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INTRODUCTION





They were nothing if not adaptable. Achieving real fame and fortune in the brief golden age of strength athletics, some of the professional strongmen and women were prepared to take almost any risks and put their bodies through the most reckless forms of endeavour to attain their coveted top-of-the-bill status.


One of the first of them was Jack Holtum, a former Danish sailor. He earned a steady living by flexing his mighty muscles and lifting heavy weights onstage, but these displays were not enough to mark him out from his competitors. Instead he added a new finale to his act in which, twice nightly, he caught a cannonball fired at him from point-blank range. This was enough to transport him to the ranks of superstars, even if it did cause a group of his female fans in Paris to circulate a petition begging him to return to his previous posing display and not risk marring his beautiful physique by offering it up for such dangerous target practice.


Rosa Richter went one better in the high-risk stakes. As a child she toured as a boy in a strongman act with a Japanese circus. Realising that this was never going to bring in the wealth she dreamt of, at the age of fourteen she became the first female human cannonball, being fired a distance of seventy-five feet onto a trapeze before dropping into a net. It was an incredibly perilous way of earning a living, but, while still in her teens, she commanded a fee of £200 a week during the 1870s and became one of the first circus strongwomen to take her act into the music halls and vaudeville.


An Italian called Luigi Brinn had an impressive enough strongman act. Supporting on his back a rowing boat containing fourteen sailors who pretended to row, he would stagger around the stage supporting his burden. But even this proved insufficient to the braying crowds and, in order to compete with his fellows, he enlarged his repertoire by supporting a heavy artillery piece and a uniformed attendant on a platform on a pole balanced upon his chin, and assimilated the recoil with barely a stagger when the weapon was fired.


The emphasis among these would-be Hercules was always on determination. Australian Don Athaldo was three times discharged from his country’s armed forces for being medically unfit yet developed his strength to such an extent that he trained thousands of his fellow countrymen with his postal strongman courses. He was capable of towing a touring car and six passengers for eight hundred metres up the steep incline of a Sydney thoroughfare.


A few of them had to remain alert to avoid the attention of law-enforcement agencies, especially some of the strongmen who branched out into the lucrative area of postal bodybuilding courses. Alois P. Swoboda, who emigrated from Austria to the USA, numbered President Herbert Hoover among his clients and was a millionaire before he was thirty. But when he launched his ‘Conscious Evolution’ course and claimed to be able to regrow lost limbs by the use of willpower, he incurred the wrath of the American Medical Association.


Ostensibly these strength athletes were competing to see which of them could claim the title of world’s strongest man or woman. In reality, the exhibitionists of both sexes strutting and preening onstage represented the embodiment of the whole modern ideal of physical culture, even if most of this self-absorbed fraternity did not know it.


By the closing decade of the nineteenth century, a number of events and forces had combined to focus public attention on the subject of health and physical development and make the advent of professional strength athletes an enthusiastically received form of popular entertainment for the next twenty-five years.


A revival of interest in the Greek physical ideal, brought about by research into Greek statuary, and the importation of the Elgin Marbles to Great Britain as the result of judicious bribery; the development of photography; the sudden establishment of sporting and athletic clubs among the middle classes, allied to a new national fascination with professional sport; the springing up of the Young Men’s Christian Association with its emphasis on physical fitness; the concept of muscular Christianity conceived by Charles Kingsley and taken up by Thomas Arnold of Rugby and other public school headmasters; the concern of the government about the lack of fitness generally exemplified by the poor physical condition of the new city-dwelling recruits for the armed forces: all played a part in the national consciousness. Everywhere the strongmen were taking over as bill-toppers in music halls and vaudeville theatres as they became, for several decades, the new public heroes.


Among Victorian women, too, there was a sudden interest in such sports as tennis and bicycling and an increasing tendency among some of them to compete on equal terms with men. This found expression in the wider world of the Suffragette movement, with its principle of equal rights for women. A handful of its members, specially trained in ju-jitsu, became known as the Bodyguard, deputed to look after the safety of the leaders of the movement. This led in turn to an interest in public exhibitions of self-defence for and by women, which for a time became a small but well-patronised branch of show business.


These new idols of both sexes came from many different backgrounds and nations. Many of them were sufficiently charismatic and interesting to sustain the interest of the crowds flocking to the halls to witness their performances. Eugen Sandow had become an itinerant circus performer to avoid being conscripted into the Prussian army. Almost by chance he became the figurehead of a worldwide physical culture movement and one of the first ‘dumb acts’ to make a considerable fortune on the halls, as well as improving the health and physiques of thousands of the students of his revolutionary postal bodybuilding courses. His great rival, Charles Aloysius Sampson from Alsace-Lorraine, was the last of the old-time chest-beating, moustache-twirling strongmen. In order to enter the new world of vaudeville he turned cheating into an art form and continued to call himself the world’s leading strongman, despite all evidence to the contrary.


Some of the strongest of the strength athletes had fatal flaws to prevent them from scaling the heights of their adopted profession. The Frenchman Louis Uni performed under the heading of Apollon and might have been the strongest man of them all. Alas, he was too lazy to try hard and was constantly reviled by his discontented wife after he failed in his attempt to enter the upper echelon of the performers’ hierarchy as a lion tamer. The hirsute Canadian Louis Cyr had enormous physical strength but had the misfortune to look like a cross between Ghengis Khan and a yeti, and could never draw the crowds. The Saxon Trio (with an ever-changing line-up) had a most impressive strength and balancing act but tended to turn up onstage in a state of extreme intoxication and hurl weights willy-nilly into the stalls. Olympic champion Launceston Elliot was a crowd-puller with his onstage simulated gladiatorial combat. Unfortunately, his main opponent in his company had delusions of grandeur and tended to fight back too hard, causing the bruised and battered Elliot to call it quits and replace the fight scene with a gentler act featuring a bevy of underclad young ladies.


Among the women, Kate Sandwina struck a blow, literally, for her sex, by defeating her adoring future husband in a wrestling contest, and then carrying him off to her tent to revive him. Little Annie Abbott, the Georgia Magnet, weighed around 100lbs but resisted the efforts of the strongest of men to lift her from the ground.


Little has been written about this brief but fascinating heyday and this book intends to change that: witness the golden age of professional strongmen and women.






















1


‘SEE, HE DOES NOT COME!’





On the evening of 2 November 1889, the strongest man in the world was performing his act on the stage of the Imperial Theatre at the Westminster Aquarium in London. The 30-year-old Charles Aloysius Sampson, born in the disputed border territory of Alsace-Lorraine between France and Germany, was wearing tights and gladiator boots. A strap over one shoulder glittered with medals he had won in physique contests and exhibitions of strength. With his bulging muscles, dark, greased hair parted in the middle and large curling moustaches he presented an imposing figure, heaving aloft a dumbbell from the selection of weights and other apparatus littering the stage. A contemporary newspaper reporter described the strongman as looking considerably younger in the flesh than he did in the posters advertising his performances. Sampson was a naturalised American citizen, 5ft 8in. tall, measuring 44in. around the chest and weighing 212lbs. He claimed to have 18in.-flexed biceps, although contemporary photographs do not bear this out. The skin on his hands and arms had been coarsened by a decade of work with weights and cables.


Reporters liked Charles A. Sampson, even if his fellow music hall performers, tired of his constant boasting, did not. He was always good for a story and, if some of them tended to strain credibility, they still filled the column inches. His latest piece of self-aggrandisement had consisted of a rambling account of how he had been attacked with a sword by a drunken American officer on his recent tour of the USA. The officer had smashed the flat of the blade down on the strongman’s head, shouting, ‘If you are so strong, you can try to break this!’ According to Sampson, he had retaliated with a single punch, breaking his assailant’s shoulder blade in three places, subsequently earning himself a fine of $25 in a local courthouse.


He also claimed that in the previous year, 1888, he had brought production at a small factory to a halt by the simple process of wrenching an engine from its moorings, thus putting it out of action until the engineers could repair it. The strongman gave no reason for this burst of Luddite vandalism.


Sampson was always adept at publicising himself and his performances. In his newspaper interviews he gave many embellished accounts of a sickly, undernourished childhood, of how he had been written off by the medical profession yet transformed overnight into superhuman strength after a bolt of lightning struck him at fourteen years old. He also alleged that he had nursed himself back to health and strength after being wounded in the Franco-Prussian War.


Actually, like most strength athletes of the time, Sampson seems to have been a well-developed youth who had increased his natural power by a system of lifting heavy weights. Apprenticed to a circus strongman, he had begun to pick up both barbells and the tricks of his chosen trade. Willing to travel the world, he had ended up in the USA just as the new dime museums were flourishing. Displaying all sorts of freak shows and novelty acts they remained open from ten in the morning until ten-thirty at night for an all-inclusive fee of ten cents, with new performances starting every hour.


Sampson had done so well in his new milieu that he had been emboldened to try his luck in Great Britain and had secured his first booking in London. He had done reasonably well on his initial engagements but had antagonised indigenous strongmen with his arrogance and refusal to fraternise with his contemporaries. His rivals were also quick to spot that many of the newcomer’s performance feats, like their own, were obviously faked. One English strongman, Tom Pevier, was particularly disgusted with Sampson’s clumsy effrontery when it came to breaking in half what were plainly previously weakened coins. ‘His tricks were so apparent to us all that he was challenged and offered genuine coins to break,’ wrote the indignant rival Hercules.


In fact, Pevier’s intervention was rather more dramatic than he claimed. Rounding up a group of other music hall artistes, the raucous group had attended one of Sampson’s exhibitions and offered him the coins to break. When the strongman refused, Pevier and his friends started throwing the money at him, with other members of the audience following suit with enthusiasm. Theirs was something of a pyrrhic victory. After the curtain had fallen, Sampson and his partner Cyclops scurried eagerly about the stage picking up the coins and bearing them off in several canvas bags to the bank.


One aspect of his billing matter which particularly marked Sampson out from his competitors was his self-imposed title of the world’s strongest man. He was genuinely a strong athlete but he was not above embellishing his performances when he thought that he could get away with it. His famous challenge barbell occupied a prominent place on the stage throughout his act and was sometimes placed in an open-topped box. The strongman would lift the weight above his head and then carefully replace it in the container. Sampson would then challenge any man in the audience to lift the weight. Many tried but none was successful. This was not surprising: the barbell was now screwed to the stage, kept in place by catches at the bottom of the box, which Sampson had removed surreptitiously just before lifting the weight. He would then replace the catches when he lowered the barbell back into the box, or his colleague Cyclops would do so when he pretended to clean the weight before an attempt was made to lift it. As a variation on this theme, the strongman’s assistants would wheel a flimsy-looking cart bearing the barbell on to the stage. In reality the vehicle was made of heavily disguised lead and weighed more than 400lbs. When the weight was clipped to its surface no man could hope to shift it.


Another ploy was to have a barbell placed across the tops of two barrels. As a preamble, spectators would be invited onstage before Sampson attempted his lift. They were defied to manhandle the weight off the top of the barrels. Again, none would succeed. Then, with mighty roars and much stalking up and down the stage while he beat his chest with his fists, the strongman would swoop upon the barbell and thrust it painfully overhead, to great acclaim.


On these occasions the secret of the strongman’s success lay in the fact that the barbell had been deprived of much of its weight before the unsuspecting eyes of the audience, after the challengers had failed to budge it and before Sampson made his own effort. This was achieved by two concealed holes in the orbs on the ends of the supporting bar. They were opened by Sampson’s innocently hovering manager as the strongman distracted the spectators with his florid warm-up antics at the front of the stage. This allowed the heavy sand with which the weights were packed to run down unnoticed into the barrels, rendering the weight much lighter by the time Sampson attempted his own lift.


Tonight, the audience watched Sampson’s demonstration of power lifting with pleased anticipation, waiting for the contest that was supposed to follow. The newspapers had been full of it for days. In his book Sandow on Physical Training, G. Mercer Adam, a friend and occasional collaborator on the strongman’s books, summed up the public’s interest: ‘If the fate of the Empire had hung in the balance, more keenness in the coming match could not have been shown.’


Every seat in the house was taken and hundreds of would-be spectators had been turned away. Many of the disappointed were still milling about outside the theatre, disrupting the horse-drawn traffic in London’s Tothill Street.


The reason for the excitement was indicated on the posters in the foyer. ‘£500 Challenge!’ they proclaimed. Any man able to duplicate Sampson’s feats of strength would receive this worthy sum.


With his cynical blend of genuine strength and barefaced chicanery, so far Sampson had defeated all comers, but tonight he was genuinely worried. The challenge had been accepted. Only a few days before, a young Prussian strongman, appearing under the stage name of Eugen Sandow, had defeated a strapping ex-blacksmith billed as Cyclops, the stage name of Franz Bienkowski, a protégé of Sampson’s. Now the newcomer was about to meet Cyclops’s master.


At least that had been the intention. As Sampson’s performance was drawing towards its close, Sandow still had not arrived. From the wings Sampson’s manager maintained a wary scrutiny. If the challenger did not appear within the next ten minutes, Sandow would lose the match by default.


The audience began to get restless. The promised competition had caught the fancy of sporting London. Some of the spectators had paid as much as a shilling for a balcony seat. A place in the gallery cost threepence, while twice this amount would secure a seat in a so-called private box holding fifty occupants. These were not inconsiderable prices at a time when a glass of beer sold for twopence and cigarettes cost a penny for five.


At that moment, Eugen Sandow was held up in the crowd outside the theatre. As he struggled through the mob he was followed by his agent Albert Fleming, a tough gymnasium owner, gambler and general fixer; his trainer and mentor Louis Atilla; and Captain Molesworth, the manager of the Westminster Aquarium, who was there almost by accident having ventured forth innocently into the night in search of the missing athlete and was now locked out of his own theatre with him.


Sandow was a blond, handsome bisexual native of Konigsberg, a port on the Baltic, and weighed in the region of 196lbs. He was a stocky, broad-shouldered, generally unassuming man offstage. A few days earlier the Daily Telegraph had described him as ‘a short, but perfectly built young man of twenty-two years of age, with the face of a somewhat ancient Greek type, but with the clear blue eyes and curling, fair hair of the Teuton’. So far, in his young and not notably successful life, he had been an acrobat, artist’s model, weightlifter and wrestler. He had toured the Continent with small fairs and circuses, often hungry and frequently unemployed. Originally he had changed his name from Friedrich Wilhelm Müller to avoid being drafted into the army in his home country, before embarking upon his present itinerant lifestyle. Now, ever hopeful, he was trying to embark upon a career as a music hall strongman. At the moment, his command of English was limited.


In the packed street, people soon began to recognise Sandow and made way for him, but progress was still excruciatingly slow. The press was thickest outside the front entrance of the theatre, so the four men, led by Captain Molesworth, asserting the leadership qualities that must have led to the granting of his commission, plunged down a side alley and headed for the stage door.


Inside the theatre, Sampson was still lifting weights with hoarse bellows of self-approbation. His act was polished, if lacking in drama, and he had a good following. In his way, Sampson could be compared with his near contemporary, John L. Sullivan, the heavyweight boxing champion. Just as Sullivan had a claim to being the last of the great bareknuckle champions and also one of the first of the gloved fighters, so Sampson’s strongman career spanned circuses and travelling shows that had their origin in medieval times, and he was about to gain a foothold in the emerging music hall and vaudeville spectacles about to be sparked off by the publicity engendered by this evening’s much-hyped contest with Sandow.


Outside, the crowds continued to jostle around the theatre, demanding to be let in. The Westminster Aquarium, sometimes known as the Royal Aquarium, was a large complex several storeys high, not far from the Houses of Parliament. It was a flourishing establishment with a permanent staff of around three hundred men and women. It catered to the growing Victorian demand for sensationalism in public performances as music hall acts grew ever more spectacular.


The building derived its name from a huge but ill-fated aquarium in its basement. After several diminutive whales had died in the water and a talking walrus had been dismissed for its lack of persuasive coherence, the tank was now used mainly for swimming and diving displays. There were also a number of cafes and restaurants in the building, together with a row of cheapjack stalls and booths, a long promenade frequented every evening by dozens of prostitutes, and the Imperial Theatre itself. Arthur Roberts, a music hall comedian and inventor of the popular card game Spoof, had celebrated in song the slightly more mature charms of some of these avaricious ladies of the night:






I strolled one day to Westminster,


The Royal Aquarium to see,


But I had to stand a bottle


Just to lubricate the throttle


Of a lady who was forty-three.








This hall specialised in eccentric acts, better known as freak shows, and as a result fought a series of running battles against suspicious and censorious local and national licensing authorities. One of its most popular performers was the celebrated Human Cannonball, an acrobat called Zazel. An iron tube on wheels, roughly resembling a cannon, contained in its barrel an assemblage of highly tuned rubber springs designed to propel Zazel into a net on the far side of the stage. The contraption’s resemblance to an artillery piece in action was heightened at the moment of projection by an accompanying spectacular explosion and puff of smoke, which had no connection at all with the workings of the weapon.


Forerunners of Sampson on the Aquarium’s role of honour included the Maravian Wild Women, the Two-Headed Nightingale, Pongo the Gorilla, the Missing Link, the Man with the Elastic Skin and Captain Costentenus, proclaimed as the most heavily tattooed man in the world.


Since its inception, the Royal Aquarium had been a thorn in the flesh of the former Home Secretary R. A. Cross. Throughout the decade the minister seemed to have been embroiled in a series of running battles with Captain Molesworth and his enterprising staff. Upon the completion of the Anglo-Zulu War in 1879, Cross forbade the Aquarium’s intention to import three Zulu princesses, a royal baby, a chief called Incomo and twenty-three assorted warriors from the recently defeated nation to present a series of indigenous dances upon the stage of the Imperial Theatre.


However, Molesworth conducted such a skilful series of public protests that, bowing to public pressure, the Home Secretary reluctantly gave way and allowed the importation of the Farini’s Friendly Zulus, headed by the amazing Princess Amazulu and her entourage. The show was such a success that the Zulu warriors remained in situ for two years, performing three times a day, with displays of singing, dancing and much enthusiastic hurling of assegais (a type of spear) in all directions. Disgruntled rival showmen, however, were heard to mutter that a considerable proportion of the fighting impi had been recruited from the ranks of black seamen discharged for deserting from their vessels at the Port of London.


Mr Cross had also objected, on the grounds of public safety, to Zazel being propelled so violently from the mouth of the cannon onstage. Captain Molesworth had come late to show business from his former maritime duties but was catching on fast when it came to matters of hype. Apparently the management of the theatre had replied by inviting the minister to take the acrobat’s place for one performance. The offer was ignored, but Captain Molesworth contrived to insert copies of the relevant correspondence in the act’s advertising matter. Zazel was allowed to continue, although the performance suffered a brief setback when it was discovered that she had once toured with a strongman troupe as a boy. The pretty teenager’s increasingly curvaceous body, however, left no doubts about her true sex.


Also indisputably a member of the female sex was the well-endowed aerial artiste billed as Zaeo, another cause of friction between Captain Molesworth and his ever-present hovering watchdogs. Only recently the beleaguered manager had emerged successfully from a prolonged dispute with the scandalised members of the Central Vigilance Society for the Repression of Immorality. These ladies had objected to posters revealing the charms of the scantily clad trapeze artist. Molesworth had fought such a masterly delaying campaign against the reform group that most of London’s male population who were interested in such matters had become pleasantly acquainted with the plump Zaeo’s generous displays of flesh, causing her performances to be sold out before the manager had been forced to take down the offending posters.


This evening, with only minutes remaining, Sandow, Fleming, Atilla and Molesworth had reached the stage door, but there was a further complication. A frightened doorkeeper refused them admittance, even when his employer Captain Molesworth joined in the urgent demands from the alley to be let in. Sandow was not about to give up at this late juncture. While his companions made way for him among the cheering crowd the Prussian backed off and then ran at the locked door, hurling his shoulder against it. It was said later that the sound of the shattered hinges could be heard even above the noise of the throng in the street. The door crashed open, bowling over the unfortunate doorman cowering inside the theatre. As Sandow and the others galloped over the prostrate custodian, Fleming dropped a mollifying £10 note on his motionless body.


The panting newcomers entered the auditorium of the music hall so dramatically that the event could have been stage-managed. By this time Sampson had come to the end of his act and his manager was issuing his usual challenge to the audience from the footlights. The strongman, who spoke little English, glowered menacingly in the background. The content of the manager’s speech has not been recorded, but the man must have made play with the fact that so far Sandow had not put in an appearance, because at one point Sampson lumbered forward and shouted, pointing contemptuously, ‘See, he does not come!’


He had spoken too soon. Eugen Sandow and his breathless backers came running down the aisle. The Daily News, perhaps exaggerating, gave an even more hectic version of events: ‘Soon a commotion (was) created by a number of gentlemen reaching the stage by flying leaps from box to box, panting and tousled after fighting their way through the frenzied crowd outside.’


Panic-stricken in case he was too late, Sandow began bellowing in German at his fellow strongman, and Fleming demanded that his charge be allowed up on to the stage. Sampson’s manager refused angrily, declaring that Sandow had arrived too late. Anyway, he went on, his man’s challenge was intended only for amateurs. Sandow was a professional strength athlete. Instead, suggested the manager hopefully, why not let Sandow and Cyclops have a return match for a stake of £1,000 a side? They had already met once only a few days before, when Sandow had won easily.


Fleming refused to be sidetracked. He declared that Sandow had come for the express purpose of competing with Charles Sampson. The spectators, he went on, had turned up in large numbers tonight to witness such a contest. At this the fascinated onlookers broke into cheers, demanding that the bout be got underway.


Captain Molesworth took charge. He hurried up onto the stage and ordered Sampson to meet Sandow’s challenge. The captain was no fool. He had seen irate crowds get out of hand before. He was not going to let this happen at the Imperial if he could help it.


Taking advantage of the distraction provided by the theatre manager’s appearance, Sandow now attempted to run up onto the stage. Sampson saw him coming and stamped over to push his challenger down. The gallant Molesworth broke off his argument with Sampson’s manager to race over to the two strongmen. Courageously, if foolishly, he interspersed himself between Sampson and Sandow. The younger of the two strongmen seemed to be wearing full evening dress and incongruous Roman sandals (a few days earlier, when he had defeated Cyclops, the Prussian had also sported a monocle). Retaining his evening dress trousers he took off his upper garments to reveal the pink singlet of an athletic costume. By this point the enthralled crowd had entered into the spirit of the occasion, cheering every fresh development on the crowded platform.


Finally, Captain Molesworth managed to restore some semblance of order, although the two strongmen were still glaring threateningly at one another. Molesworth walked down to the footlights and addressed the crowd. The contest would take place without further ado, he announced sternly. Would the judges please come up and take their places?


Gravely the Marquess of Queensberry and Lord de Clifford, appointed to oversee the forthcoming trial of strength, took their seats in the centre of the stage. They were said afterwards to have conducted themselves with typical British aplomb. Such a fracas would not have been a novel experience for either peer – both men had been nurtured on a nineteenth-century diet of illegal prizefights and fixed horse races – and beneath their aristocratic veneers they were as tough as old boots.


John Sholto Douglas, eighth Marquess of Queensberry, was smoking a large cigar and wore a customary gardenia in his buttonhole. He had given his name to the first set of regulations to govern gloved fighting and was something of a joiner, having spent much of his life as an inactive member of the army, navy, House of Lords and a variety of gentlemen’s clubs. Six years later he was to achieve notoriety when he instigated the trial and imprisonment of the homosexual playwright Oscar Wilde, after the latter had conducted an affair with Queensberry’s son, the minor poet Lord Alfred Douglas.


De Clifford, ‘Ned’ to his highly placed friends and to absolutely no one else, was a fixture at most major sporting events, often officiating as a judge, stakeholder or timekeeper. Seven years earlier, after a celebrated racing scandal, he had been one of the stewards at the Four Oaks Park meeting who had reported the reprobate ‘Squire’ Abingdon Baird to the National Hunt Committee for foul riding, subsequently securing the warning-off of the inappropriately named gentleman rider.


At last, matters in the hall settled down and the contest got underway. Desperately Sampson picked up several bottles and juggled with them, then he challenged Sandow to emulate this feat. Peremptorily the judges ruled that this had only been an example of dexterity, not strength. As such it could not be entered into the competition.


After some muttering, Sampson grudgingly kicked the bottles away. He picked up an iron bar. In quick succession he struck the rod viciously against his wrists, biceps, calves and neck, bending the bar in a number of directions before throwing it away with a contemptuous glance at his adversary.


Sandow picked up a similar piece of metal and repeated each of the blows just performed by Sampson. His efforts were clumsier than the other man’s had been, but just as effective. While each competitor recovered his breath after these exertions, the ubiquitous Fleming nipped forward cheekily to announce that this had been the first time his charge had attempted the routine.


The crowd applauded appreciatively. Irritably Sampson picked up a leather belt and set himself to tear it in half. Again the judges conferred and then intervened. They declared that only feats of strength involving weights, chains and cables could be attempted.


For a moment it looked as if the enraged Sampson was going to stride over and strike Lord de Clifford, the spokesman for the judges. Effortlessly the peer faced him down. He was no stranger to confrontation and knew how to deal with tough customers like the furious strongman. Indeed, only nine days later de Clifford was to be involved in another sporting controversy. Just as he was about to act as timekeeper for an ill-tempered bareknuckle bout on a muddy field in Flanders, between the black Australian Peter Jackson and the British heavyweight champion Jem Smith (which ended with the Englishman’s disqualification), ‘Parson’ Davies, Jackson’s manager, had objected long and loudly to ‘a bloody lord’ being given such a responsible position. The manager’s objection was to fall upon deaf ears.


The mocking crowd in the Imperial Theatre shouted to the defending champion to get on with it. Sullenly Sampson seized a length of thick wire cable. His manager twisted it into position around the strongman’s chest, securing the cable at the back before stepping back. Sampson took a deep breath, inflated his chest and shattered the wire.


Sandow picked up a similar length of cable. It took Albert Fleming some time to secure it in position behind the young Prussian’s back, but eventually he managed it. Sandow dealt with this latest challenge as summarily as his opponent had done, breaking it in half with one mighty heave of his barrel chest.


Suddenly, Sampson grabbed a bottle from the stage. It was not clear whether he was introducing another exhibition of juggling or was contemplating striking Sandow with the improvised weapon. A cool word of warning from the Marquess of Queensberry was sufficient to cause the strongman to drop the bottle.


It was plain that Sampson was losing his temper. His self-control was not assisted by the taunts of the audience, now solidly behind the young challenger. But the champion was not finished yet. It was time to introduce his speciality. From his manager he took a hinged steel bracelet and attached it around one of his mighty upper arms. Slowly the strongman flexed his biceps. The steel ring shattered and flew apart.


Such an impressive feat of strength temporarily silenced the audience. Somewhat mollified, Sampson tossed a similar bracelet to Eugen Sandow and strode imperiously to the back of the stage.


In vain Sandow struggled to wrap the band around his biceps. It was much too small to go round the Prussian’s arm. Sampson’s manager shouted jubilantly, claiming the victory for his man. With a smirk Albert Fleming reached into his pocket and produced two steel bracelets of his own, which he handed to Sandow. At this, both Sampson and his manager rushed at Fleming. These new bracelets, they complained, were plainly of inferior make. They clamoured for Sandow’s disqualification.


Sandow was mortified. Throughout his professional career he was dismissive of such displays as chain breaking, bottle juggling and coin tearing, referring to them as ‘knacks’ owing more to showmanship and sleight of hand than real strength.


Their lordships hesitated. Fleming saved the day and proved worthy of his percentage by announcing calmly that the concealed bracelets were from the same firm that had manufactured Sampson’s steel rings.


The champion strongman and his manager scoffed at the suggestion. Disdainfully Fleming waved them into silence and motioned to someone sitting in the stalls. This gentleman rose and announced to the cheering audience that he was a representative of the manufacturer in question. Producing an invoice from his wallet he handed the scrap of paper to the judges. Lord de Clifford scanned it and confirmed that the bill did indeed state that Sandow’s bracelets were of the same strength and texture as Sampson’s.


Fleming bowed with smug satisfaction. An astute and streetwise man, he had noticed in Sandow’s previous contest with Cyclops that the Prussian’s arms were indeed enormous. The agent had guessed correctly that the bracelets employed in his act by Sampson would not fit the challenger and had accordingly ordered the duplicates to be prepared.


Sandow fixed the bracelets around his arms. In stentorian tones, Fleming reminded the audience that Sampson had used but one steel ring. As silence descended, Sandow slowly flexed both arms. At the climax of his grimacing, sweating efforts, the two bracelets splintered and split like children’s toys.


There was a momentary lull in the activity on the stage. Years afterwards, Sandow’s critics claimed that on this occasion, so early in his music hall career, Sandow had proved to be every bit as devious as Sampson when it came to breaking the bracelets on his arms. It was later claimed that the Prussian had planted an accomplice in the audience that evening. Her name was Sarah E. White an attractive American music hall artiste touring Europe as an underwater aquatic act, which she claimed was the first to be undertaken in public by a woman. Her stage name was Lurline, the Water Queen.


According to her story, later given under oath in a court of law, secreted on her lap among the voluminous bags and muffs that evening were two more chain bracelets, almost identical to the ones just produced onstage by Fleming. Sarah claimed that one of the links on each bracelet had already been loosened in order to facilitate their breaking when Sandow flexed his upper arms. Earlier, when Fleming had passed the bracelets among the stalls to be examined, Sarah had surreptitiously substituted the genuine chains for a more brittle pair specially made and doctored for a fee of £20 by a specialist in such matters called Mr Schlag. For good measure, Sarah insisted, Sandow had also asked Mr Schlag to make a number of coins so brittle that they would break easily, in case Sampson included this feat among his challenges.


If it was a scam, on this occasion it worked. Jeering spectators shouted at Sampson to concede the match. The stubborn Frenchman ignored them. He hurried into the wings and returned with a length of chain. He threw it to the younger man, challenging him to break it. Sandow was willing enough to make the effort but Fleming ordered him to drop the steel shackles. Strength feats of this nature had not been included in the original challenge. Even when Sampson broke the cable himself, Fleming would not allow his man to attempt the deed.


By now the crowd was with Sandow all the way. Its members began chanting ‘The weights! The weights!’ Sensing the threatening atmosphere behind the apparent light-heartedness, the judges ordered that the contest should conclude at once with a weightlifting competition to decide which man on the stage was the stronger of the pair.


Beginning an incredible few minutes, Sandow picked up a dumbbell weighing 280lbs and lifted it over his head with one hand. Still holding the weight aloft, he lowered himself to the floor and then scrambled to his feet again. He deposited the weight on the stage. While Sampson looked on glumly, Fleming affixed a steel chain around Sandow’s other arm. Lifting a 220lb dumbbell overhead with his free arm, at the same time he inflated the other bicep and, with a roar, broke the chain.


It was the end of the contest and everyone present knew it. Sampson could not hope to follow that. The strongest man in the world had been thoroughly beaten.


The ex-champion did not take defeat gracefully. George Mozart, a music hall comedian in the audience that night, said that for a moment it looked as if a fight was going to break out between the two strongmen. Fortunately the cheers of the crowd engulfed the victor, who was embraced by Fleming and Atilla.


After a few minutes, an excited Sandow came forward to claim his prize money. He was to be disappointed. Charles Sampson and his manager had slipped off the stage during the celebrations and now were nowhere to be seen. Later, the Frenchman claimed ‘I left the stage when I saw that I could not obtain fair play.’ Albert Fleming complained bitterly to the sympathetic audience. The Marquess of Queensberry and Lord de Clifford agreed that the young Prussian should be recompensed in full, although both judges added hastily that they were in no way responsible for finding the missing cash.


That left only Captain Molesworth. The manager of the Westminster Aquarium was no stranger to controversy at his establishment, having been in a similar position when the Prussian had defeated Sampson’s partner, Cyclops. With a £100 prize for the winner, neither Sampson nor Cyclops could produce that sort of money when Sandow had triumphed. Molesworth, who had been in the audience, had guaranteed the cash, thus averting trouble. Again, ever the pragmatist, Molesworth realised it would be cheaper to pay Sandow off than incur a bill for a wrecked theatre.


Reluctantly agreeing to do what he could on this occasion, the manager left the stage and started scouring the building for ready cash. There was nothing like the advertised sum on the premises. After much scurrying around the various tills and box offices in the building, Captain Molesworth could only return with £350 in his hand. Sheepishly he presented this sum to Albert Fleming.


Sandow’s agent would have preferred the full amount but realised that his strongman had secured much more than a thousand pounds’ worth of publicity upon the stage of the Imperial Theatre that evening. It remained only for him to start exploiting Eugen Sandow’s newfound fame.


There was to be one inconvenient coda to what so far had been an evening of almost unmitigated triumph for the Prussian. Jerome K. Jerome, the celebrated comic author of Three Men in a Boat, was, at the time, a poorly paid junior clerk living in a cheap London boarding house. In an account in his autobiography, Jerome recalled how his landlord had evicted a fellow lodger, a burly young fair-haired German with curling moustaches, for celebrating too noisily in his room upon his return from a night out. The overenthusiastic reveller was Sandow, returning from his triumph at the Westminster Aquarium.


But even as the dispossessed strongman tramped the inhospitable streets of London with his luggage in the small hours of that morning, the Prussian could not have been too disheartened. He suspected that great things lay in store for him.


So far, 1889 had proved to be an eventful year. The exploits of the serial killer Jack the Ripper were still terrifying the inhabitants of the East End of London. Dockworkers at the Port of London had successfully gone on strike for a rate of sixpence an hour, the so-called ‘dockers’ tanner’. At Mayerling in Austria, Crown Prince Rudolf, heir to the Hapsburg Empire, and his 17-year-old mistress had been found dead in a remote hunting lodge. No one seemed certain whether it had been a suicide pact or if the prince, trapped in a loveless marriage, had killed his mistress and then himself. The Eiffel Tower opened in Paris. A dam collapsed at Johnstown, Pennsylvania, drowning more than two thousand in the ensuing flood. Thomas Edison had displayed the first moving pictures and President Benjamin Harrison had opened Oklahoma to white settlers.


And the golden age of the professional strongman was about to begin.
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A NEW CRAZE





For days after the showdown between Sandow and Sampson newspapers were full of the event. The Sportsman reported:




Athletics had an exciting, not to say uproarious field night on Saturday at the Westminster Aquarium. The rival athletes, Samson [sic] the Alsatian and Sandow the German gave a public trial of strength, with the object of proving which was ‘the strongest man on earth’.





Several newspapers poked fun at Sampson’s ungracious acceptance of defeat. The Glasgow Herald wrote satirically:




It is painful to hear that Samson [sic], the strongest man on earth has been subjected to destructive criticism, as if he were an historical myth like William Tell’s apple.





As far away as New York, the Brooklyn Eagle had its own take on the contest, referring to Sandow as a Pomeranian:




As the Pomeranian snapped length after length of the steel chain bracelets with his biceps and burst the wire ropes with his pectoral muscles, men rose in the audience and waved banknotes of big denominations as an invitation to Sampson to beat Sandow if he could, but the former sulked and declined.





Almost at once a popular song about the contest was being sung on the halls. With lyrics by Edward Roden and music by F. F. Venton, it was called ‘The Strongest Man on Earth’. The song began ‘In days of old a Sampson bold’, while the chorus went:






Up jumped Sandow like a Hercules,


Lifting up the iron bars


And breaking them with ease.


Sampson looked astonished and said it wasn’t fair.


But everyone knows that Sandow was the winner there.








The song became the signature tune of an 18-year-old singer, dock labourer and former prizefighter, Alec Hurley, who a few years later was to marry the reigning Queen of the Music Halls Marie Lloyd.


By now the music halls were flourishing. There were forty in central London alone and many more in the suburbs. Some of them were rough and ready establishments, but new ornate halls were being built all the time. Contemporary music hall artistes like Vesta Tilley trilled such favourites as ‘Burlington Bertie’ and ‘Jolly Good Luck to the Girl Who Loves a Sailor’. Marie Lloyd warbled ‘Don’t Dilly Dally on the Way’ and ‘Oh, Mr Porter’. Eugene Stratton crooned ‘Lily of Laguna’ in blackface; Charles Coburn was renowned for his rendition of ‘The Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo’, once being called upon to sing the chorus ten times in succession before an appreciative audience would let him go, while the substantial Talbott O’Farrell, known to the irreverent as ‘that bloody great barrel’ gave his all to ‘That Old Fashioned Mother of Mine’.


Within weeks of the Sandow–Sampson contest, and driven by the newspaper publicity, the two major strongmen were basking in the ultimate accolade of being parodied on other stages. At the Empire, Leicester Square, the comedians known as the Brothers Griffith were soon putting on a burlesque sketch of the Sandow–Sampson competition. Dressed as the famous strongmen, the scrawny siblings exchanged dialogue in heavy cod foreign accents. Part of their exchange went:




‘What is your name?’


‘Gorgonzola.’


‘Mein Gott! You must be strong!’





The comic Tom Wootwell devised another parody inspired by the Prussian’s success against Sampson. He would wander on to the stage in a tatty costume, emulating the tights and vest of a strongman. Beneath this costume his calves and upper arms were absurdly inflated to resemble muscles. At the end of the act, after a great build-up, Wootwell would fix a chain around his biceps and attempt to burst it by flexing his arm. When he did so, the sawdust taking the place of his arm muscles would leak, deflating the biceps rapidly.


As the winner of the contest, Eugen Sandow profited straight away from his triumph. He accepted a six-week run at the Alhambra music hall at an impressive £150 a week. This was a considerable sum for the time. It was not in the class of the actress and mistress of the Prince of Wales, Lillie Langtry, the ‘Jersey Lily’, who had embarked upon a series of tours of North America for a fee of £250 a week, expenses and a percentage of the profits, nor did it compare with the income of Annie Oakley, ‘Little Miss Sureshot’, who was currently touring Great Britain with Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show. Her feats of marksmanship were drawing her an income of $700 a week.


Two artistes about to break through to the big time were earning music hall salaries more typical of 1889: Dan Leno, the clog-dancing comedian, and the young singer Marie Lloyd. In 1889, Leno was earning £28 a week in pantomime while the weekly appearance fee of Marie Lloyd, preparing for her first tour of the USA, was £30.


Sandow’s new income was immeasurably more than the young strongman had ever earned before and it was a colossal sum compared to that paid to other strongmen at the time. Even the established Sampson had only commanded £10 a week at the Imperial Theatre, plus a small share of the profits.


The young Prussian enjoyed being feted and revelled in meeting the great and the good. In a period in which the proliferating music halls were eager to broaden their repertoires and encourage more spectators into their theatres, famous legitimate actors were offered such good money to perform that they were happy to appear in twice-nightly sketches. This led to a sometimes incongruous meeting of different backgrounds and cultures. Music hall executive George Alltree reported on the reaction of the imperturbable and ultra-refined classical actor, Herbert Beerbohm Tree, waiting in the wings with his wife at a London hall, just as two perspiring acrobats scurried off the stage at the conclusion of their performance. Always keen to observe the niceties, the great actor had drawled, ‘I don’t believe you’ve met my wife. Maud – the two Whacks. The two Whacks – Maud.’


Taking advantage of his sudden good fortune, Eugen Sandow spent most of the next twelve months on a triumphal tour of the provincial music halls, although whenever possible he took time out to further his contacts within his new profession on the halls. He took great pains in teaching the actor George Alexander how to throw a mutineer over the side of a ship for a West End production. For the time being he continued to employ Louis Atilla as an assistant onstage and a trainer and consultant behind the scenes. Showing the ruthless business streak that was to become his hallmark, the young Prussian pruned his payroll by dismissing his agent Albert Fleming immediately and began his canny lifelong practice of handling all his own financial affairs. Fleming accepted his dismissal phlegmatically and soon left for South Africa, where he operated a gymnasium and promoted boxing matches. It was not long before the Prussian had also dropped Atilla and embarked upon a successful solo career. Atilla was to prove less sanguine about the summary severance and launched a vindictive campaign to find another strongman to challenge and defeat Sandow.


Sandow was a single-minded man who always seemed to know what he was doing and why he was doing it. The journalist and politician (and new friend to Sandow) T. P. O’Connor described the strongman as a curious mixture of great shrewdness and a simplicity that amounted sometimes to childish naivety. Sandow was also inclined to be quick tempered and his language could be rough and ready.


For a while Sandow toured with a magician called Bertram in a show entitled ‘Music, Muscle and Mystery’. Already Eugen Sandow was devoting a great deal of care to the planning of his act and doing his best to avoid the routine of lifting inanimate weights deployed by most other strongmen. He was determined to make his act stand out and to sustain the top-of-the-bill status into which his recent Imperial Theatre success had catapulted him. In the 1880s, almost all the music hall bill-toppers were singers or comedians. So-called ‘speciality acts’ like Sandow’s appeared emphatically at the bottom of the bill, largely disregarded by the audience as it arrived or prepared to take its leave. Many of the strongmen only secured work as ‘disappointment acts’, recruited at the last minute when other performers dropped out. Nevertheless, after the furore caused by his Westminster Aquarium victory, Eugen Sandow wondered if he could dare to hope to raise the status of these ‘dumb acts’ in general and his own planned muscle routine in particular. He knew that this was his big chance and one not likely to be repeated. A natural businessman and fiercely ambitious, he was convinced that he had the courage and determination to make the most of the opportunity so suddenly presented to him. All he needed was a gambit to establish his style, and already the Prussian had a pretty good idea of the form this was going to take.


As befitted his new title of the strongest man in the world, at first Sandow included much powerlifting and many displays of force in his performances, but these soon were smoothly assimilated into dramatic and humorous sketches to appeal to a wider audience. This approach involved the manipulation of unusual objects, not just the dull, repetitious routine lifting of barbells and dumbbells and tearing packs of cards in half.


For one of these brief sketches, the curtain would rise on a pianist playing rather badly. The strongman would appear, mime his displeasure at the standard of performance and then tiptoe up behind the musician. Suddenly Sandow would dive, seize both the piano and its player, lift them both off the ground and carry his load apparently effortlessly into the wings. As he did so, the pianist, who was also Sandow’s offstage boyfriend, would start playing ‘You Should See Me Dance the Polka’, while the strongman, still encumbered, would break into an appropriate skittish dance as the stage lights dimmed.


Striking a more patriotic note, Sandow would march onto the stage in the tunic of a British sergeant and would stop at a set depicting a fissure in a tropical terrain. More soldiers wheeling a cannon would follow him and stop in dumb confusion, indicating their concern at being unable to go any farther to fire upon their unseen foes. At this the resourceful Sandow would drop into an arched wrestler’s bridge, supporting himself upon his hands and heels as he stared up at the roof. A long board was balanced across his heaving raised chest, and the troops and their artillery piece would proceed over the improvised human bridge in a line to the other side of the gap.


These were genuine innovations in a strongman’s repertoire, far removed from the usual huffing and puffing and heaving overhead of standard weights of dubious provenance, accompanied by much over-dramatic slapping of chests and biceps.


The great difference, however, between the young Prussian’s stage performance and those of most of the behemoths who had preceded him lay in his superb physique and the onstage uses to which he was to put it. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Eugen Sandow was a beautifully built man, with a chiselled musculature and the ability to display it to its best advantage. His mentor Atilla had noticed this years before when the itinerant Sandow had first wandered into his Brussels gymnasium. He had taken the young man under his wing and devised a special weight-training programme for him involving many repetitions of the lifting of comparatively light weights in order to isolate the different muscle groups and enable them to stand out in high definition when flexed.


The contrast with the shapeless, amorphous body of the average professional strongman, who trained only to develop his power, was marked. For years it had enabled the young Sandow to secure a steady living as a professional artists’ model as well as a strongman and wrestler.


Atilla encouraged Sandow to concentrate in his stage act on his natural advantages of grace and athleticism. Unlike most other strongmen the Prussian would devote a whole section of his performance to a display of posing, depicting famous statues and paintings, embellished by spectacular lighting effects. The results were so impressive that before long Sandow numbered many women among his fans, as well as men. In her memoirs, Recollections of Vesta Tilley, published in 1934, music hall artiste and male impersonator Vesta Tilley remembers the strongman showing her a box filled to the lid with items of jewellery pressed upon him by adoring female followers.


From the beginning, Eugen Sandow concentrated on promoting himself and his music hall act. He was always available for interviews with newspapers and took part willingly in any exploits required of him. An assistant who toured with the strongman in his early days on the road recounted how even then Sandow would take every opportunity for self-advertisement. When he and his company were waiting for a train connection at one of the junctions on a Sunday, when artistes were travelling all over the country from one music hall to another, Sandow would make a great show of pulling one of his performer’s heavy trunks away from the others, wait until a crowd had gathered, then lift the hamper by one corner and push it above his head before dropping it with a clatter. The assistant added that the prudent Prussian always made sure that it was never the trunk bearing his labels and possessions that was dented in the final crashing descent.


Although he had lost his crucial challenge match with Sandow, the defeated and irrepressible man from Alsace-Lorraine, Charles A. Sampson, also cashed in on the sudden public interest in strongman acts. After all, he and the Prussian were suddenly by default the best-known strength athletes in Great Britain, perhaps in the world, and although it was already apparent that there was a muscle-man fad in the making, Sampson and Sandow for the moment occupied the inside track. For a start he refused to admit that Sandow had defeated him. Days after the competition at the Westminster Aquarium, he was still complaining to newspapers that the judges had not allowed him to go through his normal repertoire in the stage contest. In the Birmingham Gazette of 5 November 1889, he grumbled ‘how any referee can tell me in the face of my challenge what feats I may and may not do is beyond all comprehension; it is his business to see that the feats are fairly done’.


Nevertheless, in the wake of the newspaper coverage of the events at the Imperial Theatre, the astute Sampson completed his run there and then hired the Royal Albert Hall, advertising the occasion with his usual hyperbole, still billing himself as the world’s leading strength athlete.




Royal Albert Hall


Unprecedented attraction and positively for two nights only. Friday and Saturday evenings, Nov 22 & 23. By special arrangement and at the request and express desire of a very large number of influential patrons and friends, C. A. Sampson, the strongest man on earth! After sixteen weeks engagement at the Royal Aquarium, and the most successful on record, will give two of his marvellous exhibitions at the above hall, on which occasion he will be assisted by the elite of the profession. Forming for the evening’s programme one of the most scientific, elegant and recherché entertainments ever witnessed. (Evanion Catalogue, British Library)





Unfortunately, one of his vaunted supporting acts was soon to get the much put-upon strongman into more trouble. A comic in his show performed a song that offended the susceptibilities of the capital’s licensing committee, somehow reaching the ears of no less a person than Queen Victoria herself. The thought that a lewd ballad could have been sung at the establishment named after her late and much missed husband, Prince Albert, caused her to order enquiries to be made. Her Secretary, Sir Henry Ponsonby, a member of the licensing committee, wrote back abjectly:




Sir Henry Ponsonby presents his humble duty to Your Majesty and is afraid that he cannot entirely free himself from the affair of the Albert Hall. When asked some time ago if he saw any objection to Sampson performing his feats of strength there he said he did not. He knew nothing about the Comic Songs, etc. with which it is stated the performance was accompanied, but he thought that exhibitions of strength were such as could legitimately be performed there. He now sees to his regret that the entertainments which accompanied it were by no means such as should have taken place at the Albert Hall, and these certainly should not have been allowed.





Ejected from the Albert Hall, Sampson decided to emulate Sandow and embarked upon a lucrative provincial tour. Throughout he continued to assert that he had been robbed of his title at the Imperial Theatre and took every opportunity to fan the embers of his feud with the Prussian. He told a reporter from the Birmingham Gazette that he was far from satisfied with the result of the recent competition. The interviewer said of the strongman: ‘He is too good a sportsman not to acknowledge that he has met a formidable antagonist, but he declares that he has not been allowed to put him to the test for which he, Samson [sic] stipulated.’


Charles Sampson’s troubles were not yet over. One afternoon, in a Birmingham theatre, he left his trick barbell screwed to the stage in readiness for that evening’s performance. Politely, an acrobat on the bill, the muscular Frank Boisette, asked Sampson to move the weight, so that he and his troupe could practise. Brusquely Sampson told the acrobat to move it himself. Obligingly the acrobat gripped the bar and tore it from the stage, bringing up several planks with it.


Poor Sampson seemed to experience more than his fair share of failed tricks. Perhaps he was particularly ham-handed, or it might have been that his overbearing manner so antagonised most of his peers that any mishaps accruing to his name were eagerly repeated and soon became common currency among members of the profession on the circuit. After a time, appreciating that all publicity is good publicity, the strongman stopped trying to cover up his mishaps and actually started enumerating them to reporters in search of stories.


Among the accidents that had befallen him in the course of his stage performances, he declared that he had burst a blood vessel in his stomach while lifting a heavy weight, and dislocated his thumb and damaged a kneecap while performing his celebrated Roman Column trick. This involved the strongman performing feats of strength while being suspended in an upside-down position against a substantial pillar. Once, he claimed, he had been in a kneeling position supporting on his back a revolving platform containing a dozen elegantly dressed beauties. The platform had collapsed on top of the strongman, breaking three of his ribs and severing a muscle in his right arm. He had then replaced the young ladies with seven polar bears. At the climax of his act, so he claimed wildly, he would wrestle the largest of these animals – twice a night. On one occasion, a keeper inadvertently had left a door of a cage open and the other six bears had rushed out and joined in the fight wholeheartedly, mauling the strongman and smashing a bone in his right forearm, necessitating thirty-seven stitches in the limb.


A more thoroughly documented catalogue of misadventures during the theatrical tours of Charles A. Sampson occurred when the ever-ambitious strongman decided to include the lifting of an elephant (hired from a local zoo) from the ground as a part of his act. It was a spectacular addition to his repertoire and a sign that, until the arrival of Sandow, Sampson had always been much more of a showman than most of the other strongmen around. But there were a number of built-in risks to such an ambitious policy. In fact, the consequences became known in the trade as Sampson’s Follies.


In the first place, it was a very difficult trick to pull off. Besides the elephant, it involved the use of an elaborate piece of apparatus and the collaboration of a number of assistants and stagehands. An elephant was positioned on a platform at stage level. Charles Sampson climbed a ladder to a second platform located above the animal’s head. He then shrugged into an impressively powerful set of harness consisting of a labyrinth of chains and leather straps extending down through a hole in the top platform and wrapped around the body of the specially trained elephant below. Jealous rivals were quick to contend that it was only quite a small and exceedingly docile elephant.


After a great deal of appropriate music and much use of flashing lights and drum rolls, Sampson would place his hands upon his knees, grimace grotesquely and slowly straighten up. As he did so, the harness around his shoulders would tighten and gradually seem to lift the elephant underneath him some 6in. above the stage. At this Sampson would give a great shriek of triumph, lower the elephant back to the stage and then collapse dramatically in a crumpled heap on his platform. Somehow, supported by acolytes, he would always recover in time to take the requisite number of curtain calls.


It was an open secret, as well as a matter of sheer common sense, in the strongman fraternity, that the elephant was being lifted by a system of concealed mechanically operated pulleys, hoists and other machinery. However, when it succeeded it was an impressive and dramatic presentation, especially viewed from the front.


The elephant was renowned for behaving impeccably throughout the performance. It was the human element that sometimes went woefully wrong, especially on tour. On one occasion it was the fault of the locally recruited stagehand, who had been trained to stand offstage, poised to operate the lever to start the process of winding the beast off the ground. After Sampson had gone through his opening preamble and the music had reached a climax, absolutely nothing happened. The elephant remained immobile. When Sampson’s assistants rushed backstage to ascertain the cause of the catastrophe, the stagehand, upon whom so much depended, was discovered lying comatose in a beatific drunken coma next to the lever.


An even more embarrassing moment befell the strongman. Having performed the routine perfectly, Sampson crashed to the floor of the platform as assistants rushed to his side to revive their boss with brandy. To his amazement, the fraught moment was greeted with roars of laughter instead of the usual applause. The machinery had failed and the elephant seemed to be suspended with no means of support in mid-air.


Nevertheless, such occasional hiccoughs excluded, Sandow and Sampson had arrived in the public eye at just the right time for the sakes of their respective careers, and were ideally situated to spark off the professional strongman vogue.


Carefully supervised and embellished by Sandow, controlled details of the new star’s early life began to emerge. He had never had it easy. He claimed to have been the son of an ex-army officer who had become a jeweller, although there is no proof of this. Similarly, his repeated claims to have been a weakly, underdeveloped child were probably all part of his later efforts to sell his popular bodybuilding courses.


The young Sandow was good at games and took an interest in weightlifting. When he was eighteen he left Konisberg to dodge the draft and became an acrobat in a travelling circus. After several years the circus went bankrupt, leaving the young Sandow adrift and penniless in Brussels. Here he was fortunate enough to meet up with the diminutive but broad-shouldered gymnasium owner, Louis Atilla, who became his mentor. Atilla’s real name was Louis Durlacher. He had been an unsuccessful song-and-dance performer who had graduated to the role of partner to a professional strongman. Like Sandow he was a great believer in self-promotion. To this end, he was seldom seen without an apparently ordinary walking stick, which he would toss casually to a new acquaintance. The stick, reinforced with metal, weighed 25lbs, resulting sometimes in embarrassing results for anyone attempting to catch it.
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