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CONVICT CONDITIONING 2

“Paul Wade's section on developing the sides of the body in Convict
Conditioning 2 is brilliant. Hardstyle!”
—Pavel Tsatsouline, author of The Naked Warrior

L

“The overriding principle of Convict Conditioning 2 is ‘little equipment-big
rewards’. For the athlete in the throwing and fighting arts, the section on
Lateral Chain Training, Capturing the Flag, is a unique and perhaps singular
approach to training the obliques and the whole family of side muscles. This
section stood out to me as ground breaking and well worth the time and
energy by anyone to review and attempt to complete. Literally, this is a new
approach to lateral chain training that is well beyond sidebends and suitcase

deadlifts.

The author’s review of passive stretching reflects the experience of many of
us in the field. But, his solution might be the reason I am going to recommend
this work for everyone: The Trifecta. This section covers what the author calls
The Functional Triad and gives a series of simple progressions to three holds
that promise to oil your joints. It's yoga for the strength athlete and supports
the material one would find, for example, in Pavel’s Loaded Stretching.

I didn't expect to like this book, but I come away from it practically insisting
that everyone read it. It is a strongman book mixed with yoga mixed with
street smarts. I wanted to hate it, but I love it.”

—Dan John, author of Don’t Let Go and co-author of Easy Strength



“Coach Paul Wade has outdone himself. His first book Convict Conditioning is to
my mind THE BEST book ever written on bodyweight conditioning. Hands down.
Now, with the sequel Convict Conditioning 2, Coach Wade takes us even deeper into
the subtle nuances of training with the ultimate resistance tool: our bodies.

In plain English, but with an amazing understanding of anatomy, physiology, kinesi-
ology and, go figure, psychology, Coach Wade explains very simply how to work the
smaller but just as important areas of the body such as the hands and forearms, neck
and calves and obliques in serious functional ways.

His minimalist approach to exercise belies the complexity of his system and the
deep insight into exactly how the body works and the best way to get from A to Z in
the shortest time possible.

I got the best advice on how to strengthen the hard-to-reach extensors of the hand
right away from this exercise Master I have ever seen. It's so simple but so completely
functional I can't believe no one else has thought of it yet. Just glad he figured it out
for me.

Paul teaches us how to strengthen our bodies with the simplest of movements while
at the same time balancing our structures in the same way: simple exercises that work

the whole body.

And just as simply as he did with his first book. His novel approach to stretching
and mobility training is brilliant and fresh as well as his take on recovery and healing
from injury. Sprinkled throughout the entire book are too-many-to-count insights and
advice from a man who has come to his knowledge the hard way and knows exactly
of what he speaks.

This book is, as was his first, an amazing journey into the history of physical culture
disguised as a book on calisthenics. But the thing that Coach Wade does better than
any before him is his unbelievable progressions on EVERY EXERCISE and stretch!
He breaks things down and tells us EXACTLY how to proceed to get to whatever
level of strength and development we want. AND gives us the exact metrics we need
to know when to go to the next level.

Adding in completely practical and immediately useful insights into nutrition and
the mindset necessary to deal not only with training but with life, makes this book a
classic that will stand the test of time.

Bravo Coach Wade, Bravo.”
—Mark Reifkind, Master RKC, author of Mastering the HardStyle Kettlebell Swing



“I’ve been lifting weights for over 50 years and have trained in the martial arts
since 1965. I’'ve read voraciously on both subjects, and written dozens of magazine
articles and many books on the subjects. This book and Wade’s first, Convict
Conditioning, are by far the most commonsense, information-packed, and result
producing I've read. These books will truly change your life.

Paul Wade is a new and powerful voice in the strength and fitness arena, one
that is commonsense, inspiring, and in your face. His approach to maximizing
your body’s potential is not the same old hackneyed material you find in every
book and magazine piece that pictures steroid-bloated models screaming as they
curl weights. Wade’s stuff has been proven effective by hard men who don’t toler-
ate fluff. It will work for you, too—guaranteed.

As an ex-cop, I’ve gone mano-y-mano with ex-cons that had clearly trained as
Paul Wade suggests in his two Convict Conditioning books. While these guys did-
n’t look like steroid-fueled bodybuilders (actually, there were a couple who did), all
were incredibly lean, hard and powerful. Wade blows many commonly held beliefs
about conditioning, strengthening, and eating out of the water and replaces them
with result-producing information that won’t cost you a dime.”

—Loren W. Christensen, author of Fighting the Pain Resistant Attacker, and
many other titles

ek

“Convict Conditioning is one of the most influential books I ever got my hands
on. Convict Conditioning 2 took my training and outlook on

the power of bodyweight training to the 10th degree—from strengthening the
smallest muscles in a maximal manner, all the way to using bodyweight training as
a means of healing injuries that pile up from over 22 years of aggressive lifting.

I've used both Convict Conditioning and Convict Conditioning 2 on myself and
with my athletes. Without either of these books I can easily say that these boys
would not be the BEASTS they are today. Without a doubt Convict Conditioning
2 will blow you away and inspire and educate you to take bodyweight training to
a whole NEW level.”

—Zach Even-Esh, Underground Strength Coach
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To Pete H,

You gave me a computer, edited every word I ever
wrote,and arranged an account so I could pick up
my paycheck. Back on day one, you even gave me a
pencil to write with! None of this could have
happened without you or Stella.

You really are my brother from another mother.



_pPISCLAIMER!—

Fitness and strength are meaningless qualities without
health. With correct training, these three benefits
should naturally proceed hand-in-hand. In this book,
every effort has been made to convey the importance of
safe training technique, but despite this all
individual trainees are different and needs will wvary.
Proceed with caution, and at your own risk. Your body
is your own responsibility-look after it. All medical
experts agree that you should consult your physician
before initiating a training program. Be safe!

This book is intended for entertainment purposes only.
This book is not biography. The names, histories and
circumstances of the individuals featured in this book
have accordingly been changed either partially or
completely. Despite this, the author maintains that
all the exercise principles within this volume-
techniques, methods and ideology-are valid. Use then,
and become the best.



TARLE OF CONTENTS

—'TABLE OF CONTENTS —

-
ﬁ OI‘GWOI’@. The Many Roads to Strength by Brooks Kubik ITT
Opening Salvo: Chewing Bubblegum and Kicking Ass v
1. Introduction: Put Yourself Behind Bars VII

PART I: SHOTGUN MUSCLE

Hands and Forearms
2: Iron Hands and Forearms: Ultimate Strength 1

—with Just Two Techniques

3: The Hang Progressions: A Vice-Like Bodyweight Grip Course 15
4: Advanced Grip Torture: Explosive Power + Titanium Fingers 39
5: Fingertip Pushups: Keeping Hand Strength Balanced 47
6: Forearms into Firearms: Hand Strength: 57

A Summary and a Challenge

Lateral Chain

7: Lateral Chain Training: Capturing the Flag 63
8: The Clutch Flag: In Eight Easy Steps 71
9: The Press Flag: In Eight Not-So-Easy Steps 89

Neck and Calves
10. Bulldog Neck: Bulletproof Your Weakest Link 113

11. Calf Training: Ultimate Lower Legs—No Machines Necessary 131



II ConvicT CONDITIONING 2

PART ITI: BULLETPROOF JOINTS

12.
13
14,

15:

16

17

Tension-Flexibility: The Lost Art of Joint Training
Stretching-the Prison Take: Flexibility, Mobility, Control
The Trifecta: Your “Secret Weapon” for Mobilizing Stiff,
Battle-Scarred Physiques—for Life

The Bridge Hold Progressions:

The Ultimate Prehab/Rehab Technique

The L-Hold Progressions:

Cure Bad Hips and Low Back—Inside-Out

Twist Progressions: Unleash Your Functional Triad

PART III: WISDOM FROM CELLBLOCK G

18. Doing Time Right: Living the Straight Edge

19.

The Prison Diet: Nutrition and Fat Loss Behind Bars

20. Mendin' Up: The 8 Laws of Healing

21.

The Mind: Escaping the True Prison

!BONUS CHAPTER!

Pumpin' Iron in Prison: Myths, Muscle and Misconceptions

Acknowledgements

Photo

Index

Credits

149
163
173
189

211

225

225
237

253
271

285

301

507

509



FOREWORD

FOREWORD

The Many Roads to Strength

By Brooks Kubik

hundreds of training articles, ’'m finally able to take it easy and write a short foreword

to someone else’s book. In this case, Paul Wade did the heavy lifting (if I can use that
term in the foreword to a book about old-school physical culture through advanced calisthenics),
and after Paul knocked out 300-plus pages, I get to be lazy and type a few words of my own.

gi fter writing over a dozen strength training books and courses of my own, and literally

The fact that Paul asked me to write this foreword may surprise you — just as you may be sur-
prised by the fact that I agreed to his request. After all, Paul is the guy who wrote Convict
Conditioning—a book devoted to old-school calisthenics—and I’'m the guy who wrote Dinosaur
Training and other books dealing with old-school weightlifting and weight training.

“So where’s the common ground?” you might ask.

Well, T’ll tell you.

Let’s begin with the cover of Dinosaur Training. It features a simple line
drawing of an old-school physical culturist lifting a heavy barrel overhead. The
photo comes from an old-time forearm and grip training course written and
sold by George F. Jowett, an old-school lifter, wrestler, strongman and athlete
who was setting records about 100 years ago, and who wrote his courses and
books way back in the 1920s. If you’re familiar with his work, you know that
he was one of the best and most inspiring writers in the history of Physical
Culture—and you also know that a lot of people have gotten really strong over
the years by following his training advice.

(Brief note: Jowett’s best book is The Key to Might and Muscle, which is avail-
able in a high quality modern reprint edition from a very good friend of mine—
Bill Hinbern at www.superstrengthbooks.com. Bill also carries that old George
Jowett forearm and grip course I mentioned. Both are well worth reading.)

In any case, imagine my reaction when I read through the final draft of Paul’s
manuscript for Convict Conditioning 2 and spotted a line drawing of an old-school physical cul-
turist lifting a heavy barrel. It’s not the same drawing that appears on the cover of Dinosaur
Training, but it’s from the same George Jowett course.

And that’s a clue to why a guy who primarily writes about lifting heavy iron is writing this foreword.

III
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The real link is an appreciation for old-school physical culture, and the training methods of old-
school athletes and strongmen. As both Paul and I have noted many times in our respective books
and other writing, most people who think about building strength and muscle make the HUGE
mistake of thinking that the way to do it is to go to the nearest commercial ggm—what I refer to
as “Chrome and Fern Land” in Dinosaur Training— and start following the latest super program
in whatever muscle comic you happen to be reading. In other words, they start doing a modern-
day bodybuilding program, they train for the pump, they use the latest exercise machine knock-
offs of the Nautilus machines that flooded the training world in the 1970s, they use the cardio
equipment, they guzzle the supplements and follow this month’s version of the super-duper mus-
cle-building and fat-burning diet for bodybuilders, and in way too many cases they start looking
for someone who can supply them with their first stack of steroids.

I’'m opposed to that nonsense. I believe in building strength and muscle the old-fashioned way.
I believe in things like hard work, sensible training programs, and training for lifelong strength,
health and organic fitness. I believe in following the training advice of the old-time strongmen
who flourished in the period I call the Golden Age of Strength—which was roughly from 1890
and the days of the French-Canadian powerhouse, Louis Cyr, and the magnificently muscled and
remarkably strong German, Eugene Sandow—through the 1930s, and 1940s, and the amazing
exploits of men like Tony Terlazzo, John Grimek, Steve Stanko, John Davis, and others— and into
the 1950s and the era of men like Reg Park, Tommy Kono, Doug Hepburn and Paul Anderson.

And Paul seems to believe much the same thing. Interestingly, in Convict Conditoning and
Convict Conditioning 2 he mentions many of the men I write about in my various books and
courses. I’'m working off memory right now, and this isn’t an exhaustive or complete list, but we
both cover the strength, power and exploits of Sig Klein, John Grimek, Maxick, Doug Hepburn,
Bert Assirati, George E Jowett, Eugene Sandow, and Thomas Inch. And as Paul properly notes,
each of these men—all of whom are Iron Game immortals, meaning that long before steroids,
wraps and super-suits they set lifting records that very few men can match even today—were
accomplished gymnasts, hand balancers, and acrobats or combined their weight training with
some form of advanced calisthenics.

So that’s the common thread. Both of us have turned our backs on modern-day training—which
really means modern-day bodybuilding—and have turned back to old-school physical culture. We’ve
done that because the old-school stuff works—and the modern stuff doesn’t. And both of us want
YOU—the reader—to do what works. We both want you to achieve great things—and to develop the
type of strength and development exemplified by the legendary athletes of the Golden Age.

You hold in your hands a book that can help you build some serious strength. Use it wisely, and
use it well—and grow strong!

Yours in strength,

Brooks Kubik
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OPENING SALVO

"I’'ve come here to chew bubblegum
and kick ass..

..and I'm all outta bubblegum.”

Roddy Piper in They Live (1988)

efore you dig into this pile of notes, stray ideas, and hard-worn advice that some have
generously called a “book”, I feel you need to be given some kinda warning.

First up: if you are looking for a basic strength or muscle-building workout, don’t pick up this
book. You’ll find that stuff in the original Convict Conditioning. In that book, I let loose the
goods on how convicts use bodyweight skills to develop maximum strength and muscle—espe-
cially the old school guys who were around before the weight piles hit the yards.

Since Convict Conditioning landed on the shelves, I’'ve been asked lots of questions about stuff
that go beyond the basics. Questions like:

e What about the extremities of the body? The neck, forearms and calves?
*  How do I train the muscles at the sides of the body?

e What’s your philosophy for building strong joints?

e How do convict-athletes get so big on the prison diet?

* Do inmates have any tricks for dealing with injuries?

e What about mental training in jail?

The answers to all those questions are in this book. If you want to know this kinda thing, pick
it up. (And preferably pay for it. I got bills too, dude.)
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That leads me to a second warning to potential new readers. This manual is not like the thou-
sands of other books about strength and fitness that you can find on the internet or littering the
shelves of Barnes & Noble. Those books are written by guys with dozens of certificates, maybe
doctorates, all with their own websites and Youtube accounts.

That’s not me.
If you want to be told s*** like:

e Lift weights

e Do three sets of ten

e  Stretch

e  Eat six times a day

e Consume lots of protein

Then you are wasting your time reading this book. I don’t say any of that—in fact, the stuff that
comes out of my mouth is, very often, the exact opposite of what the modern fitness scene thinks
is acceptable. (That’s why it works.)

Pll say it straight. P'm not certificated, 'm not officially ranked, and you won’t find me on
Youtube. 1 don’t pretend to have degrees in nutrition or kinesiology. If you are looking for all that,
you won’t get it here.

I learnt what I learnt behind bars. I spent nearly twenty years total in some of the toughest pris-
ons in America. ’'m not proud of it, and I don’t want to glamorize it, but there it is. I can’t teach
you anything about the latest exercise machines, current studies in nutrition or biochemistry, or
even the new workout fashions.

I’m not claiming that I can tell you stuff “experts” and personal trainers will agree with, and I'm
not trying to be contentious. I’m just trying to teach you—in the best way I can—about all the
stuff I picked up on the inside.

Bear this in mind when you read this book, and don’t get too hot and sweaty about the contro-
versial stuff. I just ask that you read it. If you don’t like what I have to say, don’t take it too seri-

ously. If you do like what you see in these pages, then try it, test, it, use it.

It worked for us. Who knows? It might work for you too.

Paul Wade



ConvicT CONDITIONING 2

1: INTRODUCTION

Uy YOURSELF
B Banrs

magine the very best hardcore gym in the world.

* Imagine an arena where men—there are no women—train as if their very survival depended
upon it. A politically incorrect environment where the goal of training isn’t cute little
Chippendale muscles or a cheap trophy, but ungodly animal power, raw, functional athleti-
cism and sheer brutal toughness.

® Imagine a “gym” where—for the vast majority of the time—there is no access to new training
equipment or flashy gadgets to distract you from a brutal regime of bodyweight training...the
most primitive and effective form of conditioning known to man. A place with no juice bar,
no air conditioning, and no other luxuries. A place where you are literally locked in to sweat,
struggle and strive alone—with no audience or accolades—just the power of your own mus-
cles and mind.

e Imagine if this place was largely cut off from the here-today-gone-tomorrow fitness fads and
fashions of the outside world...so that all that really counted was the kind of punishing daily
training which really produces results—quickly and efficiently.

Just imagine what you could learn about physical training—and what you are really made of—
from an environment like this, if such a place existed.

Well, a place like that does exist. It’s called the federal and state corrections system—that’s jail
to you and me.

VII
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Tiny cells substitute for
hardcore gyms in prisons up
and down America.

The evolution of
prison training methods

Many prisoner athletes—particularly those guys stuck inside for the long haul—often learn
their conditioning methods from other, older convicts, who in turn learned their skills from the
inmates who were locked up before them. These old time inmates rarely had access to the new
forms of equipment and training fads so popular in the outside world. As a result, prisons are
almost like a bubble, separated from the training world beyond the bars; prison-spawned training
methods have remained, pure, functional, based on toughness and results rather than aesthetics
and fashion. Stripped of training equipment or new training technologies, prisoners have tradi-
tionally been forced to turn to ancient methods, the forgotten but tried-and-tested conditioning
arts and techniques that turned men into supermen centuries before steroids and other perfor-
mance drugs were conceived.

Inmate athletes have had to be innovative, often inventing new methods and effective training
tactics that simply don’t exist on the outside. Real prison athletes—guys that have been training
non-stop in their cells for decades in the search for ultimate strength and athleticism—can teach
you a lot. Secrets and tricks you could never learn from a magazine or a modern personal trainer
in a million years.
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Paul Anderson uses decline pushups
to beef up his upper body.

My time

[ don’t know much about most things, but training behind bars—especially bodyweight work—
is something I know very well. I spent nearly twenty years of my life in prisons, starting in San
Quentin for drug offences, and later “graduating” to a federal correctional facility for trafficking
in-between prison stays. I’'m not proud of it, but there it is. During that whole period I must’ve
done a quarter of a million pushups, and about as many bodyweight squats.

Throughout my time behind bars, training my body became a passion; an obsession. It was the
one thing that kept my mind sane, and—in all likelihood—my heart still beating. I learned what I
did from all kinds of different people; ex-Navy SEALs, marines, karate guys. In particular I
absorbed what I could from older inmates, and the former generations of cons who practiced
bodyweight training in their tiny cells like it was some kind of religion.

Over the years I mastered the bodyweight arts that had been handed down from convict-to-con-
vict, and I began training other inmates. My system is the most authentic (and effective) distilla-
tion of the older traditional prison calisthenics—the time-honored stuff that thrived in jails before
the weights leaked into the yards. It’s based on the way the very best prison athletes train: it’s
bodyweight, it’s minimal (or no) equipment, it’s progressive, and it’s brutally intense. Prison train-
ing has to be this way.

IX
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The Convict Conditioning system

The approach I learnt behind bars is the reverse of what’s taught on the outside. To most mod-
ern personal trainers, calisthenics is seen as an “easy” activity, or a warm up. But to prison ath-

X

letes, calisthenics is based on strength.
That’s the foundation. You can use my methods to build inhuman stamina, Olympic-level bal-

ance and agility, or even phenomenal reflex speed. But strength is the cornerstone. It has to be.
This makes perfect sense if you think about it. You can’t build explosive power and speed by
working on clapping pushups unless you have built a solid base of tendon and muscle strength by
doing regular pushups. Without strength, you can’t build peak endurance, either: if you try to
build stamina by doing hours of burpees, you will only injure yourself if you are not strong.
That’s why the most basic, most hardcore movements—the Big Six of prison strength training—
form the nucleus of the entire Convict Conditioning system. Everything radiates outward from

the Big Six (see the chart below).
|||
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Getting bigger and stronger
—the advanced info

The first volume of Convict Conditioning was completely dedicated to the fundamental
strength system: the Big Six moves and their progressions, along with useful variant exercises.
This second book follows on from that, and is devoted to advanced strength-calisthenics. *

The advanced areas of the system aren’t meant to replace the Big Six moves—they grow out of
them. Strength and muscle growth don’t come from new gimmicks, complex techniques or
pseudo-scientific approaches. That stuff’s all snake oil. Real, total body development comes from
a consistent, disciplined, progressive dedication to the basic, total body exercises you learned in
the first Convict Conditioning. These basic movements—along with their variants—allow for a
lot of creative training time. As you advance, you can change your rep ranges, your speed, your
program, and so on. Trust me on this; there’s a lifetime of productive training in that book.

Despite this fact, as athletes advance, they often have further questions. The information they
need usually falls into three categories:

1. Specialization areas — grip, neck, calves, side-waist, etc.
2. Joint training — tendon strength, mobility, pain elimination, etc.
3. Lifestyle advice - fat loss, recovery, psychology, etc.

These three areas are the subject of this book.

Part One of this book is called Shotgun Muscle. Convict Conditioning contained a lot of infor-
mation about working the major muscles of the body, as well as the smaller muscles. But some-
times these little muscles—in particular the forearms, side-waist, neck and calves—require spe-
cialized training for various reasons. The chapters in Shotgun Muscle represent a highly con-
densed grab bag of secret tricks, exercises and little-known techniques and equipment which will
take these (usually feeble) areas and blast their development right up to “superhero” levels. These
are all techniques I learned in the joint, so they stay true to the Convict Conditioning philosophy
of little equipment—big reward.

One of the most underrated areas of modern physical culture is the training of the joints. This
is especially true as you get bigger and stronger: as athletes become more advanced, the greater
the load that’s placed on their joints and tendons. Juiced-up bodybuilders might have big muscles,
but they often have weak, painful joints; their training has given them stiff, unnatural movement
and connective tissue prone to injury. This is where calisthenics scores. Old school calisthenics is
built on an approach which strengthens the joints and tendons, building them up rather than
wearing them down, over time. In Part Two of this book, Bulletproof Joints, 1 show you how to
build the strongest joints possible, while eliminating those old aches and pains—forever. Along
the way, I’ll share with you the traditional prison attitude to stretching. This old school approach

* T originally planned on cramming the entire Convict Conditioning system into a single book, but it was far too big. So we tried
two books. Even that was optimistic. So it made sense to keep things focused and include just the advanced strength-calisthenics
material in this second manual. As for the survival athletics and dynamics parts of the system, if you guys and girls tell me you
want it, they’ll get their very own volumes too.

XI
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Prison training can and does generate world class athletes.
Everyone knows that bodyweight can build endurance, but it
can also build muscle and explosive strength. Clapping
handstand pushups require ungodly power.

will strengthen your joints instead of weakening them, but beware—it’s probably the opposite of
what you’ve been taught on the outside. In Part Two I’ll also teach you the Trifecta—my secret,
minutes-per-day program for functional mobility and optimal joint health.

Becoming a superior athlete—whether you are interested in sports, personal development, or if
you are just stuck in a cell on lockdown twenty-three hours a day—depends on a lot more than
just how you exercise. Part Three, Wisdom From Cellblock G, looks at those areas of an athlete’s
life which exist outside the sweat and pain of training sessions. ’'m not qualified to be a personal
trainer or life coach, but I can teach you the lessons prisoners learn about these subjects. You’ll
find out about:

e  The prison diet

e The value of regulated lifestyle (“living by the buzzer”)

e The significance of high levels of sleep and rest

e Mental control (coping with demons)

®  The benefits of the “straight edge” for an athlete (living clean)
e Healing skills (with minimum meds/professional healthcare)
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The book finishes with a look at the role of the mind in training. The power of the mind over
human life is skimmed over (or completely overlooked) in most books on fitness. I think this is
probably because people living on the outside have so many things available to distract them-
selves from the old-fashioned practice of introspection. As a man who has been forced to spend
many thousands of nights caged up alone with only my thoughts and the memories of past mis-
takes for company, I’'ve learned something about the tricks the mind can play. I've also learned
some of the tactics you can use to fight back. Hopefully you will find what I have to say of help
In your own training.

This book also includes a bonus chapter. Since leaving prison I’ve been asked a lot of questions
by guys who work out about the typical weight-training and bodybuilding methods convicts use,
when they do have access to the heavy stuff. There seems to be a real fascination about this topic.
I’m all about the older methods of calisthenics, but people are pretty insistent, so I've included an
extra chapter at the end of the book. It’s called Pumpin’ Iron in Prison. It'll answer all your ques-
tions.

Lights out!

You know the biggest training mistake most wannabe tough guys make? They’re fickle.
They flip from one method to another; they change systems; they drop what they’re doing when
the next tool or technology busts out. Constantly switching goals and approaches like this is
training suicide. Some of the most incredible athletes in the world are those inmates who train
alone, in their cells. It’s not because they are genetically gifted compared to you or me. It’s not
because the have access to world class coaching. And it’s sure as hell not because they have cut-
ting edge nutritional programs or supplements. These guys become the best because they are—lit-
erally—locked in to one method of training.

The less you chop-and-change, the less you rely on external stuff and the more you focus on
basics, the better your results will be. And this is not less true as you become advanced—it’s more
true. As you get bigger and stronger, resist the instinct to add more elements in—weights,
machines, gadgets. Look at the most basic, stripped-down way your body is meant to move, then
use it that way. Your grip evolved to support your body in a tree. You want the strongest grip
your genetics will allow? Throw all the grippers, special weights and spring machines in the trash,
and go and actually hang from something. You want to get lean? Avoid the fat-loss pills, expen-
sive supplements and complex diets, and go back to three squares a day—like a convict.

Message understood? Cool. Now lock yourself in, and let’s get training.

XIII
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2: InoN HANDS AND FOREARMS

ULNMATE
STRENGTH—
WITH JUST TWO
TECHNIQUES

and and forearm training is often seen as being on the periphery of strength training.

Many bodybuilders—even professionals—don’t specifically train their forearms at all.

The theory behind this is that the forearms get plenty of secondary work from exercises
like rows, ground lifts and curls; and that the hands get more than enough training from just grip-
ping the bar during heavy exercises.

I don’t agree with this theory.

Any engineer will tell you that in order to know how strong a machine is—how much work it
can do—you don’t need to look at its strongest part, but its weakest. Any system—even a simple
chain—is only as strong as its weakest link. The same holds true for the human body.
Unfortunately, most modern men have weak hands, and this limits the strength of their bodies as
a complete unit. Go into any gym and you’ll see guys using wrist straps and hooks to help them
hold onto the barbell during heavy pulling exercises. They may tell you that this is so that they can
lift “more”—but that’s not really true. Their body is capable of lifting the weight, it’s just that
puny hand strength has let them down. Trust me, it’s a bad state of affairs if you need straps and
hooks to be able to tap into your physical potential. It creates a false groove to exercises and it’s
very artificial. You might be able to get away with this cheating nonsense in the gym, but what
about in the real world? What if you have to spend some time doing manual labor, or manhandle
something heavy in an emergency? Fake gadgets and gimmicks won’t be able to help you.

The old time strongmen never had this problem. In fact, a few generations ago men in general
had much stronger hands than guys today. This was in the era before heavy lifting was done by
hydraulic machines, when men had to roll up their sleeves to do the work we let technology do for
us now. These men worked long hours in mines, in foundries, out on the farms. As a result, our
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forefathers had thick, callused hands with strong tendons and powerful forearms. Healthy, useful
hands. When these guys went on to become strongmen, they sure as hell didn’t need straps and
hooks. But it seems like the most use the average guy gets out of his hands and fingers is tapping
away on a computer keyboard or popping a beer.

The old time strongmen knew

the value of powerful hands-and
the role of bodyweight hanging

in building that power. Back in
the %0s and 4os, Al Berger d4id
his pullups from rafters in an

L-hold position.

Strong, capable hands with massive stamina are useful. Everything from opening a jar to undo-
ing a stuck screw requires strong hands and forearms. To a strength athlete, powerful hands are
even more important. They are vital! Every time you pick up a barbell or dumbbell you use your
hands. Even the best leg exercises like deadlifts and barbell hack squats require that you pick up
a heavy bar with your hands. The same principle applies to calisthenics. You can’t do pullups
without powerful hands and forearms to support your bodyweight. Without extremely strong
fingers and palms, hand-balancing is totally impossible. This is not to mention specialist tech-
niques like fingertip pushups. Forget impressive feats on the rings or parallel bars—a gymnast
with weak hands wouldn’t even be able to perform the basic maneuvers taught to children.
Wrestlers and martial artists require powerful hands to excel in grappling. In terms of raw
strength and athletic ability, weak hands limit practically everything you do.
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Modern methods? Forget them.

It’s not a surprise that modern athletes are wanting when it comes to powerful hands and fore-
arms. To find out why, just look at the kind of methods being pushed these days. The top two
hand exercises in gyms today are wrist curls and reverse curls. Wrist curls can only be performed
with light weights. They actually do very little for hand strength, but—on the bright side—they go
a long way towards screwing up your wrists. Reverse curls primarily work the forearms at the
elbow joint, bypassing the hands, wrists and fingers. Again, due to leverage factors, light weights
are the order of the day. The average bodybuilder can only reverse curl about half the weight he
can curl. Unless you are taking big doses of anabolic steroids, this kind of chickens* ** nonsense is
really not enough to add any lower arm strength and mass.

Hardly anybody in gyms today knows how to work their lower arms properly. This is ironic,
because (with the exception of the neck), the forearms are on display more frequently than any
other muscle group. This, of course, is one of the reasons that forearm training is so important to
so many convicts. Big, beefed-up forearms are intimidating. It’s also one of the reasons that fore-
arms are still the number one place for tattoos.

0ld school forearms

One reason many convicts—particularly of twenty or thirty years back—had such monstrous,
powerful forearms was because they knew how to train them using proper bodyweight methods.
The good news is that if you are currently investing your energy in a bodyweight strength pro-
gram, you are already leagues ahead of most other athletes. Whereas most bodybuilders can get
away with pumping up their muscles using machines, cables or dumbbells, calisthenics strength
athletes are forced to bite the bullet and use something heavier—their bodyweight. Believe it or
not, this is more than the average weak-gripped gym-built athlete’s hands could cope with for
long. Just hanging from the overhead bar for leg raises will strengthen the fingers and grip consid-
erably.

Pullups kick things up a notch. Pullups are an excellent basic exercise for the lower arms. Not
only do they require that you hold onto a bar, supporting your bodyweight, but the flexion of the
elbows as you draw yourself up works the bulkier muscles of the forearms. The main muscles
trained are the brachioradialis which runs along the top of the forearm, and the deep, knotty
brachialis which lies a little further up. The brachioradialis makes up about a third of the muscle
mass on the forearms, and the brachialis underlies the biceps, so you’ll be pleased to know that
when it’s well developed it pushes the biceps out and makes the upper arms appear a lot bigger.
(Arnold Schwarzenegger had exceptionally well-developed brachialis muscles.)

Although a routine containing solid work on pullups (as described in the first volume of
Convict Conditioning) will strengthen your hands and forearms, you’ll find that with a little
added work you can take your lower arm power into another league entirely. In fact, just six
months of specific attention to the exercises described in this chapter will put your hand strength
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Brachioradisli

Brachialis

The brachialis is clearly
visible in this shot of muscle

control master Otto Arco. Arco's
favorite arm exercise was the
classic pullup. It shows.

and health light years ahead of the average guy who works out. It’ll do a lot for your forearm
muscularity too. In this chapter I’'m going to show you the key to building hands and forearms
that aren’t just strong, but are superbumanly strong—with wrists, fingers, thumbs and tendons as
powerful as your genetic potential will allow. And you’re going to get there by building your
training around a single leading exercise—the hang grip.

Why just one core technique? Because you were born to hang, baby!

Evolution and hanging out

The hands are extraordinarily versatile tools; capable of acts as diverse as repairing the pin
lever on a wristwatch to sculpting the Pieta. Without the complex manipulations the hands make
possible, human beings couldn’t have advanced into the dominating force we have become—even
simple technology is rendered impossible without the blessings of nimble fingers and opposable
thumbs.* This enormous functional capacity is mirrored by anatomy. The hands are incredibly
complex instruments. Each hand is stabilized by over a hundred twenty ligaments, and controlled
by well over thirty muscles. These muscles and their corresponding tendons are attached to
twenty-seven distinct bones. (Some anatomists count twenty-nine. That’s more than four times as
many bones as there are in a giraffe’s neck!)

Despite this complexity, there’s no need to run to the gym and perform dozens of different exercises
to work all the individual muscles of the hands. Although there are dozens of muscles in the hands,
all the major muscles have evolved to automatically work together when they need to perform a gross

*Although I should point out that the well-held notion of humans as being the only species with opposable thumbs—i.e.,
thumbs that can pinch with the index fingers—is a myth. What makes human hands so uniquely dexterous is our capacity to rotate
our ring and pinky fingers to meet the thumbs—no other known species can do this. But numerous primates and other animals
have opposable thumbs. Many zoologists consider chimpanzees to have opposable thumbs. Just thought I'd throw that out there
in for any chimps reading. (Quit reading and get back to typing Shakespeare, you loafers.)
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motor movement—in particular the chief survival function of the hands; hanging on something.
Our species is capable of activating all our associated hand and finger muscles separately in
exquisitely delicate fashions (imagine playing a piano concerto) and then, a split second later, the
same diverse muscles can immediately work in perfect unison to generate unbelievable gripping
power (imagine hanging onto a rope for dear life).

This phenomena of profound muscle synergy in the hands is something seen in many primates,
and it probably results from a period of evolution high above the ground; hanging in trees.
Primates in particular base their method of locomotion in the canopy or from tree-to-tree to find
food and avoid predators. It’s as if our species were born to hang on—literally. One of the most
primitive instincts babies possess is called the palmar grasp reflex, which is a throwback to the
time when the offspring of our ancestors had to grip onto their mother’s fur in order to survive.
As our species developed, having a strong grip from birth was a matter of life or death. The
human grip becomes proportionately weaker as we age, due to disuse; but babies and infants
have long been known for having notoriously strong grip capabilities, given their size. (The
power of a baby’s grip is even referred to in verse fifty-five of the Tao Te Ching, written roughly
2500 years ago.)

Even our basic anatomy is shaped by the need to hang from our hands. Our clavicles (collar
bones) are a great example. Clavicles are probably a very, very ancient throwback to a time when
vertebrates possessed exoskeletons. Very few mammals still retain proper clavicles, but one group
that has kept them is primates, including human beings. Why? Because collar bones allow pri-
mates to hang vertically suspended, without straining the shoulders. Many forward-thinking
physical culturists promote the idea that training should be based around “natural” movements
to maximize progress and avoid injuries. Well bud, if any movement comes naturally to you or
me, it’s a hang grip.

Balancing the hands:
fingertip pushups

If conventional forearms training methods are like a Crock-Pot when it comes to building hand
and forearm strength, hanging grip work is like a microwave oven. It produces noticeable results,
fast—and these results come not just over the short-term, but for long periods. The muscles that
control the hands are capable of ferocious strength, and it can take an entire career to unlock this
full potential. Many of the old school strongmen used to claim that hand strength was the “last
thing to go”, and I well believe it.

Hanging grip work is so effective at developing strength in the muscles and tendons that close
the fingers, that there may be a minor risk that these areas become disproportionately strong in
comparison to their antagonists—the muscles which keep the fingers open. These extensor mus-
cles are relatively small in comparison to the muscles which control the grip, but in the interests
of balanced strength and hand health, they need to be trained by any athlete who is looking to
seriously strengthen their hands.
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Many animals and insects
survive by arboreal locomotion-
the ability to move through the
trees-but primates are the only
species able to move from
branch to branch by hanging
with the arms. This ability is
called brachiation. Modern
humans retain all the physical
characteristics of brachiators,
which is why every sensible
training routine throughout
history has included its share
of hanging exercises. When
given the chance, kids head to
the monkey bars for a reason,
folks.

I only advise one type of training for the finger extensors: fingertip pushups. Fingertip pushups
radically increase strength in the extensor muscles, as well as the hands and wrists, because they
force you to support your weight on your digits. This pressure strengthens not only muscles and
tendons in the hands but also the cartilage, and even the bones, of the fingers and thumbs. If you
can’t yet perform classic fingertip pushups, don’t panic. I'll show you how to achieve this ability
gradually.

Some athletes resort to training their extensors by wrapping elastic bands on the backs of their
fingers and then opening them, but this isn’t very effective and it’s certainly not functional or con-
venient. (It’s no fun, either!) Fingertip pushups are the perfect complement to grip work, because
both techniques are isometric; that is, they don’t involve movement of the target muscles. Not
only is isometric work in tune with the way the hands operate, it also protects the finger joints, the
vulnerable moving parts of each hand.

There you have it; the basic Convict Conditioning approach to working the hands and fore-
arms. Focus on hanging work to build lower arm strength, and balance this strength out with a
course of fingertip pushups. Two exercises are all you need. Anything else is overkill.
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Remote control muscles and
diesel forearms

Of course, many well-meaning bodybuilders perform a lot more than just two exercises for
their forearms. Most of that energy is totally wasted. For example, these pumpers add various
wrist curl, reverse wrist curl and leverage movements to their routines in a misguided attempt to
pack more muscle mass to the forearms. The thinking behind this is that the muscles of the fore-
arm are associated with flexing the wrist joint (the way the biceps muscle are responsible for mov-
ing the elbow joint). On the surface, this might seem like a good idea, but it’s based on a misun-
derstanding of kinesiology. The lion’s share of muscles in the forearm aren’t there to flex or bend
the wrists at all; the muscles which move the wrist joint are relatively few and fairly small and
weak. In fact, the large, powerful muscles of the forearm (particularly those below the elbow)
have just one function: they are gripping muscles.

It might sound strange to hear that the forearm muscles exist to move the fingers and not the
wrists; particularly if you are used to the notion that muscles should be right next to the joints
they operate. This is certainly true of the biceps, triceps, deltoids, etc., but it’s not true of the fore-
arm muscles. The forearm muscles (along with a few muscles in the palm) operate the fingers from
a distance, almost like puppets on strings. It has to be this way, because the fingers themselves
have no muscles inside them. None. They have to be operated from a distance, by muscles in the
forearm. This makes the fingers a unique body part. All our other moving parts are pulled by mus-
cles immediately adjacent to them. The fingers are the only part of the human body operated by
“remote control”.

Da Vinci's study of forearm anatomy
proves that he understood the "remote
control"™ nature of the fingers. Note
muscle bellies near the elbow, attaching
to the slim, cable-like tendons which
pass to the fingers.

What’s the upshot of all this? It’s this: if you want big, strong, muscular forearms, you are bark-
ing up the wrong tree by performing silly wrist joint movements like wrist curls, reverse wrist
curls, leverage raises, wrist rolling, and so on. Why? Because the big, strong muscles of the fore-
arms don’t control the wrist anyway. They were put there to operate the fingers. So if you really
want to add mass to those lower arms, forget the puny bodybuilding-type nonsense and start
working hard on your grip!
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Why the hang grip?

There are various approaches to grip work seen in gyms today. People use everything from bar-
bells and leverage bells to spring-loaded grippers. If you’re going to work your grip, I'm a firm
believer that the natural way is best—by hanging, using nothing but bodyweight. If it’s cool with

you, I want to take a little bit of your time to check out different types of grip and explain exactly
why I believe the hang grip is the best.

There are at least a dozen grip positions strength athletes employ. Let’s look at the seven most
often used and most basic ones, examining the pros and cons.

Lifting or holding a bar upwards against

'l‘ll]?l S‘]l)l,()ll'l‘ (;llll, gravity, with the thumb over the fingers

i i i i heavy weights are used (e.g.,
: functional lift for weight trainers. Where '
PROS: ﬁn?—zgm deadlifts, hand-and-thigh lifts, etc.) the fingers become strengthened
and forearms developed. (Look at a powerlifter’s forearms.)

ili loit the strength potential of the
2 Heavy poundages must be utilized to exploit t ; al
CON® handz 1zmd this places huge stresses on the spine, hips and ch?r joints. In
addition, the thumb gets very little work during support gripping.
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'l‘lllf“ l_l () ()I{ (;lill) Lifting or holding a bar upwards against

gravity, with the fingers over the thumb

PROS: This i 1 k]l()WII ip, usu used on y ym a n
1S 1S a httle— grip, us ally se ly b Ol [)iC Iifters Wr 1

the fingers over the thu
' mb can help t « »
during sudden changes in Velocity.p o keep the bar “locked” into the hands

g

g g

Gripping with the bar cupped in the palm and

rg\ ~ )]
l HE l‘I‘IASIE (]lill) fingers, without the thumb curled round

(sometimes called the “thumbless” grip) is a common type of

g. Many bodybuilders believe that pressing or
ms and arms out of a movement,

PROS: The false grip
grip found in bodybuildin
pulling without the thumbs takes the forear
throwing extra pressure instead on the pecs, delts, lats, etc.

CONS: The false grip is rarely used in grip training. It’s unstable, provides no work

for the thumbs, and offers little in the way of forearm benefits.
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Lifting or hanging by the tips or pads of

'l‘l'lE l‘i()Nl{E‘r (;llll, the bent fingers, without any thumb support

PROS:

CONS:

It’s fun to try your pullups on doorframes using this grip, which works well
to build powerful fingers. Also quite functional; reserpbles thf: hand shape
used by climbers, or when lifting the edge of an unwieldy object.

nd of grip gives little or no work to

i i iewed so far, this ki
s ool s the palm muscles receive less work

the thumbs. Because of the finger angle,
than during support grip lifting.

'l‘lil‘: l)lN(:ll (;lill’ Gripping a narrow object with the pads

of four fingers, plus the thumb

PROS:

CONS:

The beauty of the
the movement. Fo

include the pinch grip in their training.

pith grip is that if forces the thumbs to work hard during
r this reason alone, all serious barbel] grip aficionados

Since most lifters perform the pinch grip with fairly straight fingers and
thumbs, the leverage means that the weight lifted has to be radically reduced
compared to other, much heavier gripping techniques.
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rEv )| h | Gripping by dynamically squeezing
l ll]?l ‘lll[] Sll (,lill, something in the hands under tension

PROS: Heavy duty gripping forces the hands to actually move isotonically, rather
than just staying isometrically static as with other kinds of gripping.

CONS: Crush gripping is notoriously hard on the finger joints and knuckles, because
these areas are forced to torque under high tension. The functionality of crush
gripping is also questionable; the majority of athletic movements require a
good static grip, not a peak-contraction crush grip.

Gripping an overhead base while

‘ .
'l‘li]?‘ lilh‘r(; (’lill) suspended verlcally off the ground

from a horizontal bar, but the most productive (and difficult
d suspended from a vertical towel or rope.

e The hang grip can be done
version) should be performe

The hang grip continued on next page
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TiE HANG GRIP contine

e Hanging from a bar provides excellent training for
the fingers, but very little work for the thumbs. The
advanced vertical towel or rope version forces the
athlete to utilize the thumbs to hold on.
Consequently, it works all the muscles of the hand
to their maximal capacity.

e Unlike standard support gripping—which involves
lifting a heavy weight from the ground—hang
gripping places no pressure on the spine, hips or
knees. This fact alone makes hang gripping
superior to support gripping, even if you never get
round to using a towel.

e Because the towel is cushioned (unlike a metal bar),
the fingers and thumbs have to close extra tightly
around it in order to maintain the hold. This
delivers the same peak-contraction strength benefits
as a crush gripping (for example, on heavy duty
grippers) but without the injury risk associated
with full-range crush gripping.

e Fans of barbell lifting will argue that barbell-based grip lifts are superior to
bodyweight hanging, because progressive resistance can be easily applied as the
athlete gets stronger—more weight can be added to the bar. Students of old school
calisthenics will know that this is false. All bodyweight strength techniques can be
divided into progressive steps applicable to anybody, no matter their level of
strength and conditioning. The same is true of hang gripping.

The one-arm towel hang

The one-arm hang gripping a towel is the ultimate grip exercise. Even if you’ve trained yourself
to hang by your hands from an overhead bar, you’ll find this exercise a challenge. I've m}ffzt som
incredibly strong powerlifters who have had trouble with this variation; even gu 's who ¢ lfi
more than six wheels on an Olympic bar have been known to falter, bad,ly. = e

Thgre are several reasons why even advanced strength athletes can struggle with this simpl
variation. For one thing, most gym-built lifters are used to picking up bars; barbells dumbbell)lse
;nachme handles, and'so on. These devices are manufactured with relatively slim, cyli’ndrical bar;
or one reason only—it makes them easy to hold on to. Unfortunately, “easy to hold” is the oppo-
site of.what you need if you desire a truly monstrous grip. A doubled-over towel, on the c?tlflo
hand, is much, much harder to hold onto than a cylindrical bar. Because the towel hz’lngs VerticalT}rf
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(rather than lying horizontally), it won’t just “rest” in the cup of your palm—you gotta really
squeeze it just to maintain a grip. This works the hell out of your palm muscles. When you pick
up a heavy bar, the fingers get work curling around the bar, but with towel hangs your thumbs get
a major workout too. Without strong thumbs and deep palm muscles, towel hanging is straight
up impossible. This is precisely what most lifters are lacking—complete grip strength. Towel
hangs will deliver that total power.

Lights out!

If you don’t believe all this stuff ’'m spouting about towel hangs, try ‘em. Right now. Pick up a
big towel—it can be a bath, sports or gym towel, but make sure it’s the thickest one you can lay
your hands on. Then go to your regular pullup bar (or a sturdy tree branch, or whatever). Loop
the towel over the top of the bar, so it’s double thickness, and hang from the sucker. Just one
handed, mind you. If you can hold on at all, try maintaining your grip like that for a full minute.

If you can make the full sixty seconds, congrats, stud—your grip strength is already in the top
one percent of the population. You are the elite. (Try hanging one-handed but with two towels
over the bar, doubling the thickness.) If you can’t hold on, welcome to the rest of the human race.
In the next chapter I’ll teach you how to get there.

1
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3: Ty HANG PROGRESSION

A ViceE-Lixe
BODYWEIGHT
G Counse

he key to developing huge grip strength—and mastering advanced exercises like one-arm

towel hangs—lies in working progressively towards your goal. This principle is univer-
sally true for all types of resistance training. Getting stronger gradually is easy to do if you’re
working with a barbell; you just slap more plates on over time. It’s not so simple if you don’t have
access to a barbell. If—for whatever reason—the only “barbell” you regularly have access to is
your own body, you need to learn how to make the same basic movements (pushups, pullups, etc.)
progressively harder over time. You do this by laying out a “movement series”—a sequence of
progressively harder exercises, intended to be mastered one-by-one.

Anyone who bought the first Convict Conditioning book will be good buddies with the idea of
a “series of progressions”. For those of you who picked up this book but not its big brother, I’ll
take a sec to explain the basic principle.

To build a good progressive movement series, you need to take a look at the tools at your dis-
posal—your equipment, leverage and positioning factors—and work out whether they make the
exercise harder or easier. From there, you manipulate them to construct a list of exercises, from
easy to hard. Simple, huh? (Well, simple if you’ve been shown what to do.)

When it comes to hanging grip work, we have six of these basic factors to play with. They are:
1: Hanging from two hands — 2: Hanging from one hand: This is the most basic way of

making hanging hard or easy. Hanging with one hand is twice as hard as hanging from
both hands. Even a little kid on a jungle gym will tell ya that.

15
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3: Hanging from a bar — 4: Hanging from a towel: This is a great way of making your
hanging easier or harder. As explained, not only is hanging from a towel harder than hang-
ing from a bar, it also involves your whole hand, palm and thumbs as well as the fingers.

5: Regular towel - 6: Folded towel: The thicker the object you are gripping, the harder it
is to keep hold of it. (This is why so many grip devotees train exclusively with thick-han-
dled barbells and dumbbells.) Trying to hang when gripping a towel that’s been doubled
over is a lot harder than gripping a regular width towel.

0ld school
bodybuilders knew
the massive wvalue
of hanging grip
training. Where
the space
permitted, many
used thick ropes
in place of
towels. Legendary
strongman Sig
Klein kept broad,
powerful forearms
well into old age
as a result of his
consistent work on
the rope. Military
men have also
practiced rope

hangs. The inserts
are from the 1914
US Army PT Manual.
Note the twin hang
(top) and L-hold
(below) variations.
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So, just by working with a bar, a couple of towels and bodyweight, we have at least six differ-
ent, fundamental, ways to make our training harder or easier. Obviously if you want to get cre-
ative, these can be mixed and matched into even more combinations—for example, you can hang
with one hand from a bar, while the other grips a towel, and so on. Our goal is to manipulate
these various combinations into a progressive sequence, so we can begin with the easier exercises
and condition the fingers and forearms while we bank strength and head towards the harder exer-
cises. Ultimately we want to gradually gain raw power on the more advanced exercises which will
allow us to attempt our ultimate goal—the one-arm towel hang.

Luckily for you my brothers and sisters, prison grip athletes have been working on progressive
protocols for many years. The usual procedure involves starting by mastering bar work and inter-
mittently throwing in some towel training until you eventually progress to only using the towel for
your grip sets. There are several different ways to do this, but 'm going to show you my favorite
sequence of progressions in the next part of this chapter.

Training tips for hanging out

Before we get to the nitty-gritty of the grip series, I want to shoot a few simple pointers at you,
that’ll help you along the way to making your hanging grip work a whole lot more productive:

® The eight steps: In the movement sequence leading up to the one-arm towel hang, I've
included eight progressively harder exercises—the eight steps. There’s nothing particularly
special about the number ten. Some advanced bodyweight strength athletes might not need
this many steps. Some more cautious trainees might want to break the exercises up and use
more than eight steps. It’s up to you.

* Go slow: Whatever your level, when you begin the series resist the temptation to start with the
hardest step you can do. If you are new to specific grip work, begin at step one, get the most
outta each exercise and work your way up. Not only will this give your joints and soft tissues
time to adapt, it will also build training momentum and help you reach higher levels of
strength in the long run.

e Warm up: Even if you are a big, strong, bull mastiff kind of a dude, the tendons of the hands
and forearms are relatively small and can be irritated easily. Before your grip work, do some
fingertip pushups (chapter five) to get the blood flowing hot through the hands and wrists.
Bust out some easy hangs, and stretch out your fingers until you’re happy they’re good and
warm. Performing work sets for grip after pullups or leg raises can also be a smart tactic.

e Use time: With most calisthenics techniques, you can judge your progress by counting reps.
Hanging is an isometric exercise—you don’t move, so there are no reps to count. Instead,
you’ll be counting seconds. Most gyms have large clocks on their walls so that clients can time
their workouts. If you are training at home, I want you to set a large clock opposite you when
you train—remember, the second hand has to be visible from where you hang.
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e Watch it: If you can’t train using a timepiece, you’ll have to go by subjective counting (saying
one...two...three, in your head). But be aware that an athlete’s perception of time can be
unreliable when the pain sets in. I’'ve known some athletes to utilize a metronome to help reg-
ulate their counting. If you’re working on unilateral hangs of course, you can just hold your
watch in your non-working hand.

® Progression standard: Each step lists a progression standard. Once you can hang for the time
stated in the progression standard, you can move on to the next step.

Progressive
hanging work was
used to strengthen
the body thousands

of years before
crush grippers and
similar gadgets
were invented.




ConvicT CONDITIONING 2

Progression speed: From workout to workout, try to increase the amount of time you are able
to hang, until you meet the progression standard. You might only add a second or two every
workout—or you may add ten or twenty seconds, or more. It will vary from person-to-per-
son. Beginners with their “virgin” grips on the early steps will progress faster than trained
strength athletes working with harder steps. Whatever your level, the speed of progress is
irrelevant—consistent improvement is the only thing that matters. The muscles and tendons
of the hands will adapt to become very, very strong, but they will do so at their own pace—
not yours.

Avoid failure: When you’re hanging, push yourself hard, but try not to go to “failure”—to the
point where your hands just give up. This is easier said than done, I know. Just remember that
suddenly crashing down from a bar isn’t the safest way to travel.

Tight shoulders: When you hang, you should keep your shoulders “tight” to prevent injury or
joint strain. Tense your lat muscles and keep your arms pulled tight into their shoulder sock-
ets. Never allow your shoulders to be stretched out while hanging. Stay strong and in control.
(See Convict Conditioning page 117 for more details on maintaining “tight” shoulders.)

Soft elbows: By a similar token, keep your elbows “soft” when you hang. This means keeping
a slight kink in your arms—never allow them to be stretched out straight. This bend can be
almost imperceptible to onlookers, but it will protect your elbow joints and the surrounding
tendons from strain or hyperextension.

Rest between sets: When working with multiple sets of hangs, don’t feel the need to rush from
set to set. Take some time to shake the acids and waste products from your hands and fingers.
Many athletes stretch their hands and wrists between sets, and this certainly helps dissipate
tension if you are prone to cramping. Rest as long as you need to, but don’t let the lower arms
get cold, either. Bear in mind that the forearms are made up of dense muscles (like the calves)
and they have evolved to recover quicker from hard work than big muscles like the quads or
lats. More than four minutes rest is probably overkill.

Weakest first: Some of the exercises in the eight steps I'll show you are unsymmetrical, or uni-
lateral (one-sided). Where this is the case, start your workout with your weakest side first,
then use the resulting time to limit hang time on your strongest side. This is a great way to
iron out strength imbalances.

Consistency: Be consistent with your training tools; try to use the same bar, the same size and
thickness of towel, etc. Using different bars and towels will make it difficult to gauge your
progress.

Retain towel work: You begin the grip series by training the fingers, and start using the towel
only when you hit step three. Once you begin using the towel, you need to retain the thumb
and palm strength it develops. If you progress to exercises which don’t require a towel (like
one-arm bar hangs), keep your palm and thumb conditioning by always finishing your grip
workout with some towel hanging.
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Okay, that’s enough theory to get anyone started. Now you just need a bar to hang from, a
clock or watch, and a couple of towels. Bingo—you’re ready to embark on a grip training pro-
gram that will not only last you a lifetime and provide a helluva lot of fun and satisfaction, but
will also protect your joints and give you a functional grip like a titanium vice.

Let’s check out the eight steps of the Convict Conditioning grip series.

- HORIZONTAL

STEP ONE:

s HANG

Performance

Get underneath a sturdy horizontal base, such as a desk or a table. Reach up and take hold of
the lip with an overhand grip. Straighten your body and lift it off the floor so that your weight
only goes through your fingers and heels.

Exercise X-Ray

Horizontal hangs are a great way to begin your hand training, because they work the fingers
but without the need to support the entire bodyweight. If this exercise is too tough at first, try
hanging from a higher base. If you want to make the exercise harder, use a lower base or raise
your feet up.

Training Goals

* Beginner standard: 1 x 10 seconds
® Progression standard: 4 x 30 seconds
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Straighten your body and 1ift it off
the floor so that your weight only
goes through your fingers and heels.
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BAR
HANG

Performance

Jump up and grab an overhead bar with both hands. Use an overhand, shoulder-width grip, and
make certain that your feet are clear of the floor. Keep your shoulders tight and your arms, trunk
and legs symmetrical.

Exercise X-Ray

Bar hangs are a classic grip exercise. They continue on from where horizontal hangs leave off,
making the athlete hold the full bodyweight with the fingers. They also increase shoulder strength
and flexibility, conditioning the trainee for more intense hanging work.

Training Goals

® Beginner standard: 1 x 10 seconds
® Progression standard: 4 x 1 minute
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Keep your shoulders
tight and your

arms, trunk and
legs symmetrical.
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g UNEVEN

STEP THREE:

s HANG

Performance

Loop a towel around an overhead bar. Jump up and grab the bar with an overhand grip, then
firmly grip the towel with your other hand. Try to distribute your weight evenly through both
hands. Your hands should be about shoulder-width, your shoulders tight and your body symmet-
rical.

Exercise X-Ray

Once an athlete is comfortable with regular bar hangs for the progression standard, it’s time to
start adding some towel work to begin conditioning the thumbs. Uneven hangs allow you to start
towel gripping without strain.

Training Goals

. Beginnelj standard: 1 x 10 seconds (both sides)
® Progression standard: 3 x 1 minute (both sides)
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Try to distribute

your weight
evenly through
both hands. Your
hands should be
about shoulder-
width, your
shoulders tight
and your body
symmetrical.
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pememn ONE-ARM
STEP FOUR \ BAR HANG

N —

Performance

Perform the regular bar hang (step two) with an overhand grip. Once you feel “set”, release one
hand and hang by one arm. Keep your working shoulder good and tight, and place your non-
working arm in a comfortable, neutral position; either out in mid-air or in the small of your back.

Exercise X-Ray

This is a crucial training stage, because it conditions the arms and shoulder girdle to full unilat-
eral hanging. The thumbs get less work than the fingers, so follow this exercise with one or two
sets of uneven hangs with the towel.

Training Goals

. Beginnelt standard: 1 x 10 seconds (both sides)
® Progression standard: 3 x 1 minute (both sides)
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Keep your working
shoulder good and
tight, and place
your non-working
arm in a
comfortable,

neutral position;
either out in
mid-air or in the
small of your
back.
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e TOWEL

lS'I‘EP FIVE:

s HANG

Performance

Loop a single towel around an overhead bar. Grip each end of the towel with either hand, and
allow your body to hang free. Your hands should remain fairly close, but without touching. Keep
your shoulders tight.

Exercise X-Ray

During uneven hangs (step 3), the towel-gripping hand can potentially carry less than half the
body’s weight; but this exercise forces you to carry half of your bodyweight through each hand
while gripping onto the towel. This adjustment gives the thumb and palm muscles a greater share
of work.

Training Goals

* Beginner standard: 1 x 10 seconds
® Progression standard: 3 x 1 minute
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Grip each end of
the towel with

either hand, and
allow your body
to hang free.
Your hands should
remain fairly
close, but
without touching.
Keep your
shoulders tight.
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TWIN TOWEL
HANG

Performance

Loop two towels around an overhead bar. Grip each doubled-over towel with either hand, and
allow your body to hang free. Your hands should be about shoulder-width, your shoulders tight
and your body symmetrical.

Exercise X-Ray

During towel hangs (step 5) both your hands are gripping either end of just one towel. By using
two towels doubled-over, you are doubling the thickness of the towel, and making the exercise
correspondingly harder. This variation builds some of the total hand strength required for the
later stages.

Training Goals

* Beginner standard: 1 x 10 seconds
® Progression standard: 3 x 1 minute
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Your hands should

be about
shoulder-width,
your shoulders
tight and your
body symmetrical.
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e UNEVE]
A 'TOWEL mm(;

Performance

Loop a single towel around an overhead bar. Grip the doubled-over towel with both hands, but
place one hand above the other. (The further the distance between the hands, the tougher the exer-
cise.) Hang free, keeping your shoulders tight.

Exercise X-Ray

By now, an athlete should be comfortable hanging symmetrically with a doubled-up towel. This
step makes the grips unsymmetrical, which inevitably forces the higher hand to grip more power-
fully. Uneven towel hangs are the ideal way to gradually advance to unilateral towel hanging.

Training Goals

J Beginner' standard: 1 x 10 seconds (both sides)
® Progression standard: 2 x 1 minute (both sides)
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Grip the doubled-
over towel with both

hands, but place one
hand above the
other. (The further
the distance between
the hands, the
tougher the
exercise.) Hang
free, keeping your
shoulders tight.
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" MASTER | ONE-ARM |
Baaas TOWEL HANG

Performance

Loop a single towel around an overhead bar. Grip the doubled-over towel with one hand, and
allow your body to hang free. Keep your working shoulder tight, and your non-working arm
neutral.

Exercise X-Ray

The one-arm towel hang is the ultimate grip feat. It will turn the tendons of your fingers into
something resembling tempered steel cable, and—unlike most grip feats—it will also give you
thumbs like bionic pistons. Every grip athlete should master this hang for time before moving to
any other exercise.

Training Goals

J Beginner. standard: 1 x 10 seconds (both sides)
* Super grip: 5 minute hold (both sides)
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Grip the doubled-
over towel with
one hand, and
allow your body

to hang free.
Keep your working
shoulder tight,
and your non-
working arm
neutral.
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Lights out!

Whether you want to strengthen your fingers or jack up the belly of your forearms, forget grip-
pers or wrist curls. Work your forearms the way they evolved to work—Dby hanging your body-
weight. Hanging on a regular pullup bar is great, but it doesn’t work the entire hand—the thumbs
and deep palm muscles hardly get any work. Some athletes get round this by pinch gripping
rafters while busting out pullups. This is an impressive feat, to be sure—but in training terms, it’s
hard to make it progressive (you’d need to have access to sets of gradually thicker rafters). The
simplest way to work the entire hand (including the thumb) is to hang from a vertical cylinder. A
rope is good, but towels are more versatile.

Once you’ve built a great base of hand strength from towel hangs, what’s next? Maybe nothing.
Most athletes won’t feel the need to progress beyond towel hangs. As part of a well-constructed

total-body strength routine, it’ll give you everything you want.

But if you’re one of those specialists who maybe needs truly monstrous grip strength, I’'ll show
you some more options for advanced grip training in the next chapter.

But beware—this ain’t for beginners.
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d: ADVANCED GRrIr TORTURE

FXPLOSIVE POWER
=+.
TrraNIuM FINGERS

n many ways, the one-arm towel hang is unlike a lot of other Master Steps performed

in calisthenics. For one thing, it’s not real flashy. In fact, unlike most strength feats, it

kind of looks a lot easier than it really is. Many strong guys assume a one-arm towel

hang will be easy—until they try it. A one-arm pullup will get respect in any gym in the
world, but a one-arm towel hang with a doubled over towel? Most people won’t even figure what
you’re trying to do.

Another issue is the incredible potential for strength your grip muscles have. Many advanced
bodyweight strength techniques take years of training to master; but the towel hang can be owned
much quicker. Very few untrained men can perform the one-arm towel hang for a full minute on
the first time of asking, but it has been done fairly quickly by trained athletes—particularly those
guys at a low bodyweight.

Once you get to the point where towel hanging with one arm is “easy” (it’s never really easy
unless you’re a cyborg or something), what’s next? Well, a lot of athletes will be content to stop
right there. If your fingers, thumbs and palms are powerful enough to support your weight grip-
ping a doubled-over towel, then very few exercises are gonna cause you trouble. But if you want
to keep on getting stronger and stronger until your grip is goddam bone-shattering, then there are
some options [ want to put to you.

The first response most athletes will have is to add weight to the towel hang. If you can barely
hang on, it might make sense to make the hold harder by grabbing a plate or a dumbbell with
your free hand. I don’t advise this—apart from the need to access multiple dumbbells, there is a
risk of dropping the weight, or of coming down too heavily. Besides, as with all bodyweight train-
ing, there’s no need to add weights to make a basic exercise harder.
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Often, adding weights to an exercise—
whether squats, pushups or hanging work—
is the lazy man’s way. If you use your brains
plus a little creativity, you can always find
superior ways to test your abilities, using
nothing but bodyweight.

If you get to the point where you are pro-
gressing well with your towel hangs and
want to add something tougher into your
repertoire, what follows are a few ideas I’ve
used or seen used behind bars. When it comes
to grip training, there’s a huge field of tech-
niques and methods you can use to eke every
bit of power out of those fingers. These
approaches are some of the best.

Is adding weight
really the answer?
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Advanced grip work 1:
Going Beyond

If you want to make your hangs harder, the
simplest way to do it is by increasing the lever-
age of the technique. On towel hangs, this is
easily done by gripping something thicker—
remember, the thicker the object, the harder it
is to grip. But you don’t need any obscure,
expensive equipment to achieve this. Once
you can hang from a doubled-over towel,
make it thicker by adding to it. Add layers
progressively. Lay over a dish towel; two dish
towels; a hand towel; a hand towel and a dish
towel...you get the idea. Some grip monsters
can hang from two doubled-over towels! (Try
it, if you want to be scared.) Can you make A hang grip
three some day? | with two
doubled—-over

If you want to keep adding advanced grip towels. Good
work—it’s addictive to some of you psy- luck, Jack.
chos—there are two further specialist meth-
ods I advise you to try: finger holds and explo-
sive gripping. Let’s look at both of these arts.

Advanced grip work 2:
Finger holds

If you enjoy hanging grip work and want to take your hand strength to the next level, you need
to take a lesson from the athletes who have the strongest fingers of all—not weightlifters or body-
builders, but climbers.

Why do climbers have stronger fingers than weightlifters? It all has to do with the biomechan-
ics of the hand. When you grip a weight in the palm, you are lifting that weight, plain and simple.
But when you support a weight with your fingertips, the force generated by the muscles which
bend the fingers must be at least four times greater than that weight. Climbers rarely get to grip
with their palms—often they have to support their hanging weight on just the tips of their fin-
gers—maybe only two or three fingers. As a result their total hand power becomes awe-inspiring.
If you ever get the chance to compare grips with an elite climber, do it. These guys have finger
strength that verges on frightening. They need it to survive.
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Most people don’t know it, but you can buy equipment to train your finger holds. Climbers
sometimes use carved fingerboards with special holes and ledges, and wall-mounted moldings for
training their fingers to the max. But not all climbers use these devices and you really don’t need
them unless you’re a specialist. If you get to the point where a one-arm towel hang is easy, just
move over to a horizontal bar and begin working on finger holds.

Begin by hanging on both arms, but don’t grip with the little fingers—only the first three digits:

When you can manage forty seconds like this, hang from just two digits:

Your goal is a twenty second hang. This is hard, but a harder task still is to use your pinky
finger and the finger next to it (the ring finger):
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This is necessary to ensure maximum strength in all the fingers, but it’s very difficult; it’s only
possible if the bar is quite narrow. I’ve seen some guys make and attach little rings to their over-
head bar, just to facilitate performing finger holds. Holding bodyweight is tough on the fingers,
and you might want to cushion these holds with some folded cloth or rag.

Once you get to this advanced level, you can maintain it by doing a few pullups this way every
week or so. 've seen some older convicts do this—my mentor, Joe Hartigen, did finger hold
pullups well into his seventies. He claimed that hand strength was the last thing to go. He was liv-
ing proof—I’ve certainly not seen any teenagers do this.

When two-digit hangs get easy, your next option is to explore single-digit hangs, using the var-
ious fingers. Always finish your finger hold work with at least one set of one-arm towel hangs
(per hand) to retain symmetrical finger and thumb strength.

Advanced grip work 3:
Explosive grip training

Another way of really ramping up your grip training is by exploring explosive grip techniques.
To make your hanging grip work explosive, you don’t need any sophisticated apparatus. You just
hang from something, lose your grip, and quickly catch hold again before you hit the ground. You
can do this hanging from towels if you’re advanced enough, but I prefer just using a plain old hor-
izontal bar. It requires less technique and skill to “catch”, so it’s a bit safer. But either method
works.

Explosive catching places sudden demands on the tendons, muscles and fascia of the hands, so
it’s definitely not for beginners. It can also be hard on the elbows. I wouldn’t advise athletes to
even try it until they are up to step 7 of the hanging grip series (uneven towel hangs). Even then,
not everyone will feel the need to experiment with explosive grip work. Some athletes need to be
able to catch powerfully and explosively for their sport though, and this kind of training will
deliver for these folks. Examples might be:

e Martial arts requiring quick, powerful grips and locks (aikido, chin na, hapkido, etc.)

* Football plays catching and holding the ball

e Judoka rapidly grabbing the gi for a throw

e Obstacle course training (military trails require jumping and catching ropes, ledges, etc.)

To grip explosively, you need to know how to kip from the bar. In case you’re not familiar with this
term, kipping while hanging involves explosively throwing the knees upwards to gain some momen-
tum. Basically, imagine cheating heavily during pullups, and you’ll be able to picture what I mean.

Begin a rep by hanging from the bar. Now gain some height by kipping yourself up. Use your
knees and an explosive body movement rather than pulling yourself up by your arms—this isn’t a
pullup, it’s a grip exercise. At the very top of the momentum-movement (when you’re virtually
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m  Three different examples of explosive grip work (shown above). In the top line you have
the most basic level of difficulty: a double grip, kip, then catch. In the middle line you
have a slightly harder version which involves going from on overhand grip to an
underhand grip. On the bottom line you have an advanced technique: using just a single
hand. There are too many variants to list here, but explosive gripsters should experiment
with these variations, remembering that adding a clap during the kip will add difficulty, as
will changing the grip type (underhand/overhand/alternate/wide). During training keep the
sets and reps low and focus on sharp, clean movements.
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weightless) release your hands and reposition them. It’s this explosive “catching” of the bar before
you drop while that builds hand reflexes and a power grip. (See the examples below for various
levels of difficulty.) Some athletes even like to clap before catching the bar again.

As always, be safe and protect your body. Only do explosive grip work when your forearms are
hot and warmed up. Focus on catching the bar, but always be ready in case you screw up—be pre-
pared to land right.

Lights out!

There are probably more gadgets in the grip world than in any other area of specialist strength
training. No kidding—there are grippers, special handled bars, wrist rollers, grip machines, one-
arm deadlift units and much more.

Just because a huge amount of equipment is available, don’t be fooled into thinking you need it.
That stuff was invented by manufacturers. It was meant to be sold! Don’t be tricked into believ-
ing you need weights and grippers and other stuff to build an elite grip. Truth of the matter is,
men love tools—they love possessions, things they can use and play with. This is as true when it
comes to strength work as for any other aspect of life. But if you want the best results, ignore the
gimmicks and go back to basics. If you have a horizontal bar, two towels and your bare hands,
you have everything you need to build a grip as powerful as any in the world.

An added bonus—if you need to climb a wall real quick, the bodyweight stuff sure helps in a pinch.
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5: FINGERTIP PUsHurs

HEEPING
HAND STRENGIH
BALANCED

n chapter two, I told you that you needed only two basic exercises to work your hands

and forearms to the max. The first—and most important—exercise was hang gripping.

If you’ve read up to this point, you are now pretty much an expert on the theory behind
hang gripping; everything from the basic progressions, to advanced work like finger holds and
explosive gripping. Now it’s time for the second exercise, another classic in the bodyweight
armory: fingertip pushups.

Working the opposites

The majority of lower arm muscles work by “remote control”—via the forearm muscles—to
make the fingers grip. The bulk of the forearm (and palm) consists of finger flexor (gripping) mus-
cles for evolutionary reasons—humans need a strong grip to hold their own bodyweight during
brachiation. Very few non-primates have what you could call a strong grip. Hell, very few animals
can “grip” with the upper extremities at all—at least in the sense that we are using the word. For
this reason, any hand/forearm routine should be based around gripping exercises. The techniques
already demonstrated in this chapter will give you the strongest grip—and biggest forearms—that
your genetic potential will allow. But building superhuman gripping muscles without simultane-
ously strengthening the antagonistic muscles is asking for trouble.

There are several reasons why you should balance out a grip-based forearm program with some
work for the extensors (the muscles which straighten the fingers). The first reason is completeness.
Your hands are meant to open as well as close. If you want strong hands, you should train them
open, not just closed (as in a grip). This works not only the extensors, but also all the small,
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All gripmasters should perform fingertip pushups
consistently and in a disciplined manner. They should
not be viewed as a strength feat or a "cool trick"-they
are a serious exercise and injury prevention technology!

neglected tissues and tendons on the backs of the hands and around the knuckles. Another reason
has to do with maximizing potential. Never forget that the muscular system is a balanced entity.
If you train one side of a limb without training the opposite side, the side you are training can
never truly reach its maximum potential. If any machine has a weak link, the entire capacity of the
machine is affected negatively. Guys who only train their finger flexors (by grip work) and neglect
the extensors will, ironically, never have a grip as strong as a man whose hands are developed on

both sides.

But perhaps the biggest reason to balance out grip work with extensor work is injury preven-
tion—what the kids today call “prehab”. Working just one side of your forearms will make your
strength unsymmetrical and give you greater potential for injury. Having a hugely developed grip
when the back of your hand is weak is a bit like driving a car that’s made half from steel, half
from timber. When you put your foot to the floor, the thing will tear itself apart. The weaker half
just can’t keep up with the stronger half. This is what an unbalanced muscular system is like. It’s
a recipe for a constant stream of injuries.

There are numerous devices (rubber bands, cables and machines) designed to work the open
hands, and most of them are complete crap. Nothing built by man has ever improved on the
ancient classic fingertip pushup. Fingertip pushups force an athlete to keep the hands open and
fingers extended in a natural position under high levels of fluctuating pressure. This not only pro-
tects and strengthens the connective tissues, it also increases hand power very efficiently. Fingertip
pushups are easy to learn, they can be done progressively, and they require zero equipment.
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CORRECT POSITIONING

* “Fingertip” pushups are a misnomer.
Press on the pads of your fingers, not the
tips.

* Keep force flowing through the fingers,
thumbs, and also the wrists: your entire
lower arm should be a locked unit.

* Spread your fingers to distribute your
weight evenly.

* Your thumb should also be straight or
slightly arched back, and placed
somewhere behind your second finger.

* “Set” your fingers with high tension by
pressing hard into the floor. They
shouldn’t move or bend during the set.
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The Art of the Empty Hand

Fingertip pushups balance the hands by thoroughly working all the “open hand” muscles
and tendons that “closed hand” grip work passes by. But you need to be careful from the get-go.
In particular, you need to pay attention to finger extension.

During your fingertip pushups, you may notice some slight bending of your fingers. This is nat-
ural, and will vary for everybody. But you should still press hard through the pads of your fin-
gers—on each and every rep—with the goal in mind of keeping your fingers as straight as possible.
Remember, it’s this straight-finger position that gives you the results you are training for; not how
difficult the type of pushup is, or how many reps you can do. Whatever you do, don’t allow your
fingers to bow.

An extreme example of
hypermobile "“bowing".

This position works
the muscles and
tendons much better.

Bowing your fingers may make the exercise feel like less effort, but that’s only because the fin-
ger joints are taking your weight—it’s not passing through the muscles. Not only is this bad for the
finger and thumb joints, it also robs the muscles and tendons of the work they need to get stronger.

Some people have a helluva time stopping their thumbs and fingers from bowing, particularly
those with real flexible (or even hypermobile) hands. For those of you who are struggling, body-
weight legend Brad Johnson has come up with the solution—spider-ups. I won’t include the drill
here, because Pavel Tsatsouline has already outlined it better than I ever could in section eight of
Beyond Bodybuilding. (For what it’s worth, that section is a killer treasure chest of advanced
bodyweight techniques. I don’t get paid a cent for saying this, but if you are serious about your
calisthenics, that’s a book you need to get your paws on. I’'m not kidding.)
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Fingertip pushups:
philosophy in a nutshell

There are plenty of different ways to approach fingertip pushup work. I’ve found during my
own training that it’s best to perform this exercise before your hanging grip work. The fingers are
fairly delicate structures compared to the rest of the body, and training grip exhausts the hands—
[ prefer to have my fingers reasonably fresh for fingertip pushups, so the muscles are still good and
strong, for safety. Doing fingertip pushups before your grip work also seems to improve perfor-
mance on the hangs. It focuses the mind and acts as a neurological warm up for the lower arms.

I also like to keep my sets and reps fairly low. Ten to fifteen reps on a warm up set is fine, but for
your work sets five reps should be your maximum, and anything over two serious sets is a waste
of time and energy. Remember, fingertip pushups are about benefiting from the extended finger
position more than the pushup movement—high reps on this exercise will only drain your chest,
shoulders and arms and compromise your regular pushup workouts. Besides, you’re not looking
to add mass or stamina to the extensor tendons and muscles; this is all about balancing strength.
So let’s make this a strength exercise.

Your hands work hard during pullups, hanging leg raises, and even get activity during exercises
like pushups and bridges. If you add hard grip work on top of this, that’s a hefty old workload for
small areas like the phalanges (finger bones) to handle. So don’t do what a lot of trainees do and
over-train your hands by working fingertip pushups every day. A short, focused, progressive ses-
sion performed twice per week beats the hell out of extended daily hand workouts that go
nowhere fast and irritate the tendons. (If you’re a new fish, pressed for time, or you work with
your hands frequently, just one fingertip pushup workout a week is also an option.)

Your fingers want to be strong. They weren’t designed to tap at a keyboard or text bulls*** on
a stupid cell phone. They were meant to be dangerous weapons on the hands of a caveman! Work
your hands fresh, keep your reps low, keep your form perfect, keep your finger tension and your
concentration high and remember to let your hands rest when they need it. Follow these rules and
trust me—you’ll start noticing real-life strength increases fast.

Progressive strength

Just like all bodyweight training, fingertip pushups need to be done progressively if you want to
get anywhere. You need to keep finding increasingly difficult versions of the fingertip pushup, or
your strength will stagnate. As your grip strength progresses, so should your fingertip pushup
work—albeit more slowly, because the extensor muscles are smaller than the grip muscles.

If you picked up a copy of the first Convict Conditioning book, you’ll know all about the sci-
ence of progressive pushups. In chapter five I laid out the perfect prison-based progressive pushup
series. I’d advise all athletes new to fingertip pushups to use this ten step pushup series as a tem-
plate for their fingertip pushup work. You begin at the beginning—doing fingertip pushups
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i}%zmst zii Wzldl—then move, step by step, to harder variations like the regular fingertip pushup.
Chis gradual progress not only ensures consistent strength gain, it also allows the joints and soft
tissues to adapt at the same speed as the surrounding muscles. This is a particularly import

point when it comes to training the fingers, which are small and potentially prone to ir}ll'ur pIt ?nt
allows newer (or heavier) athletes a chance to begin training if they can’t do regulallr f};n ;:0
pushups just yet. For those athletes who wish to maximize their fingertip strength, the serieg lﬁ
eventually lead you to the ability to perform one-arm fingertip pushups. Do them ;ight, andsy\(})VllJr

fingers and thumbs will be like solid titani T .
medern men have more like solid titanium piping than the flimsy, helpless digits most

Reapy For ACTION

Never launch into fingertip pushups “cold”. You want a healthy supply of hot blood
circulating in your fingers, wrists and forearms before fingertip pushups. Here are some
warm up tactics I've found helpful:

1. It’s a great idea to perform fingertip pushups after another upper-body exercise (maybe
pullups) so your lower arms have already had some work.

2. From there, do some freestyle shoulder, elbow and wrist circling (for a minute or so)
to get the fluids in the cartilage moving in these joints.

3. Before you perform even one fingertip pushup, amplify this warm up by doing eagle
claws. Form your hands into tight fists, and gradually open your fingers/thumbs joint-by-
joint, slowly and deliberately and under maximum isometric tension. Once your
(trembling!) hands are stretched open to the max, reverse the process back into a hard fist.
That’s one rep. Give yourself two sets of ten reps, shaking your hands loose after each set.

=
K .

4. Finally, always perform one set of easy fingertip pushups before you get to your
«work” sets. Choose an exercise lower down the series than the point you’ve reached.
One set of 5-10 reps will activate your nervous system and tell your finger muscles and
tendons that trouble’s a-comin’. From here on in, you’re ready for the real work.
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One-arm fingertip pushups are only
possible when you have paid your dues
strengthening your finger Jjoints and

connective tissues.

I’'m not going to take up space in this book repeating all
the technical instructions for each step of the pushup series,
but ’'ve summarized the steps in a simple table (see below).
This will get you started. If you need more details on gen-
eral pushup form, refer to the first book.

FINGERTIP PUSHUP SERIES

1. WALL FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

2. INCLINE FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

3. KNEELING
FINGERTIP PUSHUPS:

4. HALF FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

5. FULL FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

6. CLOSE FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

7. UNEVEN FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

8. 1% ONE-ARM
FINGERTIP PUSHUPS:

9. LEVER FINGERTIP
PUSHUPS:

10. ONE-ARM
FINGERTIP PUSHUPS:

Perform your pushups standing, with your fingers
against a wall.

Perform your pushups while leaning diagonally,
fingers on a desk/table.

Perform your pushups while kneeling, your fingers
on the floor.

Perform regular fingertip pushups, but only go
halfway down.

Just like classic full pushups, but on the fingers
instead of the palms.

Perform full fingertip pushups, but with the hands
close together.

Perform pushups with one palm on a basketball
below you, and the fingers of the other hand on the floor.

Perform one-arm fingertip pushups, but only go
halfway down.

Perform pushups with one palm on a basketball out to
your side, and the fingers of the other hand on the floor.

Perform your fingertip pushups with one arm behind your
back. (It’s okay to spread your feet and keep your working
arm out to the side here: keeping your feet together will
work the shoulders harder, not the fingers.)
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How To PROGRESS

For many bodyweight movements, it’s a good idea to progress to the harder techniques
once you’ve met a predetermined target rep range (10 reps, 20 reps, and so on). With
fingertip pushups, you don’t need to do this. Pushing too hard to meet a target isn’t a
good idea where such small joints are concerned. Instead:

e Keep your rep range at around five whenever you train.

e Work up the steps until you find an exercise that is moderately difficult.
e Once the exercise becomes fairly easy, then experiment with harder steps.
e Never train to “failure” on this exercise. Stay in control at all times!

e Keep your cadence regular during the pushups—never be explosive. Avoid variations
like “clapping” fingertip pushups at all costs.

e Once you can perform one-arm fingertip pushups easily, you can try variations using
fewer fingers, or explore handstand variations.

Once unilateral
fingertip pushups
become child's play,
you've got the
option of moving to
handstand pushup
variations where the
fingers support the
entire bodyweight.
Only experienced
trainees like Justin
P need apply!
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Lights out!

Fingertip pushups are seen as more of a “trick” than a genuine strength exercise. This is totally
wrong. Done right, fingertip pushups are the safest, most effective way to strengthen the extensor
muscles on the top of the lower arm. For athletes seriously working their grip muscles—the flex-
ors on the meaty underside of the forearm—fingertip pushups are invaluable. They stop your
hand strength from becoming unbalanced, prevent injuries, and round out hand and finger
strength perfectly.

If you are performing serious grip work, begin taking fingertip pushups seriously, and treat
them like you would any other bodyweight strength movement. Warm up well, start slow with
easier versions of the movement, train hard but with perfect form and control, and build to harder
variations over time.
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G: YoREARMS INTO FIREARMS

HAND STRENGTH:
A SUMMARY AND
A CHALLENGE

he last four chapters of grip, finger and forearm training have been pretty dense and

complex. I’ve thrown a lot of words and ideas at you. If you’re considering working

some forearm training into your current program template, now’s probably a good
time to summarize all the stuff I've said so far:

* To maximize your hand and forearm strength, you only need two main exercises: body-
weight hang gripping and fingertip pushups.

® When hang gripping, it’s okay to hang from a horizontal bar. But this only really works
the fingers. For the entire hand to be involved, you should work towards vertical hang-
ing. You can use a rope, but a towel is a more versatile grip-builder.

* It’s a good idea to perform your hand training after an upper body workout, when the
forearms are already warm.

® Begin a hand workout with fingertip pushups—but don’t forget to warm your hands up
first (see page 52).

* For fingertip pushups, keep your work sets to two or three (no more) and use low reps.
Two sets of five is great.

® Work your fingertip pushups progressively (see page 53), but don’t push to failure, and
only try harder exercises when the techniques you are using get too easy.

¢ [t’s a good idea to work your grip after fingertip pushups. (Never work your grip before
hanging exercises like pullups or hanging leg raises).
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All the o0ld school strongmen knew that
grip "“tricks" can be learned fairly

quickly, but giant forearms cannot be
built overnight. You will only reach
your genetic potential through a lot
of pain, consistency and intelligent
progression!

e Work your grip hard, but don’t overdo the number of sets you perform. This will tire
out your hands, but won’t get you stronger any quicker. Anything more than four sets of
hangs (per hand) is overkill.

® Rest as long as you need to between sets. Don’t rush, but don’t screw around so long
your forearms get cold.

® The length of time you hang before moving to harder techniques can vary, but anything
more than a minute per set and you’re building more stamina than strength.

® Your hands get plenty of work during most upper body exercises, so avoid excessive
hand training. Once per week will get the job done. Twice a week is better. Three times
if (and only if) you’re a recovery machine.

Program template

If you apply the above tips, you’ll be able to program your own forearm training—which is a
good thing, coz being your own coach is just as important for training independence as being able
to train without a gym.

But for those of you who want to get started right away, the following sample workout pro-
gram is a good way to begin. Warm up well, be strict, focus on hang gripping (but throw some
fingertip pushups in to balance the opposites) and be progressive. That’s a forearm workout—
prison style.

You can’t go wrong, I tells ya.
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SAMPLE WORKOUT

Here’s what a good bodyweight forearm workout should look like:
Following an upper-body session

Joint circling—1 minute

1. EAGLE CLAWS: SET 1: 10 REPS
Shake the hands out
SET 2: 10 REPS
Shake the hands out

2. FINGERTIP PUSHUPS: SET 1: 5-10 REPS (warm up)
SET 2: 5 REPS (work set)
SET 3: 5 REPS (work set)

. HANGING EXERCISE: SET 1: 25 SECONDS (warm up)
’ SET 2: 1 MINUTE MAX (work set)
SET 3: 1 MINUTE MAX (work set)
SET 4: 1 MINUTE MAX (work set)

o Remember that the exercise used for the warm up sets should feel pretty
easy compared to the exercise you use for your work sets.

e This template can be tailored to pretty much any strength level—if you are
stronger, just use proportionately harder exercises.

The CC "Iron Gauntlet"

[ know many gripmeisters out there prefer to work their hands with weights. I’ve heard a lot of
these guys tell me that calisthenic hand techniques are too “light” or “easy” to get a decent work-
out with. How hard can bodyweight hand exercises be? they tell me.

Hey, if you want to work your hands with weights, that’s fine by this old lug. I’'m not putting
down that method. A lot of guys just love to feel the steel—I totally get it. But when someone tells

me that bodyweight strength work for the hands is too easy...I challenge them to put their money
where their big mouth is.

I’m going to share this challenge with you. I call it the Convict Conditioning Iron Gauntlet, and
it consists of four—yeah, just four—exercises. If you've read the last few chapters and you still
think bodyweight hand work is too “easy”, try performing the following feats. They must be per-
formed in sequence, without resting more than five minutes between techniques.
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1. Triple towel hang: one-handed x 60 seconds

Throw three (fairly thick) hand towels over an overhead pullup bar. They should be layered,
one on top of another. Wrap your hand around the ends of the hanging towels—or as far round as
you can get. (You’ll be grabbing the equivalent of six towels, since the three towels will be doubled
over the bar. It’s unlikely your fingers will meet your thumb.) Squeeze hard, and hang down, so
you are hanging by just one hand. Hold your bodyweight like this for 60 seconds. Then swap and
hang for 60 seconds the same way but from the other hand.

2. Index finger pullups: 10 reps

Perform ten full pullups—hanging only by your two index fingers. (You can hang from the bar,
but you can also use rings, or special straps/hoops if the bar is too thick for your fingers.)

3. One-arm fingertip pushups: 5 reps

Get down on the floor, and perform five deep one-arm pushups on the four fingers and thumb.
The palm must not touch the floor. The feet can be splayed apart. Repeat with the other hand.

4. Grip-and-switch: 10 times per hand

Hang from an overhead bar with one hand. Use an overhand grip. Kip up, and reverse the grip
mid-air, catching the bar with the same hand, but in an underhand grip. Pause at the bottom,
before kipping and reversing again. Perform ten reversals, then repeat with the other hand.

Sound tough? Well, the towel hangs are murder, but I promise you, there’s nothing impossible
about this challenge. The strongman Sandow could do one-arm pullups with any one finger—
including the pinky and the thumb! He was also a fan of explosive grip work, and could “hop” up
an angled ladder using just one hand, by kipping and catching. Many martial artists understand
the value of bodyweight work and do pushups on just their two index fingers and thumbs. So the
challenge above is by no means an elite workout.

Despite this, most men—very powerful men—who work their hands with weights, get slayed by
this challenge. They get the shock of their lives. They think their hands and fingers are powerful as
hell from weight training and spring grip work, but they discover that even simple bodyweight
hand strength exercises are too much.
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Here’s the quick rundown:

ThrE CC “IBON GAUNTLET CHALLENGE
1. Triple towel hang: one-handed x 60 seconds

2. Index finger pullups: 10 reps
3. One-arm fingertip pushups: 5 reps per hand

4. Grip-and-switch: 10 times per hand

If you’ve attempted this challenge and defeated it, I bow down to you. You are a Jedi Master of
calisthenic hand strength. Go lift weights for your hands if you like. Train with true grip legends
like Adam T. Glass, John Brookfield, or Samuelsson.

But if you can’t beat the Iron Gauntlet, I don’t want to hear you saying that the bodyweight stuff
is easy. You can still gain a lot from the basics.

Lights out!

Nothing is a sign of truly great strength as much as a powerful pair of hands. Hands so strong
that they can bend metal, burst open a can of cola with the pull tab still intact, or tear tree roots
up out of the ground are far scarier than big biceps or wide shoulders. Strong hands are both
impressive and useful, but most modern forms of hand training are a waste of time in my honest
opinion.

If you really want forearms as powerful as they are big, forget modern methods and go old
school—work with your bodyweight. The best exercise to beef up the top of your forearms (the
brachioradialis and brachialis muscles) isn’t hammer curls or reverse curls. These moves are puny
compared to good old pullups, which work the forearms and elbows from the most powerful
angles possible.

As for the belly, the underside, of your lower arms, forget weights (or any other type of equip-
ment) if you want maximal results. Follow the example of nature—and thousands of years of
advanced athletes and warriors—and work your forearms by hanging. Hanging from a horizontal
bar is a phenomenal basic exercise, but eventually build to vertical hanging, from a rope or towel.
This will build thumb strength that bar work can’t.
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Thick forearms radiate
power. You do NOT
want to be strangled
by this dude.

To a select group of guys in the joint, grip and forearm training is more than just important. It’s
like a religion to them, the way pushups are to a lot of the other cell trainers. They hang from
their cell doors from one or two fingers for long periods until their whole body is racked with
cramp; they do fingertip pushups until their digits are like steel rods. A lot of them train through-
out the day, everyday, until after lights out when their hands are slippery with blood from calluses
and torn blisters. You can recognize a member of this rare breed, instantly. Their gigantic, tat-
tooed forearms look like cybernetic implants, undulating with massive clumps of powerful mus-
cle tissue and decorated with thick veins.

These guys are the extreme—which is one of the reasons they probably wound up in prison in
the first place. 'm not suggesting you train like them. But if you just add a little of the work
detailed in this chapter to your routine, your “Popeye” forearms will be busting out of your shirt
sleeves in six months time.
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7: LATERAL CHAIN TRAINING

CAPTURING
Ty ¥LAG

eems like everyone these days wants to train “obliques”. Those cord-like muscles run-

ning up the sides of the abdomen are the subject of some kind of gold rush—at least if

you buy into the fitness media. It’s impossible to pick up a magazine, skim a training
book or watch an ab-gadget infomercial without being beaten around the head with the term
obliques. 1It’s like some kind of ab-training buzzword...like a cake just ain’t complete without
frosting, your abs aren’t complete until you’ve worked those obliques.

If you’re anything like me, you find this excessive focus on developing such a minor body part
in isolation for purely aesthetic reasons pretty sickening. It reminds us of the narcissism of our
species; plus our amazing capacity to waste precious time and energy on insignificant crap. And if
the idea itself isn’t bad enough, checking out modern training methods for working the obliques
will surely make you to make you want to hurl or put a gun to your skull. The bulk of techniques
applied by coaches and personal trainers consist of side crunches, twisting crunches, side cable
crunches and similar silly garbage.

This group of popular techniques are both misguided and ineffective. They are misguided,
because they attempt to train a small muscle with isolation movements, when that muscle evolved
to function as a link in a larger chain. They are ineffective because movements like the crunch
aren’t strength exercises—they are low-resistance tension exercises. They make it feel like you’re
working, while you are actually producing zero results. (Stop and “tense” your quads for three
sets of twenty reps, three times a week. Will they get any bigger? Nope. Any stronger? Nope. It
kinda feels like work, but your quads won’t actually change at all, unless you actually bend those
knees and start squatting.)

If you really want to strengthen and harden your obliques, you need to work them following the
same four tried-and-true principles you would use to effectively work any muscle group. You need to:

e Use bodyweight as resistance
o Apply techniques which integrate the body as a total unit

e Work hard
e Keep moving on to progressively tougher techniques
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Use this as a basis for your strength training philosophy, and you will get great results, no mat-
ter what muscle group you want to work. Don’t be afraid of getting strong!

The modern obliques myth

This warning—don’t be afraid of getting strong—isn’t nearly as dumb as it might sound.
Believe it or not, there are guys and girls in gyms all over the world scared to death of training
their obliques hard, for fear that it will thicken their waists, detract from their “V taper” and spoil
the symmetry of their physiques. Only one response to that attitude—bulls™** *!

There are only two things which will bloat out your waistline and give you chunky “love han-
dles”. One is excess body fat. The other is steroid and growth hormone abuse, which will cause
all your muscles to gain water and expand the size of your internal organs, swelling your overall
midsection. Functional strength training won’t affect your waist size—unless it causes you to lose
body fat and become slimmer.

The obliques are small, dense muscles, and naturally working them to maximum strength will
cause them to become powerful and sculpted, but it won’t stretch the tape much. Just look at elite
martial artists and gymnasts. These men and women need incredibly powerful obliques for their
respective disciplines; but take a look at their waists and you’ll see that they are slim, tight, and
hard as iron.

Modern gym-rats could take a lesson from these athletes. If you have been brainwashed into
doing light, pointless exercises for your obliques, don’t panic, partner. In this chapter 'm going to
show you how to get a waist that’s Bruce Lee-strong; no side crunches, cables, rubber bands or
ab-gadgets required.

Do you need to
work your obliques?

Before we get started, it might be helpful to ask a simple question: do you really need to start
performing specific oblique work at all?

If you read the ab-training articles in modern muscle rags, you’ll assume the answer is obvi-
ously “yes”. But wait. Hold your horses. Don’t forget that all the muscles of the midsection work
together, a bit like a big, muscular girdle. When one of these muscles fires hard, they all have to
fire—even if only isometrically. This anatomical reality also applies to the obliques. Your obliques
fire when you do bridges, and when you squat—and the harder you work on these exercises, the
harder your obliques have to work to keep up.
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This effect is enhanced if you perform specific work for the abdomen—particularly leg raises. If
a tight, powerful midsection is what you’re looking for, strict hanging leg raises will get the job
done. Not only do leg raises work the hell out of your anterior chain, the obliques get a great
workout just holding the hips in place. In Convict Conditioning, I also included twisting leg raises
as a supplemental variant exercise for those athletes who wanted to amplify the effects of leg
raises for their obliques.

In reality, if you are working hard on leg raises and the rest of the Big Six movements detailed
in Convict Conditioning, you may not feel the need to give your obliques any specific ancillary
work at all. Truth is, they’re already getting a workout from what you are doing.

That said, there will always be sportspeople who need to give their obliques extra specific train-
ing for their chosen sport. The muscles of the flank (including the obliques) are responsible for
bringing the side of the ribcage and hips closer together, so optimal obliques are essential for any
sport that involves kicking or lifting the legs out to the side. Acrobats, skaters and dancers are
examples of athletes who need beyond-normal oblique strength. There will also be some hardcore
bodyweight athletes for whom mastering leg raises is just not enough—they have to master every-
thing. These brutes will also want to know how to work their obliques right.

Plus, the moves I’'m gonna teach ya in this chapter are badass...as cold as ice. They are satisfy-
ing as hell to master, and goddam impressive to show off to others. A lot of bodyweight athletes
will want to experiment with oblique training for these reasons.

And why not? You pay taxes too, right?

The ultimate lateral chain
movement: the flag

Bridges work the back of your body: hamstrings, glutes, spinal muscles, traps—the posterior
chain. Leg raises work the front of your body: abs, hips, deep thigh muscles—the anterior chain.
If you are looking for an exercise to work the muscles of the side of your body—the lateral
chain—look no further than the human flag.

There are many variations of the flag, but the hardest versions all involve maintaining a straight
body out from a vertical base. From this position you look like a flag standing out in the wind—
hence the most common name of the exercise. (Though you should know that the term “flag” is
not a universal one. Some call it a side or horizontal lever. The athlete who taught me the move-
ment called it the side plank, and I didn’t hear of it referred to as anything else until years later.)

The flag is a wonderful example of a total body exercise. Maintaining this position works the
entire lateral chain—not just the obliques, but also the lats under the armpits, the serratus of the
ribcage, the intercostals, the hip abductors, and the tensors on the outside of the thigh. The spine
and trunk muscles need to be steely to lock everything in place safely. Because the lower leg has to
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be held up against gravity, the
adductor muscles of the inner
thigh also get trained by this hold.
It also works the upper body
hard, because the athlete has to
hold onto the base with the arms.
For sure, the flag can leave the
side of your waist sore for days
after you do it, but every muscle
in your body has to be strong if

you want to have a hope of hold- *
ing the flag. tﬂ ol
E‘ i, =
5 -
How strong is your
lateral chain, son? :
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LATERAL MUSCLED WORKED
By ALL ¥LAG TECHENIQUES

Sternocleidomastoid muscles

Latissimus dorsi (lats)
Serratus anterior muscles
Intercostal muscles
External obliques*
Hip abductors
T