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INTRO

BACKGROUND

I would like to thank you for taking the time to purchase and
read this book. I have been lifting weights for more than half my
life, and it gives me so much joy to share what I have learned-especially since I had to learn by trial and error in the pre-social
media age. As I look back at that time, it wasn’t exactly trendy
to be a female stepping foot into male dominated gyms, and I
recognize how important it is to empower other women to do so
with more knowledge and less fear than I had.
Let me take a step back, though, and give you a brief glimpse
into my background and childhood, so you have a better
understanding of what led me into the gym for the first time at
17 years old. I’m pretty fortunate I come from good stock--I like
to say I’m strong because of my Sangre. My father is Basque
and an immigrant from Spain--if you haven’t heard about the
Basque stone lifters I suggest you Google it; they are some of
the strongest people around, and my Aita is no exception. My
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mom is Mexican and if there is one thing that speaks volumes
about her mental toughness it would have to be that she has
had root canals done sans Novocain (interesting side note, like
her, all cavities I ever had were also done with no numbing and
the mental toughness torch has been passed to my daughter
who does the same). One of the most important lessons my
mother taught me was
no matter what always
tira pa’delante (always
go forward). Life throws
a lot of curveballs. It’s
important to always keep
moving forward; even if
it’s at a snail’s pace, you’re
still making progress.
This is true not only in
life but in lifting where
progress takes years and
is sometimes measured in
small increments (a.k.a.
fractional plates).
Growing up on a farm, I spent a lot of time outside, and I was
very much a tomboy. I used to jump on-and-off the tailgate of
the truck as hay was being unloaded, flipped around on the
furniture, and I’d jump from the chicken coop to the tractors
nearby--pretty sure I had invented Parkour before it became
a thing. My mom decided to enroll me in gymnastics so I
wouldn’t hurt myself at home. I instantly fell in love with it, and
I’m a huge proponent for every kid being enrolled in tumbling
early on because I think it has the best carry over to every
other sport. Gymnastics taught me spatial awareness, gave me
increased leg, back and shoulder flexibility, explosive power,
and increased upper body strength, which many women in
strength sports lack. I credit gymnastics for my good technique
in lifting today. Unfortunately, it was a very expensive sport,
which meant I went on and off and only when we had extra
money. My grandpa built me a bar that was attached to the
chicken coop and a beam that he made out of 2x4’s and carpet.
This gave me the opportunity to practice at home when we
didn’t have the money to attend the gym. My sister used to spot
me while doing back flips on this rickety 4 inch carpeted beam,
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and now that I’m a parent I would be mortified to see my kids
doing what we did--it’s honestly a miracle no necks were ever
broken. An important lesson I learned from this time in my life
is, regardless of circumstances, when you’re passionate about
something you stay consistent the best you can. I also learned
that the increased upper body strength gave my brother and
me the ability to hustle
his friends and make
some extra money betting
that I could beat them
in arm wrestling and
bench competitions-I
hope I didn’t unknowingly
turn these guys into
the creepers that now
DM women who lift for
wrestling rates.
During high school I stuck
with gymnastics but knew
aiming for the Olympics
was not realistic given
my age (all elite gymnasts are under 18) and the huge gaps in
structured training--not to mention they cut the team my senior
year. Since I was accustomed to being active and was looking
for something to do, I decided to join the track team. I hated
it; however, I gutted it out and lettered because it’s not in my
nature to quit. But I can say with 100% certainty that running is
not for me. I did make
some amazing friends
during that time, and it
was my friend Kendra
who invited me to the
gym she attended-which landed me in a
step aerobics class.
I laugh now, but if it
weren’t for her and
that dreadful class,
I never would’ve
ventured down to the
weight room.
6

FUERZA: A FEMALE’S GUIDE TO STRENGTH & PHYSIQUE

BODYBUILDING INTRO

Bodybuilding is about creating an illusion: in bodybuilding
circles, you’ll often hear people say things like “that physique
look aesthetically pleasing” or “they have good lines and
symmetry.” While some people may be genetically blessed with
the perfect proportions, the rest of us have to create them.
For example, adding size to your shoulders, lats and quads
will create the illusion of a smaller waist. Though it is a myth
you can spot reduce, you can in fact train lagging areas more
frequently and add more size to them.
That first day in the weight room, I had no idea what I was doing.
There was no internet back then--no social media gurus with
instructional videos. Instead of being a faceless lurker behind
a screen, I was forced to be a world class creeper in person.
I saw a girl who I thought had an amazing physique and quite
frankly I wanted to look like her. She had big legs, a small waist,
and developed shoulders--I identified with her body type since
gymnastics left me looking more muscular than other girls my
age. For the first time, I looked at my legs and felt proud that
they were “thick.” Like any good
creeper, instead of talking to her,
I just watched what she did and
would follow her around the gym
doing every exercise she had just
finished doing. These days we
have it good; Instagram allows us
to follow people without the risk
of a restraining order.

HERE IS MARISA IN HER 1ST
BODYBUILDING SHOW AT 17 YRS OLD.

After a few weeks of shadowing
this girl, I discovered Flex
magazine (the bodybuilding
bible in the 90s) and found some
training partners who knew a
lot more than me. I was very
fortunate to be surrounded
by people who trained smart
by incorporating compound
movements first: Squat, Bench,
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and Deadlift with the accessory work completed afterward and
using free weights rather than machines whenever possible. We
did body part splits and a typical week would look something like:
MONDAY: Chest / Triceps
TUESDAY: Legs / Quad Focus
WEDNESDAY: Back / Biceps
THURSDAY: Off
FRIDAY: Shoulders / Chest
SATURDAY: Legs / Hamstring & Glute Focus
During this time there were a lot of drop sets, giant sets, supersets
and burnout sets (now called AMRAPS) involved. The weight used
was not always maximal but involved a lot more volume--which
by no means meant we used the same
weight week after week. The goal in
bodybuilding is to put on more muscle,
which requires adding more weight to the
bar while keeping volume higher; this is
what leads to increased strength and a
better overall physique.
The main difference in the compound
movements that differentiate
bodybuilding from powerlifting are:
SQUATS
During my bodybuilding days, squats were high bar only and with
a more narrow stance than what is typically seen in powerlifting
(although recently I decided a more narrow stance was also
optimal for my low bar work). Highbar lends itself to a more
upright body position and therefore makes the quads work harder-plus we all wanted to squat like Frank Zane.
BENCH PRESS
Unlike powerlifting, with bodybuilding, there is minimal arch, more
of an elbow flare and sometimes even partial reps. Feet can be up
on the bench and is primarily touch n go.
DEADLIFTS
I rarely did sumo during my bodybuilding days since deads were
done on a back day and conventional lifting is more back intensive.
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Since it was a lot more rep work, I typically wore straps, and
there was a lot more rack pulls during this time since rack pulls
eliminate the leg drive and make the low back work harder.
Adjustments would be made to focus on any lagging bodyparts;
if it needed more size, it would just be trained more frequently.
The great part about starting out this way is that I was building
a solid foundation because nothing was being neglected. I
wasn’t pushing crazy heavy weight all the time. I was putting on
muscle while staying injury free, and this slower progression
also allowed my tendons and ligaments to get strong along the
way. I didn’t know it then, but I was in a very long hypertrophy
block. Another bonus, because I was young and unable to afford
a trainer or nutritionist, I was discovering what worked and
what didn’t work for ME, and how training and proper nutrition
could lead to beautiful physique changes.

THIS IS THE LAST PHYSIQUE COMPETITION
THAT MARISA COMPETED IN 2012 AT AGE 36.

“Every block of stone has a statue inside of it, and it is the
task of the sculptor to discover it.” — Michelangelo
I competed frequently in bodybuilding those first few years
placing first in the teen division at all meets (probably because
there weren’t many teen girls lifting weights back then) and
holding my own in the open division placing in the top 5 at
most shows and 6th at the Jr. USA’s. I enjoyed competing and
the challenge of improving my
physique, but I also knew that it
was headed in a direction I was
not willing to go in regards to the
muscularity of the women and
the prevalent use of steroids. I
continued to train but focused on
getting my degree and eventually
starting a family.
And in case you’re wondering, I did
eventually talk to the girl whose
physique I admired so much; she
gave me diet advice and informed
me, my boyfriend at the time,
was hitting on her and I deserved
better--she was right.
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Here are some of my favorite bodybuilding strategies and
exercises to develop each bodypart.

INTENSITY TECHNIQUES
DROP SETS
Technique where you perform a set to near failure, reduce the
weight and repeat.
GIANT SETS
Four or more exercises that target the same muscle group
performed back to back with minimal rest.
SUPERSETS
Two exercises done back to back that target different muscle
groups (antagonist - chest and back) or two exercises done back
to back that target the same muscle group (Agonist - triceps
pushdowns superset with dips).
BURNOUT SETS / AMRAPS
Perform an exercise until failure (No longer able to maintain
form).
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EXERCISES
BACK
• Lat Pulldowns
- Front / Behind Neck
• DB / Barbell Bentover Rows
• Chest Supported Rows
• Seated Rows
• Pendlay Rows
• Single Arm DB Rows
• Pullovers
• Back Raises
• Pull-Ups
SHOULDERS
• Military Press
- Standing / Seated / Single
Arm / DB / Barbell
• Side Laterals
- Standing / Seated
• Front Raises DB / Plate
• Bent Over Laterals

CHEST ACCESSORIES
• Incline Barbell Press
• Flat / Incline DB Press
• Flat / Incline DB Fly
• Cable Crossovers
• Chest Press Machine
• Push-Ups
ABS
• Leg Raises
• Planks
• Standard Crunches
HAMSTRINGS
• RDL’s
• Leg Curls
• Single Leg Curls
• Hip Thrusters
• Glute Ham pull throughs
• GHR

BICEPS
• Curls (Hammer, EZ-Curl Bar,
Preacher Curls, 21’s)
• Chin-Ups

CALVES
• Calf Raises
- Standing / Leg Press
• Donkey Raises

TRICEPS
• Pushdowns
• Kickbacks
• Palms-In DB Press
• Skullcrushers
• Dips

QUADS
• Leg Press
• Hack Squats
• Reverse Hacks
• Lunges
• Step Ups
• Leg Extensions
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