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Pittsburgh

Olympic Heavyweight
York Barbell dominates weightlifting world
Text and photos by Bart A. Stump

One of southcentral 
Pennsylvania’s most 
iconic landmarks, 

the “barbell guy” atop York 
Barbell along Interstate 83 in 
York County, harkens back 
to past Olympic glory and a 
time when the city of York was 
known as Muscletown, USA.

York Barbell was started in 
1932 by Bob Hoffman, a larger-
than-life figure with a gift for 
exaggeration and self-promo-
tion. Hoffman, who grew up 
in the Pittsburgh suburb of 
Wilkinsburg, suffered from 
typhoid fever as a child, which 
left him small and sickly. That 
image changed in his 
teens when he found 
an old barbell and de-
voted himself to a life-

long passion of weightlifting 
and healthy living. 

The Man Behind the 
Barbells
AfTer reTurning frOM WOrld 
War I a decorated veteran, 
Hoffman moved to York and 
went into business selling oil 
burners (he co-founded the 
York Oil Burner Corporation). 
In the early 1930s, he started 
to produce barbells on the side 
and soon founded the York Oil 
Burner Athletic Club. 

Club members were mostly 
employees who lifted weights 

on the second floor 
of the building. Be-
fore long, he phased 
out oil burners and 

replaced them with the full-
time production of barbells. 
York Barbell and the York 
Barbell Club were born. 

From these humble begin-
nings, Hoffman and the York 
Barbell Club came to domi-
nate the early weightlifting 
world, winning more than 40 
national championships and 
numerous Olympic medals. 
York lifter Tony Terlazzo’s 
victory at the 1936 Berlin 
Olympics would be the first 
Olympic gold medal earned 
by an American weightlifter. 
Other noteworthy York lift-
ers were Bill Good, Joe Miller, 
John Terpak, Stan Stanczyk, 
John Davis, Pete George and 
Tommy Kono.

Throughout his life, Hoff-

man continued to promote 
and financially support lifters 
at national and international 
events. A Pennsylvania His-
torical and Museum Commis-
sion marker located near the 
entrance to the York Barbell 
facility lists Hoffman as the 
U.S. Olympic weightlifting 
coach from 1948 to 1964. His 
continued dedication and pro-
motion of the sport earned 

Early dumbells were spherical and were 
either solid metal or hollow and could 

be filled with sand, water or shot . 
(above right) York Barbell’s 185 

kilogram elite set, which was cer-
tified for use by the International 

Weightlifting Federation. 
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him the title of “Father of 
World Weightlifting” from the 
International Weightlifting 
Federation (IWF) in 1970. 

Hoffman died in 1985, leav-
ing behind a lifelong legacy of 
promoting health and physi-
cal fitness. 

Today, York Barbell con-
tinues to produce weight-
lifting equipment, including 
its famed 185-kilogram Elite 
Competition Set, and it is 
the only U.S. company certi-
fied by the IWF to produce 
equipment for national and 
international competition. 

A legacy in Barbells
YOrk BArBells Were used at 
the 1952, ’68 and ’84 Olympic 
games, and memories of past 
Olympic glory are on display 
at the York Barbell Museum 
and USA Weightlifting Hall 

of Fame located along I-83 in 
York. The main lobby contains 
a life-size bust of Hoffman 
alongside displays of early bar-
bells and dumbbells. It also 
showcases a modern 185-ki-
logram Elite Certified Set of 
barbells. 

Displays about Hoffman, 
weightlifting and the history 
of York Barbell fill the mu-
seum. A central room con-
taining a variety of relics and 
pictures harkens back to the 
bygone era of the late 19th and 
early 20th century strongmen. 
The next gallery is dominated 
by a massive 1,500-pound, 
7-foot Travis dumbbell, named 
for legendary lifter Warren 
Lincoln Travis. 

The last room highlights 
the evolution of Olympic 
weightlifting, power lifting 
and body building. Colored 
panels feature the U.S. weight-

lifting teams from various 
Olympic games. An assort-
ment of national and interna-
tional records and photos of 
Hall of Fame inductees adorn 
other panels. 

The body-building display 
features a life-size marble 
sculpture of John Grimek, a 
York Barbell employee and 
1936 Olympic weightlifter 
who was named Mr. Amer-
ica in 1940 and 1941 and Mr. 
Universe in 1948. Photos of 
other well-known bodybuild-
ers, including Lou Ferrigno 
and Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
grace adjacent displays. The 
high point of the collection 
is Tony Terlazzo’s weightlift-
ing gold medal from the 1936 
Berlin Olympics. 

Whether you aspire to Hoff-
man’s philosophy of achieving 
overall health through weight-
lifting or are simply awed by 

past Olympic glory, you will 
enjoy a trip to the York Barbell 
Museum and USA Weightlift-
ing Hall of Fame where the 
Olympic motto, Citius – Al-
tius – Fortius (faster, higher, 
stronger) is on full display.  

—Bart Stump writes from York. His grandfather 
Lewis Schell was a lifter for the York Oil Burner 

Athletic Club. 

WHen YOU GO
The York Barbell Museum and USA 
Weightlifting Hall of Fame are easily 
accessible from Interstate 83 in York County. 
Hours of operation are 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 
p.m., Monday through Thursday and 
Saturday, and 9:30 a.m. to 6 p.m., Friday. 
yorkbarbell.com  

(above left) The museum celebrates cham-
pions of the past with photographs and 
sculptures. (above) Traveling I-83 north 
of York, it’s difficult to miss the rotating 
statue on top of the museum building. 


