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INTRODUCTION



Make me a muscle.


At five, six, seven, eight years old, I knew to stick my arm out obligingly and contract my biceps. My father, passing through the room on his way somewhere else, would give my upper arm a squeeze and laugh. “Very good,” he’d say.


Then he’d make a muscle back and ask, “Am I fit or what?” It became a family joke.


My father, who moved from Hong Kong to New York in the late 1960s, was more an acolyte of Bruce Lee than of Jack LaLanne. But he’d long been an attentive multidisciplinary student of what I’ll call Muscle Academy. Everything from practicing judo, tae kwon do, and karate—the latter two in which he earned a brown belt and a black belt—to steeping himself in fitness Americana: bodybuilding competitions on TV, magazine subscriptions to Muscle & Fitness, sketches of famous athletes. He was a professional artist who, among many other accomplishments, created the posters advertising the 1984 Olympic Games on ABC, and, with them, the glorification of the competitors: our modern gods on Earth.


We always had a makeshift home gym, equipped with a motley collection of free weights, hand grips, and pull-up bars, as well as nunchucks, jump ropes, and heavy punching bags. As far back as memory serves, my brother and I were drafted to join our father in training sessions. A recently unearthed Polaroid shows us, impossibly tiny in diapers, standing alongside our impressively fit father in his swim trunks, all of us proudly grinning and arms akimbo in a superhero pose. It was 1979, the heyday of the movie Superman. All we needed were three capes to complete the look. Am I fit or what?


Every evening in the garage, the three of us moved in formation: forward kick, side kick, roundhouse kick. Our father would ask us to hold down his legs while he did sit-ups, or Andy and I would dangle from his biceps like a pair of baby monkeys while he lifted and swung us. After dinner, under the yellow sodium glare of the neighborhood streetlights, we’d flank him on nighttime jogs down to the parking lot behind our pediatrician’s office, a mile away. We’d chase lightning bugs, and our dad. What did we learn, as children, from all of this early training? That nocturnal exercise was normal in our family, though not so normal in others. And that being strong was good, for each of us alike.


Exercise was fun in our house, because our father was a perpetual kid, wonderful at playing. Certainly, there was a measure of vanity involved. His was a febrile imagination; as he molded us into miniature versions of himself, he enjoyed the fantasy that he could live forever through us, his modest experiment in immortality. “Pick a sport,” he said. First, we tried soccer, which didn’t stick; then swimming, which did.


It must be said, though, that there came to be an unacknowledged specter over the whole muscular enterprise, and that was my father’s father. He was the one who had instilled the value of early exercise in my own father, and yet he died suddenly, unexpectedly, from a heart attack at sixty-four. I was eight years old. I remember the phone call that delivered the news as a kind of shock wave. My mother was quiet, worried. And my father has been preoccupied with outrunning death ever since.


By the time I was in high school, my dad spent more of the year in Hong Kong than at home in New York with us. Slowly, and then all at once, he stopped making the return. The heavyweight anchor of my childhood disappeared. But I kept lifting and stretching and moving, in pursuit of the life of physicality he introduced to me—and, as part of the same inheritance, to ward off the specter of death, too.


AT THE MOST basic level, muscle powers and animates our existence.


The biologist and biomechanics pioneer Steven Vogel wrote that “muscle has been our sole engine for most of our time on earth.” He pointed out that whether it’s the tiniest flea or the largest whale, what moves and propels creatures great and small is, well, “the same stuff.” Evidence of animals first flexing their muscles dates back 560 million years, to a recently discovered fossil of a cnidarian, an animal phylum that includes modern jellyfish, corals, and sea anemones. It has bundles of muscle fibers arranged in radial symmetry.


When we talk about what moves us as human beings—if you really want to get down to the heart of things, the meat of it, figuratively—it’s muscle, literally. Strongest and biggest muscles? In your heart and your jaw, and in your butt. (We’ll talk more about that later.) Smallest and weirdest? In your ear is the stapedius, just one millimeter long, controlling the vibrations of the stapes, a.k.a. the stirrup, the smallest bone in the body. And perhaps there are muscles you’ve never heard of, teeny ones in funny places—like the arrector pili, the little muscle fibers that give you goose bumps. Maybe you have them now, just picturing them.


Cardiac, smooth, skeletal: These three different types of muscle make our hearts beat; push food through our intestines, blood through our vessels, and babies out the uterus; and attach to our bones and help us get around. Skeletal muscles are the ones we move at will; the others work under our bodies’ control, without our conscious effort. Individually, they do different things. Collectively, they drive us through our days.


Muscles deserve more consideration than we give them. We often think about muscle as existing separately from intellect—and maybe even oppositional to it, one taking resources from the other. The truth is that our brain and muscles are in constant conversation with each other, sending electrochemical signals back and forth; our long-term brain health depends on muscles—and moving them—especially when it comes to aging bodies. But the closeness of muscle and mind is not just biological.


Being a writer as well as a lifelong athlete, I can’t help but notice how language is telling. Muscle means so much more than the physical thing itself. We’re told we need different metaphorical muscles for everything: to study, to socialize, to compete, to be compassionate. And we’ve got to exercise those muscles—putting them to use, involving them in a regular practice—for them to work properly and dependably.


We flex our muscles to give a show of power and influence. We have muscle memory; it’s a nod to the knowledge we hold in our bodies, of all things sensory, physical, and spatial. We lift ourselves up and jump for joy. We muscle through hard things; that shows grit. Even when it’s a stretch, we still try. And when we finally relax, it’s settling in, acceptance, letting go.


The way you build muscle is by breaking yourself down. Muscle fibers sustain damage through strain and stress, then repair themselves by activating special stem cells that fuse to the fiber to increase size and mass. You get stronger by surviving each series of little breakdowns, allowing for regeneration, rejuvenation, regrowth.


Building up and breaking down: We exist in this constant cycle. In fact, it is the cycle that allows us to exist. When it ceases, so do we. As a species, we try to prolong the cycle, but we wrestle with the reality. The ancient Greeks saw the fit, well-exercised body as virtuous. But the flesh-and-blood humans that the immortal gods fell in love with were so handsome in form that they were sometimes punished for their beauty, however fleeting it always proved to be.


We move our bodies through the world, and our minds follow. The artist Paul Klee described visual art as a record of movement, from beginning to end—a drawing of a dancer, say, is made by a roving hand, which pins down the movement of said dancer, and the finished work is then appreciated by an audience’s ever-tracking eye.


This book is an invitation to explore the many ways that muscle is the vivid engine of our lives. Note that this is not an anatomy textbook; nor is it a guide to working out. What you will find, though, are stories about the stuff that moves us and why it matters.


When I reflect on why I wanted to write a book about muscle, I realize that a lot of it has to do with a longing for my dad. I found myself wanting to write about things I can talk to him about. To go deeper into the muscle inquiry and pull him back into my orbit. To recover some sense of that closeness we once had.


Make me a muscle. A little girl sticking her arm out to make a muscle is funny. But over the years, the baby fat fell away and the muscles got stronger, and I found that instead of feeling funny, I felt fearless. Not completely, and not all the time, but what I came to understand was that what my father gave me was an understanding of my own potential. Everyone has been asked to make a muscle at some point, to demonstrate a whole host of things, tangible and intangible: strength, flexibility, endurance. Show me you’re in good form; show me you’re a person of action. Character that’s grounded in something you can feel. It’s a way to assert presence. To say: We are here—conscious, corporeal, alive.


This philosophy of muscle dates back to the ancients. Part of the fascination is the understanding that we are all eventually helpless before the cellular clock. Even as we alter our bodies and seek beauty and perfection. Even as we use muscle to acquire power and dominance that is political, economic, cultural, racial, or sexual in nature. Even as the effort to reshape verges into distortion and dysmorphia. Even as we stretch to our limits and seek transformation and transcendence. Even as we chase longevity, that forever-elusive immortality, we can only push so far before opposing forces yank us back.


But that doesn’t stop us from trying.










STRENGTH



Muscles are in a most intimate and peculiar sense the organs of the will.


—G. STANLEY HALL
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What’s Power, in a Body?


The original real-life Hulk was a mom with a baby.


Or at least that’s the story Jack Kirby, the creator of The Incredible Hulk, would come to tell. In a 1990 interview, Kirby described how he once saw a small child get stuck underneath the running board of a parked car. When the child’s mother realized her son was in danger, her eyes widened in panic. She—an average mortal—raced around the car, grabbed hold of the rear bumper, and lifted the car off her baby.


“It suddenly came to me that in desperation we can all do that—we can knock down walls, we can go berserk, which we do,” Kirby said.


“Whatever the Hulk was at the beginning I got from that incident,” he continued. “A character to me can’t be contrived. I don’t like to contrive characters. They have to have an element of truth. This woman proved to me that the ordinary person in desperate circumstances can transcend himself and do things that he wouldn’t ordinarily do. I’ve done it myself. I’ve bent steel.”


The story of the Hulk, Kirby said, is really a parable about desperation. It gives a human being strength beyond their wildest imagination—the capacity to move heaven and earth, with ordinary muscles powered by extraordinary will.


Kirby wasn’t exactly a feminist. Though he had witnessed a woman under duress demonstrate a controlled act of extreme strength, he cracked jokes about her body—“I’m not saying she was a slender woman”—and ended up making his Hulk a kind of Frankenstein, for whom intense emotion was a trigger to rage out of control. In that monstrous incarnation, the Hulk could never remember who he was.


For much of human history, female strength was deemed unnatural and uncanny, and the notion of it being tied to a crazed or highly emotional state of excitement is similarly ancient. Our species has a long history of thrilling true-life tales of what has come to be known as hysterical strength: extraordinary displays of human strength in response to dangerous or life-threatening situations. The hysterical part of the term traces back to the Greek hystera, which means “uterus.” These days, hysterical strength can refer to episodes involving men, but what actually makes these stories most gripping, of course, is when they’re unexpected. The two teenage girls who lift a tractor that has tipped over on their father. The mother who fights off a polar bear threatening her young son and his friend. The college student who throws a car off her unconscious father, who was crushed underneath when the jack collapsed. She pulls him out and performs CPR. He lives.


When Jan Todd was a girl growing up in Western Pennsylvania in the 1950s, she heard a version of what is now the clichéd tale of hysterical strength: An accident, a child trapped underneath a car. A mother, managing to escape the vehicle, lifting it up to save her child. At the time, these kinds of stories had the whiff of the apocryphal to her—something outside the realm of possibility, or, at best, a mostly true tale that was made bigger and taller for personal gain.


Little did she know that she herself would be capable of so much more.


Todd eventually went to college in Macon, Georgia. By the time she was twenty-five, she held three world records in powerlifting and Sports Illustrated had profiled her as the “World’s Strongest Woman.” Todd set her sights on Scotland, perhaps the epicenter of stone-lifting culture: The rocky landscapes of the Highlands are littered with remnants of ancient strength tests, with stone-lifting games held there every year as part of traditions that extend back as far as 2000 BCE. Tests of strength were done ritualistically in front of peers. In Gaelic culture, heavy lifting stones, or clachan togail, were sometimes used to prove manhood. These were often spherical granite boulders that were difficult to lift because of their size and smoothness, but they could also be of irregular and awkward shape.


Nowadays, the most well-known of Scotland’s lifting stones are the Dinnie Stones, named after Donald Dinnie, who famously spurred the revival of ancient Scottish stone-lifting culture in the 1800s by performing the extraordinary feat of lifting and carrying two massive, rough-hewn granite boulders across a bridge. The Dinnie Stones have a combined weight of 733 pounds.


In 1979, Jan Todd became the first woman ever to lift the Dinnie Stones. For nearly four decades, she would remain the only woman to accomplish that feat. Every once in a while, at home, in the driveway, she’d pick up the side of her Ford Fiesta—sometimes for an audience, but mostly for herself.


I think of these feats of strength, hysterical or not, as stories of someone in transformation. They show how the spirit moves us to move.


IN BIG WAYS and small, life is a movement-based relationship with everything around us. Muscles make my fingers fly across these keys, knit my brow in concentration, correct my seated posture, shift my gaze to the window, square my shoulders, tap out the rest of this sentence. So much has become virtual, and yet my body still very physically influences my thoughts even as it conveys them to you. Your own muscles allow your eyes to take this in, to blink thoughtfully and tuck your chin in hand and tilt your head in consideration. We haven’t said a word, but our bodies are talking to each other—even through the page (or screen, or audio recording, for that matter).


Mind over matter. Mind over body. What if I told you that the mind exists only to move the body?


The British neuroscientist and Columbia University professor Daniel Wolpert has a favorite story he tells about why we and other animals have brains: The humble sea squirt, a small marine animal, swims around the ocean as a tadpole-like larva until it finds a hard surface to alight upon. As soon as it makes its selection and attaches itself to that surface, the sea squirt—well, it liquefies and digests its own brain and nervous system for food, rearranging its organs and leaving just a bit of nerve tissue for the rest of its anchored adult life. It no longer needs the luxury of a brain or a nervous system because it no longer needs to move. Sea squirts produce both eggs and sperm that they release by spawning; some species can also reproduce asexually, by budding off clones. Brains are important only in that they allow us to move, interact, and exert our influence on the world, Wolpert explains to me. And muscles make that happen.


Exerting our influence on the world: That’s the modern-day definition of a flex.


The evolutionary idea that we move to live is not so hard to understand. Even the earliest animals on Earth, with their rudimentary bundles of muscle fibers, flexed those bundles for a reason. We move to find favorable environments, abundant food, secure shelter. Consider the arctic tern, perhaps the ultimate endurance athlete, flying between the poles, twenty-five thousand miles a year. The tern’s life is spent chasing endless summer from the Arctic to the Antarctic and back again, pinballing from continent to continent as good weather and food dictate, always returning to its home nesting grounds in the High Arctic.


Animals attract mates with potent displays of reproductive fitness that require considerable physical effort—a mesmerizing dance and an offering of food, perhaps, or the building of a beautiful nest. I think of the male white-spotted pufferfish, who spends a week or more bulldozing sand along the seafloor with his head and fins, all to create a magnificent flowerlike pattern twenty times his size that will draw the eye of a female. An approving female will swim to the center of the mating circle—an elaborate, whorled structure that the male puffer has adorned with seashells—and lay her eggs there.


Strength is one of the primary ways to demonstrate health and worth to a prospective mate, and to establish social hierarchy. Male fiddler crabs have one larger claw—a.k.a. the major claw—that they wave with power and speed, at great caloric cost, to show dominance. For a male silverback gorilla, chest drumming, strutting, and aggressive acts like throwing, hitting, and kicking are used to reinforce control in a group, or to recruit members to a new group. Birds of prey are one group of animals in which females are known to be larger and stronger than males; though the females don’t initiate courtship in all raptor species, many do, and scientists theorize that their larger size—sometimes a third larger than their male counterparts—also helps them to catch and kill more substantial prey for food and to defend their nests and territory from threats.


What about humans? Up until about the age of ten, boys and girls have similar bodies and physical abilities; during puberty, a surge in testosterone signals the typical male body to grow rapidly, with significant gains in muscle and bone. On average, men have 80 percent more muscle mass in their upper body then women do, and 50 percent more mass in their legs. As with other primates, David Epstein explains in his book The Sports Gene, the larger size, longer limbs, bigger lungs, and greater blood volume of early ancestral human males evolutionarily translated to a higher capacity for the physical work of survival—the running, hunting, and fighting for mates that characterized human life at that time.


Even in modern times, without natural selection being the primary driver, the public showcase has historically skewed male when it comes to the human performance of strength. Across countless centuries and civilizations, our mythologies of manhood have been inextricably tied to it. What happens when a woman steps in?


IT WAS SPRINGTIME, 1973, and, in a sun-dappled Georgia meadow next to a stack of logs, a young philosophy student named Jan Suffolk was about to set foot on the path that would lead to her becoming the world’s strongest woman.


The stack of logs and the meadow belonged to a good-natured bear of a man named Terry Todd, and the setting was an end-of-season party for faculty and students who played on the intramural softball team at Mercer University. Several guests sat atop the pile of logs, which had been culled during a winter storm. Over beers, the conversation turned to a traditional Scottish feat of strength called the caber toss.


Todd was a professor of education who founded the African American studies program at Mercer, but he was also a former junior national champion in Olympic weightlifting and a superheavyweight national champion in powerlifting who wrote his doctoral dissertation on the history of resistance training. In other words, he knew the iron game. He enthusiastically explained the caber toss to his guests: Imagine taking a heavy, tapered telephone pole of a log—a.k.a. the caber, from the Gaelic word cabar, which means “rafter” or “beam”—and standing it on its smaller end. Now imagine picking it up, with that end cradled in your hands against your chest, and then running forward with the log; as it begins to fall, you hurl it up in the air, end over end, so that it lands on its heavier end and falls to the ground with the smaller end now pointing away from you, as if at noon on a clockface directly opposite. The straighter the throw, the greater the distance, and distance is what wins the event.


The conversation about the caber toss quickly became more than a conversation, and, as often happens at a party, several men stepped up to demonstrate something they’d never done before. Being the resident historian of physical culture, Todd helped to select the proper caber from the woodpile, and partygoers gathered to watch and hoot. As one of the men struggled in his repeated efforts to throw the caber, a young student with freckles and long blond hair emerged from the group.


With little fuss, Jan Suffolk stepped up, in her jeans and tennis shoes, stood the log on its tapered end, lifted it, and, with a few steps forward for momentum, deftly flipped the log over so that it landed pointing straight away from her at twelve o’clock. The guests erupted in cheers.


“As near as I can tell, that was the day I began to love her,” Todd would later write.


Within a year, Jan and Terry Todd were married. The first thing Terry told his sister about meeting Jan would go down in family history: “You know, she’s perfectly leveraged for the squat.”


THE SQUAT IS one of the three classic exercises that make up the sport of powerlifting, the other two being the bench press and the deadlift. The primary muscles involved in the squat include those of the hips, the legs, and the butt: With a weighted barbell placed on the shoulders, you lower yourself down as if to sit on an imaginary chair, then stand back up. The bench press, on the other hand, engages the upper body muscles—prime movers in the chest, the shoulders, and the arms: You lower and raise a barbell from the chest while lying flat on your back on a bench. The deadlift is the most basic and elemental of all: Bend over, pick up a heavily loaded barbell from the floor, and stand up. It largely uses the muscles of the legs, the back, and the butt. As a set of three, the exercises represent functional strength and all-around physical power.


Hence the name powerlifting.


“Those for whom happiness is doing or watching the powerlifts, all I can say is that they—we—have chosen a sport which is as basic and ancient as any in the world,” Terry wrote in the influential book Inside Powerlifting. As a sports academic and a former competitive lifter, Terry understood both the storied traditions behind powerlifting and the physical effort required to practice it. As a coach, he also had an internal radar for strength potential in others.


In photos from the 1970s, the Todds are radiant in their hale and hearty youth. At a bearded six foot two and 245 pounds, Terry’s strength was apparent: legs the size of tree trunks and a barrel chest broad enough to hold a place setting for dinner. He’d begun lifting weights as a twiggy teenage tennis phenom, with the goal of strengthening his nondominant, left arm. Though most sports coaching in the 1950s and ’60s was decidedly against weight training—it was thought to limit range of movement, speed, and agility, rendering an athlete “muscle-bound”—Terry came to realize that he could jump higher when he weighed 340 pounds than when he weighed more than a third less.


It seems obvious today, when strength and conditioning coaches are de rigueur for any sports team, but the idea that weight training could contribute meaningfully—and functionally—to athletic performance would remain outside the mainstream until the mid-1970s. The squat, the deadlift, and the bench press are today considered three essential resistance exercises for training athletes of all kinds. The Todds would play a major role in pioneering that practice—and in documenting the change.


“WHEN TERRY AND I met, I didn’t know anything about that world,” Jan tells me.


I’ve come to visit her at the University of Texas at Austin, where she is chair of the Department of Kinesiology and Health Education and the director of the department’s PhD program in the sport humanities. It’s also where Jan and Terry founded the H. L. Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and Sports—a museum, a library, and an academic research collection on the fifth floor of the university’s hallowed football stadium, above the Athletics Hall of Fame.


Terry died in 2018, but his influence is felt in every detail of the center. It includes rare photographs, papers, artifacts, and more than forty thousand books on the subject of physical culture, with a focus on the world of strength: sports training, weightlifting and powerlifting, strongman contests, historical feats, the Olympics, and more. It is recognized by the International Olympic Committee as an official IOC research center, one of only three in the United States.


The Stark Center is also the official archive of UT Austin’s intercollegiate athletics program, documenting the university’s greatest coaches and student athletes. Between 1986 and 1996, the Todds themselves coached the Texas Longhorns to nine men’s and women’s national powerlifting championships, plus four overall combined team trophies.


A record-breaking strength athlete who went on to become one of the foremost academic authorities of physical culture and sports? I admit that the appeal of the superhero double identity called me to seek Jan out. Here was someone who’d revealed herself to be unusually, thrillingly strong when no one had expected—or particularly wanted—her to be. Someone who could talk about what it felt like to occupy such a body, and also what it meant from a societal standpoint.


What makes one person stronger than another? Scientists have identified a number of genes that are involved in muscular development and growth, but exactly how these affect an individual’s muscle strength is unclear. For example, the MSTN gene encodes for myostatin, a protein that inhibits skeletal muscle growth; lower levels of myostatin mean more muscle mass. Natural variation in myostatin allows some people to beef up more easily than others, but it’s not the only thing that determines strength. The same goes for genes regulating testosterone; men generally have more of this hormone than women, but not always. Just as some women are taller than some men due to natural variation, some women have higher levels of testosterone than some men.


Recent research on testosterone-induced muscle growth also reveals that not all muscles respond the same way to hormones. And while testosterone gets more attention, the hormone estrogen also dramatically affects muscle function for both men and women—boosting growth and strength, helping to repair fibers and reduce injury, and regulating metabolism.


What we do know is that a complex dance of genes, biology, and environment shapes our physical abilities. And strength, of course, is so much more than physical—it’s psychological too.


Jan herself is unaware of any biological quirks of her own, and she is the first person to express surprise at how her life has revolved around muscle to the extent that it has. Back in college, she was tall and agile, but she didn’t compete in organized sports—it was the pre–Title IX era, when opportunities for girls to play sports were few and far between. She was the fastest girl in her high school, but the school didn’t have a track team. “My grandmother would tell me not to run too fast,” Jan explains. “She’d say, ‘You don’t want the boys to think you’re faster than they are.’ My father wouldn’t even let me do ballet, because he thought it would make my legs too muscular.”


There’s a story Jan tells about her father that reveals the shape of the world in which she was raised. A couple of years before she met Terry, her father visited during her freshman year at Mercer; that Christmas, he sent her a plane ticket to visit him in Chicago. She hadn’t seen him much since her parents’ divorce several years before. At the Field Museum, they entered an exhibit filled with old-time carnival strength machines.


Jan’s father was a powerful forty-five-year-old former Pennsylvania steelworker who weighed more than two hundred pounds. Her first memory of muscle, in fact, is of her dad showing her and her sister his biceps and playfully making it jump. He examined one machine, a hand dynamometer, and gave it a squeeze. It registered a respectable grip-strength score—safely away from the pipsqueak end of things, closer to he-man status.


Then Jan tried it.


“I’m not sure who was more surprised, since at the time I was only eighteen and had never touched a barbell,” she would later write, about besting her father that day.


In retrospect, it was the first inkling she had of her own nascent strength.


“So we tried it again,” she wrote, “and got essentially the same results. I remember him speculating that the machine must be broken, but we didn’t talk about it much after that as it was clear that he felt somehow undone by the situation.”


Undone by the situation.


In the years since, Jan has thought a lot about that moment. “When he didn’t succeed at that machine, it sobered him,” she says. The visit was fraught in many ways, but when she looks back, she sees the beginning of her father’s decline, and the long tail of his absence from her life; they became estranged soon after that.


But I see something else, and that is Jan’s own ascendance.


“Muscle is muscle,” she tells me. “What’s different is the permission that society gives us to use it.”
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Muscle as Potential


As a show of strength, perhaps there’s nothing simpler than picking up a heavy object. In ancient Egypt, hoisting a sack of sand and holding it overhead was a common practice; murals depicting the exercise can be found in the tombs of Beni Hasan, a vast necropolis carved into a steep limestone hillside on the eastern bank of the Nile River, dating back several thousand years.


Sometimes a heavy object held more rarefied meaning. The Han dynasty historian Sima Qian, who wrote the foundational history of China covering the two and a half millennia leading up to the early first century BCE, described the lifting of a three- or four-legged cauldron known as a ding, which could weigh several hundred pounds. Dings were once largely ceramic vessels used to prepare food, but beginning in the Shang dynasty, around 1600 BCE, they were cast in bronze and buried with their owners. They had ritual significance and were the preeminent symbol of wealth, divinity, and power; during the Han dynasty, ding lifting was included in the One Hundred Games, a display of Chinese martial arts, acrobatics, music, and dance, performed only for royal and elite audiences.


When I ask my father, who lives in Guangzhou, about this history, he tells me that Sima Qian’s most famous lifting story involves death by ding: King Wu of Qin, a great admirer of strength who elevated strongmen to his royal court, broke his leg while attempting to lift and carry a particularly consequential ding. He later died of his injuries, throwing the Qin state into disarray.


On a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, I speed-walk directly to the China galleries to examine several of these squat metal cauldrons, some of them inlaid with pigment or oxidized green. The bigger and more elaborate the ding, the richer and more revered the family.


In many cultures, of course, specialized objects were not necessary for lifting—any heavy rock would do. Even the Old Testament points to the lifting of stones as a customary trial of strength. According to Saint Jerome, the fourth-century priest and biblical scholar known for his Latin translation of the Bible from Hebrew and for his accompanying commentary, the description of Jerusalem as a “burdensome stone” is a nod to the ancient practice of stone lifting, which was still common in his time, in cities and villages across Palestine and Judea.


In these places, Saint Jerome wrote, “round stones of very great weight are placed, at which the youth are wont to exercise themselves, and according to their differing strength to lift them, some to the knees, others to the navel, others to the shoulders and head; some exhibiting the greatness of their strength, raise the weight above their head with both their hands straight up.” Saint Jerome also made note of the not-insignificant risk involved of the stone falling and “crushing them to pieces.”


In Japan, thousands of chikaraishi, or strength stones, can be found across the islands, dating back to at least the eighth century; many chikaraishi are located at Shinto shrines and temples, and were likely used in divination ceremonies. Stone lifting was the rare traditional sport practiced by the samurai and peasant classes alike.


In Icelandic culture, lifting stones were once used to qualify men for work on fishing vessels; a heavier lift would ensure a man a greater share of the catch.


Muscles also drive the narrative in a Hawaiian legend involving King Kamehameha I, who united the islands into a single kingdom in 1810: When Kamehameha was a teenager, his strength was revealed and a prophecy fulfilled when he lifted and flipped the Naha Stone, a slab of volcanic rock that reportedly weighed seven thousand pounds. Today, you can find the Naha Stone on the Big Island of Hawaii, right in front of the Hilo Public Library. (No word on whether anyone has tried to lift it recently.)


The bottom line: Lifting a heavy thing is atavistic. It has long conferred status, resources, land, women, rights. Lifting an important heavy thing showed a man to be a warrior, capable of defending his people and property. Perhaps you could say it was a primitive way to identify what we now call leadership skills. But the traditions of stone lifting persist to this day, from Iceland and India to Scotland and Spain. Feats of strength still capture our imaginations: Look, and be amazed! Strength is something to be celebrated.


The more I think about it, the more I find that the idea of strength as a proxy for worthiness, ability, or success has interesting legs. A friend told me about a venture capitalist she met at a cocktail party. When she asked him how he decided which people to give money to—in the uncertain land of start-up businesses, where everything is a gamble—he told her that he liked to invest in athletes. It was a kind of shorthand, he said, for finding people with fortitude. “Athletes understand how to push themselves past the point of pain,” he explained, when other—presumably lesser—beings might give up.


Even today, we view physical strength as a positive representation of character. In a world where we are living increasingly virtual lives, I’m surprised by the idea that power of all kinds—political, economic, and social—can still originate from the physical. Just look at former governor of California Arnold Schwarzenegger, who first came to fame as a bodybuilder known as the Austrian Oak, with muscles that “jump out at you like outrageous price tags.” (Schwarzenegger’s chief of staff tells me that his boss still goes to the Gold’s Gym in Venice “all the time,” to stay connected with “the guys”—his original and most loyal audience.) Or Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, a former college football star and pro wrestler, who is now one of the highest-paid actors and entertainers in the world; he, too, has expressed interest in politics, with a potential future run at the presidency. (The Rock’s personal gym goes wherever he goes; nicknamed the Iron Paradise, the gym includes twenty tons of equipment that must travel by dedicated eighteen-wheeler.)


Choosing people based on some shared trait, like strength and athleticism, is tribal. But there’s something specific about strength itself that I want to unpack. Physical strength has been good for men; for women, less so. What strength means can vary by individual; when we say someone is too strong or too muscular, it’s often a comment on what we permit that person to be in society.


Maybe that’s what makes some people uneasy: muscle as potential. And sometimes we don’t know our own power, until, finally, we are given the opportunity to discover it.


JAN TODD MAY not have known her own strength, but she was on her way to figuring it out. On one of their first dates, Terry brought two bottles of beer out to the backyard. He idly put a bottle cap between his thumb and first knuckle and bent it in half. “You want to try?” he asked Jan.


She did it easily, so he upped the ante. He repeated the trick, this time with thumb and index finger straight. The decrease in leverage meant that the task required significantly more grip strength.


“Sure, I’ll give it a try,” Jan replied—and promptly pinched the cap closed.


Terry knew that it was a rare person who could perform this feat without training. After all, he’d studied the history of strength training, everything from grip-strength tests to early twentieth-century strongmen and strongwomen. This was sword-in-the-stone territory, the stuff of Arthurian legend. What else was Jan capable of?
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