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ABSTRACT

One of the most important figures in the public’s acceptance
of weight training as an acceptable activity for athletes was
Russian-born physician Peter V. Karpovich of Springfield
College, Springfield, MA. Karpovich, like most early 20th-
century educators, opposed weight training for athletes and
held a low opinion of weightlifting as an activity in general.
However, he became strength science’s most eminent and
visible advocate after witnessing a demonstration of weight-
lifting organized by Bob Hoffman of the York Barbell Com-
pany in 1940. Following that demonstration, Karpovich con-
ducted several seminal studies that examined the bedrock
beliefs on which the arguments normally cited against lifting
were built—that it would make a person slow and inflexi-
ble—in short, muscle-bound. His research consistently re-
vealed that those beliefs were in error. Later, he went on to
collaborate with Jim Murray on the first science-based book
on the subject of strength training, Weight Training in Athlet-
ics, published in 1956.

Key Words: William S. Zorbas, Bob Hoffman, John Gri-
mek, John Davis, muscle-bound, weight training,
Springfield College, Howard Knuttgen, Fraysher Fer-
guson, Josephine Rathbone.

Reference Data: Todd, J., and T. Todd. Peter V. Kar-
povich: Transforming the strength paradigm. J.
Strength Cond. Res. 17(2):213–220. 2003.

‘‘One of the great tasks that faces Springfield Col-
lege,’’ Professor Peter Karpovich told a reporter

in February 1940, ‘‘is to fight these muscle builders.’’
The men who promoted lifting, Karpovich explained,
were no better than ‘‘quacks’’ and ‘‘faddists,’’ and
some of them, he continued, believed that heavy train-
ing could do ‘‘anything—just develop big muscles and
. . . all your illness will go [away]’’ (3). But just 2
months later, face-to-face with America’s foremost
‘‘faddist’’—Bob Hoffman, founder of the York Barbell
Company—Karpovich had an epiphany. Following
that first meeting, when Hoffman produced dramatic
evidence of the beneficial effects of weight training,
this internationally recognized scientist and proud op-
ponent of heavy lifting conducted extensive research
that transformed him into strength science’s most em-

inent and visible advocate. Over the next 2 decades,
Karpovich conducted several seminal studies that ex-
amined the bedrock on which the arguments normally
cited against lifting were built—that it would make a
person slow and inflexible: muscle-bound. Karpovich
then went on to collaborate with Jim Murray on the
first science-based book on the subject of strength
training. The Murray-Karpovich book, Weight Training
in Athletics (41), revolutionized the field of training ath-
letes and was also adopted as a textbook in many
physical education classes.

The story of Karpovich’s conversion from weight
training’s antagonist to its ‘‘promoter’’ began, how-
ever, not in the laboratory but at a weekly student as-
sembly, or ‘‘Forum,’’ held at Springfield College in
Massachusetts. Karpovich, his fellow faculty members,
and the Springfield student body gathered on April 4,
1940, to watch a presentation by Bob Hoffman, pub-
lisher of Strength & Health magazine. Hoffman, who
had several world-class weightlifters with him, was a
bombastic evangelist for the beneficial effects of weight
training. Little did he realize that by changing the at-
titude of Russian-born immigrant Peter Karpovich,
Springfield College’s most distinguished professor, he
would succeed beyond his wildest dreams in helping
to promote his sport.

The Forum show on ‘‘The Place of Weightlifting in
Physical Education’’ had been initiated by an under-
graduate student, Fraysher Ferguson, a dedicated
weight trainer and Strength & Health subscriber who
was tired of the antilifting comments he heard so fre-
quently on campus (1, 4). In an interview in July 2002,
Ferguson said, ‘‘I went to Springfield because I wanted
to study physical education and I knew that at that
time—because of its links to the YMCA—Springfield
College was the best place in the country. But when I
got there everyone seemed to be against weightlifting
and I began to feel ostracized because I believed in it.
I was a very good all-around athlete but that didn’t
seem to matter. Professors would say negative things
about it in class all the time, and it used to burn me
up. I knew they’d never touched a barbell and had no
way to know whether it worked or not’’ (Fraysher Fer-
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guson, personal communication, July 2002). Despite
what he was taught in his classes, Ferguson continued
to train and distinguished himself as an outstanding
athlete at the college. So talented was he, in fact, that
it was said that he could beat everyone at Springfield
in every sport except varsity athletes in their particular
specialty. Finally, in his senior year, Ferguson was able
to use his personal example as an argument to the
Forum’s organizing committee, and he got the group’s
permission to invite someone to speak on lifting at
Springfield. According to Ferguson, he wrote imme-
diately to Hoffman: ‘‘When I sent the letter off, I didn’t
really expect he [Hoffman] would agree to come. I
knew he was really busy, but I thought maybe there
might be a chance he’d be in the area and we could
make it work. And to my total surprise he agreed.
When I learned that he was bringing John Grimek, the
current Mr. America, and John Davis and Tony Terlaz-
zo, America’s 2 best weightlifters, I could hardly be-
lieve it. I can remember it clearly, even though it was
60 years ago. That show, and what Davis and Grimek
did, changed more people’s attitudes than anything.
You couldn’t believe lifting would make you muscle-
bound when you saw them in action’’ (Fraysher Fer-
guson, personal communication, July 2002).

The resistance to weight training encountered by
Ferguson was certainly not unusual in the first half of
the 20th century. Since Dr. George Barker Windship’s
untimely death in the 1870s, and even before, the pro-
fessional physical education community had warned
against the supposed dangers of heavy lifting and had
spread the belief that weight training would make a
person slow, clumsy, and less flexible (42, 46). This
view was shared by almost all coaches, military fitness
instructors, YMCA directors, and even by exercise
physiologists like Karpovich (45). In the 1930s, there
were even recommendations by some national YMCA
officials to ban strength training of any sort in all of
their facilities (2). However, the belief in the connection
between weight training and muscle-binding was not
based on any particular body of scientific research. In-
stead, it was based on persuasive myths and hearsay
(which are beyond the scope of this paper) that had
become as embedded in the mindset of the sport sci-
ence community as they had in the public at large.

In any case, what could have happened at the show
on April 4, 1940, to change Karpovich’s mind? Accord-
ing to the Springfield Student, the campus newspaper,
Ferguson put together a show for the Springfield stu-
dents that contained a little of everything. In addition
to Hoffman and the men from the York Barbell Com-
pany, Fraysher invited Bob Jones, then manager of the
Milo Barbell Company, to participate. Jones was an ex-
ceptional hand-balancer, and he got things started that
morning with a display of difficult gymnastics moves
beyond any of Springfield’s students, finishing with a
handstand on his thumbs alone. Then, John Davis and

Tony Terlazzo came on stage to demonstrate the com-
petition Olympic lifts; as the newspaper put it, ‘‘The
ease with which these men tossed around 300 pounds
attested to their amazing strength, speed, and co-or-
dination’’ (1). Next on stage was Frank Eversole,
whose ‘‘feats of contortion’’ and muscle control were
warmly received, and finally, John Grimek strode onto
the platform to pose for the spectators in the packed
auditorium. As Grimek hit his poses, displaying the
thickness and incredible density of the muscles that
had made him Mr. America, he certainly appeared to
be the very embodiment of the ‘‘muscle-bound’’ ath-
lete (1).

As Ferguson explained recently, ‘‘When the dem-
onstrations were over, Hoffman gave only a brief pep
talk about the value of lifting because he wanted to
leave time for questions.’’ When Hoffman asked the
audience if anyone wanted to ask a question, a mur-
mur spread through the audience as Dr. Karpovich’s
hand went up. ‘‘Everyone at Springfield knew how he
hated lifting,’’ Ferguson explained, ‘‘and so we were
on the edges of our seats wondering what he would
ask’’ (Fraysher Ferguson, personal communication,
July 2002).

According to Karpovich, who tells his own version
of the story in Weight Training in Athletics, he didn’t ask
Hoffman to give him some sort of scientific proof of
the efficacy of training; rather, ‘‘I sweetly asked Mr.
Hoffman to ask Mr. Grimek to scratch his back be-
tween his shoulder blades’’ (41).

According to Karpovich, the room went silent.
Hoffman looked at Grimek. Grimek looked at Hoff-
man. Finally, John Grimek, who was a bit taken aback
by the challenge, said, ‘‘But my back doesn’t itch,’’
which drew nervous laughter from the rapt students
(John Grimek, personal communication, October 1993).
‘‘And then I went ahead and scratched my back with
my right hand from both above and below and then
did it with my left hand. Karpovich sat down’’ (John
Grimek, personal communication, October 1993). John
Davis then stepped to the front of the stage and also
easily passed the ‘‘scratch test,’’ at which point, ac-
cording to Karpovich, ‘‘the audience roared with
laughter at my expense’’ (40).

Grimek, interviewed about the Springfield show in
1993, still had vivid memories of Karpovich more than
50 years later. ‘‘Once I’d done all the scratching he
wanted, I figured I’d show him who was muscle-
bound. I did a full split for him—all the way down.
Then, I leaned over and almost touched my elbows to
the floor with my legs straight. We had to hear that
stuff all the time, and I was just trying to make the
point that it was ridiculous to believe you’d lose flex-
ibility because you lifted and had some muscles. Later
on, John Davis did some standing broad jumps that
were a lot longer than anyone at the school could do.
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Figure 1. In 1939 for a feature story for Life magazine, Pe-
ter Karpovich turned underclassman Harold LeMaistre into
a human anatomy chart. Photo courtesy Babson Library
Archives, Springfield College, Springfield, MA.

That pretty well shut them up’’ (John Grimek, person-
al communication, October 1993).

At that time, Davis was reportedly able to make a
standing broad jump of well over 11 feet—a remark-
able distance for a man of 5 feet 9 inches and 210–215
pounds—or, for that matter, a man of any size. What’s
more, Davis also treated the students at Springfield to
one of his favorite stunts—a standing backflip per-
formed with a 50-pound dumbbell in each hand (John
Grimek, personal communication, October 1993).

The impression on the students made by Grimek’s
flexibility and Davis’s leaps was profound and would,
quite literally, last a lifetime. Proof of the staying pow-
er of the impression came in the summer of 1990 when
the authors were in Springfield to do research at the
college library. As luck would have it, there was an
alumni meeting at Springfield College at the same
time. There were dozens of men in attendance at that
meeting who had been at Springfield in 1940 when
Bob Hoffman brought Grimek, Davis, and the other
lifters to campus, and five of those men were chosen
at random and asked if they remembered ‘‘when the
weightlifters came to Springfield.’’ Every one of the
men had a clear recollection of the event, and all were
happy to share it. Even though what they were re-
membering had happened a half century earlier, they
could see it as if it had happened yesterday. Appar-
ently, their precise recall of the event owed a great deal
to the indelible impression made on all the students
by the charismatic Professor Karpovich. They all spoke
about his adamant opposition to weight training and
how eagerly they had anticipated the fireworks they
were sure would erupt at the weightlifting demonstra-
tion. They explained that when they heard the lifters
were coming to campus, they were excited because
they knew Dr. Karpovich would challenge them. They
all remembered how Grimek looked, saying that
they’d seen photos of musclemen, but that no one had
ever seen so much muscle on one man before. All of
the five alumni remembered how the students looked
at Karpovich when Hoffman asked if there were any
questions. They recalled how Karpovich asked Grimek
to scratch his back and said they knew he wouldn’t be
able to do it. But when Grimek scratched his back and
then did that full split, it was as if they were learning,
as once man said, that ‘‘black was white and up was
down.’’ The alumni also couldn’t stop talking about
John Davis, especially the back flip he did with the 2
big dumbbells. They said it looked like magic. They
also laughingly recalled that after the demonstration
the lifters went out with some of the students to a field
and proceeded to throw and kick a football farther
than any Springfield student.

The students were not the only ones there who
were thunderstruck by what the lifters could do. Dr.
Karpovich himself, as has been said, was speechless,
but not for long. Following the demonstration, he ap-

proached the lifters and apologized for his comment,
saying that he had always been taught that heavy lift-
ing would make a person slow and inflexible, but that
what he had seen that day made him want to know
more about resistance training. In short, Karpovich
was inspired by the demonstration to study resistance
training and learn what it really did to the body (Fig-
ure 1). Unfortunately, the full impact of that April as-
sembly wouldn’t be felt for a decade, because World
War II broke out in Europe, and Springfield College
decided to close its doors for the duration of the war.
Karpovich’s Russian roots also became a problem dur-
ing this era when, after being offered the job as Direc-
tor of the U.S. Army’s research laboratory in Natick,
MA, the Federal Bureau of Investigation raised con-
cerns about his family members back in Russia, and
the offer was rescinded. However, Karpovich’s repu-
tation as a sports scientist was such that the Air Force
asked him to work with them instead, and so, as a
civilian, he served as Chief of the Laboratory of Phys-
ical Fitness for the School of Aviation Medicine at Ran-
dolph Field in San Antonio, TX, from 1942 to 1945 (44).
Although he’d done considerable work analyzing en-
ergy expenditure in swimming (5–8, 10, 30). Karpov-
ich began new lines of research during the war, on
artificial respiration (9, 12, 13, 21–24, 27, 35, 36), the
fitness of military personnel (14, 15, 20, 28, 37), the
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oxygen consumption of military personnel involved in
various tasks (11, 29, 31, 32), and, as the war finally
ended, on rehabilitation techniques (33, 34, 38). Follow-
ing the war, as the nation and Springfield gradually
returned to normal, Karpovich had time to begin
thinking again about the question of strength training.
He knew, of course, that to move in that direction was
not without a certain professional risk. As his former
student, the distinguished past president of the Amer-
ican College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), Howard
Knuttgen, recently observed, ‘‘Karpovich became in-
terested in strength when it really was not very ac-
ceptable.’’ According to Knuttgen, the field of exercise
physiology was then dominated by people who pri-
marily studied various aspects of cardiovascular func-
tion, and strength was not considered important to the
study of physiology. ‘‘While I can’t give you all the
historical reasons,’’ Knuttgen continued, ‘‘the weigh-
tlifters definitely had a negative image.’’ In fact, Knutt-
gen explained, ‘‘If someone came to the American
Physiological Society and was going to give a paper
on strength training, people would have raised their
eyebrows and asked, ‘What the heck is going on here?
What are they looking at that for?’’’ (Howard Knutt-
gen, personal communication, October 2002).

Luckily for the strength coaching profession, Kar-
povich was not a man to be put off by a few raised
eyebrows. Nor was he afraid to tell the truth, even
when the truth invalidated things he and other exer-
cise scientists had taught and believed for many years.
And so, in the late 1940s, when he was once again back
to his normal routine at Springfield, Karpovich asked
a young master’s student, William S. Zorbas, to help
him investigate one of the most basic principles of the
muscle-bound mythology—that weight training made
a person slower. Karpovich and Zorbas reasoned that
because weight training seemed to have the greatest
impact on the musculature of the arms and upper
body, the best way to test the efficacy of lifting was by
creating a device to test the speed of arm rotation. So
Karpovich devised a recording device, attached to a
rotary handle, that was able to measure the time it
took a person to turn the handle 24 times. Karpovich
and Zorbas administered the test to 600 men between
the ages of 18 and 30 using 2 main groups. They tested
300 ‘‘lifters,’’ men who had been actively engaged in
strength training or body-building for at least 6
months, including a number of competitors from the
Senior National Championships in weightlifting. For
their controls, Karpovich and Zorbas also measured
300 ‘‘nonlifters,’’ who were further subdivided into 2
groups: 150 Springfield College students, who had had
the benefit of a well-rounded physical education pro-
gram, and 150 liberal arts students from nearby Amer-
ican International College, who had not participated
in regular physical training (44, 47).

The results of their research, published in Research

Quarterly in 1951, were unequivocal. The weightlifters
were significantly faster than both groups of nonlift-
ers, leading Zorbas and Karpovich to write, ‘‘The find-
ings of this study appear to be contrary to the com-
mon opinion of coaches, trainers, and others associated
with physical education who believe that weight lifting
will slow down the athlete’’ (48).

The following year, Karpovich struck another blow
for the prolifting faction with the publication of ‘‘In-
cidence of Injuries in Weight Lifting’’ in the Journal of
Physical Education. In his introduction to the piece, Kar-
povich explained that until very recently he had
shared the commonly held belief that lifting was a
dangerous activity that could cause muscle and tendon
pulls and hernias and even damage the heart. His con-
cern about this led him to question 2 small groups of
recreational strength trainers in the Springfield area
who assured him that such injuries were rare and gen-
erally trivial. Armed with this information, Karpovich
decided to implement a truly monumental survey (es-
pecially in a time before computers) of the accident
rate in weightlifting. Through the National YMCA
Physical Education Council, numerous private weight-
lifting clubs, and advertisements placed in Iron Man
and Strength & Health magazines, Karpovich collected
data from 31,702 participants during the year 1949–
1950. He had begun the survey process with a special
interest in whether lifting actually increased heart dis-
ease and hernias (frequently cited as being more com-
mon in lifters). He was obviously pleased to report
that among the more than 31,000 men surveyed, not 1
man had reported any sort of heart condition; that the
hernia and hemorrhoid rate was well below the mili-
tary’s selective service norm; and that overall, there
was only a 1.5% accident or injury rate reported.
Aware that self-reported survey data are frequently
suspect, Karpovich checked his figures by personally
interviewing 75 weightlifters in New England and
found similar numbers in that group for heart damage
and hernia. He also reported only a 4.5% overall injury
rate among the 75 New England lifters. Although the
second figure was higher than the figure from his
large survey, it was still well below the injury rates for
most other sports, causing Karpovich to conclude that
weight training’s reputation as ‘‘dangerous’’ was un-
founded (16).

Karpovich then examined another supporting be-
lief of the antilifting platform—the notion that
strength training appealed primarily to men of lower
than normal intelligence. Through his university con-
nections he gained access to the academic records of
392 collegiate weightlifters from 3 different universi-
ties for statistical analysis. Again, Karpovich found the
old myths did not hold water. On the standard scale
of A for excellent, B for good, C for average, and so
on, the weightlifters had just over a B average. Wrote
Karpovich, ‘‘Probably the same personal quality that
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enables a student to make himself study is also needed
in order to make him stick to the systematic grind of
weight training’’ (16, 41).

Karpovich’s most thorough defense of lifting ap-
peared in the Journal of the Association for Physical and
Mental Rehabilitation in 1954. In that piece, Karpovich
lays out the most prevalent arguments against strength
training—that it damages the heart, that it leads to
serious bodily injuries, that it ’’makes participants
‘muscle bound’ and reduces their proficiency in other
physical activities,’’ and that it is primarily practiced
by ‘‘egocentric exhibitionists, with homosexual tenden-
cies.’’ However, Karpovich goes on to conclude,
‘‘When . . . one starts searching scientific literature for
a basis for all these accusations, one will soon discover
that the evidence is either lacking or inconclusive’’ (18).

The postwar years were a productive time for Kar-
povich. In addition to the work he did with Zorbas,
he continued to work on the problem of artificial res-
piration and also looked at the impact of the ‘‘warm-
up’’ on athletic performance (19, 25, 26). In addition,
he agreed to coauthor the third edition of Physiology of
Muscular Activity with E.C. Schneider in 1948, and he
served as sole author of the book beginning with the
fourth edition in 1953 (17). Nearly every collegiate stu-
dent of physiology in the 1950s learned physiology
from Karpovich’s popular text, which was translated
into 5 languages and went through 8 editions (44).

Karpovich also had a major impact on his students
in those postwar years, according to Howard Knutt-
gen, who worked at Springfield as an undergraduate
lab assistant with Charles Tipton (ACSM president in
1973) in the early 1950s. Knuttgen said about his Rus-
sian mentor, ‘‘We were both terrified of Dr. Karpovich
and fascinated by him.’’ Working on a campus with
extremely limited funding and only minimal equip-
ment, Knuttgen recalled, Karpovich had begun to en-
list undergraduates like himself and Charles Tipton to
help with experiments and to teach lab techniques to
the other undergraduates. ‘‘We were turned on by
physiology, applied exercise physiology, through our
undergraduate experience there,’’ Knuttgen explained.
Although they relished the opportunity to work close-
ly with Karpovich, they also feared him. According to
Knuttgen and Creighton Hale, who taught with Kar-
povich at Springfield between 1950 and 1955, Karpov-
ich had a great sense of humor, but he didn’t suffer
fools gladly. When he gave an exam, for instance, he
would call the students into his office in groups of 4
or 5 the week after the test to quiz them about their
answers. This terrified the students. When his probing
didn’t produce the correct answer, Karpovich told stu-
dents that they were getting a grade shaped like the
red corpuscle, ‘‘a zero’’ (Howard Knuttgen, personal
communication, October 2002; Creighton Hale, person-
al communication, October 2002).

Karpovich’s toughness was also a hallmark of his

career as a researcher; undaunted by Springfield’s lim-
ited resources for science, he did some of his most im-
portant work using homemade equipment. A flour can
bought in a 5-and-10-cent store, for instance, became
the drum in a device he called the ‘‘natograph,’’ which
was used to measure a swimmer’s progress in swim-
ming. An aluminum saucepan borrowed from James
H. McCurdy’s wife played a pivotal role in another
study. His was a ‘‘junkshop laboratory,’’ he told Jim
Murray (40).

Karpovich’s early life had undoubtedly prepared
him to deal well with Springfield’s privations. Born
Peter Vasilievich Karpovich on April 6, 1896, in Louga,
a small town about 80 miles from St. Petersburg, Peter
was the sixth of 9 children. His interest in exercise de-
veloped from conversations he had with his older
brother, Nicholas, who took classes in gymnastics
from 2 Springfield College alumnae, Eric Moraller and
Gregorie Matchikhin, who had been sent by the YMCA
to work in St. Petersburg (later Leningrad, and now
St. Petersburg again). Nicholas, the second oldest of
the children, took a special interest in his younger
brother and paid for Peter to have French and Latin
lessons, which the family could not otherwise have af-
forded. He also introduced Peter to chemistry by tell-
ing him it was ‘‘magic.’’ Throughout his teaching ca-
reer, in fact, Karpovich would put on ‘‘magic’’ shows
in his lab at Springfield during which he astonished
undergraduates by turning water into ‘‘cream’’ and
replicating the ‘‘burning bush of Moses’’ trick. Nicho-
las’s inspiration fostered in young Karpovich a desire
to study medicine, even though his family had no re-
sources to support his education. So he applied to the
Imperial Military Medical Academy in Petrograd,
where he learned his physiology from the famous be-
haviorist, Ivan Pavlov, on a government scholarship
that barely covered his living expenses. It was a tu-
multuous education. World War I provided the first
complications, as the battle with Germany eventually
reached St. Petersburg. Because he was a soldier as
well as a medical student, Karpovich was called to
duty and worked as a medic, crawling through trench-
es filled with corpses—while the Germans continued
to bomb—searching for those still alive. He saved doz-
ens of men and was subsequently awarded the St.
George Medal for his bravery. Then, in his third year
of medical school, the Russian Revolution broke out,
and he became actively involved in the marches, ral-
lies, and fighting in his area of Russia. After the Com-
munists came to power, Karpovich, who had opposed
the revolution, was jailed briefly for not supporting the
new party line (44).

Following graduation, Karpovich, who was still
considered part of the military, was ordered to help
fight a nationwide epidemic of typhus that ultimately
infected approximately 20 million Russians. The newly
credentialed Dr. Karpovich, who had seen only 2 cases
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of typhus in his life, found himself in the small town
of Kotelnich and in charge of a hospital filled with a
diffident and unskilled staff. Karpovich stayed there
for 11 months, suffered through a personal bout with
typhus, and then, in 1920, fell in love and married Al-
ice Neuman.

Within weeks of his wedding, he was posted to the
town of Ekaterinburg. There, in addition to medical
duties, he taught physiology and anatomy in the local
school. Karpovich was happy with his new situation;
he enjoyed his teaching and had begun to think that
teaching, not the practice of medicine, would be his
life’s work. Then one night, at 3 in the morning, sol-
diers appeared at his front door, took him to the train
station, and loaded him into a boxcar along with the
other faculty from the school. He was told he was be-
ing detained for activities against the state. Twenty-
two days later, Karpovich was finally freed from pris-
on but was so physically debilitated by the experience
that he could hardly stand. All charges against him
were dropped, and he was told to pack and move to
yet another small town, Kamyshlov, to serve as garri-
son physician. After staying there for several months,
he and his wife returned to St. Petersburg—by that
time called Leningrad—where he began an intensive
postgraduate course in medicine. Six months later,
Karpovich received orders to move his family, which
now included his son, George, to Mongolia to serve as
a military surgeon. Karpovich, however, had had
enough. He had a different dream, one that had begun
as a boy when he first met the YMCA’s representatives
in St. Petersburg and 1 of them suggested that he
should become a doctor who studied athletes (42, 44).

Karpovich decided that rather than move to Mon-
golia, he would defect and try to get to Springfield
College in Massachusetts, where he could meet his
idol, James H. McCurdy, and study with him to learn
more about sports medicine. Several of his friends, he
reasoned, had gone to Europe and gotten extra med-
ical training and then returned safely to Russia, so
why couldn’t he do the same? Little did he know, how-
ever, when he left his wife and son behind to start his
walk across the swamps and marshes to the Latvian
border, that he would never return to his motherland.
It was by all accounts a horrendous trip. A companion
who went with him as guide fell ill with an abscess
near his groin, and Karpovich ended up performing
field surgery on him using his pocket knife and then
keeping him hidden in an abandoned bath house on
the edge of a small village until he healed. Karpovich
told a reporter in 1950, ‘‘As ill luck would have it, just
as Latvia and freedom were near, we ran into an
armed Soviet sentry.’’ However, Karpovich continued,
‘‘It pays to be a fizcultura fan for just such emergencies.
I persuaded the sentry to let us through by hopping
on top of him, throwing his gun away and leaving him
tied up in the swamp’’ (42).

Once inside Latvia, Karpovich’s troubles were still
not over. The Latvian border guards immediately pick-
ed him up and put him in a concentration camp with
other Soviet Russians who were trying to escape the
communist regime at home. However, the Latvian
guards allowed him to send word to the local YMCA,
which soon arranged for his release and helped him
reunite with his wife and son. Karpovich stayed in the
Latvian capital, Riga, for the next 3 years, working at
the YMCA from 1922 to 1925 and doing sports medi-
cine work with several local teams. Finally, in the fall
of 1925, he entered Springfield College as a special
student. He joined the faculty the following year, at
age 30, and became a naturalized U.S. citizen in 1935
(44).

Creighton Hale, who served on the faculty with
Karpovich from 1950 to 1955, recently recalled that al-
though Karpovich escaped, he was not unscathed by
his experiences. Karpovich suffered from severe claus-
trophobia, according to Hale, brought on by hiding in
a large oven during his escape and being so frequently
imprisoned. ‘‘He was not at all comfortable being off
the ground floor in a building,’’ Hale recalled, ‘‘and
when he went to New York, he couldn’t ride in a sub-
way. He’d go right in one door and out the other.’’ But,
said Hale, Karpovich did not lose his sense of humor
or his personal dignity. Hale also noted, ‘‘I don’t be-
lieve in that field that there was anyone more respected
than [Karpovich] was, and I knew all of them—Dill
and Morehouse and so on’’ (Creighton Hale, personal
communication, October 2002).

It should be noted that Karpovich’s career was not
without its rough patches. In 1964, for example, Kar-
povich found himself in court in a case pitting him
and the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) against his
former student, Dr. Thomas Cureton, and the Viobin
Wheat Germ Oil company. The case resulted from ad-
vertising for the Viobin company that claimed wheat
germ oil was beneficial for the heart, would increase
endurance in middle-aged men, and would help an
athlete lift more weight. These claims were based
largely on research done by Cureton, then a professor
at the University of Illinois. Karpovich took exception
to the claims in the advertising and publicly attacked
Cureton’s research methods. Subsequently, Karpovich
received a $4,800 grant from the FTC to do his own
testing on the Viobin products. When Karpovich’s re-
search failed to support Viobin’s claims, Viobin sued.
During the trial, Viobin’s lawyers discredited Karpov-
ich by demonstrating that his study had not used the
Viobin product and, furthermore, that there were se-
rious questions about the veracity of Karpovich’s Rus-
sian medical degree. The case was eventually dis-
missed, but Karpovich’s professional reputation took a
heavy blow (44).

Karpovich’s last published contribution to the ac-
ceptance of strength training for athletes was his joint
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Figure 2. In later years, Peter Karpovich and his wife, Jo-
sephine Rathbone, spent many weekends at their lakefront
cabin. Photo by Frank Froman, courtesy Babson Library
Archives, Springfield College, Springfield, MA.

authorship, with Strength & Health editor Jim Murray,
of Weight Training for Athletics in 1956. Murray recalled
his first meeting with Karpovich and his second wife,
the famous physical educator Josephine Rathbone, in
1955. ‘‘I went to New York thinking I was doing him
a favor by letting him in on the project,’’ reported
Murray, but in reality, Karpovich wanted to evaluate
Murray’s knowledge, ‘‘and especially my character be-
fore he would agree to collaborate.’’ It was a good
meeting, however, and Murray recalled years later,
‘‘Looking back, I’m as proud of the fact that Dr. Kar-
povich was willing to work with me as of anything
I’ve done in my 70 years’’ (40). Weight Training in Ath-
letics achieved what Murray and Karpovich had hoped
it would. Karpovich’s name on the cover made the
book acceptable for use as a textbook by physical ed-
ucators and reassured coaches that it would not hurt
their athletes to lift weights. Prentice-Hall subsequent-
ly published a second, revised edition of the book in
1983.

By the time the second edition came out, however,
Karpovich was dead. He retired from Springfield Col-
lege in 1969 and began shortly thereafter to have major
health problems. He did almost no research work after
his official retirement (Figure 2), although his biogra-
pher reports that in 1972 he was ‘‘analyzing the world
weight-lifting records in order to predict the new re-
cords which can be expected in the future.’’ (44). Sadly,
that research does not appear to have been published.
On June 13, 1975, Karpovich took an overdose of bar-
biturates and committed suicide. His wife, Josephine

Rathbone, later wrote, ‘‘He had gone because his life-
work was finished, in a fashion that was very common
in Russia’’ (43). Creighton Hale, who was with Mrs.
Karpovich at a convention on the day she got the news,
said that he didn’t think she was surprised that Kar-
povich had ended his life at age 79 (Creighton Hale,
personal communication, October 2002).

Thomas Kuhn’s seminal work, The Structure of Sci-
entific Revolutions, argues that the history of science
should not be viewed as a series of ‘‘significant dis-
coveries,’’ but rather as a series of paradigm shifts that
occur with much conflict and resistance from the sci-
entific community itself. Scientists who have believed
in one approach to science, Kuhn argues, find it hard
to give up the ‘‘knowledge’’ produced while believing
in the earlier theory or paradigm. This resistance to
change, he says, is understandable, because ‘‘scientists,
being only human, cannot always admit their errors,
even when confronted with strict proof’’ (39). Only
rarely, Kuhn explains, does a scientist ‘‘see the light’’
and then openly admit the error of his or her earlier
thinking. Generally, conversion to the new paradigm
is more gradual. Kuhn would no doubt have seen Kar-
povich’s conversion to, and impact upon, weight train-
ing as an interesting case study. To Karpovich’s ever-
lasting credit, he was not afraid to change directions
in midcareer or to publicly admit his mistaken belief
in muscle-binding. Said Creighton Hale, ‘‘He told the
story on himself many times. He wasn’t afraid to say
that he’d been wrong. And, really, from that time on,
he was very supportive of strength training’’ (Creigh-
ton Hale, personal communication, October 2002).

The athletic-strength-training paradigm for our
generation is well known to the readers of this journal.
For more than 25 years the National Strength and Con-
ditioning Association has sponsored clinics and sym-
posia and has published several hundred research ar-
ticles suggesting that strength training is beneficial for
athletes because it increases speed and explosiveness,
promotes greater flexibility, and tends to make athletes
less susceptible to injuries. However, in the first half
of the 20th century, almost all coaches, physical edu-
cators, and even exercise scientists believed exactly the
opposite. The ‘‘paradigm’’ for strength training until
at least 1950 was that weight training was detrimental
to athletes and unworthy of study by ‘‘serious’’ sci-
entists. That paradigm shifted in large part because of
the remarkable career of Peter V. Karpovich. As Jim
Murray put it, ‘‘One seldom hears the term ‘muscle-
bound’ any more and muscular heroes abound in pop-
ular motion pictures, no longer portrayed as clumsy
oafs. For that, much credit should go to Dr. Peter Kar-
povich, whose influence lives on more than two de-
cades after his death’’ (40).
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