bodies due to their occupations, which included trapeze artist and strongwoman. 

Outside the circus tents, these women would abide by residual conservative Victorian 

ideals and cover their bodies. Inside the tents, however, women such as the Iron Game 

legend Katie Sandwina would wear leotards and her “performances [would celebrate] 
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female power, thereby representing a startling alternative to contemporary social 

norms.432  

At a time when most Americans labeled those who trained with weights as 

misfits, perhaps it was fitting that Hoffman’s strengthfests shared characteristics with 

vaudeville and the carnivalesque spaces. Along with the fellowship they created, it is 

conceivable that a feeling of comfort also accompanied the strengthfests due to their 

likeness of an entertainment form that habitually suppressed social norms.  

Additionally, the Civilian Conservation Corps’ (CCC) use of vaudeville and the 

theater as recreational programming may have also influenced the decision of the 

Strength & Health staff to organize these types of festivities. The CCC, a relief 

organization established as part of the New Deal, became associated with the strenuous 

life that Hoffman extolled as the mostly unemployed white men in the Corps were 

responsible for “fighting fires, building damns, logging, planting trees, and completing 

other projects related to environmental conservation,” according to theater historian 

James Wilson.433 It’s possible that Hoffman decided to integrate similar entertainment 

after catching wind of the CCC’s programs.  

Finally, although often taken for granted now, the automobile also played a large 

role in the success of the early strengthfests. After Henry Ford introduced the first widely 

affordable automobile in the form of the Model T in 1908, the automobile became a part 
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of many American lives.434 As James J. Flink reported in his work, The Automobile Age, 

in 1927 the General Foundation of Women’s clubs conducted a survey of car ownership 

among over 4.1 million American families and found that “55.7 percent of the 27.5 

million families in the United States in 1927 owned automobiles…”435  

America’s social and spatial patterns transformed due to the innovation. The 

Hoover commission on social trends called this transformation “metropolitanism” in 

1933, writing, “By reducing the scale of local distance, the motor vehicle extended the 

horizon of the community…Formerly independent towns and villages and also rural 

territory have become part of the enlarged city complex.” The commission also asserted 

that “this new type of supercommunity” was organized around a dominant focal point 

and comprised a multitude of differentiated centers of activity. Finally, they asserted, “It 

has become the communal unit of local relations throughout the entire nation.”436 These 

changes were no doubt accelerated by the United States government in the form of The 

Good Roads Act of 1916 and The Highway Act of 1921, as the latter led to 10,247 miles 

of highway built by the federal government.437  

Considering the changes brought about by the automobile, it is highly doubtful 

that Hoffman’s strengthfests would have been as successful without it and America’s 

expanding network of highways. As the automobile diffused from the elite to the middle 

and lower classes starting in the 1920s, it allowed many readers to travel to a 
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comfortable, carnivalesque space in which they could celebrate their passion and their 

lifestyle in the company of others who felt similarly. 

To be sure, Hoffman’s use of face-to-face interactions was very effective in 

creating a community around Strength & Health. However, without the influence of 

vaudeville and the automobile, there may have been much less to discuss. As weight 

lifting was generally a cultural oddity at the time, relatively few individuals practiced it. 

Thus, automobiles expanded the area from where attendees could travel, allowing for a 

greater amount of individuals to convene in York. Additionally, the similarities of these 

strengthfests to vaudeville entertainment may have affected attendance as Strength & 

Health physical culturists felt more comfortable knowing that their celebration would be 

held in a socially safe atmosphere. The actual effect of these factors is unknown, but 

whatever the formula, it clearly worked.  
 

CONCLUSION 

Marketing scholars James H. McAlexander and John W. Schouten explained that 

there are certain keys to success in executing brandfests. First, they should be exclusive, 

thereby reinforcing the distinctness of the community. Second, the values and lifestyles 

of attendees should be similar so that “when the consumer thinks about a favorite activity 

or a fond memory associated with the brandfest, the brand is perceived as instrumental to 

the enjoyment.” Finally, corporate presence at these events “conveys the message that the 

company cares about the consumer’s well-being.” By proactively seeking feedback 

interpersonally, managers of the brand demonstrate “a long-term commitment of the 
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company to customer satisfaction,” and invite reciprocity in the form of customer 

loyalty.438  

Evidence shows that Hoffman and his staff realized all of these requirements for 

successful strengthfests. As the second approach to cultivating a community around the 

Strength & Health brand, strengthfests complemented the magazine as tools that helped 

brand users reproduce brand rhetoric between themselves and the director(s) of the brand. 

In doing so, they helped knit readers into a subculture of consumption, facilitated social 

bonds that reinforced brand loyalties, and formed barriers to brand switching.439 

With the onset of the war came the next chapter in the Strength & Health story. It 

initiated many changes in the United States as well as at York, and altered many elements 

of America’s social landscape.440 But just as World War II benefitted the United States 

economically, so too did it benefit Strength & Health. Unbeknownst to Hoffman, 

however, as the war with the axis powers raged, an enemy closer to home was building 

strength. Joe and Ben Weider, who started Your Physique magazine in Canada in 1940, 

were slowly beginning their foray on Hoffman’s market share. Soon, Hoffman and the 

Weiders would enter into what Joe Weider described as possibly the “longest, craziest 

pissing match in the history of magazine publishing.”441  
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Chapter 5: The War Years 

Sargeant Carmen Eletto wrote a letter to Strength & Health, which was published 

in the January 1945 issue of the magazine in the “Men in the Service” column. This 

particular section was created during the war years to accommodate the vast number of 

letters from military men. Eletto’s note read, “Your section in S. & H. for the men in 

service certainly deserves a round of applause. It is encouraging thousands of G.I.’s all 

over the world to find the road to super strength and health.” He then provided an 

example to support his broad assertion. “For instance,” Eletto wrote, “when I first arrived 

in India I met only three or four other fellows interested in the iron game. Now there are 

so many waiting to learn about weightlifting that we haven’t enough equipment on hand 

to handle them all. At this rate, our little sport will be the up and coming thing after the 

war.”442 

Eletto’s words tell some of the story of the Strength & Health brand community 

during World War II. During these war years, the more prominent nationalistic narrative 

of the Strength & Health brand permeated virtually all aspects of the magazine. The most 

direct effect it had was the aforementioned section called “Men in the Service,” which 

was dedicated as a “meeting place” for those mostly displaced Strength & Health readers 

who were serving Uncle Sam. Indirectly, patriotism’s larger role in the magazine, along 

with the societal changes brought on by the war, led to a much greater female presence in 

the magazine as well.  

Overall, with national defense at the forefront of America’s social climate, 

positioning the already prominent nationalistic narrative of the Strength & Health 

lifestyle as a way of supporting the nation captured the attention of many new readers. 
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Despite the trying times and their effects on Hoffman’s companies, Strength & Health 

magazine, its brand community, and York Barbell all came out stronger after the war, 

rather than being diminished by it.  

 

AMERICAN CLIMATE 

Before the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the United 

States government was already building war plants and weapons and gathering supplies 

as it prepared for a potential conflict. The economic boost that resulted from this 

monetary injection and Americans returning to work helped pull the country out of its 

Great Depression.443 As many men were relocated to military bases throughout the 

country and overseas, women and minorities filled their vacated positions, at least 

temporarily.444  

This new demand for workers caused major demographic shifts. According to 

historian Allan M. Winkler, “the migrations toward war production centers created 

population shifts that affected the postwar geographic balance. Cities in the West and the 

South received a boost that spurred their development.”445 As Strength & Health readers, 

both military and non-military, moved throughout the country and abroad, the magazine, 

through the Strength & Health League, “Letters from Readers,” and the new “Men in the 

Service” column, became even more important as a forum through which readers could 

connect.  
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Accompanying these broader changes around the country were also changes on a 

smaller scale. Americans collected raw materials in short supply, planted victory gardens 

to grow food of their own, and rationed scarce resources. Government propaganda efforts 

from abroad and at home helped encourage these practices. As historian Michael C.C 

Adams wrote, “The U.S. military censored all reports from the front…In America, the 

Office of Censorship vetted public and private communications, while the Office of Facts 

and Figures, and later the Office of War Information, published propaganda in support of 

the war effort. The result was a cleaned-up, cosmetically-enhanced version of reality.”446 

Films and victory shorts coming out of Hollywood followed suit.447 Thus, while the men 

were off facing the horrific realities of war, those on the home front were fed images and 

stories that led many to romanticize their memories of World War II, which, according to 

Adams, lead many to remember it later in life as the Good War.448   

The Magazine Bureau, which was created out of the Office of Facts and Figures 

and worked out of the Office of War Information, was vital in transmitting the tempered 

messages about the war. Sociologist Tawnya J. Adkins Covert wrote that the Bureau 

“produced a monthly Magazine War Guide (MWG) for magazine editors and fiction 

writers, which included ‘suggested treatments’ of wartime themes. These guides provided 

examples of fiction based on war themes or recent events and gave advice to editors on 

how to discuss shortages, bond drives, victory gardens, and other war-related issues.”449 

                                                
446 Michael C. C. Adams, The Best War Ever: America and World War II (Baltimore, Maryland: JHU 
Press, 1994), 9. 
447 Projections of War: Hollywood, American Culture, and World War II (New York City, New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1999). 
448 Adams, The Best War Ever, 1–19. 
449 Tawnya J. Adkins Covert, Manipulating Images: World War II Mobilization of Women through 
Magazine Advertising (New York City, New York: Lexington Books, 2011), 55. 



 181 

Although its unknown if the Magazine Bureau sent Hoffman and his staff MWGs, 

it likely would not have affected their practices or content. On the contrary, with a brand 

image associated with deep patriotic messages throughout its history, it is not a far stretch 

to assume that the rising nationalistic tide in America helped increase the magazine’s 

readership. And even if the Bureau did contact the magazine, Hoffman and his staff were 

already ahead of the pack. 

  

NATIONALISM NARRATIVE  

Hoffman and his staff had increased the already strong nationalism rhetoric in the 

magazine almost two years before the United States entered World War II. Robert 

Arndt’s article in the October 1940 issue of Strength & Health titled “The Nations Build 

the Bodies of Their Youth,” discussed the physical preparedness of nations such as 

Germany, the Soviet Union, Japan, and England. “Some may point out cynically that the 

purpose of this drive for stronger bodies is really to prepare men for war, and while this is 

in part true, the fact remains that war may not break out in our own country, and the 

healthy body habits which have been inculcated are very likely to remain,” he wrote. 

Despite his somewhat optimistic outlook regarding the United States’ role in the war, the 

accompanying pictures of young males wielding rifles and throwing hand grenades likely 

heightened the anxieties of readers.450  
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In the next month’s magazine, Hoffman appealed to this rhetoric in a way that 

also helped expand the brand community. He wrote an article titled “Organize An S & H 

Preparedness Club,” in which he encouraged readers to do just that. “More than ever 

Figure 22. A German youth tossing grenades. The image accompanied Hoffman's 
"The Nations Build the Bodies of Their Youth" article. 
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before in the nation’s history the need for regular play and exercise for people of all ages 

and both sexes is apparent. Life in America has become easier and softer with each 

passing year,” he declared. A few lines later Hoffman resounded his belief in 

strenuousness: “Without beneficial physical activity our race is sure to weaken in time. 

American has been a strong, virile nation because we are only a generation or two 

removed from hard-working, pioneer ancestors. It is necessary that some program be 

followed to supplement the meagre physical activity which is part of living for most of 

our citizens.”451 In the article, Hoffman outlined steps in forming the clubs, specifications 

regarding the sizes of clubs, and responsibilities of officers. At the end of the piece, he 

directly linked the nationalistic narrative to the brand community by saying, “Any town 

or village, any city which does not have such clubs in every suburb will not be 

patriotic.”452  

As John Fair explained in Muscletown USA, this push for Strength & Health 

Clubs was a direct result of the “Hale America” movement. Started in 1940 and headed 

by former Olympic rower Jack Kelly, the objective of “Hale America” was to improve 

American physical fitness through athletic games and sports, outdoor activities, 

conditioning activities, and health education.453 The program was under the umbrella of 

the Office of Civil Defense (OCD), which President Franklin Roosevelt (FDR) 

established by executive order in May 1941.454 The OCD resulted, in part, from Eleanor 
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Roosevelt urging her husband to find ways to involve women in the war effort after being 

impressed by her good friend Lady Stella Reading, who directed the Women's Voluntary 

Services for Civil Defense in England. FDR mandated the OCD to meet a broad array of 

needs such as protecting the civilian population, maintaining morale, and promoting 

volunteer involvement in defense.455   

Much of the nation seemed to support the “Hale America” movement. For 

instance, The United States Golf Association created the Hale America National Open 

Golf Tournament while major league baseball teams wore Hale America patches on their 

uniforms.456 In addition, The Harvard Crimson reported that the Department of Physical 

Education at the university became swamped with volunteers due to the campaign, and 

the Women’s Auxiliary Corps in Des Moines, Iowa created a “Travel-a-Century” club 

competition in which female resident houses at the University of Iowa would compete 

against others by compiling the distances they ran, swam, biked, or hiked during one 

year.457 The national campaign also worked with a number of organizations including 

those involved with swimming and roller-skating.458  

In order to support these American efforts, Hoffman and some of his York 

weightlifters travelled around the country giving exhibitions during December of 1940. In 

a series of articles titled “Lifting Around America” in the February through December 
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1941 issues of the magazine, Hoffman and John Terpak detailed the group’s 

demonstrations at health clubs and YMCA’s across the nation. They made stops in 

Columbus, Ohio; Denver, Colorado; Boise, Idaho; Portland, Oregon; Spokane, 

Washington; San Francisco, California; Santa Monica, California; and Phoenix, Arizona 

where they not only performed Olympic lifts, but also posed, demonstrated muscle 

control, and discussed aspects of health and fitness, specifically training with barbells. 

According to the articles, the exhibitions generally attracted a number of spectators, and 

did much to spread awareness of the Strength & Health lifestyle.459 In addition, Hoffman 

travelled to Washington to discuss with government officials the merits of barbells, and 

arranged demonstrations at West Point, Springfield College, and Mitchell Field on Long 

Island.460  

The staff complemented these endeavors with articles and editorials such as “Are 

You Taking Part in the Nation’s Fitness Program?,” “Those Who are Unfit…,” “Weight 

Training in the Service,” and “A Stronger, Healthier America.”461 In these pieces, 

Hoffman and other authors made appeals for the use of weights in order to help people 

improve their health and to improve the condition of the nation. For instance, Hoffman 
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asserted in the first article listed, “All life is a fight, and we cannot rest on our oars. We 

must be strong as individuals and as a nation. Strength is the most important single 

human attribute. By striving for continued strength we prepare for any eventuality both as 

individuals and as a part of our nation.”462 Similar sentiments were forwarded frequently 

in the magazine throughout the war years.  

Advertisements in the magazine added to this rhetoric. As Fair explains, “the war 

was making extraordinary demands” on Hoffman’s resources. Shortages of paper, rubber, 

and iron forced Hoffman to make changes to the magazine and his manufacturing 

process, which inspired his creativity.463 One result of this innovation was naming the 

one hundred, one hundred fifty, and two hundred pound weight sets as the York Victory 

Barbell Sets. The ads for the sets were as compulsive as ever. “Any man worthy of the 

name will live wisely, and train himself to properly fill his place in the great effort our 

nation is putting forth in this ‘Survival War’…Patriots will keep themselves fit to do 

more and better work,” read one of the ads. It later reiterated the message: “There is a 

comforting thought too, when you train with these bells, that you are being patriotic. You 

are keeping yourself fit so that you can do your work better…”464 Complemented by ads 

forwarding the masculinity narrative similar to years past, this same York Victory Set 

advertisement appeared throughout the war years.465  
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The brand community seemed to largely embrace Hoffman’s nationalistic 

concerns and calls for physical preparedness. Although some readers – such as Jim Fallon 

who wrote that he would not read the magazine until Hoffman stopped airing his political 

views – found fault with Hoffman, it appeared they were far outnumbered.466 A few 

months after Strength & Health published his letter, correspondence from two other 

readers appeared supporting Hoffman. Frank Leash wrote, “Pay no attention to the cranks 

who protest about the articles on the Germans,” and told Hoffman that the pieces were 

“both interesting and instructive and certainly food for thought.”467 Ned Smith felt 

similarly as he told Hoffman that the articles were excellent. “Go along powerfully and 

steadily like the elephant going through all its native jungle, continue to do your chosen 

work and don’t let these knockers bother you,” he advised.468   

Others supported Hoffman’s call to integrate barbells into the Hale America 

movement. After reading Hoffman’s “splendid and inspiring article, ‘Hale America,’” 

Charles K. Mangers presented his idea of inducing workers in the defense industry to 

take up weights in order to support the nation. He told Hoffman that Douglas, Northrop, 

and North American Aviation Companies were all in his area – Inglewood, California – 

and that Hoffman should present his case to them.469 In direct response to Hoffman’s 

articles, people such as Dewey Walton from Sabetha, Kansas and Roger Guernsey from 

Moscow, Idaho also rallied to Hoffman’s call by offering their services in establishing 
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weight training clubs where they lived.470 Merle A. Wilson believed in the movement so 

much that he offered to train men for no fee.471  

Even individuals without physical culture backgrounds wanted to do their part in 

helping the nation. For example, Clarence Nash sent a letter to the “Strength and Health 

League” section expressing his desire to hear from men going into the service. According 

to the write-up, Nash wanted to do anything to help, which included “sending letters, 

cigarettes, etc., to S & H men going into the service.”472  

Interestingly, only a few years before, Health and Strength readers experienced a 

similar push for increased physical preparedness in Great Britain. Fueled by a fear that 

other countries were surpassing the country at a time when sport was being associated 

with strong nations, as well as the country’s disappointing performance at the 1936 Berlin 

Olympic Games, parliament passed the Physical Training and Recreation Act in 1837. 

The act led to the formation of the National Fitness Council (NFC), and according to 

historian Charlotte Macdonald: 

For a brief time the government’s highly novel campaign glittered in the light of 
popular public attention. Cinema audiences were drawn into the joke of Cabinet 
ministers performing press-ups and touching their toes. Local authorities and 
sporting associations leapt at the change to fund swimming pools and build new 
boatsheds. Wembley stadium hosted spectacular mass displays of exercising men 
and women.473 

The message conveyed by the British government was simple: “being fit was good for 

you and good for the country.”474 Despite the apparent support, the movement halted 
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quickly when World War II started in 1939. The NFC closed only a few hours after war 

was declared, and all activities were “frozen for the duration.”475  

Although it lasted only a short period, the campaign was apparently effective. 

Historian Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska reported in her article “Building a British 

Superman: Physical Culture in Interwar Britain,” that physical culture was very popular 

in the late 1930s.476 Additionally, the Health and Strength League seemed to benefit as 

well as its membership rose from 133,670 in 1936 to 162,987 in 1939.477 And at the 1939 

annual Health & Strength display, attended by approximately three thousand physical 

culturists, the King responded to a message of loyalty sent by the League with a telegram 

thanking them for their contributions to the cause of national fitness.478  

Although the call for increased physical fitness in the United States had not yet 

been made when the country entered the war, nationalism in the form of “doing one’s 

part” was at the forefront of American consciousness, Strength & Health magazine, and 

the magazine’s brand community. The emphasis on this component of the brand led to a 

number of changes in the magazine that helped grow and, based on the evidence, further 

strengthen the Strength & Health community. The first of these changes was the “Men in 

the Service” column.  

 

“MEN IN THE SERVICE” 

After instituting the first peacetime military draft on September 16, 1940, the 

United States had inducted ten million men into the military and shipped many of them to 
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locations around the globe.479 Subsequently, the Strength & Health community was being 

disrupted. With so many people moving so many places, it was easy to lose track of the 

physical culture standouts that so many readers kept up with, and of the many hubs that 

helped sustain and grow the community. Due to the success of the Strength and Health 

League in the early years of the magazine, Hoffman and his staff likely understood the 

importance of maintaining these links between members, especially when the community 

was already relatively small and still threatened due to society’s disdain of training with 

weights. Thus, Strength & Health staff inserted a feature in the magazine “Men in the 

Service,” which eventually became “Barbell Men in the Service.” 

A statement by Tony Terlazzo, the author of the column and a 1936 Olympic 

weightlifting gold medalist, supports the contention that the staff sought to maintain 

connections among the community through this space. He wrote in the May 1943 issue 

that he had to enlarge the space in the magazine for the section “since so many of S. & H. 

readers and body builders are serving Uncle Sam and they need and want some medium 

with which to keep in touch with each other.”480  

A government sponsored program called Victory Mail likely contributed to the 

success of the Men in the Service section as well. Not surprisingly, according to the 

Smithsonian National Postal Museum, “mail played a significant role in maintaining 

morale on the battlefront and at home, and officials supported that role by working to 

ensure mail communications during wartime” through the Victory Mail program.481 

Launched on June 15, 1942, the program, also known as V-Mail, was modeled after the 
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mode of messaging by the British Airgraph Service started in 1941. The goal of the 

platform was to reduce the weight and size of cargo through the use of standardized 

stationary and microfilm in order to move correspondence faster and make room for other 

war materials. By relying on strategic outposts in the European and Pacific theaters, V-

Mail allowed for expeditious and secure communication that allowed soldiers to 

correspond with their friends, family, and, of course, communities like that of Strength & 

Health.482  

For those non-military readers, the Strength & Health League continued to serve 

as a meeting space during the war years until its last concrete appearance in the 

September 1945 issue of Strength & Health.483 According to the response of managing 

editor Gord Venables to a reader who became frustrated over its disappearance from the 

pages of Strength & Health, some males were using the League to send nude photos of 

themselves and to solicit nude photos of other males. Alton Eliason corroborated this 

claim.484  

Venables explained that after spending $10,500 in legal fees due to the federal 

government’s attempt to withdraw the mailing fees from Strength & Health, “the league 

notes are out of the magazine for some time…possibly we can figure out some way to 

continue them without the wrong sort of people taking advantage of it. But for the present 

we are keeping away from it.”485 An attempt to revive the League occurred in the August 

1948 issue in which the author provided an alternative explanation about its departure. He 
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explained that because of the danger of sharing addresses of soldiers during the war and 

lack of space in the magazine, it was dropped.486 Nevertheless, for whatever reason, this 

was the last readers would see of the Strength and Health League.  

The “Barbell Men in the Service” feature first appeared in the October 1942 

installment of Strength & Health. The section provided short updates and news about 

men in all branches of the service but focused when possible on those well-known lifters 

such as African American John Terry, the 1936 Olympic weightlifting team member, 

who was also the national champion from 1938 to 1941 and who Terlazzo mentioned 

several times during the war.487 The column passed along sad news as well, such as the 

death of York lifter Elmer Farnham, who was killed in action on June 13, 1944 in 

France.488 More frequently, however, Terlazzo used the column to maintain morale, as he 

did in the September 1943 installment when he wrote,  “I am glad to start off this month’s 

meeting place for iron men in the Forces with some good news. You recall I mentioned 

that I had heard that Chick Deutch, one of the best built men in the world, was missing in 

action.” He continued, “Well, I finally ran the rumor down and mighty Chick is O.K. and 

quite alive. In fact, he recently put in an appearance at a Hawaiian District Weightlifting 

Championships.”489  
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To further illustrate, Terlazzo wrote in his first column about “Tarzan” Lunt, from 

Pennsylvania, who was stationed at Camp Lee in Virginia, claiming that “barbell 

enthusiasts and lifters of the Harrisburg and Pittsburgh YMCA’s are well acquainted with 

him…For a while he was at the Harrisburg YMCA where he instructed a bar bell group. 

Later he went to Pittsburgh where he was an active member of the Downtown YMCA 

weight lifting club.”490 Terlazzo often wrote his short notes with a positive tone about the 

accomplishments of those in the service as well, as virtually everyone in the Strength & 

Health community was proud of “their boys” serving America. For instance, he wrote 

that Luntz had passed the board for Officer’s Candidate School in attempts to get a 

commission and a job as physical director in the Air Corps. Finally, as often as he could, 

Terlazzo provided the mailing address and locations of servicemen so that individuals 

near them could connect and so that others could write to them.  

Dick Falcon, who was featured in an article in the September 1934 Strength & 

Health and later appeared on the May 1940 cover of Strength & Health, was another 

popular physical culturist featured in the column.491 Terlazzo wrote in the January 1943 

issue that he was “doing his share” to help win the war; not on the war front or the home 

front, but on the kitchen front. For his first two months in the service he was a physical 

director, but due to his abilities as a chef, he was soon promoted to sergeant and placed in 

charge of a mess hall in Augusta, Georgia. As usual, Terlazzo provided Falcon’s address 

at the end of the report, saying, “Knowing that there are many of you readers who would 

like to contact Dick, and also because he has requested it, I am giving you his present 

address…”492 
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A more familiar figure most known for his fitness television fitness show that 

aired from 1950s until the 1980s, Jack LaLanne was also featured in “Men in the 

Service.” He was apparently just as charismatic in his younger years as Terlazzo wrote, “I 

promised to tell you, in the May issue, the whereabouts of Jack LaLanne. A lot of readers 

have requested his address but I didn’t get the information in time to use in last month’s 

magazine.” According to Terlazzo, LaLanne was a pharmacist mate on the S.S. President 

Tyler. He had about 350 pounds of weights aboard his ship, and many of his shipmates 

trained with him. LaLanne also informed Terlazzo that he met “a gang of lifters when he 

was at Guadalcanal and on all the South Sea Islands there are S. & H. readers.”493 

The “Men in the Service” section is also important because it helps demonstrate 

how the subsequent relocation of Strength & Health men and barbell believers during 

World War II helped to not only grow the Strength & Health community, but to 

popularize the use of weights as well. As men were drafted, those who had little to no 

experience with resistance training often encountered instructors or fellow soldiers who 

believed in the merits of barbells and dumbbells. Many of these enthusiasts were Strength 

& Health readers as well. Due to these interactions, a number of soldiers became converts 

to both the barbell and Strength & Health way of life.  

For example, in his first column Terlazzo wrote of Bob Moran, from Philadelphia, 

who was transferred from Puerto Rico to Panama. The author also included a quote from 

a letter sent by Rafael Perez, Jr., who said, “[Moran] taught us many hints about weight 

lifting. We have missed a good lifter and a better friend.”494 It seems Moran became an 

ambassador for resistance training in Puerto Rico, and like many Strength & Health 

community members, he left a lasting impact on those he encountered.  
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Lieutenant Khaleel Kabalan also attested to the presence of weights in the military 

in the October 1944 issue of Strength & Health. Although he was not able to train 

regularly during his two years in the service, he asserted that he still followed the “iron 

pill” rule of health. He added, “I can say that Uncle Sam must realize the value of 

weights because every flying field I’ve been on so far had York barbell sets in the gyms. I 

got to use the weights for a short period of time at each field and along with them I used 

the cables I carried with me all the time. Between the two I have managed to keep in fair 

shape.”495  

Kabalan’s letter is also notable due to his use of the phrase “iron pill.” The saying 

was a regular component of the jargon used by readers of Strength & Health in their 

communications in the magazine. Robert L. Jones wrote an article in the October 1935 

issue, titled “Take Iron Pills for What Ails You as George Blymire Did,” in which he 

noted that Blymire analogized weight training in order to improve his health with taking 

medicine in pill form. As seen, this phrase was used in the Strength & Health community 

for years after its inception, and served as another mode of the communicative 

reproduction of the brand.496  

Many Strength & Health readers also secured positions as physical training 

instructors or directors, which placed them in prime positions to evangelize the barbell 

lifestyle to fellow soldiers. Bill Curry, a standout national level weightlifter in the United 

States during the late 1930s and 1940s, was one of these directors. According to Al 

Thomas, upon reporting to Fort McClellan, Alabama in 1942, Curry’s superiors assigned 

him to physical training duties for his company due to his background in physical 
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education. After employing basic Army methods such as running and calisthenics for a 

few weeks, the regimental commander asked if he could improve the condition of the 

troops more quickly. Like a true barbell man, he said yes, if he could acquire weight 

training equipment.  

Curry was “given an immediate go-ahead,” according to Thomas, and eventually 

had fifty barbells built with concrete filled cans attached to the ends as the weights. With 

this outfit Curry trained one platoon of fifty men for fifteen to twenty minutes and then 

they would rotate to other physical training activities. Due to Curry’s success, his 

program expanded. He soon ran four companies of two hundred men through weight 

sessions every day with one hundred barbells and barbell racks, as well other weight 

training equipment. As Thomas wrote, “his program was a huge success, and his battalion 

of ‘limited-service’ trainees ended up winning the overall post softball championship. 

Curry was then promoted to captain and placed in charge of all physical training for all 

eight regiments on the installation.”497  

The majority of the men training under Curry’s supervision likely had little to no 

prior weight training experience, as the practice was still strange to many Americans. As 

we will see, with so many servicemen exposed to the iron, the barbell bug surely bit a fair 

number of them. Considering that the men saw their muscles grow and prior myths about 

weight training debunked through their own efforts, this claim seems especially true.  

According to a write up by Terlazzo in the October 1944 Strength & Health, a 

man only identified as Private Chandler was doing his part to help the war effort as one 

of these instructors as well. He held the position of assistant director of the sports arena in 

Camp Roberts, located approximately halfway between San Francisco and Los Angeles, 
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and encouraged soldiers to start body building programs with the 500 pounds of weights 

he had on base. Terlazzo also wrote that Chandler, “like all other barbell men, literally 

hits the ceiling when he hears a reference to weight lifters being musclebound.”498 All in 

all, Strength & Health followers held physical training instructor positions at Randolph 

Field in San Antonio, Texas; San Angelo Army Air Field in Texas; the Naval Air Station 

at San Diego, California; Mitchell Field in Long Island, New York; the Naval Station in 

Newport, Rhode Island; Fort Sills in Lawton, Oklahoma; and military installments in 

Boston, Massachusetts among other places at home and abroad.499   

Al Stebor was one of the men affected by a physical training director. According 

to his letter that Terlazzo summarized, Stebor “never saw a set of weights until he was 

inducted. He [had] about two months tossing the old iron around at Ft. George Wright 

Field, Wash. And [gained] 14 pounds of solid muscle…One of the instructors at his base 

is the well known Milo Jones, a top-notch lifter and handbalancer.”500   

If trainers did not influence the incoming service men, exposure to the Strength & 

Health lifestyle came in other forms. Rowland Lutz, for example, who worked at the 

Naval Hospital in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, circulated his old copies of the magazine to 

patients in the hospital to help improve their morale. Terlazzo wrote, “Soon he had a 

nucleus of interested patients anxious to try the ‘iron pills.’ The hospital has a fine 

assortment of about 1,000 pounds of York weights and in no time at all a group started to 

train regularly with fine results.”501  
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Finally, witnessing the exceptional physical abilities of weight trained men likely 

caught the attention of other soldiers. Self-improvement contest winner Howard Eastman 

told Terlazzo that training with weights gave him a great advantage. Terlazzo summed up 

his letter, “Howard tells me he’s certainly glad that he is a barbell man. He went through 

the difficult obstacle course in about 10 minutes and said it was easy…When the sergeant 

instructor saw how easily Eastman scaled the wall he posted him to teach others how to 

climb.”502 Lietenant Thomas Carescia wrote with pride to Terlazzo about his physical 

abilities as well. Carescia informed him about the perfect score he achieved in the Army 

Air Forces Training Command Physical Fitness test, which, according to Terlazzo’s 

write-up, was the first time anyone attained a perfect score.503 The test consisted of chin-

ups, sit-ups, and a 300-yard shuttle run.504 It is not a far stretch to assume that the 

extraordinary skills of these types of individuals begat conversations about training with 

weights and the Strength & Health lifestyle with other trainees.  

Another way in which soldiers were exposed to weights was through makeshift 

gyms abroad. While on the war front, many men serving Uncle Sam often did not have 

adequate weight training implements. Because training was such a part of their lives, they 

customized their own. These ragtag gyms and implements not only kept men in shape 

overseas, but also captured the attention of non weight lifters. An image of one of these 

outfits is below, but no information other than its caption was provided.505  

One example of creating makeshift equipment came from Captain Oscar F. 

Heidenstam. Iron Game historian David Webster wrote that not only did Heidenstam 
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“[make] British bodybuilding,” but he was also “a vital force in international 

bodybuilding for more than half a century.”506 Heidenstam addressed a letter to Hoffman 

that was published in the March 1945 issue of Strength & Health, writing, “I have 

managed to keep fit through five years of war. Three out here in the days when things 

were difficult. I have never been without some form of improvised weighs, be they bogey 

wheel, or stones with a hole for the bar to pass through them.”507  

In addition, LeRoy Strauch, formerly from Denver, Colorado, also found unique 

ways to train. According to Terlazzo in the June 1944 installment of the magazine, in 

Italy he “built a gym out of old tank packing crates and odd pieces of lumber.” The 

barbells were made from scrap bars, wheels, tank parts, and anything that could be 

fastened onto a bar. Strauch wrote in his letter that the entire fighter-bomber group to 

which he was attached trained at the makeshift gym.508  

Other servicemen found ways to train as well. When Nat Goldstein wrote to 

Terlazzo, his unit, which constructed communication infrastructure, was “somewhere in 

France.” Goldstein relayed that he after he realized his work would he easier if he kept up 

with training, he acquired a set of barbells and he eventually persuaded all the men in the 

unit to begin training.509 Furthermore, Bill Goodwin outfitted a gym in an old warehouse 

while stationed in Australia by using scraps to build equipment, and Homer Short, who 

was also wrote from Australia, said he found plenty of barbell gyms.510  
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Finally, as relayed by Terlazzo in the May 1944 Strength & Health, four 

American soldiers in New Caledonia in the South Pacific created what they called 

“Eddie’s Sweat Shop,” which included weights the men made, a punching bag, a rowing 

machine, a reclining board, a bicycle machine, and a medicine ball. The gym was a result 

of the soldiers wanting to be in “top” condition rather than simply being fit. One of the 

men painted directions for “being a strong man” and even drew signs warning “outsiders” 

of unauthorized use of the equipment.511 

This particular example is especially interesting. Even in the midst of fighting a 

war the soldiers maintained their identity of Strength & Health men; the same identity 

through which they distinguished themselves from others. They wanted to be strenuous 

and sweat, and they wanted to be in better shape than the men around them. Moreover, 

the word “outsiders” signals a feeling of distinction, and perhaps even a sense of pride, in 

the lifestyle the men followed, and the community of which they were a part. Granted, 

however, at some level the caution sign directed at “outsiders” was simply to protect their 

equipment. 
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Similar to the diffusion of baseball during the Civil War, with so many ways to be 

exposed to weights, the Iron Game spread during World War II.512 A prime example of 

this assertion is provided by John Joseph Kelly, who took to Strength & Health teachings 

during his time in the military. He explained that he encountered barbells through his 
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Princeton University Press, 2003); William J. Ryczek, When Johnny Came Sliding Home: The Post-Civil 
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Figure 23. A soldier and his makeshift "gym."  
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military service. In a letter published in the January 1946 issue of Strength & Health, 

Kelly wrote, “I never even knew of a barbell until I got in the service. Then a boy friend 

of mine, who came in with me, got me interested. His name is Albert E. Sciochetti, a 

member of the South Philadelphia weight lifting team, and he has visited the York gym 

for many a workout.”513  

Later in the letter he described meeting another man named Harry Keller in 

Kauai, Hawaii. “We weren’t on Kauai for an hour before we were inquiring if there were 

any weights available. Much to our surprise there were some, the weights that John Davis 

had used a few weeks previously.” John Davis was another African American 

weightlifting standout at the time who won gold the world light heavyweight title Vienna 

in 1938, and would eventually win gold at the 1948 and 1952 Olympic games.514  

Kelly then informed Terlazzo that he and another man accrued approximately one 

thousand pounds of weights while in Kauai. After only a short time there, however, they 

were shipped to San Francisco, California, whence he wrote his letter, but they took as 

many weights as they could with them. Eventually they gathered enough equipment to 

improve the original weight lifting outfit from three hundred pounds of weights to over 

eight hundred pounds of weights with a number of implements such as cable expanders, 

iron boots, two benches, two bars with collars, and a squat rack.515   

Interestingly, Kelly became fervent about his new hobby and no doubt influenced 

other military personnel the same way he was affected, especially considering that he 
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helped develop the weight training sites at two separate military locations. What is more, 

considering his statement, “I have been getting the S. & H. regularly each month since I 

have been here, and they have given me a lot of help and inspiration,” and the fact that he 

documented his story to the magazine, it seems he felt as passionate about the Strength & 

Health community as he did for the weights.516  

Finally, men were also exposed to weight training through rehabilitation measures 

during the war. As Iron Game historians Jan Todd, Jason Shurley, and Terry Todd 

explained, Thomas L. DeLorme helped “change the course of modern rehabilitation and 

help create the science of strength training,” by integrating resistance training into his 

treatment of injured soldiers during World War II.517 His weight training protocol 

achieved such outstanding results that the Surgeon General’s Office “issued an order to 

all Army therapists to begin using DeLorme’s Heavy Resistance protocol with their 

orthopedic patients.”518 News of the recuperative potential of weight training apparently 

spread before this order, however.  

One instance of this claim comes from a letter sent to Terlazzo from Hank 

Wrobelweski. After developing blood poisoning while in training, Wrobelweski was 

interned at the Chanute Field Hospital in Illinois, and he eventually lost twenty-one 

pounds. But he was not dismayed. The Red Cross at the airfield maintained a gym, and 

since he was already a weight training man, he soon recovered and eventually received 

his certificate to be a physical training instructor.519  
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Fred Hoffmeister also informed Terlazzo that he was taking part in the Navy’s 

rehabilitation program, and that “the Navy heartily endorsed the used of barbeslls, 

dumbells, and cables.”520 Terlazzo resounded Hoffmeister’s assertion later when he 

reprinted portions of a newspaper clipping about the Long Beach Naval hospital. 

“Physical training of graded intensity is having salutary effects in returning the patient to 

an optimum state of physical and mental fitness,” the article stated. Terlazzo included 

other notable selections of the article as well. “Imagine sitting in a wheel chair and lifting 

weights or stretching cables. Many wounded are doing just that in this vast 

‘getwellatorium,’ and they feel a difference in their legs through using their arms,” it 

read. Likely in an attempt to leave readers with positive feelings regarding the spread of 

the Iron Game and the treatment of servicemen, Terlazzo concluded the “Men in Service” 

section with the following part of the clipping: 

Navy men with legs in casts lifting weights while lying in a hospital bed, and 
paralyzed soldiers strengthening themselves with weights and then learning to 
walk again in the warm water of the large hospital swimming pool. This is the 
picture one gets at the Long Beach Naval Hospital these days when looking over 
the newest ally to medicine for recovery of patients, Rehabilitation Physical 
Training.521 

Although I could not locate the actual source of these quotes, other newspaper articles 

mention the hospital’s role as a large rehabilitation center that employed many tools and 

techniques to help recovering veterans.522 

The letters in the “Men in the Service” section, which last appeared in the January 

1946 issue of Strength & Health, indicate that numerous men were exposed to the Iron 
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Game while serving in the armed forces during World War II.523 Whether through 

physical training instructors or their own countryman during training or while abroad, a 

number of soldiers encountered barbells and ultimately began resistance training. And as 

the examples demonstrate, the evangelization of weight training and the Strength & 

Health brand were often one in the same, which grew the brand community.    

“Barbell Men in the Service” also played an important role in maintaining the 

strength of the brand community. Since a profusion of men were positioned around the 

globe, the column served as a meeting place for Strength & Healthites who were serving. 

As Terlazzo advised readers of the section: 

Drop me a line, enclose a photo if you have any recent ones taken, and tell me 
about your former training and how you find training in the Army, Navy or 
Marines…Remember, fellows, it’s your duty to write to your barbell favorites in 
the Armed Forces. They will be darned glad to get your letter, and being barbell 
men they will be doubly pleased to hear from fellows with a kindred 
interest…And you chaps who are still on the home front, don’t hesitate to tell me 
where your former training mates are. Some of these men are in places where they 
cannot obtain S. & H. so you will be doing them a big favor by getting a notice on 
these pages for them.524   

“Men in Service” also acted as a forum for the communicative reproduction of the 

brand; the nationalistic component of the Strength & Health brand is overt. Many of the 

examples also attested to the self-made aspect of the brand, as a number of soldiers found 

ways to train no matter the circumstances. Finally, readers and Terlazzo maintained the 

constructs of the community through their use of a shared lingo, the expression of a 

shared consciousness regarding the benefits of training with weights, and the implicit 

sense of pride the soldiers felt by being distinct as the fittest men America had to offer. 

Overall, considering the potential disarray the Strength & Health community could have 
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experienced during World War II, the “Men in the Service” space played a large role in 

sustaining the foundations of the community while helping to grow it as well.   
 

WOMEN IN THE MAGAZINE AND THE COMMUNITY 

Prior to the World War II era, societal roles for most women – especially white, 

middle-class women – were limited to domestic duties. According to American history 

scholar S.J. Kleinberg, “The Great Depression reinforced female domesticity, even as it 

weakened women’s ability to conform to the domestic ideal” due to married women 

seeking jobs outside the home to sustain in the midst of widespread unemployment.525 

This gender conservatism, as American Studies scholar Mary C. Mccomb explained in 

her book, Great Depression and the Middle Class: Experts, Collegiate Youth and 

Business Ideology, 1929-1941, was “siphoned down from the national discourse,” and 

glorified the traditionally demarcated heterosexual gender roles.526  

Once World War II began these traditional roles of women in society changed 

drastically. As men were being shipped from the mainland, the United States labor force 

weakened. In response, government and mass media began a campaign to entice women 

to seek employment and do their part in helping fight the war on the home front. This 

ethos became epitomized through the iconic “We Can Do It!” image, which became 

known as “Rosie the Riveter.”527 These messages and images helped widen the range of 
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acceptable female behavior and provided positive examples of unconventional women, 

which blurred traditional gender roles.528 Furthermore, American historian William 

Henry Chafe argued that “the ease with which women assumed their new responsibilities 

challenged many of the conventional stereotypes of women’s work.”529 Although these 

campaigns encountered some resistance, they led to over six million women entering the 

labor force, and altered sex roles during the war years.530  
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The Strength & Health brand community paralleled American attitudes toward 

women during the war years. In an interesting interaction between the directors of the 

brand and the brand community, the brand components of Strength & Health magazine 

Figure 24. Rosie the Riveter.  
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that were once only associated with males began to apply to females as well. Although 

there were detractors and skeptics, as there usually are in communities, women’s 

presence in the magazine and the discourse surrounding them altered during the war 

years. This shift eventually crested with support from both sexes in challenging gender 

norms, a shift in the way females were portrayed, and the near celebrity status of a few 

“barbelles” who helped to alter the way America viewed women both women and 

weights. 

Although females occupied some space in Strength & Health in the years before 

World War II, according to Fair, the magazine limited the woman’s role to satisfying her 

man with food and sex.531 Some content in the magazine, such as the editorial from the 

March 1936 installment, support his assertion. In it Hoffman asserted, “More than ever 

women, too, realize the advantage of physical training, of perfect conditioning. They 

have observed that if they must hold their own in the business world with the strong 

vigorous men, they too must develop their bodies and build strength, health and vigor.” 

Immediately after, however, he wrote, “The housewife needs to be strong and healthy 

too. For many duties, caring for the children and perhaps most important of all ‘holding 

her man’ will depend in a great part on her physical condition.”532 Hoffman repeated 

similar notions in another editorial two months later. He explained that the slogan “A 

MAN’S MAGAZINE” was removed and that a column often referred to as “Beauty 

Building for Women” was included in the magazine in order to make it more appealing to 

females. The column was written by his wife at the time, Rosetta, and focused on the 

domestic woman. He then wrote, “There have been written remarks from others too, who 

are a bit selfish and think that the ladies should be excluded from Strength & Health’s 
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pages. We beg to differ with them. To assure the future strength of our race it is just as 

essential that women learn to live right as for their husbands.”533 Although Hoffman 

wanted women to share in the benefits that exercise and healthy living provided, his 

motivations seemed eugenicist in nature.  

Jan Todd interpreted these types of editorials and Hoffman’s inclusion of women 

in Strength & Health slightly differently. She wrote, “Hoffman argued that women, no 

less than men, should see to the training of their bodies.”534 Additionally, she asserted 

that Strength & Health argued more frequently for heavy training by females in 1937 and 

1938. “A September 1938 article entitled, ‘What is Musclebound?’ is typical of the 

magazine’s post-Berlin Olympic’s enthusiasm and is illustrated with a photograph of 

Ginger Lawler, an adagio dancer and tumbler who was also a serious barbell trainer,” she 

wrote. “Hoffman’s repeated and calculated use of photographs of attractive gymnasts, 

acrobats and adagio dancers who were also barbell trainers did much to dispel the old 

prejudices about weights making women large, mannish and inflexible.”  

Todd’s claim is likely true. The argument for the inclusion of women in the 

magazine, however, was based on a woman’s subordinate role. Harry Good wrote an 

article in 1934 called “Strength, Health, and Beauty for Ladies,” in which he argued for 

women to train with weights because he believed it would make them better mothers. 

Despite these aruments, he made the intentions of the magazine clear at the beginning of 

his article by writing, “Strength & Health is a man’s magazine…It is our intention to 

keep S. & H. as it is and has been from the beginning except that we constantly strive to 

make it better, more interesting and more instructive.” After establishing the male focus 
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of Strength & Health, he continued, “But every man is interested in some woman. Wife, 

mother, sister, sweetheart. These ladies are interested in their ‘Man’ and his activities.”535 

Thus, Good’s words suggested that men’s interests, rather than the idea of equality, 

predicated the inclusion of women.  

Good’s words were indicative of Strength & Health’s portrayal of women before 

the war.  Granted, Hoffman no longer used the tagline “A MAN’S MAGAZINE,” and he 

believed it was important that women lifted weights and reaped the benefits of weight 

training and healthful living. However, their role was an unequal one as women were 

generally portrayed in inferior ways such as by emphasizing their form over function 

through articles such as “Should Women Train for Marriage?” and “A Beautiful Bust – 

The Center of Personal Magnetism.”536 These articles were part of Rosetta Hoffman’s 

column, but according to Fair, likely ghostwritten by Bob.537  

Based on correspondence from readers, the Strength & Health brand community 

generally paralleled these beliefs. It seemed to tolerate the presence of women as long as 

it did not challenge traditional notions of femininity.538 Norman J. Moll provided an 

example of this when he wrote to Strength & Health expressing his displeasure with a 

Sunday newspaper supplement called The American Weekly. “The strength feats they 

listed there credited to Miss Ivy Russell of England would make breaking the world’s 
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records for men just child’s play for her. This article made me angry,” he wrote. “How 

can any woman or any man for that matter, of a weight of only 125 pounds, be able to 

‘push a 410 pound weight into space’ when a man for instance, the world’s champion 

Manger, a man weighing 240 pounds…can only press a mere 317 pounds?”539  

At first, it seems Molls can be dismissed as loony for taking an apparent 

exaggeration so seriously, especially considering that The American Weekly, one of 

William Randolph Hearst’s many periodicals, was known for its sensationalism and even 

its admittedly fictional tales.540 However, in an editor’s note below Moll’s letter, 

Hoffman responded, “Your letter was one of the some scores sent to us concerning the 

feats credited to Ivy Russell,” which indicated that other readers took issue with either the 

idea that a woman could be that strong or the idea that false strength feats were being 

credited; or, perhaps, both issues troubled them.541  

If a particular issue of the magazine were to be identified as the start of a shifting 

current regarding women in Strength & Health, it is likely the September 1940 issue. In 

it, an article published by Dr. Walter C. LaBerge titled “Health From A Bottle!” included 

two pictures featuring a woman identified as Miss Pudgy Eville of California. However, 

whereas other females may have been depicted in stereotypically feminine ways such as 

in swimsuits posing lithely, or performing a relatively light strength feat compared to 

what a fair number of male readers could lift, Eville’s images were starkly different.542 
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As shown below, in one image, while in a bridge position in which she laid with only her 

upper back and feet against the ground, she supported one man with her hands and 

another with her knees while they each performed a handstand. In the other image, she is 

shown performing a back double bicep pose in which the viewer can clearly see the well-

defined musculature of her upper back, shoulders, and arms.  

These images are significant because by showcasing this type of strength and 

musculature, Eville ventured from the domestic female ideal traditionally forwarded in 

the United States and in Strength & Health, and treaded on territory usually reserved for 

males. This message was made even more explicit in one of the captions that read, “This 

small lady has strength equal to a much heavier man, yet retains a small, symmetrical, 

and most attractive feminine physique.”543  

Abbye Eville, who was known as “Pudgy” – the nickname her father gave her as a 

child due to her solid build – was introduced to the physical culture field in 

approximately 1938. After voicing concerns about her weight to her boyfriend and later 

husband, Les Sockton, he bought her a pair of dumbbells and eventually brought her to 

Santa Monica beach where she began practicing the acrobatics for which the original 

Muscle Beach became known.544 A photographer discovered her there one year later and 

she was featured in a magazine titled Pic in 1939. This image helped to springboard her 

popularity in other realms, such as Strength & Health.545 By the end of the 1940s, she 

was featured on the cover of forty-two magazines internationally, and in others including 
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Strength and Health, Laff, Hit!, and Physical Culture.546 During her time, she garnered 

many titles including “The First Lady of Iron,” “America’s Barbelle,” and “the Queen of 

Muscle Beach.”547 Accoring to Todd, she helped shift attitudes regarding women and 

exercise during her prime, and is now considered a nonpareil among Iron Gamers.548   

Pudgy and Les were married by the time she next appeared in the magazine in 

September 1941. Her picture accompanied an article titled “Who Said The Weaker Sex?” 

by Grace Bard, who served as the female presence in the magazine during the late 1930s 

and early 1940s after Hoffman and his wife Rosetta divorced.549 The caption asserted that 

Stockton was “long the weight lifter’s ideal of womanhood.” In the article, Bard 

discussed women who blurred gender roles at the time, specifically a wrestler named 

Gladys Gillem. She explained how women were once considered the weaker sex, often 

serving as “little more than slaves, beasts of burden, and bearers of children.” That 

circumstance had changed, however. According to Bard, women had the right to vote, to 

hold political office, and to wear scanty bathing suits and “slack sand shorts most 

anywhere without seeing the inside of the jail house.” They were also “[bearing] an 

increasing load of the heavy burdens left by men” in England who were off fighting. The 

rest of the article discussed Gillem’s experiences as a wrestler, and was an explicit affront 

to readers who believed that a woman’s role should be one of domesticity.550 What is 
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more, Fair asserted that Hoffman ghostwrote Bard’s articles, which would mean that he 

attempted to steer the Strength & Health brand toward this progressive attitude.551 Even if 

Hoffman didn’t write the article, allowing it to be published suggests a similar inference.  
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Figure 25. Early images of “Pudgy” Stockton. 
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This trend continued with a series of articles that focused on strong women. Vic 

Tanny wrote a story about Stockton titled “West Coast Venus – ‘Pudgy’ Eville 

Stockton,” published in December 1941. He explained Stockton’s history in the beach 

acrobatics she, her husband, and their training partner, Bruce Conors, practiced, and the 

accompanying pictures of their gymnastics-like poses displayed Stockton’s buxom figure 

while also highlighting her strength. Tanny also made sure to emphasize to the women 

thinking about taking up weight training, that contrary to many of warnings of the 

“supposed well-wishers,” “instead of becoming masculine and overdeveloped ‘Pudgy’ is 

very feminine and beautiful.”552  

One month later Hoffman published an article he wrote about a woman named 

Dorcas Lehman. Asserting that she was a “leading contender for the title, ‘American 

Venus,’ or ‘America’s strongest woman,’” Hoffman described how she shed 

approximately fifty pounds using York methods and equipment and gained a tremendous 

amount of strength. One picture in the story, which is included below, showed four men 

hanging from a bar she supported on her back while standing. The caption read, “Some 

men can’t even support one woman. Here Docras Lehman…supports four men…” This 

image was balanced with more feminine pictures of her wearing a two-piece bathing suit 

and a dress.553 As Todd explained in her article, “The Origins of Weight Training for 

Female Athletes in North America,” one can trace Hoffman’s romantic relationships 

through the pages of Strength & Health, and this assertion holds true with Lehman.554 

According to Fair, similar to his first wife, Rosetta, and her “replacement” Gracie Bard, 

whose names both appeared regularly at times in Strength & Health, Hoffman’s 
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fascination with Lehman resulted in a romantic relationship that lasted until she moved to 

Florida and married a welder in the early 1950s.555  

This increasing presence of females in the magazine during the war years elicited 

a mixed response from the Strength & Health reader community at first. In the November 

1941 issue of Strength & Health, an indignant letter by Sue Adams expressing her 

support of women in the magazine was published. She started the letter by asking, “Why 

not devote a couple of pages to us athletic girls in the country? We’re just as important as 

you men are, you know. It is just as interesting to us women to read about other members 

of our sex as it is for you men to be showing off.” She explained that her boyfriend 

suggested she take up weights because “he thought [she] was a little on the plump side.” 

If she was ever mad at her boyfriend for his thinking, it was apparently water under the 

bridge as Adams finished her letter by listing some of her measurements and strength 

feats, and then wrote, “Not bad for a 127 pound woman is it? Here’s hoping to see at least 

two pages devoted to women who are strong and not ashamed of it in your swell 

magazine next month.”556  

Through her words it is clear that Adams was a believer in women not only being 

strong, but also being on equal footing with men, which meant more space in the 

magazine dedicated to women. The staff apparently felt the same. The editor’s note 

below her letter read, “We have sought for years to encourage the ladies to put more 

effort back of weight and cable training…We have included considerable in the magazine 

about strong ladies recently and are interested in more. Tell us what you can do, lady 
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readers. Send us pictures. We are much interested in your experiences and your 

successes.”557  

Hoffman’s note is significant in terms of the Strength & Health brand community. 

Whereas, Susan Fournier and Lara Lee asserted that brand communities should be self-

directed, it seems that by Hoffman supporting females who demonstrated strength, he 

explicitly attempted to direct the community toward acceptance of these women who 

were challenging traditional notions of femininity.558 Although he seemed to genuinely 

believe that everyone should follow the Strength & Health lifestyle, this decision would 

pay off for Strength & Health and York Barbell, and a number of “barbelles” as well.  

Conversely, after the staff published the story about Dorcas Lehman, Ted Loos 

penned a letter in which he voiced his disappointment in the magazine because he felt 

they sensationalized her. “I am disappointed to find you a partner or instigator of such a 

face as the picture on page 30, lower right,” he wrote. “This throws a shadow over a 

really good ‘Success Story.’ Her accomplishment has certainly been enough to be 

convincing without any added Barnum Ballyhoo. Even bull throwing can be done to 

excess. Take it easy before it back fires.”559 But, Hoffman did not relent, as he responded 

to the letter with an editor’s note. He told Loos and the rest of the readership that his 

letter reminded him of the man who saw a giraffe for the first time, yet exclaimed that no 

such animal could exist. He then listed some of Lehman’s feats, such as squatting with 

two hundred pounds on her back for multiple repetitions. Although some of this defense 

was likely due to Hoffman’s romantic interests in Lehman, it did not undermine the 
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impact of his statements. His message was clear; women can be strong, and he intended 

to contribute to that endeavor.560  
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Figure 26. Dorcas Lehman supporting four men.  
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As time went on, the community began to rally behind females. A male who went 

only by Mr. S.J.R. voiced his opinion clearly about women in the magazine in June 1942. 

He proclaimed, “I want to state right here and now that I am all for lady athletes. I note 

that several of my brother readers mock these article and girl lifters in general. To these 

all I can say is that it may be a case of jealousy.” But he didn’t stop there. “If we could 

see those so called men in person we probably would see small, puny men who would be 

no match for a Dorcas Lehman, or a Pudgy Stockton in weight lifting or general all 

around health.” After prodding the naysayers even more, he related the inclusion of 

women to one of the tenants of the Strength & Health brand. “I think it makes for a very 

healthy country when the girls are able to compete with the men. In this manner the men 

will work harder to stay ahead of their girl friends,” he wrote. Although his statements 

have lost their power over time, S.J.R.’s words were bold when placed in context, and 

provide evidence of the brand community’s lean toward shifting gender roles at the 

time.561 

In the same issue, Frances (Tiny) Mangers also scolded those who were against 

women in the magazine. “I was just reading your ‘Letters to the Editor’ and found two 

letters against articles for the women,” she said. “I think those fellows are very selfish. 

Why shouldn’t women be as much interested in weights as men? There aren’t any other 

magazines that are giving any good articles for them so why shouldn’t you keep on with 

them?” Mangers asserted that if more wives adopted the same interests as their husbands, 

many homes would be much happier.562 Although some women might think Mangers not 

acknowledging that wives might have their own interests or that men could share their 

wives’ interests is sexist, Mangers’ thoughts were progressive at the time.  
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Support for women in the magazine continued to increase as females played a 

larger role in the American labor force. Leonard Austin was so delighted with his “girl 

pal” Mary Hood that he sent pictures of her to the magazine, which were published in 

July 1942. In the accompanying letter he wrote, “I hope that you will insert one or both of 

these pictures as I think she is a very pretty girl and would therefore be an inspiration to 

other girls to lift weights. I am indeed proud and fond of her and would also like for the 

world to know what she can do.”563  

There were still those who adamantly objected to women in the magazine, 

however, such as reader X from New York City, and Alvin H. Trundy from South 

Rangleley, Maine. The former wrote, “When one has to hunt and hunt through book 

stands that are littered with books wherein the female sex predominates, it is one great 

pleasure to find the one magazine devoted of the male torso, as S.& H. so has been, and I 

hope shall continue to be.” X contended that many readers would agree with his opinion, 

because, as he explained, “I have many friends who do agree with me and who shall 

resent seeing S. & H. made more feminine.”564 The latter felt similarly. He said that 

“American women of every class [had] become insufferable” and they had no place in the 

magazine.565 To be fair, X’s disappointment may have been because X was a homosexual 

male. Muscle magazines were popular among homosexuals at the time.566  

But the current of Strength & Health and its community was too strong for 

Rangeley and others who shared similar views. Letters like those of A.N. Renker, who 
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was serving overseas, surely helped sway others who respected the opinions of military 

men. He wrote in his letter published in May 1944, “I see that our American women are 

taking an interest in weightlifting and doing very good at it. I think this is swell and it 

inspires me to write this story about the strength and stamina of some of the Italian 

women I have seen since I have been here.” He then shared anecdotes about Italian 

women carrying large kegs of water and long pieces of lumber up and down the 

mountainside near where he was stationed. Impressed with their strength, it led to him 

hoping that “more American women become interested in weightlifting and continue to 

progress in it.”567 

Finally, a man named G. Clarke penned one of the most thoughtful, poignant 

letters written regarding women in Strength & Health. He prefaced his opinion by stating 

that he does not often write letters to editors, but felt an injustice was being done to 

females, and he surmised that Hoffman and his staff felt similarly. He then wrote: 

To begin with I should like to go on record by stating I believe woman is man’s 
equal, and as such she should share in the responsibilities and privileges of life. 
This is not man’s world alone, otherwise why should he seek her companionship? 
Woman, I believe, is as necessary to man as he is to her. That she is capable of 
these responsibilities is proven today more than ever before. She has capably 
taken man’s place in nearly every phase of industry. She has taken over 
professional duties just as capably. And, to accentuate her claim to equality, who 
can deny her the high space she has won for herself in our war effort. In some 
countries she has even fought and died side by side the men folk. All this true, 
why then should there be such a commotion? The answer, I think is man’s own 
jealousy. He hates to see a mere woman invade his pet field of strength…We 
want our women to be feminine, beautiful and healthy, yet we inadvertently debar 
them from indulging in a sport that will do just that. Scores of men have built 
beautiful bodies through the use of weights. We, therefore, should afford them the 
same privilege.568 
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Although lengthy, Clarke presented the same argument for the shift in gender roles and 

women’s equality that are made in modern history texts. He did not attempt to mediate 

women’s role in the Iron Game. Rather, he laid out an inclusion based on equality. 

Despite being perhaps on the more extreme end of supporting women in the magazine, it 

seems the magazine staff sided with his opinion due to the editors’ note below the letter 

that read, “As if premeditating an answer to Mr. Clarke’s well written letter, last month 

we published the results of an ‘All Girls’ Weightlifting Championship’ held in 

Michigan.”569 

With the women’s movement solidified in the magazine, the staff continued to 

focus on them. Articles about Stockton and other Muscle Beach standouts such as Relna 

McRae appeared in the magazine, and highlighted the strength of these women as much 

as their looks.570 Hoffman also mentioned women alongside men in editorials.571  

The most prominent change, however, came in the form of a column authored by 

Stockton called “Barbelles” that ran from 1944 to 1954. The primary purpose of these 

success stories was to “show that women as well as men can attain and have attained 

amazingly beneficial results from weight exercising.”572 For instance, in a letter to John 

Terpak dated June 21, 1944 Stockton sent her second article for the column and an 

accompanying message. She wrote, “I do hope the ideas advanced are acceptable to 

everyone. I set down only the most accurate data as has been recorded in Strength and 

Health or given to me by the various girls. If there are any additional lifting records on 

Dorcas Lehman and Alda Ketterman, I hope they can be included as I wasn’t certain 
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about some of their lifts,” thus indicating that she attempted to provide only the most 

honest information regarding women and weights.573  

Stockton was aware that she was disrupting the status quo. In the same letter, her 

husband, Les, added a handwritten note to Terpak. “She went off the deep end on this 

one, Johnny,” he joked. “I can see the hair bristling on the necks of the ‘MEN ONLY’ 

contingent. Oh, well anything to promote discussion – maybe you had better skip this 

article and wait for the next one – Ha.”574 This addition to Stockton’s letter makes it clear 

that all parties involved understood there were detractors to the inclusion of women in the 

magazine, and buttresses the assertion that Hoffman and his staff took a more forceful 

role in directing the brand and the brand community than experts currently recommend.   

Stockton helped integrate a more prominent female presence into the magazine 

relatively seamlessly. By sharing stories of women who improved their health and 

strength and providing honest information based on her own research and anecdotes, 

Stockton adopted the self-made and sincerity components of Strength & Health’s well 

established brand image.575 For instance, in an article that appeared in the April 1948 
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issue of Strength & Health, she told the story of Lucille Kolk, whose life was 

characterized by avoiding sudden movements so as not to exacerbate a previous back 

injury. After years of suffering and an agonizing fall, she visited a doctor. X-rays 

revealed that her fifth vertebra had atrophied while her third and fourth vertebra had 

hypertrophied. After a traction and supplement regimen, Lucille followed many of the 

York courses that utilized the York Abdominal Board and Health shoes, and practiced 

calisthenics daily. According to the article, she was pain free after undertaking her 

routine, and she and her husband were featured on many radio and television show in an 

attempt to improve the health of others.576 Moreover, Stockton often concluded her 

stories with empowering statements such as, “After you have procured the equipment, 

determined what to do and how to do it, it is then up to you (and you alone) to follow 

through and do it,” which exemplified the self-made and sincerity components of the 

brand.577  

It became clear during the war years through these types of letters and responses 

from the staff that women would have a more equitable place in the magazine. Through 

both explicit and implicit direction from the source of the brand, as well as pressure 

exerted from the society in which the community was embedded, the Strength & Health 

brand community came to a general consensus on this issue. Moreover, based on the 

success of the magazine at the time, either the brand community members who had a 

problem with women in the magazine begrudgingly accepted the change, relatively few 
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members of the community felt alienated and withdrew, or more people entered the 

community than left during that period. It is likely that some of all three of these 

possibilities occurred.  

Whatever the case, Hoffman’s enterprises were reaching new heights. According 

to Fair, Hoffman claimed in 1944 that more Strength & Health magazines were being 

sold than before the war, and by the end of the war, “subscriptions quadrupled, and 

newsstand sales reached 86 percent of production by 1945.”578 In terms of overall sales 

including equipment, the highest prewar total was $288,1987 in 1941. Due to supply 

shortages during the war, sales slumped to $215,364 in 1943, but by 1945 they were back 

up to $282,900. Approximately one-third of these sales resulted from supplying training 

bases with equipment, however. Immediately after the war, “company records confirm 

that a great swell of business consumed York” as sales leaped to $558,419 in 1946.579 It 

seemed that the combination of new attitudes toward women and the roles that the weight 

training and Strength & Health played in the lives of many serviceman resulted in 

favorable outcomes for Hoffman and the Iron Game.    

 

CONCLUSION 

The time period between approximately 1941 and 1945 provides the first major 

example of the Strength & Health brand and the Strength & Health brand community 

reacting to changes in the social context. With the war pulling men to the Pacific and 

European theaters, as well as military bases around the globe, most, if not all, of the 

servicemen’s social networks were replaced. Either due to the draft or volunteering, men 

from different walks of life eventually interacted with many different soldiers in their 
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units. As a result, many individuals who had never encountered or even heard of weight 

training were exposed to the barbell way of life and eventually became converts.  

As Hoffman had already established the association between Strength & Health 

and nationalism, it became an easy brand with which soldiers could identify. This 

phenomenon led to an influx of Strength & Health readers, and subsequently brand 

community members. In response, the magazine staff altered the format of the magazine 

to accommodate and encourage Strength & Healthites who were serving in the military. 

The exodus of men from the United States also left a void in the United States workforce. 

As women began to fill these vacated jobs, many American attitudes regarding gender 

roles shifted. It became more acceptable for women to flex their muscle in “doing their 

part” to support the American war effort.  

Both the Strength & Health brand and the brand community reflected this shift. 

On several occasions Hoffman voiced his support of women training with weights, 

iterating that he had historically held this position. In addition, he and his staff defended 

the increasing presence of females in the magazine whenever readers voiced criticisms. 

Letters from the “Men Only” contingent were infrequent, however, as much of the 

Strength & Health community supported increasing women’s role in the magazine. 

Simply, this majority felt that both sexes should be afforded the benefits of the Strength 

& Health lifestyle, and their letters to the magazine clearly expressed this sentiment.  

Thus, this chapter demonstrates how the Strength & Health brand community 

grew bigger, stronger, and more inclusive due to changes in the social climate. In 

addition, as demonstrated by the increased role of women in the magazine and Strength 

& Health’s gender role disrupting portrayal of them, this period was marked by the 

alteration of the brand and the brand community by a change in the social context in 

which they were both embedded. With end of World War II, however, came a new 
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lifestyle – a postwar lifestyle – that would again alter the brand and its community. 

Combined with new product innovations, York athlete successes, and an increasing 

rivalry with Joe Weider, Strength & Health and its readership would grow larger than 

ever.  
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Chapter 6: Warring with Weider 

In the March 1958 issue of Strength & Health, a Texan named Floyd J. Maddox 

wrote to Bob Hoffman in response to a letter in a previous issue. “I read with much 

interest and also much disgust the ‘letter’ from Dave Kuhn of Springfield, Illinois in 

which he berated the York Barbell Club and you in particular because you had the 

forthrightness and Honesty (Guts, if you please) to tell the truth about Mr. Weedy Weider 

and his Monster Makers,” he started. Kuhn’s letter, which was published four months 

earlier, defended Hoffman’s rival, Joe Weider, and castigated many of the Strength & 

Health staff’s aspersions toward him.580  

“I also read the answer you gave [Kuhn] and it pleased me to no end that this man 

was told the truth of weight lifting as it ought to be told. I am even more pleased that 

there are men like you who stand behind sensible and logical plans for development of 

the body and not crackpot theories designed to make men, lumpy, bumpy, exaggerated 

caricatures of well developed physiques,” Maddox wrote. He then demonstrated his 

loyalty by declaring, “I have purchased a set of ‘Yorks’ from your company and enjoy 

them to no end. And while I am not as yet a subscriber to Strength & Health magazine, I 

have always bought a copy from the local newsstands each month, so I am well abreast of 

things weight-wise.” Maddox concluded the letter as firmly as he started it, “Thanks 

again for your stand and for you well planned weight lifting courses, and here’s to a long 

and successful career for Bob Hoffman and the York way (the best way)!”581 

Similar to the postwar social currents in America, Strength & Health magazine 

was characterized by anxieties about a rising rival power, and by a focus on the family. 
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Maddox’s letter is indicative of the former. By the end of World War II, Joe Weider, who 

began publishing a muscle magazine in Canada called Your Physique, was making 

headway. With a stable of authors that included George Jowett and Dr. Frederick Tilney, 

who Weider called “gifts from Bob Hoffman,” his magazine and mail-order business 

were becoming so popular that he began publishing another periodical – Muscle Power – 

with the help of his brother, Ben, in 1945.582  

With a “glitzier” approach to fitness through an emphasis on muscular aesthetics, 

and some questionable tactics that Hoffman conveniently forgot that he also perpetrated 

early in his career, Weider provided an alternative to Strength & Health’s focus on 

functionality.583 The two muscle vendors soon entered into what Weider called, “the 

longest, craziest pissing match in the history of magazine publishing, also in organized 

sports.”584  

In Maddox’s letter, he produced the same language and sentiments – “Weedy” 

and “Monster Makers;” and Hoffman’s representation of honesty in the Iron Game – that 

the Strength & Health authors forwarded in the magazine. As we will see, the rivalry 

between Hoffman and Weider resulted in similar feelings from a number of Strength & 

Health readers that would initially help to further demarcate the Strength & Health brand 

community. 
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POSTWAR AMERICA  

The postwar years in America “were remembered as happy times,” wrote 

historian Richard M. Fried.585 The nation emerged from the war relatively unscathed 

compared to the ruin it left in many other countries, and as Americans converted to a 

peacetime lifestyle, they began spending their 140 billion dollars of pent-up wartime 

savings.586 According to American Studies scholar Lizabeth Cohen, “As each family 

refurbished its hearth after a decade and a half of depression and war, the expanded 

consumer demand would stoke the fires of production, creating new jobs and, in turn, 

new markets. Mass consumption in postwar America would not be a personal indulgence, 

but rather a civic responsibility…”587 This responsibility led to the rise of suburbs 

sprawled around city centers as families purchased newly built, affordable homes and 

filled them with appliances such as refrigerators and results of new technological 

advances such as televisions.588 Despite America’s prosperity during this time, however, 

anxieties dwelled beneath the confident exterior demonstrated by the “backyard 

barbecues, family television watching, and soda fountains [that told] of easy times.”589 

The most pervasive concern, perhaps, was the Soviet Union and its Communist 

way of life, which resulted in the Cold War. Lasting roughly from 1946-1991, the Cold 

War was essentially an ideological, international struggle that offered two competing 

visions of society: Communism or Democracy. Sport historians Stephen Wagg and David 

L. Andrews wrote that it was characterized by “high-level political wrangling, punitive 
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and beneficent economic policies, competing propaganda initiates and clandestine 

intelligence operations.”590  

Although worries related to communism were apparent prior, Senator Joseph 

McCarthy began catalyzing them in 1950 by inciting fears that Communists were 

covertly running the government by claiming to have a list of sympathizers and members 

of the Communist Party employed by the State Department. His effort eventually led to 

the institutionalized need to identify Communist threats within the United States.591 As 

we will see, Hoffman was not shy in throwing Communist accusations Weider’s way. In 

addition, one realm that eventually played a role in the propaganda efforts and ideological 

struggles of the Cold War was competitive sport, which Hoffman also used that to his 

advantage.  

Linked to these concerns about Communism were also worries regarding juvenile 

delinquency. Historian Chris O’Brien asserted that delinquency and crime in the 1950s 

“were initially branded a symptom of communist infiltration and the loss of American 

morality.”592 Later, the problem was viewed as a result of the new youth culture 

propagated by mass media in the form of films, comic books, periodicals, radio, and 

television. Regardless of the source, the issue was no small matter to the nation as “media 

campaigns led by J. Edgar Hoover, the continuing Committee of the Justice Department, 
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the Children’s Bureau, the Kefauver Committee, and a host of other agencies and 

organizations” underscored the fear, wrote historian James Gilbert.593  

As one might guess, these types of anxieties eventually intermingled in certain 

ways with the nationalistic aspects of Strength & Health’s brand image. Due in large part 

to the Kraus-Weber tests, beliefs that American children were unfit also captured much of 

the nation’s attention. These tests were developed by physician Hans Kraus and exercise 

enthusiast Ruth P. Hirschland, who administered to a large sample of American children 

a battery of exercises such as toe touches, sit-ups, and back extensions to measure 

hamstring flexibility, abdominal strength, and back strength, respectively. The 

researchers then conducted these same research tests on European children. After 

unexpectedly finding that 56 percent of American children failed the test while only 8 

percent of European students failed, Krause and Hirschland attributed the difference to 

the fact that “European children do not have the benefit of a highly mechanized society; 

they do not use cars, school buses, elevators or any other labor-saving devices. They must 

walk everywhere. Their recreation is largely based on the active use of their own 

bodies.”594  

Word of the study – as well as the finding that from 1950 until 1956, one-third of 

Army draft registrants were found unfit for service – soon sparked a national 

conversation about fitness, resulting in President Eisenhower establishing the President’s 

Council on Youth Fitness (PCYF) in 1956.595 Although it lasted only five years, 

American Studies scholar Shelly McKenzie argued that “the council embedded its 
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physical fitness message within a more complex rhetoric of reform that envisioned 

children as future parents, citizens, and soldiers whose moral, mental, and physical 

capabilities were key to maintaining the superiority of the nation both at home and 

abroad.”596 In the next chapter, I will cover in more detail the ways in which Strength & 

Health’s nationalistic brand component incorporated these ideas.   

Along with the national concerns regarding health and fitness, the increasing 

popularity of commercial health and fitness after the war also contributed to a greater 

awareness of physical culture and the growth of the Iron Game. For instance, according 

his unpublished paper, Sports Studies scholar Ben Pollack explained that Vic Tanny 

eventually owned eighty-eight commercial gyms in the early 1960s after starting his first 

location in Santa Monica in 1946, and that authors of popular works have recognized his 

influence on the fitness industry.597 Other fitness entrepreneurs who became popular via 

Santa Monica’s Muscle Beach, such as Jack LaLanne, also contributed to the spread of 

exercise and resistance training. Lalanne is most known for his fitness television show, 

which started locally in San Francisco in 1951, and eventually was broadcast nationally 

from 1958 until 1985.598  

Finally, Hollywood also played a role in increasing awareness of the developed 

body and weight training after World War II. According to Tolga Ozyurtcu, “muscle 

went to Hollywood from [Muscle Beach], not just in the physique of Steve Reeves, the 

lead in Hercules (1957), but also in the pioneering stunt work of beach athletes like Russ 
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Saunders and Paula Boelsems.”599 Conversely, Hollywood also found the beach as 

actress Mae West recruited bodybuilders from Muscle Beach for her 1954 Las Vegas 

nightclub revue and “stars like Ricardo Montalban went there to learn from and train with 

the regulars.”600 The combination of all these factors in the postwar years eventually led 

to, according to independent scholar Shelly McKenzie, increased consumer interest in 

exercise and a significant expansion of the commercial fitness industry in the 1960s.601  
 

WEIDER FEUD 

Setting the Stage 

While millions of American men were overseas fighting in the European and 

Pacific theaters in the early 1940s, an enemy with which Hoffman would battle for years 

reared its head much closer to home. In the February 1944 Strength & Health, Benjamin 

Warman and Leon Cronsohn wrote a letter to Hoffman asking about a Canadian 

magazine published bi-monthly called Your Physique:  
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In the January issue of “Our Magazine,” you stated that George F. Jowett sold a 
course of light resistance wooden dumbells. You also state that he secured the 
permission of several young weightlifters several years back to use their pictures 
of his catalogue by telling them that he was going to publish them in Strength and 
Health. From this we gathered the opinion that he was quite a dishonest 
businessman. It now so happened that by accident we ran across a magazine, 
“Your Physique,” which is published bi-monthly in Canada. Since we saw that 
they carried pictures of many York men, such as John Grimek and John Davis, we 
thought that the magazine is connected with Strength and Health. But then we 
noticed that Jowett is Feature Editor of that publication. Since you expressed your 
dislike for that gent, we were forced to alter our first opinion. In the November-
December issue of that magazine we found a picture of John Grimek under which 
it said that he was trained 14 years ago by Mark Berry and George F. Jowett. Is 
that true? Bob, clear up all this confusion about that magazine and whether or not 
it is connected in any way with you…602  

Hoffman responded in the editor’s note by making it clear that Your Physique was 

“in no way connected with Strength and Health.” He added, “it is their privilege, 

however to write to any individual and request his picture and it is quite natural that they 

would want pictures of Grimek and Davis.” Hoffman also stated explicitly that despite 

knowing the York men personally, the representatives of “Your Physique” never trained 

them.603 With this letter, Warman and Cronsohn identified one of the tactics that Weider 

would use to attract attention to his magazines for years.  

According to the joint biography about his brother, Ben, and himself, Weider was 

born in Montreal, Canada to Polish-Jewish immigrants in 1920. His fascination with the 

Iron Game began after being rejected both from tryouts for the wrestling team at the local 

YMCA and from trade school. He buried himself in magazines until he came across a 

picture of John Grimek, who many argue was the greatest bodybuilder of all time, in an 

old issue of Strength.604 “I saw so much of what I wanted in that picture. Artistry. Design. 
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Beauty. Complexity. Most important, I saw manly strength,” he said.605 Weider became 

fixated on the iron. Similar to the stories of many other famous physical culturists, he was 

no longer bullied after taking up weights, and he found a new confidence in himself; 

enough confidence, apparently, to start his first publication, Your Physique, in August 

1940.  

Weider explained that he started his magazine by flipping through the pages of 

Strength & Health in order to record the contact information for the Canadians in the 

“Strength and Health League” department. He then bought six hundred one-cent post 

cards through which he announced and attempted to sell subscriptions to his new 

periodical for seventy-five cents. Not able to afford professional printing, Weider typed 

the twenty-two pages of his first issue on mimeographed stencil and printed the pages on 

a rented mimeograph machine.606 This type of cleverness would prove fruitful for Weider 

his entire life, especially in his dealings with Hoffman.   

Included on the first page of the first issues of his magazine was a tagline that 

read, “DEDICATED TO: THE WEIGHTLIFTER, THE BODY-BUILDER, AND 

HEALTH CULTURIST.”607 Weider apparently desired to follow templates similar to 

Strength & Health, as he asked for photographs and success stories from readers later in 

the same installment. Cultural historian Tolga Ozyrtcu also supports this assertion in his 

dissertation “Flex Marks the Spot: Histories of Muscle Beach.”608 This technique was not 
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new, however, as Calvert did the same in Strength magazine starting in 1914.609 By the 

next issue Weider upgraded both the printing and paper quality. 

Through a combination of factors, Weider’s magazine gained momentum.610 One 

of these ingredients was the suspension of Strength & Health in Canada. Based on letter 

from a reader, the magazines were not available in Canada starting in approximately May 

of 1940. The editor’s note that followed indicated that the magazine was banned.611 

According to Randy Roach, however, Weider “insinuated that Hoffman’s publication was 

banned north of the border because of Bob’s praise of German training and admiration 

for the Nazi regime,” due to their emphasis on physical fitness.612 Other factors that 

contributed to Weider’s success included alleged financial help from Hoffman, ironically, 

in return for advertising space in the magazine, which was perhaps due to the 

aforementioned ban, selling mail-order courses and weightlifting equipment, and hiring a 

stable of writers that included a number of former Strength & Health employees such as 

Jowett, Tilney, and Earle Liederman.613   

Although little to no attention was paid to this new competitor in the pages of 

Strength & Health during Weider’s earliest years, Hoffman and his staff likely felt some 

pressure. In a letter dated April 14, 1944, but unpublished in the magazine, Phillip J. 
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Rasch, who went on to have a distinguished career as an exercise physiologist, not only 

voiced his support for women in Strength & Health, but he also alluded to the appeal of 

Your Physique.614 “There has been some comment in your letters column lately to the 

effect that the magazine is ‘slipping,’” he wrote. Rasch gave a thoughtful critique in 

which he attributed this sentiment to the same small staff writing for over ten years in the 

magazine. He then proffered, “As a result all old readers are thoroughly familiar with 

their views and styles, so that the average article does sound like something one has read 

before. I have heard a Canadian publication (‘Your Body’?) spoken of with favor and am 

sure it is only because of the fact it has different authors which gives it a fresh 

approach.”615 It is not clear whether this type of thinking made an impact on Hoffman 

and his staff since the magazine did not alter its course and Hoffman enterprises were 

generally profitable. In Rasch’s seeming concern for Hoffman and Strength & Health, 

however, he identified what would prove to be one of Weider’s more valuable 

characteristics.   
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Figure 27. Title page from the first issue of Your Physique. 
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What ultimately caught the attention of Strength & Health involved a man named 

Dan Lurie in what was most likely a publicity stunt by Weider. After Lurie came in 

second place in the 1942 Mr. America competition and won the Most Muscular Man 

award, Weider asked him to endorse his products, to which he agreed. This initial 

agreement led to a five year partnership that included Lurie selling Weider weight sets to 

American readers of Your Physique through his own barbell company. Eventually, 

although there are conflicting versions of the story, according to Randy Roach, who 

interviewed Lurie, he came to Weider with the idea of challenging John Grimek’s claim 

of being the Most Muscular Man, which he won at the 1940 Mr. America contest.616 

According to his autobiography, Lurie was also bitter about his lack of recognition in 

Strength & Health despite his success.617 The basis for this challenge, however, hinged 

on the fact that the 1940 Mr. America was not an international or world event, and 

Grimek, thus, could not make this claim. Weider was excited about the potential publicity 

from the gimmick with Grimek, especially with the upcoming start of his second 

publication, Muscle Power, which launched in September 1945.618  

Thus, Lurie sent his challenge to Grimek on August 2, 1945. He proposed a 

competition between only himself and Grimek, and wrote, “Since this is my invitation it 

would not result in any personal expense to you. An Open challenge to this effect will 
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appear on the Oct-Nov. issue of Your Physique magazine. If you do not respond it will be 

evident that you have rejected this challenge and that you have assumed a defeatist 

attitude.”619  

Before the challenge could be published in the rival magazine, however, Grimek 

published the letter from Lurie, his telegram stating that he accepted the challenge, and a 

longer, detailed reply. In this reply, Grimek wrote, “To say that I was mildly impressed 

by your letter and its contents would be prevarication, because to me, as well as many 

others, your supercilious actions justify your self-inflated ego and therefore one can 

expect almost anything where your ego is concerned.” The rest of the letter assumed a 

similar tone.620   

Grimek’s reply was cleverly crafted, as he, a posterchild for Strength & Health, 

presented a concern for sportsmanship over his ego. He accomplished this by arguing that 

the challenge should be open to all since the title sought was “Most Muscular Man in 

America.” Men such as Steve Stanko, Sam Loprinzi, Clarence Ross, and Jules Bacon, 

Grimek argued, should be allowed the opportunity to compete for the title as well. 

Grimek wrote, “All these men had worked hard to achieve their goal, just as much as you 

and I, and therefore should not be discounted simply by eliminating them for your own 

super-ego!” He added that eliminating these men, many of whom he considered friends, 

would mean that he did not consider them worthy opponents. Statements such as these 

were powerful and accorded with the sincerity aspect of the Strength & Health brand.   

In his response, published in the December/January 1945/1946 issue of Your 

Physique, Lurie explained that his intention was to open it to all challengers, but because 

                                                
619 John Grimek, “A Challenge for the Title - ‘America’s Most Muscular Man,’” Strength & Health, 
October 1945, 14. 
620 Ibid. 



 243 

the AAU considered him a professional, he could not compete against most of the men 

who might vie for the title. After explaining that he was surprised to have incited such 

insipid remarks and mud slinging from Grimek, Lurie ended his article by asserting that 

Grimek neither accepted nor rejected the challenge.621  

Despite the hoopla, as well as the support from Frank Leight, winner of the Mr. 

America title in 1942, in which he congratulated Grimek on his sportsmanship, no contest 

was held explicitly for Lurie and Grimek.622 Instead, Hoffman organized a “Most 

Muscular Physique Contest,” held in Philadelphia on May 4, 1946. The details of the 

event differ between the pages of Strength & Health and Your Physique, with each 

construing them toward their own interests. But Randy Roach, through his interview with 

Lurie and his synthesis of the event from the magazine, explains that, unbeknownst to 

Lurie, Hoffman sanctioned the event through the AAU, which meant that because of his 

professional status, Lurie could not compete in the “open” class of competitors. At the 

competition, Hoffman announced that he could compete against Sigmund Klein, an Iron 

Game Legend who also held professional status. Lurie, who sat in the back of the hall in 

which the contest was held, approached the stage only after the crowd beckoned him, and 

after voicing his concerns about the biased judging, agreed to pose against Klein and a 

volunteer from the crowd, who, according to Lurie was paid $100 by Hoffman to 

volunteer. Ultimately, in the professional class Klein came in first, followed by Lurie, 

and then Podolak, while Grimek won the amateur class.623  

The words Wilbur J. Smith used to described the show – “the greatest muscle 

show ever staged in this or any other country” – are indicative of the way it was 
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presented in the Strength & Health write up, “The Most Muscular Physique in America 

Contest,” published in the May 1946 installment. Smith described the strength 

performances as well as the physiques of competitors in gilded language that positioned 

all who represented York’s interests as candid, upstanding fellows, and he neglected to 

mention any mishaps of the show. For example, in Weider’s Your Physique, the 

unidentified author relayed that after Sig Klein finished a performance with a large 

barbell, “he put the bell down with a terrific thud that might have torn a hole through the 

floor of the stage.” After bowing and exiting the stage, the barbell began to roll toward 

the audience until it fell off the stage and broke some bulbs. “Then,” according to the 

report, “some little guy in a business suit ran on stage, grabbed up the bell in one small 

hand and ran off with it.”624 Smith made no mention of this in Strength & Health.625  

Very little chatter from readers about the competition was published in Strength & 

Health. Based on Smith’s story, however, in which he wrote, “many of you who read this 

article probably read the challenge and reply and formed your own opinion, and those 

who take their weight lifting and body building real seriously were all ‘het up’ about it,” 

readers likely wrote to the magazine about it. Only one piece of correspondence, 

however, written by Henry V. Battent, appeared regarding the ordeal. Found in the May 

1946 issue, he wrote, “I find it very amusing to see the efforts of the Canadian 

publication to slander and find fault with you. To any well bred person it is obvious that 

the staff of this magazine is suffering from an inferiority complex and is acting like an 

egotistical, arrogant fifteen year old.” After more disparaging comments about the 

publication, he turned his attention to Lurie by declaring that his “pitiful attempt to 
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produce logic and rational reasons in his futile efforts to slander John Grimek are most 

repulsive and I am proud that your publication doesn’t harbor egotistical and evidently 

inferior personalities as Dan Lurie.”626  

Hoffman replied to this letter in an editor’s note. He told his audience that the 

Strength & Health staff bears no ill will toward those who want to spread the use of 

barbells and exercise, and they welcome good publications. Hoffman took the high road 

in the eyes of his readers by writing, “We don’t like to knock the other fellow, we think 

that he will get straightened out in time, and realize that what he is doing is not for the 

good of the game.” Then, possibly demonstrative of the way he viewed himself, Hoffman 

wrote:  

They shot Lincoln and McKinley you and crucified Jesus Christ. Time will tell 
who is right, who is sincere, who is honest who does the best work…Some will 
come and many will go, but we will go on forever. And I mean forever. My will is 
made so that the business will be inherited by the men who helped make it, so that 
S. & H. will be perpetually endowed so that this place where I am now writing 
will always be the strength and health center of the world.627  

Hoffman made his position clear to readers. He viewed himself and his enterprises as 

being superior to who his competitors, and he would remain steadfast in his efforts to 

create a legacy in York, Pennsylvania. 

Whereas Hoffman openly and explicitly attacked his competitor, Charles Atlas, 

and his exercise system during the early years of Strength & Health, Hoffman seemed to 

restrain his retaliation to Weider’s action in the magazine. By doing so, he forewent the 

opportunity to possibly cultivate more oppositional brand loyalty among readers.  

Hoffman’s response may shed light on why he didn’t take the opportunity to 

embroil the brand community in a barrage of criticisms aimed at Weider. Considering the 
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verbosity of his editor’s note, it may be possible that Hoffman viewed York and its 

interests as the “King Kong” of the industry, as Roach put it, and thought Weider’s camp 

was not worth the worry.628 If this was the case, perhaps Hoffman did not want to divert 

attention toward a competitor’s magazine by publishing letters about it in numerous 

issues. Whatever the case, this reply seemed to be Hoffman’s response to the entire issue, 

with him resounding Strength & Health’s image as being honest and sincere in their 

efforts to spread the barbell gospel to all. 

Overall, this event is significant for a number of reasons. First, it established the 

position that Strength & Health would occupy toward Weider publications – that their 

priorities involved their egos, their wallets, and showmanship – while York was the 

personification of sportsmanship and spreading the Strength & Health lifestyle. Finally, 

as John Fair explains in more detail in Mr. America: The Tragic History of a 

Bodybuilding Icon, it signified a difference in the way each faction viewed the body. 

Hoffman’s contingent extended aspects of the Strength & Health brand onto their views 

of the body. They adopted the Greek ideal of the physique as being an external signifier 

of other qualities such as discipline, athleticism, success, and high moral standards. 

Alternatively, Weider’s clan emphasized aesthetics for its own sake.629 Both of these 

differences would coalesce, perpetuate, and manifest in different ways as time went on.  

Perhaps one of the most significant moments in the history of the Hoffman-

Weider feud occurred after the 1947 Mr. Universe Contest, held on September 26. As 

historian John Fair explained in his book, Mr. America: The Tragic History of a 
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Bodybuilding Icon, Hoffman’s coalition created this competition in order to provide a 

higher title toward which Mr. America contest winners could aspire. With an 

international stage already set at the world weightlifting championships in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania that year, the Mr. Universe contest was held immediately after they 

concluded. 

Gene Jantzen’s article, which appeared in Weider’s Your Physique, expressed 

disappointment in the contest for a number of reasons. Because the Amateur Athletic 

Union (AAU) sanctioned it, for instance, only individuals who competed in the 

weightlifting championships, which was held before the contest, could compete. 

According to Jantzen, a more accurate description of the contest would have been “Best 

Built weightlifter Contest.”630 In addition, though he won, Jantzen stated that many 

aspects of Steve Stanko’s physique paled in comparison to the other competitors. He 

backed this assertion by citing a leg injury Stanko sustained in 1945, which resulted in a 

relatively underdeveloped lower body. 

According to Fair, however, who interviewed Jantzen in 2003, Weider 

significantly altered his original article before publication. Jantzen exclaimed that the 

article was virtually opposite of what he first wrote.631 Nevertheless, at the end of the 

article, the author announced the beginning of the International Federation of 

Bodybuilders (IFBB), the purpose of which was “to prevent such a farce like [the 1947 

Mr. Universe] from sweeping the bodybuilding game.”632 With this new organization, 
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Weider’s camp sought to break free of the hold that American weightlifting had on 

bodybuilding and professionalize the sport.633  

Strength & Health responded to these assertions and other whisperings about the 

biased nature of the Mr. Universe competition before Weider’s article was actually 

published. In the February 1948 issue, Hoffman printed a letter from Larry Barnholth, 

who was one of the nine judges at the contest. Barnholth claimed that he was an unbiased 

judge and that no one offered him any bribes or perks for voting a certain way. He also 

asserted, “Steve Stanko was the outstanding physical specimen on the platform. Steve 

was in great shape that night and had everything in great quantities.”634 Hoffman also 

explained the process of selecting judges, in which he claimed he played no part. 

Furthermore, although he served as the Master of Ceremonies during the weightlifting 

championships, he stated that he did not man the microphone during the Mr. Universe 

competition, meaning he did not influence the judge’s or the audience’s decision by 

talking positively about a particular competitor and dismissing others.635    

Two months later Hoffman published another response to rumors about the 

contest. The article, titled “An Official Expresses His Views of the ‘Mr. Universe’ 

Contest,” was just that. John Barrs sent a letter to Hoffman after reading the previous 

article about the competition, and Hoffman printed it. In the letter Barrs said that he was 

“quite satisfied with the arrangements for the judging of the 1947 ‘Mr. Universe’ 

contest,” and he had no doubts about the integrity of the judges. Additionally, he wrote, 

“Personally, although I did not vote for Stanko, I have no quarrel with the decisions of 
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the majority of the judges because I consider that they expressed their honest 

opinions.”636 He went on to say that he was not surprised by the lack of unanimity due to 

the fine form of all five of the competitors who made it to the finals. In order of placing, 

they were Steve Stanko, John Farbotnik and Eric Pedersen. George Eiferman and Rene 

Leger also made it to the finals, but did not reach the podium.  

Notwithstanding the results of the contest, the Weiders controlled a new 

federation under which they began organizing their own professional physique contests, 

distinct of the AAU. According to Fair, the Weiders heavily promoted their shows in 

Your Physique and Muscle Power, which they began publishing in 1945. Among them 

were a Mr. Calcutta Contest in India, which was conducted in a similar fashion to the Mr. 

America competitions, an IFBB Mr. America held on November 6, 1948, the winner of 

which – Alan Stephan – won $250 and a free trip to Miami, Florida, and plans were 

apparently made for an IFBB Junior Mr. America contest for teenagers. They also held a 

higher-level contest, Mr. North America, in New York City in April 1949. Clarence Ross, 

who had already won a number of physique titles, including the 1945 AAU Mr. America, 

won the competition along with a $1,000 prize.637  

Through these competitions, as well as through the magazine, the clashing 

philosophies of Hoffman and Weider were highlighted. As Weider explained in Brothers 

in Iron, “I trained my guys to get bigger and stronger and look fantastic, head to toe. If 

that’s what you wanted, Weider was the way to go…” He also argued that weightlifting 

was not the path to developing a “body beautiful.” “Watch an Olympic lifting event and 

see what I mean. Who wants to look like one of the monsters in the super-heavyweight 
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class instead of Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime?” he asked. Although many would 

argue that the upper echelon of body builders have looked like monsters for quite some 

time, one can understand Weider’s argument.638  

On the other hand, the Strength & Health conception of training revolved around 

functionality. Moreover, for those who adhered to the Strength & Health mentality, a 

developed physique signified much more than hours spent training. As Hoffman asserted 

in the April 1949 editorial of his magazine, “Muscles on the outside of the body are 

merely a diploma to show that one has progressed far or graduated from the college of 

strength and health.” He also claimed, “Muscles were made to use, and every one of us 

should be strong enough to withstand pioneer life, or life in a primitive condition if that 

were our lot.”639  

As time passed and the relationship between Hoffman and Weider grew more 

caustic, Hoffman became more explicit about the Strength & Health philosophy. 

“MUSCLES ARE MADE TO USE, to lift, to pull, to carry, to run and jump, to serve in 

many diverse manners,” Hoffman declared in the first sentence of an article titled “What 

Kind of MUSCLE Do You Want?” in the June 1957 issue of Strength & Health. He 

continued, “When the right sort of muscles are developed they serve their owners well. 

These muscles are developed as the result of sensible physical training, not through 

muscle cramping, muscle twisting, endless sets of unnatural exercises.” The cramping, 

twisting, and endless sets he referred to were descriptions that much of the Strength & 

Health used in their articles when discussing Weider’s training methods. 

 The “sensible physical training” Hoffman mentioned, as one might guess, 

referred to the Strength & Health methods of training. A few lines later he emphasized, 
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“The proof of the value of any physical training course is what you can do with the 

muscle after you have them.” Finally, in a last attempt to sway his readers from the 

Weider style of training, Hoffman asked, “Do you want to be a MAN…or do you want to 

be a MONSTER?” which was term often used to describe the men who followed 

Weider’s methods of training that resulted in “ballooned” physiques that Hoffman and his 

staff considered grotesque. With the Dan Lurie challenge to John Grimek still in 

Hoffman’s recent memory, as well the newly formed IFBB personifying Weider’s 

incongruous outlook regarding weight training, the stage was set for their rivalry fraught 

with “endless, unresolved hostility and trading of insults.”640  
 

The Feud Intensifies 

One example of this relationship started with an editorial written by Hoffman in 

the September 1948 Strength & Health. In it, he warned his readers about the IFBB. He 

described it and Weider as “a conditioning seeking to divide us.” “Us,” in this instance, 

were the individuals who supported the AAU, which was the governing body for 

American weightlifting and the AAU Mr. America physique contests. To prove his 

loyalty Hoffman declared, “In the beginning when we decided to work with the A.A.U. 

we did not let our personal pride stand in our way.”641 In reality this was exactly the case 

as Hoffman, who supported the American Continental Weight Lifters’ Association 

(ACWLA), attempted to wrestle control of weightlifting from the AAU during his 

earliest years of business. Eventually, after realizing he would not be able to overpower 

the AAU, he came to an accord with its leaders in 1933.  
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Another aspect of Hoffman’s early years also deserves to be highlighted. At the 

time he was attempting to usurp power from the AAU, Hoffman was also on a path to 

become the most powerful man in the American Iron Game. By essentially sponsoring 

his York team of weightlifters, which was illegal at the time, his club became one of the 

strongest in the world. In addition, even though the lifters were trained by others, he 

claimed they used York equipment and methods – a similar strategy Weider used, which 

incensed Hoffman – during his foray into the Iron Game.642  

Hoffman attempted to leverage the talent of his ostensible team to become the 

American weightlifting coach for the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, but a man named Mark 

Berry was appointed instead. Later, influenced by this decision, but more directly 

resulting from aspersions Berry cast toward him in his magazine Physical Training 

Notes, Hoffman physically attacked Berry, thereby asserting his dominance over him 

personally and within American weightlifting.643 The purpose of these stories is to 

demonstrate the hypocrisy of both Hoffman’s criticisms of Weider in this particular 

editorial and his overall attitude regarding the feud.   

Hoffman made a number of other claims in an attempt to undermine the IFBB in 

his 1948 editorial. Calling it an “outlaw group,” he asserted that Weider was “tossing 

leading professionals and the rankest amateurs into the same competition so that the 

newcomer has no chance to win.” In addition, he argued that Weider needed an 

organization of his own to make personal profits because if he were to be affiliated with 

the AAU, all the proceeds would be used for the benefit of the athletes and the promotion 

of the sport. Finally, in appealing to the nationalistic component of the Strength & Health 
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brand, Hoffman also explained that if an athlete were to compete in an IFBB sanctioned 

show, he would lose his amateur standing in the AAU, and thus his eligibility to compete 

in the world’s weight lifting championships or the Olympic games. “Literally he becomes 

a man without a country,” said Hoffman, and as he later pleaded, “And we tell you 

frankly we need weight lifters. Not only the Olympics this year to win, but the world’s 

championships next year where will go against t full and powerful Russian team behind 

the Iron Curtain in Czechoslovakia…”644 It was clear to readers that Hoffman’s priority 

was American supremacy in weightlifting, especially as Communist concerns grew. 

Bodybuilding was subordinate to this concern.  

A few months later, in the “I.F.B.B. News” section of Your Physique magazine, 

Weider responded to Hoffman, or as Weider referred to him and his camp, “Huffmen.”  

“YES friends! The ‘Huffmen’ are at it again,” Weider wrote to begin the article. “We 

have bent over backwards taking dirt from them. They slapped our check and we turned 

the other only to be slapped again. Now they are punching below the belt and we still 

refuse to lower ourselves to their level,” he continued. Weider later refuted the claim that 

neither he nor the IFBB was attempting to divide the Iron Gamers. The purpose of the 

organization was to focus solely on bodybuilders. “It has nothing to do with competitive 

weightlifting,” he argued.645  

Weider also replied to the claim that he was only interested in personal profits. 

“This is indeed a laugh and also a double-edged sword which neatly lops off the heads of 

those who are wielding it,” he wrote. “If I.F.B.B. Physique shows bring in ‘big profits’ it 

is just as reasonable to conclude that the ‘Huffmen’ shows also bring in big profits. 

WHAT HAPPENS TO THESE PROFITS?” Weider asked. “There are trophies but 
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nothing like those given by the I.F.B.B and not anywhere as numerous. There are no cash 

prizes. There are no free vacation trips or similar awards. And very few competitors ever 

see any expense money…even a man with half a brain and only one nostril can see that 

something smells.”646 

This particular interaction was one of the many squabbles between Hoffman and 

Weider via their magazines. The petty criticisms, carps, and name calling found in this 

exchange was characteristic of the feud and they continued for years. For instance, 

Weider’s camp published a piece called “More Mud Slinging,” in the November 1951 

issue of Your Physique in which they reprinted newspaper stories that explained Hoffman 

was found guilty for assault and battery. Other articles called attention to apparent 

exaggerations Hoffman made in interviews for newspapers. Weider also responded to a 

statement made in Strength & Health that legendary heavyweight weightlifter Doug 

Hepburn was “high pressured into signing a statement endorsing the Weider methods.” In 

the same Strength & Health article, the unnamed author, likely Hoffman, then said, “We 

shall be surprised if Weider does not at the opportune time commence to exploit Doug 

Hepburn.”647 Weider’s retort included a printed a letter apparently written by Hepburn, in 

which he expressed disgust with Hoffman and his staff for dragging his name into the 

fracas.648  

In another instance of their bickering, Hoffman used his editorial in the January 

1955 issue of Strength & Health to elucidate the relationships between Weider and a few 

standout Iron Gamers. Hoffman reprinted a statement Reg Park made in his own 

publication, the Reg Park Journal, as well as a letter from George Eiferman. Both men 
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were bodybuilders. Park stated that although Weider claimed him as a star pupil in his 

periodicals, he had no connection with him or his magazines, and did not desire one. 

Eiferman’s note was similarly impassioned, as he concluded it by declaring, “Any printed 

matter which states I recommend or did recommend any equipment or methods other 

than York is untrue and published against my wishes.” Letters from other men were also 

reprinted in the article, titled “Editorial…Joe Weider and Me.”  

Hoffman punctuated the letters by writing, “As can be deduced from the 

remaining material on these pages, Weider is riding rather hard on a number of broad 

backs which are able, but unwilling, to stand the strain.” Like Weider, Hoffman was 

surely accustomed to the volleying of insults by that time, and anticipated his rival’s 

response. He stated, “Weider, of course, will discount the evidence presented for 

everyone to see and will claim that it just isn't so, that these men are all his dear friends 

and grateful pupils. We leave it to the intelligence of our readers to make a choice as to 

who is telling the truth.”649 

Later, in 1958, Weider launched a new publication called Mr. America. As Fair 

discussed in Muscletown USA, the first three issues of the magazine contained a series of 

articles attacking Hoffman.650 The feature in the first issue focused on the IRS troubles 

Hoffman encountered due to attempted tax evasion in the period between 1948 and 

1950.651 The next issue continued the more criticisms aimed at Hoffman’s finances while 

also painting him as a tyrant and philanderer. This article, titled “Portrait of a ‘Medicine 

Man,’” also derided his products, saying they were “medical gags” and likening Hoffman 

to a snake oil salesman.652 In the last piece of the series, “Hoffman’s Scheme to Ruin 
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Bodybuilding,” author Leroy Colbert called Hoffman a “self-styled dictator,” a “czar,” 

and a bigot. With his “sloppy lieutenant,” Harry Paschall, and Strength & Health serving 

as his “organ of hate,” Colbert claimed that Hoffman was running a “perverted campaign 

to ruin bodybuilding.”653  

 Along with these exchanges were other clashes between the two muscle moguls. 

Weider challenged Hoffman to a lifting and physique contest in 1951, but to compensate 

for the approximately twenty year age advantage Weider had, Hoffman proposed that a 

boxing match with very thin gloves be part of the competition as well. Like most of the 

challenges forwarded by the two, nothing materialized.654  

Conversely, two of the more tangible acts in the feud during the postwar years can 

be attributed to the Hoffman camp. The first occurred during the 1956 Mr. Universe 

Contest. In order to guarantee that his man won the show, Hoffman, who was already 

head judge, substituted his own partisans for two of the original judges. As Fair explains 

in Mr. America, this and his other decision to eliminate height divisions for the contest 

stirred up much controversy at the contest, held in Virginia Beach, Virginia, and within 

the bodybuilding realm.655  

The other action, substantial because of its lasting impact due to being in print, 

was the racial slur Hoffman hurled at Weider. At the time, Weider was being indicted for 

conspiracy to sell indecent literature. The provocative manner that some of his 

magazines, such as Adonis and Body Beautiful, depicted men made them popular among 
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homosexuals, which caused homophobic panic in the bodybuilding world and caught the 

attention of authorities.656  

This anxiety was due in part to The Lavender Scare, which refers to the overt 

persecution of homosexuals during the 1950s. According to historian David K. Johnson, 

the public and many government officials were as concerned about homosexuals as they 

were about communists, if not more so. Initiated in conjunction with Senator Joseph 

McCarthy’s hunt for Communists serving in government positions, Eisenhower 

continued the movement, which fell under his campaign slogan “Let’s Clean House,” 

after taking office in 1953.657 Included in this crusade were dismissals of military 

personnel and public service announcements accusing gays and lesbians of communism 

and national disloyalty due to their threat to traditional values.658 The narratives that 

pervaded American society during this time portrayed homosexuals as cliquish, 

dishonest, able to recognize other homosexuals through common speech patterns and 

interests, and unable to control their sexual desires.659 In other words, Weider’s 

predicament relating to homosexual material in his magazines was a serious concern at 

the time.  
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As managing editor of Strength & Health at the time, Paschall highlighted these 

troubles in an editorial titled “Let Me Tell You a Fairy Tale…” in the June 1957 Strength 

& Health.660 In September of that same year, in a section called “Iron Grapevine,” the 

staff reprinted a section from the New York Times that mentioned Weider’s predicament. 

After accusing Weider of sullying the sport he repeatedly claimed to be championing, and 

imitating Hoffman’s products so that people might be fooled into buying them, the author 

stated, “Apparently you can take a kike out of the slums, but you can never take the 

slums out of the kike.”661 As wrong as this statement would be to say, allowing it to go to 

print and be preserved in the pages of a magazine makes clear the animosity that had 

developed between the two factions.  
 

Bosco Bashes Weider 

With so much back and forth between the two groups, Harry Paschall used his 

artist pen to deride Weider as well. Through his regular feature, “Behind the Scenes,” 

which began appearing after World War II and marked the return of the mighty Bosco, 

Paschall’s words and images mocked the Weider faction as well as its associated 

organizations and ideas. Contrary to the Weiders’ emphasis on aesthetics, showmanship, 

and spectacle, Paschall echoed Hoffman’s view that “in connection with lifting shows, 

we must always remember our primary purpose is to promote the cause of bodybuilding 

through the use of progressive weight resistance, and weightlifting as a sport…Also, 

lifters are athletes, and not actors. And any form of stage direction should be kept to a 

minimum.”662 As such, many of the Bosco cartoons satirized physique competitions.  
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For instance, in the March 1949 issue of the magazine, Paschall illustrated a 

cartoon in which a man with a nicely shaped V-shaped torso, but oddly shaped arms and 

legs, flaunted his body to other beach goers. Paschall also wrote the IFBB acronym on his 

chest. This build suggested Paschall’s belief, which was generally shared by the Strength 

& Health staff, that bodybuilding makes for unnatural looking physiques. The cartoon 

indicated that the bodybuilder, “Abysmal Q. Multiflex,” was a “Weedy” man who 

thought he was the “Big Wheel on Beach.” That is, until Bosco strolled passed. As the 

looks of bystanders suggest, Paschal conveyed the message that Bosco’s physique, which 

was built through York methods and retained a functional rather than aesthetic nature, 

was clearly more desirable. He punctuated this by appealing to the masculinity 

component of the brand through the exclamation by beach goers, “WOTTA MAN!”663  

Five months later, another of Paschall’s cartoons, shown below, appeared in 

Strength & Health in which he poked fun at Weider and his followers. It showed the 

same “Weedy” man posing for three individuals on the beach. Labeled as the “Mirror 

Man” in this particular cartoon, the oddly shaped poser is depicted thinking, “I must look 

very well today.” Unbeknownst to Paschall’s dupe, the “OH!” and “AH!” of the 

onlookers were aimed at Bosco, who stood behind him, overshadowing both his size and 

musculature.664  
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In one of his more abrasive attacks on Weider, Paschall’s article in the March 

1950 issue of the magazine commented on his “lightning switch…in announcing that he 

had changed his mind about the A.A.U. and was now willing to let [Hoffman and staff] 

stay in business, providing he could get into the act.” Paschall noted that not long before, 

Weider “was hollering that the A.A.U. was unfair to bodybuilders…Now we find him all 

snuggled up to the A.A.U., using the well known Red tactics of infiltration.” If hurling 

Figure 28. Bosco overshadowing the "Weedy" man. 
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allegations of being a Communist at Weider were not enough, Paschall punctuated his 

derision by writing, “I would suggest to Mr. Wortmann,” who was the chairman of the 

AAU weightlifting committee at the time, “that after a visit from the Weedy entourage he 

should carefully examine his hand and count his fingers to see if any are missing.”665 

If barbs in the form of words were not enough for Strength & Health readers, 

Paschall accompanied his statements with another cartoon intended to ridicule Weider. It 

depicts Bosco with a five hundred pound barbell extended above his head while Weedy 

Man scoffs at him. “YAAA = That Ain’t Fair,” Weedy Man said. “Y’Gotta Press On A 

Bench = How Ya Gonna Git Big ‘Pecs’ and ‘Lats’ That Way?” he asked rhetorically. 

Weedy Man’s statement refers to the bench press, an exercise in which the lifter lays on 

his or her back and moves at the elbows and shoulders in order to move the barbell from 

a position in which the arms are extended, down to the chest, and back to the starting 

point. This exercise is especially effective in building the pectoralis muscles of the chest, 

which are a very valuable component of a bodybuilder’s physique.  

Paschall included other pokes at Weider as well. He increased the grotesqueness 

of Weedy Man’s physique. It looks as if his chest, arms, legs, and shoulders were 

pumped up like balloons, which is underscored by the muscle pump he held in his left 

hand. Additionally, Paschall included a rubber tape on the ground, which represents the 

emphasis that many lifters began placing on the measurements of their body parts.666 It 

seems that any association with bodybuilding and/or Weider came under the ire of 

Paschall.  

Later, Weedy Man took the form of a character named Lattissiums Q. Superpex, 

who epitomized everything wrong with bodybuilding, according to Paschall. In a 
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challenge issued by Superpex to Bosco, the two competed in a strength contest and then a 

physique contest. Mocking the way competitors prepared for physique contests, Paschall 

pictured Superpex flexing his chest for “30 or 40 minutes” and then performing “25 super 

sets of cramp curls with one hand while doing triceps stretches with the other – until the 

arms are pleasantly pumped – and he is perfectly pooped.”667 In the next episode of the 

Bosco vs. Superpex saga, Paschall implied that bodybuilders who followed Weider’s 

methods were prima donnas. After a long delay due to signing autographs, Superpex 

eventually emerged for the physique portion of the competition. He then unveiled his 

oddly shaped bicep attributed to the “unnatural” training methods he used and said, “You 

may cheer when ready, peasants.”668 After a few more chapters of the story, Paschall 

ended the suspense in the February 1955 issue of Strength & Health. After the four 

judges realized they were at a stalemate, they decided that whichever competitor could 

lift the trophy would win. Unsurprisingly, Superpex couldn’t budge the enormous trophy; 

another knock against the physique contests and the philosophy of building muscles for 

their own sake. Bosco looked on and served as the voice of the York contingent when he 

declared, “What a mess of muscles!” He then easily lifted the trophy as Superpex was 

wheeled off stage due to exhaustion, “Proving once again – that ‘Beauty is as Beauty 

does.’”669  

 

 

 

                                                
667 In order to increase blood flow to muscles and make them appear “full” on stage, physique competitors 
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Some of the ridicule aimed at the Weider camp, such as Superpex’s prep for the 

show, resulted from “new” methods of training that Weider’s magazines popularized. For 

instance, Alan Stephan wrote an article about “The Origin of the Weider Flushing 

Method” that appeared the November 1950 issue of Your Physique. In the piece, which 

read like an advertisement, Stephan explained the strategy and averred that it was already 

responsible “for more rapid gains than all the other old and outdated systems put 

together.” These systems certainly included York’s. The described method was 

Figure 29. Bosco defeats Superpex. 
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essentially a combination of what weight lifters call supersets and drop sets.670 Flushing 

was one of the many methods and systems for eliciting muscle growth that Weider’s 

people eventually introduced. To illustrate, as Randy Roach explained in regard to 

Weider’s followers, by the 1970s, “you couldn’t simply build muscle, you had to BOMB, 

BLITZ, BLAST, and TORTURE, the body in order to PACK and CRAM on SLABS of 

GARGANTUAN muscle.”671  

 

STRENGTH & HEALTH COMMUNITY RESPONSE 

Judging from the letters published in the magazine, many readers identified with 

the hostility aimed at Weider from the start. Professor K.V. Iyer, a popular physical 

culturist who owned and directed the Hercules Gymnasium and Correspondence School 

of Physical Culture in Bangalore City, India, wrote a letter that was published in the 

March 1949 issue voicing his support of Strength & Health.672 “I can not but express my 

admiration and praise to you for your iron will and determination. I have been watching 

your each step going up the ladder against great odds, jealous and detrimental 

professional wickedness,” he wrote. Iyer also asserted that Hoffman was doing a great 
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service to America as well as India, as he had inspired many youths there through 

Strength & Health. 673  

In the same issue, Lou Esposito submitted a poem to the magazine in which he 

both evangelized and celebrated the Strength & Health way of life. Moreover, he 

exemplified the brand community marker of oppositional brand loyalty in two stanzas: 
 
Perhaps a few of you 
Are bewildered and confused.  
Of all the famous body builders 
And, the systems they have used. 

 
One claims this and one claims that,  
That, so and so is best,  
But I, dear reader, say to you 
That York leads all the rest.  

Esposito’s poem surely expressed the way many dedicated Strength & Healthites felt 

about the abundance of information regarding weight training at the time. Although many 

different sources provided advice, with so many success stories testifying to the 

effectiveness of the York system, readers could feel confident in methods that were tried 

and true.  

Readers backed Hoffman in other ways as well. For instance, Leo Desjardins 

wrote a letter published in the April 1949 Strength & Health proudly declaring his 

actions. According to the letter, Desjardins and Rene Leger attended the Mr. Montreal 

contest held on February 26, 1949. “So when Ben Weider presented Joffre L’Hereux in a 

posing routine calling him the official ‘Mr. Canada’ of 1947,” Desjardins explained, “I 

took it upon myself to stand up and shout out that I thought Mr. Weider mistaken in that 

statement.” He felt conviction in doing this because Leger won the Mr. Canada contest 

sanctioned by the AAU that year, whereas Weider referred to an alternate physique 
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competition without AAU affiliation. “Joe Weider excitedly came running down to my 

seat and threatened me with a subpoena and tried to push me,” wrote Desjardins, 

“whereupon I pushed him gently back and told him to prove other than what I stated.” 

After the altercation, Desjardins promptly left the venue, as police responded to the 

disruption he caused. Although this story cannot be corroborated, in part due to the scant 

coverage the Mr. Montreal contests received in Weider publications, it is a testament to 

the attitudes brand community members held in soldiering for the Strength & Health 

cause.674  

Later, in the mid 1950s, the passion with which some readers defended Strength 

& Health and attacked Weider increased. After news of the 1956 Mr. Universe Contest in 

Virginia Beach had spread north to Jack L. Griffith in Fort Belvoir, Virginia, he felt 

compelled to write Hoffman. Apparently he only heard one side of the story, as he wrote, 

“I have read recently about the hassle at Virginia Beach where Mr. Weider’s man has 

made several accusations about you.” Nevertheless, Griffith asserted that Strength & 

Health and Iron Man magazines did not contain the “sensationalism and exaggerations” 

that became so common in Weider’s. Furthermore, after comparing the arguments printed 

in Strength & Health and Muscle Power, Griffith, asserted, “Weider seems to be the liar 

and in his latest accusations, no matter what he prints, I will find it hard to believe.”675  

In the remainder of the letter, Griffith avowed Hoffman’s position as the leader in 

the Iron Game, and buttressed the claim in a number of ways. These included citing the 

amount of weightlifting champions and title winners under Hoffman’s guise, and 

providing anecdotal evidence that the majority of YMCAs, private gyms, and private 

weight sets he encountered were outfitted with York equipment. What is more, Griffith 
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claimed that he overhead pressed fifteen pounds more than he ever had before due to 

being “inspired” while lifting at the York gym. For all these reasons, Griffith wrote, “it is 

my firm belief and probably that of thousands of others that even if such absurd 

accusations against you were true, how could they undo all the good you are doing now 

and have done for so many years?”676 

 Although not all followers shared Griffith’s seemingly blind faith, many cast 

similar aspersions toward Weider. For example, “One of the main things that I like about 

your magazine,” stated Randy Schamberger, “is that you keep the ‘JOE BLOW’S 

SUPER DUPER SET SYSTEM’ out of the pages of your magazine and print only the 

worthwhile news of the lifting game that is of interest to everyone.”677 The public 

relations director of The Onondaga Healthatorium in New York, Bruce A. Saunders, 

demonstrated oppositional brand loyalty as well when he wrote, “‘Strength & Health’ 

doesn’t have the typical distortion and misleading journalism employed in various other 

‘picture books’…We believe, and rightly so, that York products and York methods of 

weight lifting and progressive resistance exercise are the one and only true advocates of 

this sport.”678  

The rift in the Iron Game between Hoffman and Weider widened during the late 

1950s, as evidenced by more fervent letters from readers. Myles A. MacVane apparently 

identified with the blasts Strength & Health aimed at Weider regarding illicit content in 

his magazines. “Revulsion and anger have motivated me to write this letter,” MacVane 

started. “I was…buying the latest copy of my favorite magazine, Strength & Health, 

when I ran across a copy of Joe Weider’s latest queer sheet, Demi-Gods. What a 
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sickening magazine…Demi-Gods does not deal in masculine beauty; it markets 

perversion,” wrote MacVane. He also provided an explanation as to what aspects, 

specifically, disgusted him. He said, “Decidedly effeminate ‘men’ (if that’s what they can 

be called) are pictured in poses which were formerly the right of womanhood only. 

‘Cute’ little beddy-bye invitations caption the filth.”679  

Most readers were also polarized and believed that one could not support 

Hoffman without opposing Weider. In response to a letter in the September 1958 issue of 

Strength & Health that defended Weider, for instance, Jerri Lee wrote a long reply that 

appeared three months later in the December issue. Since they were “pro-Weedy,” 

according to Lee, his purpose was to enlighten the authors of the first letter “as to the 

obvious facts about the man they so staunchly stand behind.” Lee argued that no Mr. 

America winner had won by following Weider methods, and that Hoffman ignored a 

number of “pretty rotten” articles by Weider before responding and, thus, commencing 

their feud. In addition, he echoed the sincerity brand component that Hoffman and his 

staff maintained since the beginning. Weider was “a salesman, purely and simply,” wrote 

Lee. “He’s in the weight training field because it was an easy field to enter and an easy 

way to make money. He’s taken a lot away from a lot of men, but he’s given nothing in 

return, and his intention is to continue operating on this level as long as there’s any 

money in it.”680 

In the same issue, Victor M. Nippert spoke to the sincerity aspect of Strength & 

Health as well as to the philosophy of weight training it exhorted. He wrote that the first 

concern of the magazine is “the development of strength and symmetry.” The primary 

function lifting is “developing greater strength and endurance,” he wrote. This view 
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contrasted with Weider’s. In addition, Nippert explained that Hoffman’s editorials have 

“always been directed toward educating the lifting public in matters directly concerning 

nutrition and mental hygiene.” He contrasted this with the rival faction, “These are 

factors which directly influence our health through the years and are noted by the absence 

in Weider’s publications. His dramatization of sex and the bodybuilders, etc., serves only 

to increase his trade and increase sales to the questionable people in bodybuilding.”681  

Together, these letters from the 1950s show how readily some members of the 

brand community latched on to the narratives that Hoffman and his staff produced. In 

addition, they also demonstrate how the hostility toward Weider easily complemented 

aspects of the Strength & Health brand image advanced by the staff since its inception. In 

these cases particularly, Hoffman’s early sincerity – in the form of providing his readers 

with “tried and true” methods of training – was easily transposed and transformed into 

doing what is best for the health of Americans rather than trying to quickly profit, as the 

magazine depicted Weider doing. Moreover, the repeated attacks by the Strength & 

Health staff on Weider’s associations with homosexuals aligned with the notion that 

Hoffman’s magazine worked for the good of America. This notion was ping ponged 

between the Strength & Health staff into the early 1960s.682 By attempting to weed out 

homosexuals and those who contributed to those behaviors, as they were considered at 

the time, Hoffman and his staff were considered by many to be upholding traditional 

values on which America was based.  
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CONCLUSION 

Marketing scholar Susan Fournier and the president of Outdoor Services, Lara 

Lee, wrote in their article “Getting Brand Communities Right,” that smart companies 

embrace conflicts that make their communities thrive. Strength & Health embodied their 

assertion through its rivalry with the Weider camp. In doing so, the brand community was 

no longer identified by simply being a barbell man. With more competitors, Weider in 

particular, the Strength & Health brand eventually molded its identity to emphasize 

function over aesthetics in weight trained individuals, and readers in the brand 

community began identifying themselves by what they were not: “Weedy” men. Even 

when Weider attempted to make amends in the early 1950s, the Strength & Health staff 

maintained their stance, thereby solidifying the Hoffman/Weider conflict, and indicating 

the in-group status of being a “York Man” and the out-group status of being a “Weider 

Man.”683 Once these party lines were drawn, largely due to egos and differences in 

philosophies, there would be no reconciliation.  

As much as the conflict with Weider characterized Strength & Health magazine 

during the postwar years and into the 1960s, the image of the magazine also started to 

shift. While America began focusing on the structure of the nuclear family as a form of 

protection from Communist ideology, the magazine followed suit. As the next chapter 

will demonstrate, the magazine easily shaped itself around the suburban, family lifestyle 

that so many Americans embodied.   

 

 

 
                                                
683 Fair explained that Weider, for reasons unknown, attempted to reconcile with Hoffman and the AAU in 
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Chapter 7: Physical Fitness in the Fifties  

 “Your organization has done a magnificent job in bringing to the people a 

magazine that is certainly the ‘Bible’ of physical fitness. My wife and children eagerly 

await each new issue. Every family should have this very fine guide to better health,” 

wrote Indianapolis resident Ed McGraw to Strength & Health. He continued his letter, 

which was published in the April 1960 issue, by commenting on the magazine’s move 

toward content targeted at the recreational barbell user. “I thought the article by the good 

Mr. Grimek was an excellent one (‘60-Minute Workout’ – Jan. 1960),” he insisted. In the 

article, Grimek provided an all-around workout and encouraged individuals to minimize 

“kibitzing” in the gym in order to fit training into busier schedules.684 McGraw then 

trumpeted, “These articles are fine and help to show people that it isn’t necessary to 

spend your entire life in a gym in order to keep in good condition. In addition to gaining 

new enthusiasts, maybe it will bring back some of the ‘past 30’ boys who have fallen by 

the wayside.”685 

McGraw subsequently suggested “an article or two aimed at [those] fellows” who 

do not desire the “bulky build considered ideal by most bodybuilders,” in order to add 

some new readers. He also offered that discussing quick workouts with light weights 

might help increase readership. As McGraw wrapped up his letter, he praised Hoffman’s 

work, saying, “Your magazine for the family is certainly a far cry from those cheap 

books aimed at the muscleheads who are nothing but mirror happy. They are one of the 

reasons why people get a false conception of weights.”686 
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The letter from McGraw represents another way in which Strength & Health 

magazine paralleled American currents of the 1950s. Due to anxieties about the Soviet 

Union and the potential spread of communism, a containment narrative permeated much 

of America during the early Cold War era. According to American Studies scholar 

Christina Klein, beginning with the Truman Doctrine speech in 1947, “The Truman 

administration forged this Cold War historical bloc in large part by boosting 

anticommunism, and thus containment, to the status of national ideology.”687  

The family became one institution through which containment efforts manifested 

during this time. After World War II, many American men came home to fill the position 

as head of the household. By acting as breadwinners and keeping their sons on the 

straight and narrow, and thus, safe from communist ideology, these men fulfilled a 

masculine family role. Some of them even heeded the calls to become “hard on 

communism” through physical fitness as well. Conversely, large numbers of American 

women filled the role of homemaker by taking care of domestic duties and rearing 

children. Some of these women looked to light weight training in order to better fill that 

role.  

By the mid- to late 1950s, the Strength & Health brand image gradually morphed 

to identify with these trends. While Hoffman’s dyed-in-the-wool barbell enthusiasts were 

concerned with issues involving Joe Weider’s muscle monsters, American weightlifting, 

and symmetrical physiques, as more people accepted weight training, the magazine also 

began targeting a different contingent of readers. These individuals seemed to fit the 

mold of the suburban family, and although they were aware of the Iron Game, they saw it 

as a means to an end – being physically fit – rather than an end in itself.  
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CONTAINING COMMUNISM 

American Studies scholar Alan Nadel asserted that “containment was the name of 

a privileged American narrative during the Cold War.” Technically, containment referred 

to U.S. foreign policy from 1948 until the mid-1960s, approximately, in which the United 

States and its allies attempted to prevent the spread of communism abroad. However, 

according to Nadel: 

It also describes American life in numerous venues and under sundry rubrics 
during that time period: to the extent that corporate production and biological 
reproduction, military deployment and industrial technology, televised hearings 
and filmed teleplays, the cult of domesticity and the fetishizing of domestic 
security, the arms race and atoms for peace all contributed to the containment of 
communism, the disparate acts performed in the name of these practices joined 
the legible agenda of American history as aspects of containment culture.688 

More simply, the idea of containment became a culture that permeated everyday 

American life.   
 

One of the most prominent means in which Americans attempted to contain 

communism, or in this case, shield themselves from it, was through the nuclear family. 

Many military strategists feared that the Soviet Union might achieve world domination 

through military might and territorial expansion, historian Elaine Tyler May argued. 

However, “many leaders, pundits, and observers worried that the real dangers to America 

were internal ones.” Thus, “to alleviate these fears, Americans turned to the family as a 

bastion of safety in an insecure world, while experts, leaders, and politicians promoted 

codes of conduct and enacted public policies that would bolster the American home.” 

Most Americans at the time “agreed that family stability appeared to be the best bulwark 

against the dangers of the Cold War.”689 Included in this belief was the idea that 
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conformity to the prevailing norms of political and personal behavior, which included 

materialism and consumerism, would allow access to the suburban American Dream.690 

With a similar containment mentality, by 1947 Hoffman was already voicing 

concerns about communism, delinquency, and national physical fitness, which were, at 

their foundation, related to his earlier iterations of Roosevelt’s strenuous life. “The two 

most powerful nations in the world today are the United States of America and Russia,” 

Hoffman wrote to start his January 1947 editorial. He recalled his meetings with Russian 

weightlifting teams at international competitions and described the Russian people as 

“fun loving, peace loving men who like to enjoy life to its fullest. But they have pleasure 

and satisfaction from competition, enjoy their strength, and are willing to strive mightily 

for physical strength. Ambitious individually, as a nation they also desire to achieve 

world leadership. They seek to become the best and strongest in the world.”691  

Hoffman went on to assert that conditions regarding the American government’s 

role in physical culture had changed little since they started the magazine. After 

applauding the state organized athletics program in Russia, Hoffman claimed there was 

“little chance at present that the government will interest itself in physical training of any 

sort for the masses,” and thus, he wrote, “The future of our nation is up to you. To keep 

America strong, you as an individual must do something personally, physically about it. 

You are a part of our great nation. Your excellent physical condition is important in the 

future of America.”692 

This same thread weaved its way through the magazine for years. As his concerns 

about the Korean War mounted, Hoffman claimed that life had become “too easy in this 
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country,” in the November 1950 issue. He then invoked a buzzword that was being linked 

to the fight against Communism. “Most Americans have become pitifully soft,” Hoffman 

declared.693 “The vast majority of them were not too concerned, they thought that the 

next war would be a push button war. Fought by machines, with the men staying back in 

reasonable comfort. It was expected at the beginning of this war that a few planes and 

ships would cause the Red Koreans to curl up and cry quits.”694 As was customary for 

Hoffman, he then discussed the strength of American enemies, and implored his readers 

to keep fit and keep America “at its peak” as “the greatest country in the world.”695  

Strength & Health magazine conveyed this message in many ways. For example, 

Hoffman discussed the Cold War in another editorial titled, “Editorial – War Between 

Russia and the United States of America.” He explained the need for more weightlifting 

contests in order to help the U.S. beat the Russians, who had a much larger population 

from which to develop lifters. Moreover, he discussed America’s chances at the 

Olympics and the rivalry between America and Russia’s weight lifting teams on many 

occasions during the last half of the 1950s.696  

Hoffman also chronicled two goodwill trips that he and a weightlifting team 

representing the United States made abroad. The first of these trips involved a series of 

exhibitions in Russia in 1955, and the second included a number of stops in countries in 
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Middle East and in sub-Asian countries in 1956.697 Although not as popular as the U.S. 

versus U.S.S.R. track meets in the 1950s, the victory of the relatively unknown United 

States heavyweight, Paul Anderson, over the Russian heavyweight in 1955 was a 

“significant moment in the propaganda initiatives of the United States during the Cold 

War.”698 

Hoffman kept communist anxieties at the forefront with articles such as “The 

Russians Are Coming,” which conveyed Cold War mentalities through the lens of sport, 

and with Captain G.E. Otott’s “Fitness on the ‘Atomic’ Battlefield,” which explained the 

continued importance of staying fit even in the “push-button atomic era.”699 Finally, 

editorials such as, “Your Grandchildren May Be Chinese Communists,” continued to 

provide a platform for Hoffman to air his convictions into the 1960s.700  

Prompted by these concerns, Strength & Health also began reproducing the 

containment narrative through a focus on the family. Content emphasizing weight 

training among younger readers in order to help curb communism and delinquency 

marked the first apparent push toward this endeavor. As Cold War anxieties in America 

grew, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover identified children as a prime target for Communist 

beliefs to take hold. Thus, as communications scholar Rafael Antonio Cervantes wrote, 

“Hoover’s statement implied that Communism [would] be unable to take hold if children 

[acted] as good citizens. Practices of good citizenship, then, [were] made visible as a sort 

of prophylactic, a preventative tool for protecting America from communism’s 
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infection.”701 For Hoffman and many of his readers, weight lifting provided a tool 

through which this sort of good citizenship could be instilled.  
 

“BOYS CLUB” 

“Boys Club” was perhaps the most significant and direct way that Strength & 

Health addressed this unease. As Booker C. O’Brien and John Fair explained, “it was 

only after World War II that [Hoffman] embarked on a sustained campaign to incorporate 

pre-teens and adolescents into his programs.”702 Started in January 1956, “Boys Club” 

“was devoted to youth training and included articles, success stories, and advice to 

parents on ways to guide their children to a healthier and more athletic development,” 

according to Fair and O’Brien.703 The department was also influenced by concerns about 

American youth, however. 

These concerns were evident before “Boys Club” appeared in the magazine. The 

Strength & Health staff captioned Michael M. Rachwalski’s letter in the August 1948 

magazine, “Weight Training Curbs Deliquency,” for example. In his letter, Rachwalski 

told Hoffman that young men and boys trained with York barbells in the settlement house 

at which he worked. “[York equipment] is used daily by men and boys who are products 

of a very low income level group. The young men are kept busy lifting and exercising, 
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keeping fit for the future. Readily you can see that your contribution is helping to cut 

down juvenile delinquency in an over-crowded section of Chicago,” he wrote.704  

The next year, in the May issue, the staff published a letter from T.S. 

Montgomery. He introduced himself by writing, “I am [Superintendent] of Camp 

Whitmore, Whitmore, California, which is a Forestry Camp for Juvenile Delinquents…” 

Montgomery explained that the camp conducted a “strenuous athletic and recreation 

program,” but because of a lack of facilities, they created a weight training program. “It 

has proven to be very popular and our results have been excellent...We have developed 

over 200 boys in a 2 year period in weight lifting and some of the results have been very 

encouraging,” he explained. The surrounding community was also aware of the camp’s 

success according Montgomery’s letter. “We have done a great deal of exhibition work in 

Northern California at the various high schools and Civic and Luncheon Clubs and the 

boys are always in demand and get a very good applause.”705 

Although a “Letters from Readers” section was omitted in the magazine from 

approximately 1950 until 1956, the concern about youth remained apparent. In an article 

titled “Let’s Start a Boys’ Club,” for instance, published in the February 1951, George R. 

Bruce encouraged readers to persuade their local athletic clubs, gyms, and YMCAs to 

start programs focused on young men. One of the benefits in doing so, as Bruce cited, 

was “the satisfaction of taking thousands of boys off the streets; interesting them in 

bodybuilding and weightlifting and better citizenship. Those thousands of boys will 

interest thousands of other boys and adults who will eventually come into the gyms of the 

world and pay for instruction.”706  
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Strength & Health staff eventually introduced the “Boys Club” feature in January 

1956 by writing, “We believe that the time for a man to lay the foundation for a lifetime 

of health and strength is in his early years, and the boys of Today will be the strong men 

of Tomorrow.” The first instance of the column featured two stories about exceptional 

young lifters, and then – as the staff had done in the past – they coaxed readers, “Tell us 

what you can lift, boys. We will try to arrange some contests and prizes and trophies for 

Junior strongmen soon.”707  
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Figure 30. Raymond Fisher in “Boys Club.” From Strength & Health, May 1957, p. 36. 
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Figure 31. Mike McNames in “Boys Club.” From Strength & Health, May 1957, p. 
37. 
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Perhaps in an attempt to punctuate the addition to the magazine, accompanying 

this issue was another editorial characteristic of Hoffman in which he criticized the 

younger generations. “The contrast between our own youth and that of the youngster of 

the early 1930s seemed serious to us at that time. The change today is even more 

ominous. Autos and Television are combining to ruin the youth of the present. A strong 

statement? Perhaps. But it is true that many youth leaders are devoting a great deal of 

time and study to the problem.”708 

The brand community seemed to respond well to the “Boys Club” column. Harry 

Barber, the weight lifting coach at Children’s Village in Dobbs Ferry, New York sent in a 

number of images that were published in the April 1956 issue that showed him discussing 

York methods of training. In the same installment of the magazine, teen Stanley 

Gorajczyk told Hoffman that the “Boys’ Club,” “inspired me to write to you.” After 

documenting his two-year history with weight training, he helped echo the call to build a 

better America by informing Hoffman, “The remarkable thing is that I increased my 

scholastic average in school, for when I started [lifting weights] I was only about average, 

and now I am almost at the top of my class.”709 This type of letter almost certainly made 

those devoted Strength & Health readers proud to be part of a community that was 

helping improve America’s youth, and thus kept them shielded from the communist 

ideologies that threatened the American way of life.  

For many years after introducing the column, this type of response continued. 

Young men such as George Davids of Rochester, New York sent in pictures after gaining 

twenty-four pounds of bodyweight by following York methods, and William B. Sandfer, 
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Jr. sent in a picture of his son at nineteen months old with an inflatable water float shaped 

like a barbell.710  

Robert Decker’s letter was singled out in the “Boys Club” column in August 

1959, probably because of its expression of the column’s mission. In it, he shared his 

story of taking up weights in July 1957 due to concerns about being too small to compete 

in college track competitions. “I am now almost 18 years old and am finishing my 

sophomore year at engineering college. I was most fortunate in that I was able to be the 

only freshman to win major letters in both track and cross country competition, thanks to 

my York training,” he wrote.711  

Before concluding his letter, Decker echoed a form of the message forwarded by 

the “Boys Club” column by writing, “At this time our country not only needs engineers 

and scientists, but it needs young people who are interested in health and strength. 

Congratulations on your efforts to interest youngsters in wholesome activities.”712 The 

Strength & Health staff likely featured Decker’s letter because they attributed his 

successes, and his embodiment of the exemplary American youth, to the iron that he 

lifted rather than good fortune. 

The staff also held Self-Improvement Contests for the young male readers in 

which the winners received either a York Olympic Standard barbell or a large trophy, and 

the runners-up received certificates to frame.713 A large number of boys, adolescents, and 

parents of toddlers sent in photos for the contests, and in attempts to simply be featured in 
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the magazine.714 Additionally, before Harry Paschall’s death in September 1957, the 

column often featured a cartoon mascot named Little Samson, who could be interpreted 

as a “Bosco” for boys. Strength & Health even featured ads for the Little Samson Outfit, 

which was a “York Barbell for Small Fry. Just like Daddy’s!”715  

Along with instilling American values in younger readers, “Boys Club” may have 

also represented a form of masculinity for Strength & Health fathers. According to 

Michael Kimmel, for middle-class men in the 1950s, “the work world” offered little 

opportunity for “manly redemption” brought about by the social conformity that resulted 

from America’s containment mentality. Thus, “it was as fathers, not as employees nor 

even as soldiers, that they experienced the autonomy and control that had once marked 

artisanal manhood.”716 Fathers could “prevent their sons from becoming delinquent, gay, 

Communist, or irresponsible beatniks,” Kimmel argued, as many parents feared any and 

all of those outcomes.717 But experts also warned fathers about nurturing their children 

too much. Consequently, one way in which fathers straddled this parental line was 

through hobbies, and Strength & Health did its best to provide its own through “Boys 

Club.”718 

Mimicry is the sincerest form as flattery, as they say, and other muscle magazines 

such as Iron Man, Tomorrow’s Man, and many of Joe Weider’s publications dedicated 

space to young men as well. This phenomenon was perhaps a testament to the success of 
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717 Ibid., 243. 
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Strength & Health’s strategy, or maybe an attempt to capitalize on the baby boom that 

occurred after many of the American soldiers returned home.719 Nevertheless, Hoffman’s 

competitors were not as “systematic” in their approach.720 This was likely because, as 

O’Brien and Fair pointed out, “Boys Club” was also a way for Hoffman to help identify 

and develop young talent to represent the United States on the international weightlifting 

stage.721 

During the mid-1950s and into the early 1960s, the integration of “Boys Club” to 

Strength & Health and its subsequent acceptance by the brand community demonstrated 

the way in which society’s fears about the moral fiber of America’s youth at the time 

aligned well with Strength & Health’s brand image. Teenage and pre-teenage boys 

interacted with the club’s directors and began to identify with its forwarded beliefs. 

What’s more, many parents identified with the principles of the club, thereby expanding 

its potential impact. This association of societal concerns with the brand image is further 

evidenced by the ways in which the brand community celebrated the morally uplifting 

effects of weight training on juveniles. As we will see in the next chapter, however, as 

America’s social climate changed, so interest in “Boys Club.”  
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Figure 32. Little Samson exercise chart. From Strength & Health, January 1958, p. 41. 
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THE HEALTHY HOUSEWIFE 

Strength & Health also reflected the American emphasis on the family in the 

1950s by aiming its content away from the Rosie the Riveter archetype and toward 

women exemplified by June Cleaver.722 Women’s Studies scholar Annegret S. Ogden 

wrote rather condescendingly, “Without a regret for the independent sprit that had flashed 

out proudly in the twenties, thirties, and forties, women of the cold-war age happily 

allowed themselves to be whisked off to the suburbs. There they voluntarily traded 

loyalty to home and husband for financial security and a share of their husbands’ 

prestige.”723  

Feminist Studies scholar Winifred Breines qualified these claims, however, by 

asserting that the 1950s were a paradox for women. Their increasing role in the work 

force as well as the expansion of higher education and increased emphasis on sexual 

pleasure for married women suggested an increased autonomy and equality after the war. 

“Yet the 1950s were politically and culturally conservative, particularly regarding gender 

and family issues, making these difficult years for women. Just as conditions for their 

emancipation reached fruition, notions of women’s place narrowed,” especially those of 

middle-aged, white women.724  

American culture reinforced these attitudes. Even women who attended college 

generally went under the premise that either they would find a husband and dropout, that 

better educated women made better wives and mothers, or that they would have their 

                                                
722 Cleaver was a character on the television show “Leave It to Beaver,” which debuted in 1957. According 
to historian Joanne Jay Meyerowitz, Cleaver exemplified “the quintessential white middle-class 
housewives who stayed at home to rear children, clean house, and bake cookies. See, “Joanne Jay 
Meyerowitz, Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960 (Temple University 
Press, 1994), 1. 
723 Annegret S. Ogden, The Great American Housewife: From Helpmate to Wage Earner, 1776-1986 
(Greenwood Publishing Group, 1986), 172. 
724 Wini Breines, Young, White, and Miserable: Growing Up Female in the Fifties (Boston, Massachusetts: 
Beacon Press, 1992), 11. 
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education “to fall back on” if something happened to their husband. Moreover, women 

who sought fulfillment outside of the home through employment were expected to 

maintain the same rigorous standards of motherhood and marriage inside the home as 

well.725  

The effort to reinforce traditional gender roles, according to American Studies 

scholar Elaine Tyler May, resulted greatly from fears over Communism. Many 

Americans believed that “American superiority rested on the ideal of the suburban home, 

complete with modern appliances and distinct gender roles for family members,” she 

wrote. The modern home, consisting of a male breadwinner and a full-time female 

homemaker, and filled with a wide array of consumer goods, represented “the essence of 

American freedom.”726 Hoffman, long the soldier of American superiority, soon reflected 

aspects of these messages in his magazine.727 

Abbye “Pudgy” Stockton provided most of the content for women in the 

magazine from the start of her “Barbelles” column in 1944 until its last appearance in 

1954.728 As discussed in the last chapter, Stockton’s column reflected the shifting gender 

roles of the World War II era. The images in her columns often showed women lifting 

heavy weights or sporting the muscles they developed. In her articles, she encouraged 

women to train with weights and live more healthful lives. Other articles in the magazine 

such as “Is a Woman Stronger Pound for Pound?” contributed to this portrayal. By 

                                                
725 Ogden, The Great American Housewife, 174, 186–190. 
726 Elaine Tyler May and American Council of Learned Societies, Homeward Bound: American Families 
in the Cold War Era (New York City, New York: Basic Books, 1988), 16.  
727 For another work discussing gender roles in the 1950s, see the more popular, yet poignant work, Susan 
J Douglas, Where the Girls Are: Growing up Female with the Mass Media (New York: Three Rivers Press, 
1995); Also, see the work widely credited as sparking the beginning of second-wave feminism in America: 
Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (W. W. Norton & Company, 1963). 
728 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, April 1954, 16, 57–58; Pudgy Stockton, 
“Barbelles,” Strength and Health, July 1944, 11, 33. 
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emphasizing women’s strength – traditionally a characteristic associated with masculinity 

– Stockton, and Strength & Health as a whole, helped to challenge traditional gender 

roles.  

This portrayal did not cease immediately after the war ended. Although beauty 

and aesthetics still received much attention in her column, as demonstrated by Stockton’s 

coverage of contests such as “Miss Muscle Beach,” for instance, it is hard to deny the 

emphasis she also placed on strength.729 For example, in Stockton’s “Barbelles” article in 

the March 1946 Strength & Health she discussed the “outstanding strength” of a group of 

French and Russian acrobats, which she learned about through correspondence from a 

U.S. soldier stationed in France.730 Stockton highlighted Ho Lye Ying in another issue, 

writing that she “used weight exercising in order gain weight, and at the same time to 

make a few lifting records.”731 Additionally, her coverage of organized weightlifting 

competitions for women – the first was held in Los Angeles on February 28, 1947 – 

helped encourage them to pursue strength. Pictures of her in Strength & Health that 

displayed her developed physique while lifting heavy weights, such as the March 1948 

cover, also contributed greatly in accentuating the stereotypically masculine characteristic 

of strength in women.732  

Eventually her emphasis on strength gave way to the prevailing attitudes of the 

1950s.733 Images of women accentuating their muscularity, using heavy weights, or 

                                                
729 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, November 1949, 16–17, 32; Pudgy Stockton, 
“Barbelles,” Strength and Health, November 1947, 14–15, 35–36. 
730 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, April 1946, 21. 
731 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, December 1947, 14. 
732 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, August 1948, 24–25, 38–39; “Front Cover,” 
Strength and Health, March 1948; Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, April 1947, 24–25, 
33–34. 
733 This statement should not be interpreted as a slight to the legacy she left for women who wanted to train 
with weights that has been acknowledged by both scholars and journalists, alike. See, David L. Chapman 
and Patricia Vertinsky, Venus with Biceps: A Pictorial History of Muscular Women (Vancouver, British 
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straining became less common. They were replaced by photos of women using light 

weights in order to “contour,” or “tone.”734 In these pictures, the women are shown 

smiling while holding dumbbells that often look to be approximately five to ten pounds. 

Little evidence of effort or strain is evident, and, subsequently, the women are shown in 

very few poses that show developed musculature.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
Columbia: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2011), 266–293; Elizabeth McCracken, “The Belle of the Barbell,” The New 
York Times, December 31, 2006, sec. The Lives They Lived, 22–23; David Chapman, “Abby ‘Pudgy’ 
Stockton,” Iron Man Magazine, May 2001, 252; Marla Matzer Rose, Muscle Beach: Where the Best Bodies 
in the World Started a Fitness Revolution (St. Martin’s Griffin, 2001), 39–63; Jan Todd, “The Legacy of 
Pudgy Stockton,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 2, no. 1 (January 1992): 5–7. 
734 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, July 1950, 24–25; Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” 
Strength and Health, December 1950, 34–35; Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, July 
1951, 16–17; Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, August 1951, 20–21; Pudgy Stockton, 
“Barbelles,” Strength and Health, January 1954, 16. 



 290 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 33.  “Pudgy” Stockton. This image can be found on the March 1948 cover of 
Strength & Health. The formidable looking weight and her developed, 
defined physique were two characteristics phased out of articles aimed at 
women in the 1950s. 
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For example, in her March 1952 article, Stockton encouraged her readers to 

“‘whittle’ away the extra flesh” of the waistline to please “dame fashion” rather than 

using corsets or other tight garments. Stockton and her “instructress” Gloria Smith were 

pictured daintily in the article, often smiling or looking at the camera while they 

demonstrated their exercises.735 Similarly, Stockton featured Marilyn Rose, who 

“[conducted] successful women’s classes for her husband in their Burbank, California 

gymnasium,” in the August 1951 issue. In the story she and a client are shown often 

smiling at the camera or using very light weights, thus giving the feature a feminine tone. 

Captions such as “weight training paved the way to a comely figure,” contributed to this 

tenor.736  

Moreover, even at the most appropriate opportunities to showcase the strength 

and development of women, the magazine staff tended toward more feminine portrayals. 

Donna Huntley, for example, who won the Women’s Cincinnati and Southern Ohio 

Championships was pictured in the April 1952 installment kneeling with only one hand 

resting on a barbell as she smiled at the camera.737 Similarly, in the May 1952 Strength & 

Health, the Town Club Swimming team was featured in the magazine due to the decision 

by their coach, Walter Schlueter, who coached the U.S. women’s swim team at the 1952 

Olympics, to implement a weight training program. According to Jan Todd, “Schlueter’s 
                                                
735 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, March 1952, 26–27; Although these traits were 
evident in the women’s content during the war years, images of women showing great effort, flexing, and 
lifting heavy weights or other individuals, as well as discussions of “strength” and heavy resistance were 
also apparent. Additionally, although males looked at the camera and smiled during poses during the 1950s, 
they were usually shown flexing, lifting heavy weights, or, at least, the men had developed physiques. 
Stockton, “Barbelles,” July 1944, 11; ibid., 11, 33; Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, 
September 1944, 11; Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, July 1945, 25.  
736 Stockton, “Barbelles,” August 1951, 20–21. 
737 Pudgy Stockton, “Barbelles,” Strength and Health, April 1952, 28. 
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training program marked the first time in the United States that any women’s team was 

put on a progressive resistance program to enhance their athletic performance.”738 In spite 

of the seriousness and exertion one might expect from potential Olympic competitors, the 

team is shown smiling and laughing as they lift with their dumbbells.739 

Additionally, in the past Stockton discussed “perseverance and determination” 

and “extreme willpower” in order to elicit changes in one’s body, and used terms such as 

“weight exercising,” “strength,” and “endurance.” In the 1950s, however, she feminized 

the tone of her article by using terms such as “figure improvement,” “reducing,” 

“resistance exercise” and “vibrant health.”740 Whereas she once discussed strength feats 

such as Marion Linwood’s ability in 1945 to support three people while in a backbend 

position, she eventually discussed women such as Phyllis Heinie, who, after “regaining 

lost beauty and strength,” Stockton wrote, “now does all of her own housework, prepares 

all the meals, and has the entire care of her young son.”741 The contrast is stark.  

To be sure, exceptions were apparent. An image of Stockton holding a large 

dumbbell above her head with one hand appeared in her column in the April 1953 

issue.742 In addition, Hoffman wrote an article in the March 1952 Strength & Health title 

“How Strong is a Woman?” in which he debated the claim that females are weaker than 

males. A picture of Edith Roeder performing a successful clean with 170 pounds – the 

accompanying caption said that she “is stronger than most men” – accompanied his 
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piece.743 Nevertheless, these challenges to the domestic, submissive role of women at the 

time were few.   

Stockton published her last article in Strength & Health in April 1954.744 

Although the magazine staff provided little information regarding her departure, it was 

likely due to a desire to spend more time with her daughter, who was born in 1953. 

According to journalist Marla Matzer Rose’s Muscle Beach: Where the Best Bodies in the 

World Started a Fitness Revolution, Stockton was very busy running her own gym as 

well. She and her husband, Les, opened side-by-side health studios – one for men and one 

for women – and she often recorded twelve-hour days.745 

With Stockton’s exit came a new, punctuated feminine presence in the magazine, 

albeit two years later. “Introducing Strength & Health’s New Feminine Exercise 

Counselor…Petite and Pretty Vera Christensen” read the caption to her picture in the new 

“To the Ladies!” column of Strength & Health. Christensen started the article by asking 

her readers, “WHY DO WOMEN EXERCISE? Do they want to get strong, and build 

‘lumps’ like the men? The answer is obviously NO…a thousand times NO!” A few lines 

later she informed her readers, “The fact that I can do handstands and support my 

husband Al in overhead balances and lift more than bodyweight overhead on a barbell 

means nothing to the girls and women who come to our gym. What they are interested in 

is HOW I look and the WAY I move around.”746 The next month Christensen again 

started her new column with a question, “HOW MANY WOMEN, after marriage and the 

beginning of a family, really can say they enjoy life to the fullest extent?” She went on, 

“Believe me, I know from experience, as the picture of my two ‘Little Indians’ will attest. 
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Without the extra store of energy I obtain by regular practice of weight-training I am 

certain I would find life a drag on many occasions.”747 Thus, with these introductions 

Christensen made clear her targeted reader clear: the female homemaker.  

According to Christensen, her female presence in Strength & Health came about 

by good fortune. In the spring of 1956, Paschall, who was retired at the time and living in 

Pompano Beach, Florida, would visit the gym Christensen and her husband managed in 

Fort Lauderdale, Florida. “Our friendship developed quickly,” wrote Christensen. “Harry 

apparently like Al, my husband, and he appreciated our knowledge of the business. So he 

just asked right out if I would like to author a ‘Ladies’ section of S&H each month. Of 

course I was flattered and said yes.”748  

Paschall talked with Ray Van Cleef, the editor at the time, who then talked to 

Hoffman, who gave the okay. Christensen said, “I really had to get into it fast as the first 

article was to be published in the June 1956 issue.” She also needed a photographer, and 

with another stroke of luck, since her husband had been “dabbling in the dark room,” he 

took the photos that accompanied her articles until their divorce in 1976. Christensen’s 

column lasted until Strength & Health ceased publication in 1986.749     

Christensen’s “To the Ladies!” articles followed her initial trajectory.750 Heavy 

weights, strenuous effort, and the developed bodies of the World War II era were no 

longer apparent as the column targeted the larger demographic of housewives who 
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wanted to keep fit to maintain a quality household. “Here’s how to trim that waist-line, 

gals! Just a broom and a few twists – Presto! Miss America!” read the caption of one of 

the accompanying images in an article on stretching in September 1956.751 In order to 

overcome the “basic problems” that many women encountered – “too many inches and 

pounds in the hip and thigh region and a lack of firmness and size in the chest” – 

Christensen wrote in September 1958, “all that is needed in the way of equipment to get 

you on the healthy road to a firmer and lovelier figure are a pair of light dumbbells and a 

light barbell.”752  

The domestic housewife remained Christensen’s audience into the 1960s. For 

instance, while discussing the need for girls to stay fit she wrote, “In a few short years 

most of today’s teen-agers will be married and having children. Then is when an 

unhealthy body resulting from improper eating and exercising habits is bound to show 

up.”753 More explicitly, the heading for Christensen’s August 1962 article read, “Physical 

Fitness For Busy Homemakers.”754  

Images from the column demonstrate that the trend of posing, smiling, and 

maintaining a proper appearance remained paramount in Christensen’s column.755 

Additionally, muscularity was not a trait the housewives desired. The developed body 

that Stockton displayed did not accord with gender roles at the time. To illustrate, 

according to Todd and Désirée Harguess, Doris Barrilleaux, who played a major role in 

developing modern women’s bodybuilding in the 1970s, sent a picture to Christensen in 

1962 to be published in Strength & Health.  
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In the photograph Barrilleaux performed a double-biceps pose. To her surprise, 

Christensen returned her picture with a note suggesting that it was “too masculine,” but 

encouraged her to send another. Christensen’s response caught Barrilleaux off guard “as 

she regarded herself as strong and toned at that point in her life and did not think her 

body looked masculine. So, she submitted a more conventional photo of herself, seated 

on the beach in a bikini. That photo appeared in the February 1963 issue of Strength & 

Health.”756  

Letters from female Strength & Health readers also mirrored America’s shift 

toward a family framework consisting of a wife dedicated to her husband. B. Hill sent 

pictures of her husband to the magazine, which were published in March 1952 along with 

her letter. After proudly listing her husband’s accomplishments, she wrote, “We both 

read your magazine and find many helpful items. Naturally, I am most interested in 

‘Pudgy’ Stockton’s write-ups. With light training with the weights and coaching from my 

husband, I have added 21 pounds to my weight and am a normal weight now for my 

height.”757  

Another wife, Lillian Broyles, wrote to Strength & Health asking for more articles 

on women. Three months before sending her letter, which appeared in the March/April 

1957 issue of the magazine, Broyles joined a gym and eventually wanted to see more 

stories to help inspire her. She ended her letter by telling Hoffman, “I am 37, and my 

husband and son work out at the York Athletic Club next door to the ladies’ gym. We are 

all three having the time of our lives since taking up weight training, and we all not only 

look better, but really feel alive!”758 
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Other domestic women were spurred into writing to the magazine after an 

unsigned letter was published in the June 1960 issue. The author scolded Hoffman in her 

letter, writing, “It is disgraceful, all this weightlifting going on. I think that it is okay for 

single fellows, but when it starts to jeopardize the married life, I’d rather do without it.” 

Her feelings were a result of her husband going out of town for weightlifting contests 

without her, and this animosity led her to declare, “I completely hate the sport and am 

going to do all I can to put a stop to it.” The wife, who was “quite sure that [she and her 

husband would] end up getting a divorce,” was obviously distraught, and cursed the 

magazine and all it stood for. “I only wish and pray to God that either weightlifting takes 

a terrible downfall or you go bankrupt,” she wrote.759 The Strength & Health staff 

published the letter because, according to the editor’s note, they felt that weightlifter 

wives were in the best position to comment.760 
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Their intuition was correct as they published many responses to the letter. M.F. 

explained that she could see how an endeavor with the main goal of personal 

advancement could become “perverted in the sense that it becomes the be-all and end-all 

of the trainee’s existence.”761 Another wife, J. Paladino, agreed and explained that she 

often does not see her husband for entire weekends due to his preoccupation with golf. “I 

feel husbands should find a sport where his wife can participate,” she wrote.762 
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Figure 34. Vera Christensen demonstrating squats. These pictures accompanied 
Christensen's column in the May 1962 issue of Strength & Health. 
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Unsurprisingly, many men took issue with the “complaining wife,” as dubbed by 

the Strength & Health staff. Oren F. Campbell, for instance, was aggravated that she 

attacked only Hoffman and not his “pseudocompetitors.” He wrote, “My wife, on the 

other hand, encourages me to be more active and use my weights to greater 

advantage.”763 In the same issue, signed “‘Duke’ Schneider (& Shirley),” he stated that 

the complaining wife had “nothing to complain about except an overdose of self-pity. Her 

husband could be sitting and rotting his life away in some tavern, or be a member in good 

standing of the A.A.” Scheider explained that he was talking from experience as his wife 

went through a similar ordeal until she began working out with him one dayas he 

“sweated out [his] last reps…and now we have a routine together. Instead of our marriage 

going on the rocks, it found a nice comfortable spot on my pile of iron.” He knew of 

several wives, however, that immediately occupied an encouraging role in their 

husbands’ lives.764  

Wives also disagreed with the original letter. Marlene Miller argued, “If her 

marriage is on the rocks, it is due to the cracked foundation of that marriage. If a woman 

loves her husband, she will share his interest, as he shares hers.” She also explained that 

she and her daughter “share in [her] husband’s interest in weightlifting for we are a 

family with feeling and respect for each other.”765 Hazel D’Angiolini said that the fault 

fell on the complaining wife. “Show him you are proud of him. Your marriage will be 

happier, and so will he. Don’t be selfish. His training program is his pleasure…”766 

Finally, Ethel Smith asserted that she had “never seen a finer or cleaner sport.” What’s 
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more, she wrote, “I am a divorcee, and if my former husband had been a weightlifter I am 

sure that we would still be together at this writing.”767 

Regardless of the opinions expressed in these letters, with the comments from 

other Strength & Health women, they demonstrate the adherence of many readers to the 

suburban, family lifestyle that was so prevalent among middle-class Americans in the 

1950s. The magazine staff was explicit in its purpose to serve this readership as 

demonstrated by a response to one of the very rare letters that called for articles that 

encouraged the pursuit of strength in women at the time:  

We must not forget that the fair sex today are mainly interested in a nice figure. 
Furthermore, they wish to achieve and maintain this nice figure with a minimum 
amount of time. Most women are just not interested in extraordinary strength, nor 
do they have the great amount of time necessary to devote to training for correct 
style in Olympic lifting and odd feats of strength.768 

The correspondence also suggests that the more family focused approach to Strength & 

Health, which was the indirect social result of American efforts to protect youth from 

Communist psychological advancement, resonated with many readers at the time.   

 

“THE PHYSICAL FITNESS MAGAZINE” 

More Players in the Iron Game 

In the approximately ten-year span after World War II, based on the image of 

Strength & Health conveyed by the articles and the published letters in the magazine, the 

men who made up the brand community were generally staunch barbell supporters who 

experienced the feeling of being distinct from most other Americans. Many of these men, 

as the last chapter demonstrated, readily declared their alliance to Hoffman and their 
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opposition to Weider. A number of others were encouraged by, and cheerfully 

commented on, the growth of weight training – a practice by which they identified 

themselves. This character of readership, and thus the brand community, would 

eventually change, however, as weight training and the idea of physical fitness slowly 

permeated American culture.  

America was becoming more aware of the Iron Game after World War II. In one 

of Hoffman’s editorials, from the April 1947 Strength & Health, he discussed the ways in 

which media in the United States paid little attention to the Iron Game, especially the 

world class weightlifters the country produced. Then he asked rhetorically, “It is 

discouraging, isn’t it? We have often written that in spite of the estimated million readers 

of Strength & Health magazine we are a small voice in a sea of misinformation. The 

magazine and newspaper writers who don’t know about our fine game and physical 

activity seem to receive pleasure in reporting anything unfavorable they can think of 

about weight training.” His tone became hopeful with the next sentence. “But it’s always 

darkest before dawn,” he wrote. “Suddenly favorable recognition is being heaped upon 

weight training, and of course these stories have their foundations in York, Pa. in ‘Muscle 

Town,’ in the gym of the York Barbell Club and at the Strength & Health center of the 

world.”769 

Readers also provided anecdotes suggesting that America was slowly shifting its 

attitude regarding weight training. Revered Theodore N. Goodale wrote to Hoffman, “At 

least 250 people in Windsor, Vermont now know a little something about the science of 

weightlifting and the art of body building. Last Sunday my children’s sermon was based 

on the story of Samson and my 150 pound barbell (York, by the way) was on the 
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platform by the pulpit as an object lesson.” According to his letter, Goodale was “hardly 

prepared afterward for the enthusiastic response” as “everybody wanted to know about 

weightlifting, and whether I could lift the barbell.” Goodale said that he was not a strong 

man, but he did just enough “to keep the young fellows pop-eyed.” He thought barbell 

training a very beneficial pastime and recommended to it fellow ministers.770    

In the same issue, a letter from Alton D. Wallace was published. A student at The 

University of Texas, Wallace wrote to Hoffman in order to express his appreciation for 

his effort in advancing intercollegiate weightlifting. He explained that in a tri-sport 

tournament held in April of that year, their rival, the Texas A&M Aggies, was the only 

college to respond to invitations. Despite losing the weightlifting, the Texas Longhorns 

won the tournament.771  

Wallace informed Hoffman of the state of weight training at the university as 

well. “Weightlifting is offered as a physical training course by the University of Texas. In 

the weightlifting room are three York Olympic sets, two pair of health boots (York, too) 

and a York abdominal board. On the walls of the training room are many pictures of John 

Grimek and other Strength & Health cover men.”772 

Wallace’s letter was indicative of a growing weightlifting trend on college 

campuses. The next month a weightlifting team member from Louisiana State University 

(LSU) wrote to Hoffman urging him to take the lead in organizing a governing body for 

collegiate weightlifting. Mavin G Breen wrote, “Right now collegiate teams are receiving 

little financial support from the school. For the most part, the teams finance their own 

trips and compete only in the A.A.U. affairs. With a good national organization we 
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should be able to arrange collegiate meets throughout the nation. We are eager to move, 

Bob…”773  

Although weight training at The University of Texas dates back to 1919 when 

Mac McLean was hired at the first Instructor of Physical Training at the university, and at 

LSU to the 1930s, weight training was gaining popularity on many college campuses at 

this time.774 According to Iron Game historian Terry Todd, a number of institutions 

introduced weight training into their curriculum during the 1950s. Among these were The 

University of Maryland, The University of Nebraska, Stanford University, Temple 

University, Wake Forest College, Eastern Washington College, East Carolina College, 

and Wesleyan College. Weight lifting on campus began earlier for others institutions 

such as Notre Dame and The University of Iowa, and by the 1960s, more colleges and 

universities followed suit.775  

Surely the prominence that Hoffman and the United States was experiencing on 

the international weightlifting stage at that time contributed to this growth, despite the 

Iron Game still receiving relatively little attention by the media.776 As Fair detailed in 

“Bob Hoffman, the York Barbell Company, and the Golden Age of American 

Weightlifting, 1945-1960,” America’s win in the 1946 world championships in Paris 

“provided just the inspiration needed to inaugurate a golden age of American 

weightlifting supremacy.”777 During this golden age, which perhaps more accurately, 
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lasted until the early 1950s, the United States weightlifting team won over five world 

championships, came close to winning the others, and won the 1948 Olympics.778 

Letters from other Strength & Health boosters also suggest that the Iron Game 

was spreading. J.E. Sweatt wrote, “For the size of our town here I’d say very few towns 

can boast as many lifters per capita. With a population of only 12,000 we have two 

complete, well-equipped gyms with a good membership. We may be the farthest town 

west in the U.S., but not behind on lifting…it seems to me York has a good beachhead 

here.” He concluded his letter, published in the January 1952 Strength & Health, by 

affirming his support: “So here’s to a more weight conscious U.S. I’m doing my part.”779 

Ronnie Guida’s story in the April 1952 Strength & Health supported this 

contention as well. Nine months before writing his letter a friend helped him take up 

weight training. “I trained at my friend’s gym,” he wrote, “which we built day by day. 

Before long he had about 350 pounds of weight, along with an incline board, squat racks, 

‘lat’ machine, iron boots, etc.” While his friend focused on strength, Guida’s purpose was 

to build muscle, which he apparently did as he gained twenty pounds of bodyweight. He 

proclaimed in his letter, “My progress and what I have learned about physical culture I 

owe to Strength & Health magazine and Bob Hoffman’s great system. On behalf of 

thousands of bodybuilders like myself, please let’s have more photos of Grimek, Reeves, 

Eiferman and yourself.”780 

Additionally, after one and one-half years of training using York methods, Ernest 

Jochen wrote, “People began to notice me and most of the fellows I know got bit by the 

barbell bug. We got together and organized the Mastic Barbell Club,” in Long Island, 
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New York. They each picked a training partner and focused on exercises they cut out 

from Strength & Health. After sharing his improvements, he signed off by writing, “My 

many thanks to the York Barbell system and Strength and Health.”781 

The use of weights in sport also contributed to the increased use of barbells in the 

early 1950s. Although Strength & Health editor Jim Murray emphasized weight training 

during the early 1950s, as did Weider’s magazines, perhaps the most instrumental 

individual in this advance was a man named Peter Karpovich.782 A renowned educator 

and medical scientist at Springfield College, his negative views toward weightlifting 

aligned with most others’ in the medical field at the time. That is, until Hoffman and a 

group of his York lifters changed his mind during a demonstration at a student assembly 

in 1940.  

After seeing John Grimek perform the splits, and watching legendary weightlifter 

John Davis broad jump much farther than anyone at the assembly and then perform a 

backflip with fifty-pound dumbbells in each hand, Karpovich investigated, and ultimately 

helped to dispel, the myths that weight training makes athletes inflexible and slow.783 

Along with Thomas DeLorme’s rehabilitation techniques with weights for soldiers during 

World War II, these two men did much to popularize weight training for sport in the 

United States.784 With so many advances in the acceptance of the Iron Game, it was 

becoming more popular than ever. One event, however, would boost it even further.   
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“Sensible Physical Training” 

In his 1956 editorial, “Muscles and America,” Hoffman said be borrowed the title 

from another editorial recently featured in the Washington Star. “While such a title would 

seem natural in Strength & Health, it is seldom we read about muscles in a newspaper. 

This came about because the President, and other men in high places in our government 

have suddenly come to realize that a nation is only as strong as the sum total of the 

strength of its citizens.”785  

Hoffman was referring to the uproar caused by the Kraus-Hirschland study that 

resulted in the President’s Council on Youth Fitness (PCYF), established by Eisenhower 

in June 1956. As Shelly McKenzie asserted, during its four-year existence “though the 

PCYF was never able to come to an agreement on a definition of physical fitness or a 

way to measure it, the council was nevertheless able to promote it well because physical 

fitness was, generally speaking, a concept with which the pubic had some familiarity.”786 

Likely due to this familiarity, the concept of physical fitness soon became part of a new 

Strength & Health image.  

Even before the PCYF was created, the idea of fitness, especially for the everyday 

individual, was seeping into the magazine. In the September and October 1955 issues of 

Strength & Health, for instance, the staff featured articles about how Associate Justice of 

the U.S. Supreme Court Harold H. Burton and television star Jan Murray kept fit.787 A 

few months later, in response to a letter from a reader who wanted a short exercise 

program to simply look good, feel good, and “get just a little more strength to carry [him] 
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through a day’s work and a day’s play,” the staff included a thirty minute workout for the 

“working man.”788  

In contrast to these relatively minor instances of content aimed at being “fit,” the 

June 1956 issue of Strength & Health marked the magazine’s explicit affiliation with the 

physical fitness movement. On the front cover of the magazine, under an impressive 

photo of bodybuilding legend Bill Pearl performing a double-bicep pose read a new 

tagline: “Sensible Physical Training.”789 Joining this subtitle in May 1958 was the 

tagline, “The Physical Fitness Magazine,” which lasted well into the 1960s.790  

Following the June issue was an array of content geared toward physical fitness 

and the everyday, family man that was published alongside subject matter aimed at more 

serious lifters as well. In an article titled “The Easy Way to Train,” for instance, Hoffman 

told readers about the York Multi-Purpose Bench in February 1957, as it was “a boon to 

the aspiring body builder and a savior to the man or woman who [wanted] to keep fit in 

the easier possible way.”791 In July of the same year, Betty Hodges wrote an article about 

Arnold Pope and his family. Despite competing at a relatively high level in the sport of 

weightlifting, Hodges wrote, “But weight lifting is more than just a hobby to this aspiring 

young minister. It’s a way of keeping physically fit.”792 By Hodges downplaying the 

seriousness of Pope’s endeavor and featuring his entire family, she aimed the article at 

the men who weren’t looking for muscles, but simply a way to stay fit.  

Articles such as Grimek’s “They’re Never Too Young,” Bob Hasse’s “Hollywood 

Success Story – Dean Jones,” and Bert Elliot’s, “Do it Together!” all continued this 
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thread into the 1960s. Grimek discussed the difference between “sensible” and 

“sensational” training methods, and assured readers that the former was safe for all 

exercisers of all ages. The article also included pictures of him supervising his children as 

they lifted weights.793 Hasse’s article featured MGM star Dean Jones’ “moderate” 

exercise program, and Elliot encouraged couples to take up weight training together.794 

Moreover, a number of front covers displayed weight-trained men with their families in 

order to appeal to the broader market of males whose interest was sparked by the 

relatively new American concern regarding physical fitness.795 
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Figure 35. The Earl Clark Family. Starting in the mid-1950s, Strength & Health began 
targeting the family man. 
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Issues in the early 1960s continued the trend as John F. Kennedy “infused both 

personal interest and more powerful programming into fitness efforts during his short 

administration,” wrote McKenzie.796 Furthermore, changing the name of the PCYF to the 

President’s Council on Physical Fitness likely assured the Strength & Health staff that 

this newer direction of the magazine was the right choice.  

Simply scanning the table of contents of the February 1962 installment of the 

magazine, for example, helps demonstrate the magazine’s lean. “Training for the 

Travelling Man,” “He Trains for Health,” “How to Choose a Gym,” and “Waistline = 

Health Line” clearly indicate the staff’s purposeful inclusion of content aimed at the 

typical middle-class male of the 1950s and early 1960s, rather than concentrating their 

effort exclusively on Iron Gamers focused on significantly increasing their strength or 

improving physique.  

If the idea of physical fitness was unclear to readers, Hasse defined it in his article 

“Physical Fitness and the ‘New Frontier’” as “having sufficient strength and energy to 

complete one’s normal daily routine without undue fatigue and still have sufficient 

reserve to call upon for any additional needs.”797 Hasse also provided examples of White 

House administrators who embodied the physical fitness lifestyle such as Bobby 

Kennedy. “Time is precious” for Kennedy, wrote Hasse. “This is a major reason why 

[his] rooftop gym exists today. It is possible for the Attorney General or members of his 

staff to walk from their offices to the gym, take a 20-minute workout, shower, and be 
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back at their desks within half an hour.”798 With this article, Hasse provided an example 

of physical fitness toward which the newly targeted readers, who used barbells as a 

means to an end, could aspire.  

This model differed greatly from those targeted at serious weight trainers, such as 

Don Howorth. Labeled in the title of Gene Mozee’s August 1963 article as “California’s 

Mr. Everything,” Howorth was fresh off his Mr. California bodybuilding win. Securing 

this victory, however, meant logging three-hour workouts six days a week in which he 

used “maximum poundage in every exercise as evidenced by his strict 380-pound bench 

press, a perfect 180-pound curl and a press off the rack of 270 pounds.”799 This type of 

lifestyle and training regimen was certainly not representative of those men who sought 

physical fitness.800 
  

EMBRACING THE NEW IMAGE 

Letters published in Strength & Health provided evidence that a growing 

contingent of readers took to the family friendly, physical fitness focused content in the 

magazine. Perhaps no correspondence supports this contention better than that of George 

Drake. “Compliments on your February 1958 cover picture – may there be many more of 

them,” he wrote in response to a cover featuring John Grimek curling a barbell in a 

backyard accompanied by his wife and five children.801 Drake explained that “past covers 

have all been great but have definitely tended merely to portray the individual 
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ideal…This cover of an informal family group replaces the individualistic with the social 

goal.” On a related note, he continued, “When the nation learns that fitness is not just the 

prerogative of the individual athletes in our society but is by rights the prerogative of 

everyone, then we’ve made a step forward in the attainment of that goal.” He then noted 

and applauded changes in the magazine by writing, “Your articles on fun for the family, 

on boys’ clubs, and on other community and social activities that further physical fitness 

are helping to put the ideal of a healthful nation across to the people thereof. Good 

work!”802  

Inherent in the new physical fitness approach to the magazine was the inclusion of 

a variety of sports and activities to help readers attain that state. In response to a question 

posed in the magazine asking readers if they would like to see more articles about Judo, 

nine letters were published in the July 1959 Strength & Health in which readers cast their 

vote in support of the potential decision. “You have had articles on football, baseball, 

track, etc., and I can’t see any reason why you can’t do a series on Judo,” Sam Morano 

told Strength & Health.803 R.B. Lockhart felt similarly, but added, “As sensible physical 

training tends to develop the mind as well as the body, so does Judo.”804 Additionally, a 

flood of letters appeared in the April 1962 Strength & Health in response to an article on 

karate.805 The combination of the statements in these letters and the response that other 

physical activities garnered indicate that readers began to associate the magazine with 

multiple sports and activities, as well as the notions of physical fitness and health for 

those less serious barbell users.  
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James Bogan also provided an excellent example of the trajectory of the magazine 

as seen by readers. Before offering a constructive criticism – the purpose for writing his 

letter – Bogan stated, “In a careful review of Strength & Health back issues over the 

years, one can perceive a very obvious and steady improvement, until at present it is in a 

class by itself. It has evolved from what may be classed as one of the better ‘muscle 

magazines’ to its present status as a sensible manual of physical fitness for people from 

all walks of life…”806 This statement led to his suggestion: “Your covers are always very 

colorful, but I wonder if they are as appealing to the public, as a whole, as they could be? 

I find covers depicting family and couple groups in training, and athletes in action or 

posing for a purpose to be much more appealing to the average person than the standard 

muscle poses.”807 Overall, Bogan’s letter, in which he also complimented the staff on 

catering to “athletes, women, youth…and all-around fitness,” again demonstrated the 

new identity that the magazine had taken on, as well as the growing readership that it 

attracted. 

The altered image of the magazine led to quantitative changes in readership as 

well. In the September 1960 installment of a section called “Thoughts and 

Afterthoughts,” Hasse, the editor at the time, updated readers on the state of the 

magazine. “Our list of subscribers has almost tripled in the 2 ½ years I’ve been here, and 

newsstand sales for the first several months of 1960 are up more than 20% above the 

monthly average of the previous two years…Evidently the format and content of Strength 

& Health as it is today appeals to a broader section of the reading public than it has for 

some time.”808 Later, in the December 1963 issue, Hasse gave readers less specific, but 
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equally as encouraging news. Since beginning his position as editor approximately seven 

years earlier, he wrote, “we’ve experienced a slow but steady gain in both newsstand 

sales and subscriptions each year.” These changes in the brand’s image, spurred by 

changes in American social currents, apparently led to a larger brand community.  

This positive, growing response that the Strength & Health staff received from the 

changes in the magazine led to an even bigger change. In the December 1963 issue of the 

magazine, the staff made two announcements. The first read, “STRENGTH & HEALTH, 

The Physical Fitness Magazine, has grown bigger. The copy you’re reading has 82 pages, 

16 more than ever before. This oversized S&H…will bring you ‘more in ‘64’ – more 

articles, more instruction, more departments, more photos, more humor – more of 

everything.”809 Hasse elaborated on the growth of the magazine in his “Thoughts and 

Afterthoughts” column, writing, “We have plans to use the extra 16 pages to bring you 

more information on healthful living and sensible physical training.”810 The second 

announcement was the debut of a new, sister publication called Muscular Development, 

edited by John Grimek. The staff told readers the new mag was “all about big muscles 

and how to get ’em. If you’re a bodybuilder, power lifter, or iron game enthusiast, MD is 

for you.”811  

The target audience of each magazine was made even clearer in the 

accompanying side-by-side image of the upcoming January covers. While Muscular 

Development featured the legendary bodybuilder John Grimek, oiled up and emphasizing 

his well built arms in a strong pose, Strength & Health featured Mickey Hargitay, winner 

of the amateur Mr. Universe contest in 1955 and a well-known Hollywood actor by this 
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time, in a relaxed, more natural state.812 Hargitay, juxtaposed with Grimek, was much 

less defined, and held less bulk than Grimek. As a celebrity with enough muscularity to 

stand out from average Americans, he was a great cover man to attract those interested in 

“sensible physical training.” With two magazines to now capitalize on the growing Iron 

Game and the increasing trend of physical fitness, Hoffman’s staff surely felt was poised 

for success.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 The 1950s in America brought a number of changes. One of these was the 

prominence of the middle-class, suburban, nuclear family. As soldiers returned home 
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from World War II and new anxieties emerged in response to the growing Communist 

power in the Soviet Union, the nuclear family became a bastion of American values. 

Through new features in the magazine such as “Boys Club,” and Vera Christensen’s “To 

the Ladies!” Strength & Health capitalized on the rise of the nuclear family. The former 

offered a hobby that fathers could use to instill American values in their sons, while the 

latter encouraged housewives to integrate light weights into their lifestyles in order to 

better fill their family role.  

Another change in the 1950s was the increased use of barbells in America. 

Although many factors contributed to the Iron Game’s growth, one of these – the 

government’s increased emphasis on physical fitness as a way to help combat communist 

ideology – eventually contributed to a shift in Strength & Health’s brand image. While 

some of the magazine remained dedicated to serious barbell users and deriding Joe 

Weider, as demonstrated in the last chapter, beginning in the mid-1950s content 

increasingly targeted those men who only lifted weights recreationally in order to stay 

physically fit. This trend resulted in the creation of a new, sister magazine called 

Muscular Development in 1964. And although it was clear that the Strength & Health 

staff was hopeful about the future, as the next chapter will demonstrate, the debut of 

Muscular Development actually marked the start of the Strength & Health community’s 

erosion and Hoffman’s tenure as King Kong of the muscle industry.813  
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Conclusion 

Editor Bob Hasse opened up to Strength & Health readers in his “Thoughts and 

Afterthoughts” column in January 1961. “About the biggest headache that plagues an 

editor is the one that comes with choosing material for publication. His primary goal, of 

course, is to please John Q. Reader,” he wrote. But Hasse had run into a dilemma: “With 

a magazine such as Strength & Health, the tastes of two distinct classes of readers must 

be considered. These are the die-hard ‘iron game’ fans who dote on super strength and 

massive muscles on one hand and the relatively newer group whose interest in weight 

training comes strictly from the conditioning-physical fitness viewpoint.” In other words, 

“it would not be incorrect to state that the latter group considers the use of a barbell as a 

means to an end, whereas the former group looks at it as an end in itself.”814  

To complicate the matter, Hass reported that “in the past decade it is obvious that 

the physical fitness devotees, and those who use weights simply as a training adjunct for 

other sports, have increased in numbers at a much greater rate than the earlier group.” 

Therein lied his dilemma. “In widening the scope of material presented in Strength & 

Health to include these ‘newcomers’ to weight training, of necessity we have had to 

reduce the number of articles and departments aimed at the die-hard ‘iron game’ 

family.”815 

To help explain the reasoning for this decision, Hasse told readers, “a solid core 

of satisfied, long time readers makes or breaks any publication. The likes and dislikes of 

the ‘old camp’ must never be forgotten. On the other hand, an editor must constantly be 
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on the lookout for material that will attract and hold new readers, for obviously this is the 

only way circulation will increase.”816 

Hasse’s commentary provides an insightful assessment of the Strength & Health 

community at that time. He suggested that the “die-hard” Iron Gamers and the 

“newcomers” to Strength & Health were not of the same ilk. His statement, which 

deserves repeating, “that the latter group considers the use of a barbell as a means to an 

end, whereas the former group looks at it as an end in itself,” is significant.  

Albert M. Muñiz and Thomas C. O’Guinn asserted that consciousness of kind is 

the first and most important element in brand communities. They described it as a 

“shared consciousness, a way of thinking about things that is more than shared attitudes 

or perceived similarity. It is a shared knowing of belonging…”817 Viewed through this 

brand community framework, the difference between the two groups of readers Hasse 

identified involved the way they identified and associated with the Iron Game, and by 

extension, the magazine.  

By regarding barbells as an end in themselves, the die-hards identified with them, 

and thus, the Strength & Health brand. It became part of who they were, meaning they 

adopted a consciousness of kind, and comprised the brand community. Conversely, the 

newcomers viewed the magazine only as a means to an end. Strength & Health was 

merely a vehicle for reaching becoming fit, and they did not identify themselves with it 

the way that the die-hards did. The difference between the two groups is significant as it 

marks a split in readership, and as Hasse explained, a relative decline in the size of die-

hard readers who made up the brand community.  
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Additionally, whereas Strength & Health followers once considered themselves 

distinct from most Americans, the nation’s push for physical fitness and the magazine’s 

pursuit of these less serious weight trainers combined to slowly deteriorate the 

characteristics that once distinguished the original brand community from the rest of 

society. The subsequent decision by the Strength & Health staff to cater to the physical 

fitness readers through their expanding Strength & Health magazine likely exacerbated 

these effects.818   

Although the staff’s release of Muscular Development in 1964 attempted to 

balance the focus of Hoffman’s publications by “[bringing] forth a new concept of 

bodybuilding features to the interested bodybuilder,” this effort to gain market share 

would be too little too late. As John Fair detailed in Mr. America: The Tragic History of a 

Bodybuilding Icon, the tide was changing in the bodybuilding world as the AAU’s Mr. 

America physique competitions, in which Hoffman had vested interests, began losing 

credibility due to their inclusion of judging criteria unrelated to muscular aesthetics and 

their apparent racism.819  

Additionally, according to Randy Roach, “As America began to fall in world 

weightlifting stature, a corresponding decline in its popularity in the United States was 

becoming apparent. During those transition years of the late-1950s and early 1960s, 

powerlifting and bodybuilding were gaining their independence and growing in appeal to 

young athletes.”820 This would eventually affect Hoffman’s business as Fair reported that 

                                                
818 Hasse wrote in the December 1963 Strength & Health that the magazine was expanding and the staff 
planned to “use the extra 16 pages to bring you more information on healthful living and sensible physical 
training.” See, Bob Hasse, “Thoughts and Afterthoughts,” Strength & Health, December 1963, 15. 
819 John D. Fair, Mr. America: The Tragic History of a Bodybuilding Icon (Austin, Texas: University of 
Texas Press, 2015), 157–191. 
820 Randy Roach, Muscle, Smoke, and Mirrors: Volume 1 (AuthorHouse, 2008), 369; Likely, the author of 
the column, Hoffman supported Roach's claim saying that the United States only had 3,000 registered 
weightlifters. See, “Boys Club,” Strength & Health, April 1962, 40. 
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his brand extension, a nutritional product called Hi-Proteen that he began selling in the 

early 1950s, kept York afloat during the 1960s.821  

A number of counter currents birthed in the 1960s, such as the civil rights 

movement, the Vietnam anti-war crusade, “hippies,” and the New Left, surely 

contributed to the gradual move away from Hoffman’s camp.822 According to sport 

historian David W. Zang, the 1960s affected sport in three major ways. First, critiques 

about the institution of sport as a vaunted space of goodness and virtue challenged not 

only its abuses and the proposition that sports build character, but the nature of that 

character and the way it is built.  

Second, for the first time in history the critics included a substantial number of 
athletes – some highly visible and influential, like Ali and Bill Walton – and 
others once encamped within the community of athletics, such as sportswriters 
like [Robert] Lipsyte. Finally, sport’s entrenched position as standard-bearer for 
American values – as the glue that was holding the country together – made it an 
appealing target in a time of general disenchantment.823 

Although Zang’s work does not examine the realm of physical culture, his 

contention likely applied there as well, especially considering Hoffman’s tendency to 

appeal to readers through patriotic duty. For instance, John Fair provides evidence that 

attitudes born of the 1960s, specifically those involving drug use and racial tension – 

caused controversy among Hoffman’s lifters and among the old guard of Hoffman 

                                                
821 John D. Fair, Muscletown USA: Bob Hoffman and the Manly Culture of York Barbell (Penn State 
University Press, 1995), 208. 
822 Perhaps fittingly academics have provided a number of different ways of examining the 1960s. See, 
John Greene, America in the Sixties (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2010); Peter 
Braunstein and Michael William Doyle, eds., Imagine Nation: The American Counterculture of the 1960’s 
and 70’s (New York City, New York: Routledge, 2001); Roger Kimball, The Long March: How the 
Cultural Revolution of the 1960s Changed America (San Francisco, California: Encounter Books, 2001); 
M.J. Heale, The Sixties in America (Edinburgh, Great Britain: Edinburgh University Press, 2001); Terry H. 
Anderson, The Movement and The Sixties (New York City, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
823 David Zang, SportsWars: Athletes in the Age of Aquarius (Fayetteville, Arkansas: University of 
Arkansas Press, 2001), xv. 
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devotees.824 After Hoffman’s approximately thirty-years of prodding American youth to 

better themselves physically for the country, these calls apparently began to fall on deaf 

ears.      

While the Strength & Health brand of magazines appealed more to attitudes held 

by older readers in the 1950s and 1960s, Weider’s image differed greatly. According to 

Tolga Ozyurtcu, from the start of Your Physique in 1940 and into the 1970s, Weider 

“[leveraged] an idealized version of California” through his most popular magazines in 

which the place itself not only “had the power to bestow health and strength on its 

people,” but “Weider’s readers could expect to find beautiful women and a shot at 

Hollywood fame.”825 The depiction Ozyurtcu described in his dissertation closely 

resembled the 1960s surf phenomenon, which, according to cultural historian Bill 

Osgerby, “rather than confronting or resisting the dominant cultural order” of the 1950s, 

“helped pioneer and popularize the new, expressive and indulgent lifestyles integral to 

white, middle-class America’s move away from an ethos of inhibition and restraint into a 

world of pleasure and personal gratification.”826 Thus, Weider provided an alternative to 

those younger readers who had become jaded with messages such as Hoffman’s.  

By the 1970s, however, rather than serving as alternatives or competitors, Weider 

magazines dominated the muscle market. This was due in no small part to Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, whose appearance in the 1977 documentary, Pumping Iron, pushed 

bodybuilding into the mainstream, and thus legitimized the sport.827  

                                                
824 Fair, Mr. America, 157–191; Fair, Muscletown USA, 243–292. 
825 Tolga Ozyurtcu, “Flex Marks the Spot: Histories of Muscle Beach” (The University of Texas at Austin, 
2014), 90–93. 
826 Bill Osgerby, Playboys in Paradise: Masculinity, Youth and Leisure-Style in Modern America (Oxford, 
United Kingdom: Bloomsbury Academic, 2001), 108. 
827 Jesper Andreasson and Thomas Johansson, “The Fitness Revolution. Historical Transformations in the 
Global Gym and Fitness Culture,” Sport Science Review 23, no. 3/4 (August 2014): 91–111; Ellexis Boyle, 
“The Intertextual Terminator: The Role of Film in Branding ‘Arnold Schwarzenegger,’” Journal of 
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By this time, Hoffman’s age had become an issue. “What began as arrhythmia, 

proceeded to auricular fibrillation, and culminated early in 1977 in heart bypass surgery,” 

wrote Terry Todd in a memoir piece dedicated to the muscle mogul.828 Following this 

initial trouble, “his worsening heart condition contributed to a general debility of body, 

mind, and spirit,” wrote Fair.829 And as Hoffman’s health suffered, so did his businesses, 

which he no longer ran. Bob Hoffman died on July 18, 1985.830 The last issue of Strength 

& Health magazine was published approximately one year later, in May 1986.831  

 Although Hoffman’s magazine success peaked in the 1960s, the impact of the 

community Bob Hoffman and his staff cultivated in the first half of Strength & Health’s 

existence can still be seen today. Since 1982, The Association of Oldetime Barbell & 

Strongmen (AOBS) has met every year so that members can see longtime friends, relive 

old memories, and revel in the shared delights that the Iron Game has granted them over 

the years. Jarett Hulse, who has attended the reunion multiple times, explained that 

members can be overheard throughout the reunion dinner telling stories related to their 

Iron Game experiences involving York products and Strength & Health affiliated 

individuals.832 As Dr. Ken “Leo” Rosa wrote in his reflection on the 1994 reunion, “We 
                                                                                                                                            
Communication Inquiry 34, no. 1 (January 1, 2010): 42–60; Ellexis Boyle, “Marketing Muscular 
Masculinity in Arnold: The Education of a Bodybuilder,” Journal of Gender Studies 19, no. 2 (2010): 153–
66; Ruud Stokvis, “The Emancipation of Bodybuilding,” Sport in Society 9, no. 3 (July 1, 2006): 463–79; 
Lynne Luciano, Looking Good: Male Body Image in Modern America (New York City, New York: Hill 
and Wang, 2002), 149; Sara Martín Alegre, “Arnold Schwarzenegger, Mister Universe? Hollywood 
Masculinity and the Search of the New Man,” Atlantis, 1998, 85–94; Abe Peck, “Arnold Schwarzenegger: 
The Hero of Perfected Mass,” Rolling Stone, June 3, 1976, 
http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/features/the-hero-of-perfected-mass-19760603?page=2. 
828 Terry Todd, “Remembering Bob Hoffman,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 3, no. 
1 (September 1993): 20. 
829 Fair, Muscletown USA, 342. 
830 John D. Fair, “Commemorating Bob Hoffman,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 6, 
no. 3 (June 2000): 24. 
831 Jan Todd, Joe Roark, and Terry Todd, “A Briefly Annotated Bibliography of English Language Serial 
Publications in the Field of Physical Culture,” Iron Game History, The Journal of Physical Culture 1, no. 4 
& 5 (March 1991): 30. 
832 Strength & Health  Jarett Hulse, Interview with Jarett Hulse, July 12, 2015. 
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remember when we were forever young, yesterday. John Grimek was the reigning 

monarch of muscledom, seemingly an ageless immortal who belonged in the same 

category as Super-man, the man of steel. Pudgy Stockton was the breathtakingly 

beautiful musclegirl who was every muscleguy’s fantasy.” 

It is no coincidence, then, that Rosa also about the 2009 reunion, “We were all 

eager to just breath the same air as the more than legendary Tommy Kono,” who is a two-

time gold medalist American weightlifter who often wrote for Strength & Health and was 

considered part of Hoffman’s York gang.833 Nor was it a coincidence that the 2015 

newsletter continued the series “Strength & Health Goes to War,” in which it relayed 

much of the content from the February 1944 issue of the magazine.834 The connection 

that members of the AOBS feel with Strength & Health is underscored by the fact that 

their first Hall of Fame Honoree was “The Father of American Weightlifting.”835 

Considering the attachment to Strength & Health that so many of these individuals still 

gather to celebrate, it appeared that Hoffman fulfilled the hope he shared in his book How 

to be Strong, Healthy and Happy: “that others will follow the simple system of living that 

has brought so much in the way of health, strength and happiness to me…”836  

 

 

 

 

                                                
833 Artie Drechsler, “AOBS Newsletter,” July 2015, 
http://www.weightlifting.org/aobsnews/aobsnewsletterAug092.pdf. 
834 Ibid. 
835 Dr. Ken “Leo” Rosa, “AOBS Newsletter,” August 2009, 2, 
http://www.weightlifting.org/aobsnews/aobsnewsletterAug092.pdf. 
836 Bob Hoffman, How to Be Strong, Healthy and Happy (York, Pennsylvania: Strength and Health, 1938), 
15. 
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