Muscle in Memphis: 

ASEP National Conference Report

Lonnie Lowery

It’s ground zero for barbecue, blues, and… bodybuilding? Well, sort of. For a weekend, the science of building muscle was to be intermingled with some Deep South Americana. Memphis was the host city for this year’s American Society of Exercise Physiologists annual conference. The research and tutorials that were on tap were enough to get me pretty intrigued. There was plenty of bodybuilding-applicable stuff to be learned. Some of the “heavy hitters” of science were stepping up to the mic so I was glad that I had arranged the trip a month earlier. 

Nonetheless, come September 27th, I wasn’t too pumped up to fly down there. Memphis just hasn’t made my “top ten destinations of interest” list. I’ll be honest; I somehow expected a place replete with cheesy velvet paintings and Elvis impersonators. What I got was NOT that. Here’s a chronicle of the voyage and the conference:

Day One, Friday, Sept. 28, 2001

After my morning shower and shave, I headed down to the hotel lobby, ready to handle the really important stuff: breakfast! What bodybuilder can resist a free breakfast buffet? Have you ever walked into a buffet with an evil grin and a few weight lifter buddies? Sure you have. These conference hotels don’t expect guys like us to clean them out. 

With the anabolic fires now burning, it was time to digest something else: research findings. The first study of interest involved one of the new mucuna pruriens supplements (100 mg L-dopa source). Of course, the purpose was to look for GH elevation. When the researchers got entirely negative findings after administering the supplement at rest, they performed a follow-up study incorporating exercise. After having the subjects ingest the mucuna pruriens blend or placebo prior to exercise, things changed. As expected, six sets of 10 rep-maximum squats raised peak GH significantly in the control group from 0.1 to 1.0 ug/L. This post-exercise GH peak was roughly doubled by the addition of the supplement (1.0 vs. 2.0 ug/L). Whether this is a physiologically significant rise (i.e. more muscle mass or less body fat over time) still needs clarification. Some researchers suggest that as little as 0.5 ug/L can induce physiologic effects. For now, however, the jury is still out. Perhaps we’ll see a six or eight-week training study.  

Later in the morning, Dr. Ron Mendel was presenting some of the data he, Tim Ziegenfuss and I collected on glucose handling agents (or “insulin potentiators”, or whatever trips your trigger). This first of several studies with Glucosol, Inzitol and various minerals came up mostly negative. I suspect the problem was the rather brief protocol (four weeks) and the design of the study. Although well planned, the “random groups design” (that is, comparing two or more different groups of guys) had a built in lack of sensitivity. Because the person-to-person variability in glucose tolerance is huge (like 20%), any supplement that hopes to show a difference in such a study has to supersede this slop. Think about that next time you read an article showing positive effects for a supplement on glucose metabolism - if you chose your parents poorly, these supplements will at best partly correct your problems. A follow-up study utilizing a “crossover design” (bringing back the placebo guys for four weeks on the supplement and vice versa) is still being analyzed. Since Dr. M needed something to talk about, he presented some totally serendipitous data on these nutrients’ ability to improve serum lipid profiles. Maybe one day we’ll see this stuff replacing/ augmenting statin drugs, which are harsh on the liver.

Next up: Dr. Andy Fry was talking about over-training. Wow. This dude has experience. Interestingly, he was showing some data that specifically addressed a recent interest of mine: heavy load vs. higher volume training. Here’s the lowdown: Upping the intensity of one’s workouts doesn’t reduce the free-testosterone to cortisol ratio (an indirect marker of anabolic vs. catabolic status) while adding volume does. Even short-term increases in training volume (more sets, reps, sessions per week) can tip the hormonal balance toward catabolism. Dr. Fry sited work from Dr. Hakkinnen and himself as far back as 1987. The take home message seemed to be that my high intensity, brief workouts were serving me well. But there was more. Free weights tend to induce certain aspects of overtraining more than machines. Hmm. That seemed logical considering the plethora of assistor and stabilizer muscles involved. This guy was sharing some highly applicable data. The only comment I could add to his excellent talk was that under-eating alters the free-testosterone: cortisol ratio in much the same way that overtraining does. Based on these facts, I suppose that if any T-mag readers are about to embark on a higher volume training regime, you sure as heck better EAT. Lack of hunger is no excuse.

At the end of the day, some dude was shotgunning slides about the “nutritional and metabolic implications of muscle damage”. What a bewildering array of things change after we punish ourselves in the gym. Hypermetabolism, pain, weakness, muscle breakdown, even fever and chills – yikes! And it seems we have cytokines and prostaglandins to thank for it just as much as we do cortisol. Luckily this hombre was also offering research-based suggestions to combat the negative aspects of such an “acute phase response”. These include amino acids like BCAAs, glutamine, and arginine as well as antioxidants and special dietary lipids like CLA and fish oils. And let’s not forget serious, scheduled eating; all that hypermetabolism needs to be supported with enough fuel. If muscle retention or accretion is your goal, by all means, eat/ drink prior-to, during and just after exercise. Apparently, this researcher hasn’t been following his own advice; he was a shell of his usual huge and anabolic self. And did I mention how handsome and dashing he was? Brilliant too. 

That evening, it was “eggheads on parade” as the entire conference assembly took a bus down to Elvis Presley’s (bar/ restaurant) in downtown Memphis. The band playing that night was a spasmodic blend of rockabilly and, uh, mutated DNA. Their ephedrine-driven performance was actually very cool. And I have to mention leaning on the glass outside BB King’s place about midnight, listening to an old dude really play the blues. (I may have found that comment cheesy three weeks ago, but if you’re ever in Memphis, I highly recommend it.)

Day Two, Saturday, Sept. 29, 2001

The next morning there was no time for breakfast as I grabbed a java and bagel and snuck into the back of the auditorium. As I was having flashbacks of the not-so-old days in 7:45 AM endocrinology class, a few fascinating facts caught my attention. 

  For starters, Dr. Rob Roebergs was talking metabolic acidosis. It seems that lactate build up is not the cause of your burning quads after 10 reps. Rather, it seems, lactate is more of a good guy that just so happens to rise as other reactions kick up the hydrogen ions that shut down your high-rep sets. The simple use of ATP (i.e. “hydrolysis”) within muscle fibers is largely at fault. It generates the protons (H+) that make your quads burn so bad your training buddy could roast marshmallows over them during your leg extensions.  

After lunch there was a hugely anabolic-looking guy talking about the molecular biology of muscle growth. Most interesting to yours truly was the timeline in which myogenic regulatory factors rise after exercise. Muscle building genes are getting activated within mere hours after resistance exercise. I won’t bore you with the ugly details of “pre-transcriptional control”.  

The conference ended with an absolutely esoteric talk on “fractal periodization”. This is worth an article in itself. Fractals, for you neophytes (like I was), are self-repeating designs that retain their characteristic look no matter how closely one inspects them. Imagine a “Spiro-graph” toy picture (remember those?) that is made up of infinitely many tiny versions of itself. How in Einstein’s name does this relate to training? Well, whether a person is planning macro-cycles (years), meso-cycles (months), or microcycles (day-to-day), the need for ebb and flow of intensity and volume looks the same. You know: get brutal, then pull back on the reigns, repeat. The optimal amount of time spent in the high-intensity (or volume) phase is highly individual. Within a micro-cycle, some individuals can go hard for nearly a week straight while others can only do a “one on, one off” routine. The same holds true for meso-cycles: some can train balls-to-the-wall for 12 weeks straight while some can only go six or eight. 

The purpose of the talk seemed to be that careful planning, based upon whatever information you have available on your limits, is key. We must gather as much data on ourselves as humanly possible if we hope to even approximate the desired path to greatness. Although each factor in progress may appear minute (meal timing, rest periods, % of one-rep max, supplement choices), the more redirecting information available, the larger portion of this chaotic world we can control. I gave some examples of assessing your progress/ limits in Muscle Masochism Part II. 

The other critical key in fractal periodization is one’s starting point. At what point in the Spiro-graph curve are you beginning? It’s a critically important issue because it determines your ending point. It’s not just a copout regarding genetic differences. We all start out differently and those who choose their parents poorly just have to plan differently. There’s more to it than what I’ve shared but it’ll take a lot more ink and paper (er, electrons and screen space). So, in summary, let’s just say this talk was mind bendingly cool.

Well, that’s pretty much it. Getting to travel to cool places like Memphis under the flimsy excuse of spreading some knowledge is a real perk in my line of work. I never did see Elvis’ ghost or even a single velvet painting. And as far as letting me share this new research with all of you, I can only say, “Uh, thank ya very much”. 

