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Al Roy: Mythbreaker

For reasons which will be examined in a later article, ther ignored it altogether. Over two hundred such books were
coaches and physical educators of the early part of this centuryeésmamined for this article, but the partial list provided should
the United States were almost unanimous in their belief thatffice to make the poirit.
heavy lifting would somehow “bind” the muscles of an athlete, All too often, even well into the second half of this
making them stiff and slow to contract. Furthermore, narcissisntentury, the attitude in such books concerning conditioning in
in both principle and practice, was far less acceptable in thosgorts like football was summed up by a line from a book written
naturalistic days than it is now. In football, for instance, it in 1958 by the coach of the Yale freshman squad. “The pros
was thought almost unmanly to do too much say that conditioning is just running, running,
preparation for fall practice. “Hell, fall practice : running.”
was preparation,” was the way the late Bully: These attitudes among the leading coaches,

' athletes, and physical educators were simply
handed down as “received wisdom” from
earlier authorities, of course, and treated as
gospel. Early books by such important
figures as Dr. R. Tait McKenzie fell like
hammerblows against the honest claims of
lifters who knew from personal experience that
the myth of musclebinding was only that—a
myth. In 1907, for example, McKenzie first
published a book which included the
- photograph of man who, for those days, was
heavily muscled. The photograph was
) accompanied by this caption: “Extreme
muscular development without a
corresponding increase in heart and lung
power. This man could not float in
sea water and died prematurefy.”

This caption bears close
examination, as the two statements,

all we got and more than we wanted. Wh&j
we wanted was to play.”

Gilstrap died in 1989 but he was a

The University of Texas as a freshman i
1920 and he was an outstanding athlete duri
his college career, lettering several times
basketball and track as well as in football.
returned to coach at U.T. in 1937 and remain
on the staff for 20 yearsIn an interview at his
home in Rosebud, Texas, he reported, “All
we did to warm up and all [for football]
was a few jumping jacks...then we’d run’/
plays or scrimmage.” He added: “It was &
pretty much the same in basketball and trackg:
too...The boys scrimmaged in basketball arf;
they practiced their events in track. That was it. ¥
don’t know what they done in baseball” “This man could not float in sea

As far as baseball is concerned, the words of water” and “[this man] died prematurely”, imply a causal
Bibb Falk, now in his early 90's, are instructive. Falk played atelationship, though one may not have existed. Neither, for that
Texas for years, beginning in 1917, then went straight to theatter, is the cause of death given.
major leagues where he played for 12 seasons. He returned to Even Bernarr Macfadden, a champion of the muscular
Austin in 1932, served as assistant coach until 1940, thdody, was held in the sway of the myth of muscle-binding, as
coached the Texas team until 1968. evidenced by his 1912 statement that: “In taking up weight

“We did a little of what we called P.T. in the early days,lifting, it would always be well to take some exercise for speed
but only when it rained. Other than that the boys ran and threand flexibility to counteract the tendency to become
and played. We wanted long, loose muscles and the word baslow...Weightlifting alone has a tendency to make the muscles
then was that lifting would tie you up. To be honest | never eveslow.”
heard of a ballplayer using weights. Not in college and not in the Naturally, such early sentiments found their way into
bigs. Now Hack Wilson and Babe and some of the others did the belief system of well-respected college coaches—such as
lot of lifting, all right, but it was done a glass of beer at a timeDean Cromwell, the UCLA track coach, who wrote in 1941 that,
The key to baseball is power and power comes from speed afifhe athlete...should not be a glutton for muscular
we were leery of anything that might slow us up. When | playedevelopment...If one goes too far... he can defeat his purpose by
and for most of my coaching career we always believed that if'ecoming muscle-bound and consequently a tense, tied-up athlete
man ran enough and threw enough he'd be strong endugh.” in competition.” And again, late in the same book and speaking
That this attitude prevailed in other sports as well, and at oth@f shot putters, Cromwell said, “Weightlifting is not advisable.
schools than Texas, is made clear by a survey of mainstreahithough it develops sinew, it tends to destroy muscle
sports and training books published during the first 60 years efasticity.”
this century. Almost every one either denigrated weight training Even the great Knute Rockne was not immune.
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Referring to exercise apparatus for football, he wrote, “...nor domost dramatic of these victories took place in Baton Rouge,
believe in any other artificial apparatuslt seems that all Louisiana.
coaches feared the condition they referred to by the term “muscle- Alvin Roy was born in 1921 in Baton Rouge, and
bound.” But what exactly is it, this state of being “muscle-although he never grew very large in size, he was a man of large
bound”? enthusiasms. He went through the public schools of Baton Rouge,
That was the question John Capretta, a young physicgraduating from Istrouma High in 1938. He then moved on to
education student at Ohio State, attempted to answer 60 years bgaisiana State University and studied there until he joined the
when he mailed a questionnaire to 45 leading physiologists, all 8fmy. He served in the European Theater and it was there, in
whom were asked to define the term, “muscle-bound”. CaprettE946, that he had an experience that changed his life and, in the
justified the question by pointing out that, “Physical educatorgears that followed, the lives of many others.
today [1932] agree that we have very little, if any, scientific What happened was that Roy was assigned by
information upon the condition called muscle-bound...Authors oferendipity and the service to be the aide de camp for the United
our text-books of physiology seem to have avoided the issue aBtates weightlifting team during their stay in Paris for the first
have left the subject without discussidh.” post-war world championships. Paris, of course, was still in a
Of the 45 questionnaires, 22 were returned, but onlgtate of devastation after being liberated in 1945 and Bob
seven of those who responded ventured a definition and thodeffman, the coach of the U.S. team, was worried about food and
seven were in considerable disagreement, coming together asa@ommodations, a worry that led him to travel to the Pentagon
majority only through the rather obvious observation that: “Thend request help. Thus it was that when the team arrived in Paris,
condition of muscle-bound is associated with hypertrophy.” Butthey were met by Captain Roy, with his jeep, his uncanny knack
because the leading physiologists of the day were at odds over theprocuring whatever was needed and his boundless energy.
definition of the term did not mean that they questioned either th&'riting the following year about this assistance, Bob Hoffman
reality or the harmfulness of the condition or wavered in theiargued that “if [Captain Roy] had not devoted
belief that being “muscle-bound” was primarily a product ohimself...absolutely, devotedly every minute, if we had not had
resistance exercise, especially standard weight training. This jeep, and he had not obtained cots from the hospital, rubdown
author of the questionnaire, in fact, reports no challenges to hidl, blankets and many other things, if he had not been with the
premise, only a general puzzlement. Nor did the next 20 yeaeam to help Stanczyk make weight, and help with other details, it
provide much in the way of clarification. As Edward Chui wrotecould have represented the loss of the team champiori$hip.”
in 1950, “Very frequently, in the classroom, on the gymnasium In return for all this help, which extended over the full
floor, and on the athletic field, the term ‘weight training’ isfive weeks the lifters and coaches stayed in Paris, Roy learned a
associated with ‘muscle-boundness’, a condition supposedbgcret. The secret was that the lifting of heavy weights not only
resulting in a general slowing down of the contraction speed dfd not cause a person to become slow and musclebound, it
the muscular system No scientific evidence, however, has beantually helped a person become faster and more flexible. Some
advanced to support these beliefs.” of the Americans, primarily the perpetual public relations man,
Chui himself published an important study in 1950 inBob Hoffman, shouted the secret at every opportune moment
The Research Quarteréﬁering evidence that lifting did not (and at many not so opportune moments), but most of the
cause muscleboundness.And Chui was only the first of a Americans taught by example--by the blinding speed of their leg
number of sport scientists who began to specifically dispel tleovements as they lifted, by their ability to run and jump so well
myth of musclebinding. Two others joined in a year later—and by the tumbling and acrobatics with which they sometimes
Professors Peter Karpovich and William Zorbas—whosamused themselves. Roy, of course, was like most young men of
research, also published The Research Quarterlyconcluded that era; he believed an athlete could do nothing worse than lift
that Weightliftin? seemed timcreaserotary arm speed rather weights, and he believed it for all the reasons outlined above. But
than decrease it. Two other studies—one by B.M. Wilkins in one thing about Al Roy was that he always had his eyes open for
1952 and the other by J. W. Masley in 1953—supported artide angle, for the main chance. He was no fool, and if he saw the
expanded the conclusions of Chui, Karpovich and Zorba§,9”, 210 pound John Davis do a back flip holding a 50 pound
arguing that weight training produced an increase in coordinatiomumbell in each hand and then do a standing broad jump of over
an increase in flexibility and an increase in speed of moveMient.leven feet, or if he saw Stan Stanczyk and the other men on the
It should be stressed, however, that this ground-breaking reseateim casually perform balances and stunts that were beyond all
would have had far less effect had it not been for the continuoysit the best gymnasts, he believed his eyes and not what he had
and constant battle waged by weightlifters themselves on behaklen told growing up about the dangers of becoming muscle-
of the benefits to athletes of weight training. Those few hardyound. In short, and in the words of John Terpak, one of the
souls who championed weight training for athletes in the first haimericans who won a world championship that year, Al Roy was
of this century were often laughed at and mocked for their beliefspitten by the barbell bug.” And he never recovered.
but they soldiered on and, in the end, they prevailed. Sometimes The infection led him, upon his return to the states, to
the victories they won were small and personal, but sometimegsit his weightlifting friends, most of whom lived in York,
they were dramatic and far-reaching in their effects. One of theennsylvania, home of Bob Hoffman’s York Barbell Company.

13



IRON GAME HISTORY VOLUME 2 NUMBER 1

And after Roy learned what he could from the York people anghore weights on it than there were in the whole Southeast. And
others in the gym business, he decided to return to his hometowien Big Fuzz told us we were going to lift all Spring. And sure
of Baton Rouge, open a health club and make that his life’s worknough, Al Roy came out a few days later, and he kept on
So he went back home to Louisiana and began to spread i%ming. And he really sold it hard. He made believers out of us.
gospel of weight training as the key to good health and successAmd course it didn’t hurt that we were all so scared of the
sports, even though he could find few who would listen. coach.??

In 1951, after continued contact with Hoffman and The program Roy chose was a basic one, made up of
Terpak and other top men in the iron game who advocated weighbwer cleans, bench presses, rowing motions, deadlifts, dumbell
training for athletes, Roy made his first real effort to start @resses and squats—low repetitions and lots of sets, just like the
serious program of lifting in the local schools. He had alreadgompetitive lifters trained—but it worked all the major muscle
helped to train one of LSU’s rare All-Americans, Piggy Barnesgroups and he drove the boys to lift as much as they could and to
who had to lie to his coaches and go off-campus to'liftBut  always push for that extra repetition or that extra five pounds.
Roy realized that he needed a whole team of some sort to realynd as boys that age in that sort of competitive weight training
“prove” his point about weight training, and this realizationatmosphere are wont to do, even without steroids, they made
finally led him to approach the two men who controlled thegreat gains in both strength and lean body weight. And as they
athletic program at his old high school alma mater, Istroumgained in power and size, they gained in confidence and the
High—Coach James and Principal Ellis Brown. The Brown®rowns began to breathe again.

were twins known to everyone, respectively, as “Big Fuzzy” and But as this scene was being played out, a young man
“Little Fuzzy”, and they knew young Roy, and liked hiig was watching who also played baskettzadd ran track
But they had deep roots in the traditions of coac The and was thus exempt from the lifting, and he was
and they both subscribed so completely to yf secret was watching with both concern and fascination. His
theory of musclebinding that they refused Ro that the lifting name was Billy Cannon, and he had something
offer of help:® QIECWANCICHMDIAN no training program can produce-true
That was 1951, however, three yep did not cause a person sprinter’'s speed. Cannon was also unusually
before Istrouma suffered the embarrassmef| to become slow bright and he was aware that the prevailing
a thrashing administered by their cross-td) and musclebound, wisdom of the day was that weights would
rival, Baton Rouge High, in the biggest ga it actually helped slow a man down And since he only weighed
of the 1954 season. It is also important to \ a person become 168 pounds in the spring before his senior year,
that by that time Roy had received a great ded faster and he knew his best chance for a ticket to a major
local publicity from having served as toéficial more  flexable. college scholarship was his speed afoot. He was

trainer to the U.S. weightlifting team at the Olympi to risk his future on an unproven program. But
Games in Helsinki® In any case, three days after the in the end he was won over by the gains his friends were
bitter loss to Baton Rouge High, Roy sensed that the ideal time tnaking and by the salesmanship of Al Roy, who saw in Cannon a
once again approach Big Fuzzy and Little Fuzzy had come. Abrse that could either make the program or bredX it.
the meeting, he bolstered his case by telling stories of the small Cannon recalls, “Late that Spring, after the track season
but growing number of top athletes in many sports who trainedias over, me and about 20 of the boys on the team went over to
with weights, and stories of the test done at the HelsinkAl's gym and | began to train. I think | ran a 9.8 that spring and
Olympics which revealed that the American lifter, Stan Stanczykyears later, after we got to be good friends, Al told me he was
moved with greater speed over a short distance than any athletesoared to death when | walked in that door. He said he knew |
any sport? Finally, after Roy offered to personally set up andcould kill the program because if | came back at the end of the
supervise the weight training program at no charge to the scho@ummer and ran a 10.2 or something, that would be it for the
the Browns agreed to flout one of the most sacred traditions imeights. But he brought us along at our own pace and he kept
their sport and train their boys with barbells. “Little Fuzzy” telling us that all this was going to do was make us stronger than
recalled that, “Al was such a salesman and he believed so muttte guy we'd be facing across the line next fail.”
in what he was doing that we decided to take a chance. He was What happened by the fall is that only one of the 40
relentless. But let me tell you, we were worried. We knew what iboys who had trained during the spring, during the summer or
could mean if we got a bunch of boys hurt or if we had a real bdsbth failed to gain at least nine pounds of body weight. Some
season. It could mean our jobs. Some of our friends in thgained as much as 30. Cannon, for instance, grew from 168 to
business told us we were crazy. But the way Al told it, it sounde@%. And on the field they were literally unstoppable. Not only
good and once we decided to do it, we went all the way. Wdid they win all of their 13 games, but they scored 432 points in
bought the weights and we told the team we believed in it antie process, more than had ever been scored in a season by a high
that they had to do it just like Al told them t&.” school team in Louisiana, and four of their players made All-
The way the team first learned of the new programState. As for Cannon, he amassed a state record 229 points,
according to one who was there, was that, “one fine morning iaveraged 10 yards per carry and was the most highly rated high
February this big old truck pulled up alongside the gym and thegchool back in the United States. And in the spring of that year he
started unloading all these crates filled with barbell plategan a 9.7 100 yard dash and won the state meet in the 100, the
thousands of pounds of them. | mean that truck probably haD0 and, with virtually no training, the shot gt.
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It was, as “Little Fuzzy” recalled, an “unbelievable belief that you must train your football players the same Way.”
season. We not only killed everybody we played, but we had In any case, Roy brought this simple concept to LSU
fewer injuries than we’d ever had since | came to the school and delivered it with his customary evangelical zeal and the
1935. Al made believers out of me and Big Fuzz and we not onjylayers reacted in much the same way as had the players at
kept the program for the football players, we added programs féstrouma. They got bigger, faster and stronger. And armed with
our other sports and for all our junior high athlet®s.” what amounted on the college level to a secret weapon, they

The scene now shifts to the following Fall, and acrosstood Sports lllustrated’sprediction of a poor season on its
town to the campus of Louisiana State University, the collegaaead?’ and laid waste to all who faced them in the fall of 1958,
where Cannon’s brother played, where his father worked antinning every game, earning LSU its first national championship
where Billy had always dreamed of playifigde had, of course, and boosting Paul Dietzel to Coach of the Yéar.
been heavily recruited by Paul Dietzel, the new coach who had Cannon by this time had reached a weight of 208
come to Baton Rouge in 1955. And bolstered by another summgounds and he was devastating on defense as well as offense. He
in the gym under the proud, watchful eye of Al Roy, Cannon hawvas, of course, everyone’s All-American, winning every honor
an outstanding freshman yé4rBut there was no organized available, including the Heisman Trophy, and making several
program of lifting at the college and only Cannon and the otheuns that are still among the ah-time replay favorites of foothall
Istrouma boys who had scholarships did much training. And iafficianadoes. And the following spring he ran a 9.4 hundred and
his sophomore year, even though Cannon had an excellent yeasn the SEC in the 100, 200 and, again, the shot’flessed
individually, the team finished with a disappointing record of fivewith great natural explosiveness and wielding like a bludgeon the
and five. By then Istrouma had won another state title and Pastrength he built with the weights, Cannon seemed at times to be
Dietzel was paid a visit by the same person who had visited ttieman playing with boys. He could press and snatch almost 300
Big Fuzzy and Little Fuzzy two years before, when they were in dounds and deadlift 600, poundages which caused Al Roy to
similar slough of despond—Alvin Rdy. make the reasonable claim that Cannon was the strongest college

As Dietzel recalls, “Al came by after the season and tolglayer, regardless of size or position, in the coufitry.
me he thought he could help us. He explained his ideas and how As might be imagined, there was more than a little
it had made such a difference at Istrouma and with Billy and alhterest in the coaching and sportswriting communities as to how
that. Of course you have to remember that Jimmy Taylor haal team that_was picked to finish ninth in the Southeastern
been a senior for us that year and | knew he'd been going to Al§onferenc& managed to go undefeated. As for the
Gym for a year or two, and he was as good a testimonial for tfeportswriters, the fact that they missed for so long what was a
weights as you'd ever care to see. Not only was Taylor bullstrongajor story serves as an odd sort of testimony to the fact that they
and hard as a rock, but he had great hands, soft hands. He coldidked any contextual understanding of what strength training
catch anything. But even with all that, | have to be honest and segas and what it could do. A feature storySiports lllustrated,
that | really feared the weights. Back when | was in school, wir instance, in late November of the championship season, said
always laughed whenever we saw anyone with muscles becaubat “[Cannon] was unable to make the Istrouma Junior High
we'd been taught that big muscles made you slow, and whigam because he was so small..[but that]oy the time [he] finished
Jimmy and Billy were doing and what they were doing over atigh school [he had] grown up to 195 pountfsNot a word was
Istrouma was absolutely opposed to everything I'd alwaygentioned about how this size and wBabrts lllustratedcalled
believed. Lifting was strictly verboten and we actually believedhis “rockhard...magnificent physique” had been develdpdthe
that anyone who lifted seriously couldn't scratch the back of higssumption, of course, was that he, like Topsy, “just growed”.
head. All | can say is that after seeing what Taylor and Cannon But among the coaches the word was out that it might
could do and after listening to Al, | was sofd.” be time to scrap the notion of the musclebinding effects of weight

Thus it was that once again a heavily laden truck rolledraining, and everyone wanted to hear Paul Dietzel speak. “I was
into Baton Rouge bearing thousands of pounds of weights, a@$ked to go more places than | ever had before,” he recently
thus it was that Al Roy came at least three days each wedkgalled, “and | had to turn down lots of requests. But | went to
during the spring semester, to the newly established weight roofiozens of clinics and | always explained how Al Roy sold me on
at LSU and put the college boys through their paces, once agdlre program and how I'd watched Billy Cannon get bigger and
placing them on a program patterned after the routines fdster at the same time and that our whole team did heavy lifting.
competitive weightlif’cersg.l Roy believed in going to the ultimate You see, at that time there were no such programs in the country
sources for his training philosophy. As he wrote some years latepn the college level but after we had that great year, lots of other
“Every year in some country in the world a group of men gatheschools began to change. Lots of schools did a little light lifting,
for combat. They meet to determine the strongest men in thgt because of fear and plain old prejudice against the weights, no
world at the...World Weightlifting Championships. | point thisone was doing the heavy, major muscle group work that we did,
out for the simple reason that until football coaches from botAnd our success triggered what we've seen in the years $ince.”
high schools and universities in America start thinking along the And although the story is too long for elaboration here,
line that these strength coaches do and until the football coachggon after the great year at LSU, Al Roy was asked by Sid
start training their football players like these Weightlifters aré3illman, coach of the San Diego Chargers, to come out and
trained, they will always be following a second-best programinstall the first comprehensive, year round program for a pro
These weightlifters are the strongest men in the world. It is odpotball teani" So the little salesman went west and worked his
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sweaty magic by convincing a group of untrained, natural giant%288-
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