

[image: Illustration]




 


 


SPHERE


First Published in Great Britain in 2018 by Sphere


Copyright © Ross Edgley 2018


Every effort has been made by the author to ensure that all the information in this book is as precise and up-to-date as possible at the time of publication. It is recommended that before changing their diet or fitness regimes, readers always consult a qualified medical specialist for individual advice and to ensure any conditions specific to the reader are addressed. The author and publishers cannot be held responsible for any errors and omissions that may be found in the text, or for any actions that may be taken by the reader or any injury or illness caused as a result of any information contained in the text.


Photography: Allthingsgym.com (pp.244, 246); James Appleton (pp.10, 30, 53, 64, 66, 68, 69, 70, 71, 132, 269, 271, 274, 296, 320); Chris Bailey (pp.83, 105, 108, 109, 122, 123, 124, 192, 193, 194, 195, 239, 242); Anthony Barwell/BBC Photo Library (p.16); Rupert Bonington (p.136 (top)); Tani Devaux (Contents); Harvey Gibson (pp.32, 39, 43, 46, 54, 59, 95, 96, 107, 111, 120, 160, 186, 200, 216, 217, 228, 231, 233, 236, 255, 264, 283, 285, 287, 294, 295); Simon Howard (pp.21, 26, 88, 90, 134, 136 (lower 3 images), 151, 152, 161, 173, 177, 205, 206, 212, 254, 281); Richard Hunter (cover, pp. 13, 93, 125, 165, 180, 183, 201); Annie Mayne (pp.61, 155, 159, 174, 175, 176, 178, 179, 221, 223); Mike Poz (p.196); Phil Rowley Photography p.22; Hester Sabery (pp.98, 102, 103, 222); Hiroo Saso/BBC Photo Library (p.298); Tim Shieff/Bart Pronk (pp.72, 75, 77, 78); Shutterstock pp.4 (map), 14, 20, 33, 42, 76, 86, 97, 214, 236, 258, 268, 298 (globe); Adam Wiseman (pp.15, 19, 33, 34, 259, 299); Christie Wright (p.224)


Book Design: Sian Rance at D.R. ink


Illustrations: Emil Dacanay at D.R. ink


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-7515-7253-7


Sphere
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk





[image: illustration]







[image: illustration]







 


 


Thank you to my mum and dad.


You not only encouraged me to
dance to the beat of my own
drum, but you provided the drum
and taught me how to play it.
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FOREWORD



THIS IS NOT A FITNESS BOOK


This book is (unapologetically) different to most.


It’s void of quick fixes, empty promises and magic pills. It doesn’t present you with a training plan or diet guide and say: just blindly follow this. Instead, these 320 pages empower you to understand the principles of losing fat, building strength and improving endurance, so you can create your own fitness methods.


This approach is based on the work of American-born essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson. A pioneer in self-empowerment, he delivered more than 1500 public lectures on individualism and the importance of independence and self-reliance across the United States during the mid-19th century.


Empowering millions, he also shaped this entire book.


This is because in 1888 he wrote an essay aptly titled ‘Self Reliance’. In it, he chose to ignore strict, insular methods in favour of more holistic, enduring principles. My favourite quote is:


‘As to methods, there may be a million and then some, but principles a few. The man who grasps principles can successfully select his own methods.’


RALPH WALDO EMERSON


Which is especially relevant to our food and fitness.


Too many people are naively following ‘methods’ in the form of overpriced diet plans and training guides without actually understanding the ‘principles’ that govern them.


But this book was written to change all that…


MORE THAN A BOOK | A LITERARY REBELLION


Which is why, in many ways, this is not just a book. It’s more like an empowering literary rebellion!


Based on the work of Brazilian educational theorist Paulo Freire and his concept of ‘conscientization’1, it promotes a critical way of thinking that teaches us to achieve an in-depth understanding of a subject – in this case food and fitness – so we can take action against limiting elements. By embracing this philosophy it’s my hope we create an army of experts, not followers, because in reality no one knows your body better than you do.


You are your very best personal trainer.


You are your very best nutritionist.


Stop idolising gurus and looking for answers elsewhere.


‘No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves must walk the path.’


BUDDHA


Instead, blaze your own trail and add strings to your own bow. Your best expert is you!


10-YEAR TOUR WITH THE WORLD’S FITTEST HUMANS


‘I’m no prophet. My job is making windows where there were once walls.’


MICHEL FOUCAULT


This book is created from a melting pot of geniuses.


It cross-pollinates ideas and concepts from some extraordinary people who broke moulds, made waves and ruffled feathers in their chosen fields of strength, speed, endurance and food. From Olympic Champions and World Record Holders to remote tribes and celebrated members of the military.


Get to know them and you get to know fitness better than 99.99% of the population.


Now I acknowledge – and must state – that I’m not one of these fitness and food geniuses. Many times when writing this book I sat opposite them in awe. Eyes wide, mouth open and with most of their knowledge going over my head. Instead, my role has been to live and learn from each one.


With a notepad in one hand and a protein bar in the other, I travelled the world like a penwielding nomad to compile their teachings into the most eclectic and holistic fitness guide ever written. All so that you can become the strongest, leanest and fastest possible version of yourself.


WHY THE WORLD TOUR?


Learning should not be the study of one domain, but the combination of many.


This is an idea inspired by the brilliant book, Mastery by Robert Greene that I (randomly) read (many times over) during a lengthy boat ride down the Amazon river. It emphasises the importance of studying the work of other artists when trying to master a topic. Greene claims this is essential in the pursuit of mastery and uses Mozart as an example:


‘Mozart never asserted any particular opinions about music. Instead, he absorbed the styles he heard around himself and incorporated them into his own voice. Late in his career, he encountered the music of Johann Sebastian Bach – a kind of music very different from his own. Most artists would grow defensive and dismissive of something that challenged their own principles. Instead, Mozart opened his mind up to new possibilities, studying Bach’s use of counterpoint for nearly a year and absorbing it into his own vocabulary. This gave his music a new and surprising quality.’2


Which is why – inspired by Mr Mozart – I set off on my 10-year-long world tour, tracking down the world’s fittest and most nutritionally advanced men and women.


It was from their collective teachings and inspiring stories that this book was born.


Ross Edgley
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WHEN THE BOOK STARTED | Andes Mountains, Ecuador (2008)
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GRAB THE BULL BY THE HORNS


It’s 11 March 2008 and I’m on a busy flight somewhere over South America.


I’m gripped by a strange blend of jetlag and adrenaline; sleep is a distant memory. Instead, I substitute hard-boiled sweets and caffeine for rest and recuperation as I research my next assignment.


See, graduation was a year earlier. Most of my friends left Loughborough University’s School of Sport and Exercise Science and were immediately recruited by the English Institute of Sport. Taking up important roles as coaches, physicians and nutritionists, they’d later orchestrate the meteoric success of British sport at the London 2012 Olympics.


But life decided to deal me a different hand.


Equipped with pen, paper and a rucksack full of protein shakes I’d become this odd travel-writer-athlete hybrid. Developing a reputation for accepting even the weirdest of assignments, I’d spent a year flying, driving and sailing my way around the world, visiting the most remote and hostile places on earth.


It was far from conventional, but it was also far from dull.


Learning and living from men and women who were pushing the boundaries of human potential on a daily basis, my days consisted of everything from wrestling sharks in the Bahamas to charming poisonous cobras in Bangladesh. It basically made your typical extreme holiday look like a trip to Disneyland.


Now I’d like to say this was because of some noble quest. But if I can be honest, it was largely down to my complete aversion to boredom, child-like curiosity and inability to say ‘no’. Still, to quote the early theologian St Augustine:


‘The world is a book and those who do not travel read only one page.’


ST AUGUSTINE


So here I was, on yet another long-haul flight, reading a few more ‘pages’. Heading to Ecuador in the hope that I would be accepted into a celebrated group of mountain cowboys known as Chagra as they prepared for this year’s rodeo.


Duties would include wrestling, lassoing and branding wild bulls. Enduring hours of bum-numbing horseback riding. Finally, surviving all of this for 14 hours a day, at high altitude (4000 metres above sea level), on a diet of soup and alcohol and void of anything that resembled a ‘rest day’.


Was I excited? Yes.


Was I nervous? Very.


Was I completely out of my depth? Definitely.


But it was miles away from any treadmill or dumbbell – and on the muddy fields of this hacienda – that I learnt one of my most valuable lessons in fitness: to truly understand it, you have to live it.
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‘STAY STILL!’


Two long hours had passed and the bull collapsed.


The rope around the horns was tight. My knee on his neck was firm. But the fight was far from over. That’s because in an Ecuadorian rodeo the cavalry is never too far away and, unfortunately for me, that cavalry was this bull’s bigger, angrier brother.


At around 900 kg (2000 lb), he was jet-black, foaming at the mouth and completely untamed. The battle scars on his face showed many had tried – but his unbranded hide showed that none had succeeded. Add to this a pair of deformed, jagged horns that were forever pointing in my direction and consider its aura of menace complete.


But it gets worse. This is Cotopaxi.


Over 5000 metres above sea level on the Andes Mountains, it’s aptly named the Avenue of the Volcanoes. This is in reference to the fact that it sits on top of a collection of active ones. A place where altitude sickness taunts the lungs and plagues the muscles, and the threat of a potential volcanic eruption is always present.


However, these were way down my list of worries right now. At the top of that list was still the aforementioned bull that was now circling me, making his intentions quite clear. He had no regard for the medicine in my hand that I was trying to give to his smaller brother.


He just saw a target that was my now tightly clenched buttocks.


So there I was. Unable to adjust my position in case the pinned bull sensed freedom and got up for round two. I looked to my mentor for guidance.


His name was Haraldo.


Chief Chagra, he stood 170 cm (5 ft 8 in) tall, had hardened leather-like skin and was the proud owner of the thickest and most impressive moustache I’d ever seen, like something out of a Hollywood movie. He’d also been lassoing bulls long before I was born. Which probably explains why, amid the mayhem, he casually sat on the fence of the hacienda – out of harm’s way and carefully rolling a cigarette – and gave the following advice.
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Me and Haraldo, a little hungover from the rodeo festivities the night before


‘Stay still! But if he charges don’t stay still.’


Not quite the thorough plan I’d hoped for.


But then again this is South America’s Wild West. There are no rules out here. If a bull chases you, be quick. If a bull catches you, be strong. But above all else, when the air is this thin, be fit. Basically agile, powerful and in the broadest sense of the word: just fit!


Inevitably the bull charged…


I ran…


Haraldo laughed…


A lot!


In that moment the sight of me leaping the 2-metre fence, headfirst and holding my buttocks, became cemented in Ecuadorian mountain folklore. That’s because in the absence of TVs and books, Chagra stories become profoundly important. And the story of the terrified, airborne English sports graduate was practically Pulitzer worthy.


Needless to say, I returned to camp body intact, but ego heavily bruised.


But it didn’t need to be. At around 11pm that night there was a knock at the door of the derelict garden shed I called home. It was Haraldo. It seemed my rodeo antics had earned me a 10-oz steak and a seat around the fire with some of the most respected Chagras in all of Cotopaxi. I of course eagerly accepted.


This was because I love steak and the Ecuadorian kind was known for being among the best in South America. But I also knew that to be semi-accepted despite not being entirely successful on the rodeo was a huge honour. So I grabbed my poncho and headed to this kind of ‘cowboy gentlemen’s club’. The festivities of which, I’d quickly learn, were more dangerous than the bull.


Among the steak, potatoes and open flames there was also an abundant supply of a specially home-brewed 70% alcoholic drink called puntas. Made from sugarcane, it can be mulled with cinnamon and fruit juices to make a cocktail, but whatever the serving suggestions, locals drink it like water, claiming it has medicinal properties.


This explains why, in the evenings, a sober Chagra is a rare phenomenon.


GET FIT OR GET DRUNK TRYING


No sooner had I arrived than my induction began.


A space was made for me to sit next to Manuel. The oldest and most respected of all the cowboys in Cotopaxi. How old? It was hard to tell. His wrinkled and weathered face told the story of a thousand rodeos. But his perfect posture, mischievous smile and constant playful taunting of the other Chagra led me to believe otherwise.


How respected? Very! All based on his battle scars and ability to drink like a fish: two valued qualities in this part of Ecuador. The latter I quickly learnt as my bum hit the seat and I was handed a hollowed-out bull’s horn, filled to the brim with puntas, to serve as a shot glass.


I was, of course, keen to redeem myself from the day’s failed bull wrestling. So we toasted. I drank. And everyone enjoyed my contorted face as it burnt my lips and hit the back of my throat. After waiting 10 seconds to be sure it wasn’t going to come back up, I gestured with the bull’s horn a second time to signal I was OK.


It was met with rapturous applause.


This format then continued long into the night. Songs were played on the guitar, stories were exchanged and my once-healthy and fully functioning liver slowly turned into pâté. But among the alcohol-induced merriment a special bond formed between Manuel and me.


This is because I don’t mind admitting I’m not a hardened drinker. So it wasn’t long before I was practically fermented. But Manuel was my rock. Sitting perfectly upright as I leaned against him to avoid falling in the fire, his body remained strong and sturdy as any concept of balance left mine.


With my head on his shoulder, I felt compelled to ask him something. How was it a man seemingly three times my age was able to outwork me in the day and outdrink me at night?


‘Manuel, how old are you?’ I asked.


This was met with more laughter around the fire. He put his hand on my head, took another shot and said, ‘Who knows? Not me!’


Seeing my drunken confusion, Haraldo leant over and whispered ‘Maybe 60. Maybe 70. But after his 50th birthday he stopped counting.’


I remember at the time thinking: this is genius. I was of course pretty drunk, but I thought that back home in England, society would tell him to retire. ‘Experts’ would tell him to take it easy. But (again) this is Cotopaxi. Void of restrictive ideals, Manuel was left to work, drink and party like he did when he was 21.


As a result, his body and mind seemed conditioned to completely defy Father Time.


‘How old would you be if you didn’t know how old you are?’


SATCHEL PAIGE, BASEBALL LEGEND


I slept that night very drunk, very tired and strangely inspired.


Morning came and I awoke on a wooden bench. My poncho offered some comfort as a temporary pillow, but my entire body ached from the night’s alcohol-fuelled hospitality. Painfully hung over, I watched Haraldo – who’d already been awake for hours – as he chased horses across the mountains.


He’d drunk more than anyone last night! How was he still standing? In fact, how was he still conscious?


Another 14-hour day on the rodeo awaited me. I dragged myself off the bench and sobered up with some questionably served brown soup. In the cold light of day I was still utterly confused. Nothing made sense out here.


Four years of studying at Loughborough University’s Olympic facility, and the physiology and nutrition of a Chagra baffled me. Everything from their crazy cardiovascular fitness, insane diet of steak and puntas and Manuel’s complete lack of respect or concern for the ageing process.


All of which took place at sickeningly high altitude.


It was complete fitness ambiguity. It was in no book I’d ever read and no lecture I’d ever attended, but for some reason it worked. They had completely adapted to everything Cotopaxi could throw at them. I wrote the following puntas-induced epiphany in my notebook:
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‘We may never fully understand the mysteries of the human body… But spending a lifetime trying is one well spent.’


ROSS EDGLEY


This signalled the end of my time in Ecuador, but the start of my fitness pilgrimage.


March 2008, and The World’s Fittest Book had begun. Years would pass, pages would be written and I would come to understand the secrets of the Chagra and so much more.

















	
WHY THE BOOK STARTED | Loughborough University (2006)
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CHANGING THE RULES OF FITNESS


Returning to England, I realised the rules of fitness were about to change!


Why? Because they can! That’s why.


Too many people see this idea of ‘fitness’ as a fixed doctrine. A set of infallible laws they must religiously follow. But this isn’t true – just look at the Chagra. Instead, fitness is a vast, malleable and fluid concept. Within it are thousands of ideas you can learn, ignore, adopt or discard.


‘It is often forgotten fitness is a complex state determined by several interacting components, each of which requires specialized training for optimal development.’


DR YURI VERKHOSHANSKY & MEL SIFF, Supertraining1


This is why the National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA)2 and the American College of Sports Medicine3 – both respected authorities in the area – were unable to define ‘fitness’ despite pages and pages of information published on it. Seriously, there’s not one solid, agreed definition of fitness among all the gurus, magazines and organisations that each promise to help you improve yours.


But this isn’t a bad thing.


We humans have a habit of always defining everything. Each stereotype, category and neatly organised pigeonhole helps us feel safe and secure. It makes us think we know how the world works. But by failing to define fitness in a general, broad context we can make it completely adaptive to our ever-changing and individual lives, bodies and goals.


That can only be good, right?


Everyone can interpret fitness differently! Yes, there are the often-quoted ten components of fitness (Cardiorespiratory Endurance, Muscular Endurance, Strength, Speed, Power, Flexibility, Coordination, Agility, Balance, Accuracy). But who’s to say you can’t train and eat for a triple-bodyweight deadlift (strength), a rapid marathon time (endurance) with rock-solid abs (body composition) and a side helping of protein pancakes?


Experts? Doctors? What about sports scientists?


What, the same people who told Roger Bannister it was physiologically impossible for the human body to run under a 4-minute mile? Well, that doesn’t quite explain why the 25-year-old former medical student took to Oxford’s Iffley Road track on the evening of 6 May, 1954 to run a 3-minute-59.4-second mile time.
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Which is exactly why this book was written.


Created with the help of some truly inspiring individuals who – like the Chagra of Cotopaxi – had no regard for rules, limitations or plateaus, it contains the teachings of champions, record holders, ancient tribes and sporting icons who broke the rules, crossed boundaries and pushed the limits of human potential.


All united by a desire to find their fitness.


They want to run faster, lift heavier and cycle further on their own terms. Refusing to be dictated to by others, they are masters of the Law of Biological Individuality. The only unequivocal law of human behaviour, it teaches us that, however alike we may be in many ways, our physiologies hold so many differences that each of us is truly biologically unique.


This is something I discovered on the floor of Loughborough University’s library when I found that 51% of ‘printed fitness’ cannot be trusted. It’s misleading, misinformed and wrongly mass-broadcasted as a solution to all.


A one-size-fits-all approach is an approach that fits no one.


50% OF FITNESS IS WRONG


‘I can’t bear art that you can walk round and admire. A book should be either a bandit or a rebel.’


D.H. LAWRENCE


[image: illustration]


It’s midnight on 25 July 2006 in a quiet corner of Loughborough University’s library.


I’m two days away from handing in my dissertation proposal with no clue what it should be. Hence I’m sat on the floor among a diverse mix of sports science journals, fitness magazines and ancient philosophy. All the time desperately looking for inspiration and aimlessly making notes on a small notepad.


I wasn’t hopeful either. Sleep was a distant memory, I hadn’t showered or shaved for a week and the entire time I was semi-delirious from the heavily stimulated, home-made sports drink that I scientifically sipped on the hour to keep me awake.


I was like a medicated library-dwelling hobo.


But it was in my darkest, most unhygienic hour, while flicking through pages of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Plato, that I realised something. Those older books found in the corners of the library collecting cobwebs emphasised principles of enduring success. This is why they’d been there so long.


In contrast, the shiny, Photoshopped books from current authors were fixated on immediate results. They tended to become replaced as quickly as they’d arrived and were far less enduring.


So what was my caffeine-fuelled epiphany?


‘Don’t judge a book by its cover; judge it by its shelf life.’


ROSS EDGLEY (self-medicated and semi-delirious)


I quickly wrote down the above quote in big bold letters.


Then – with my senses now alive from the tyrosine and guarana cocktail – I began looking through pages and pages of books and magazines until eventually, somewhere between Socrates and Sports Illustrated, I noticed something: most commercial fitness magazines share a common ‘literary formula’.


First, there’s something I called a ‘False Declarative’ or ‘Interrogative of False Intention’. These are terms I coined to describe bold statements or questions that almost promise results. They are then usually coupled with a superlative adjective or adverb, typically promising you’ll be ‘bigger’, ‘leaner’ and/or ‘stronger’. What’s left is a collection of headlines like:


‘Build Muscle in Five Easy Steps!’


‘Want To Lose Fat Fast?’


‘The Best Diet for Immediate Results!’


‘Want Rock Solid Abs Fast?’


Sound familiar? I called them ‘Fitness Fairytales’. The industry is riddled with them and on average they make up 51% of the headlines you’ll find in fitness magazines4. I’m not the only one to think so either. The sports science genius Dr Mel Siff said it best:


‘The public usually feels far more comfortable with cerebrally undemanding mantras and “fast food” solutions than with far more accurate, complex methods. This is a major reason why many fitness figures write as they do and market their catch phrases simplistically as they do – society has been processed by mass media to behave like that and they usually do not want to be forced to think too deeply or to have their convenient current beliefs questioned, because that entails a serious threat to their psychological safety.’


DR MEL SIFF


In summary, Fitness Fairytales sound great, but most over-promise and under-deliver. Bullet pointing short, snappy instructions for us to unquestionably obey, they fail to teach us even the most basic rules of food and fitness. Basically, thorough and in-depth education like in ‘days of old’ is all but forgotten.


Which is why, in that moment, I put pen to paper and my dissertation was written.


‘I’m not interested in preserving the status quo; I want to overthrow it.’


NICCOLÒ MACHIAVELLI


TEACH A MAN TO FISH


‘Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.’


ANNE ISABELLA THACKERAY RITCHIE


On a small side note, I don’t blame modern writers for using Fitness Fairytales.


In a fast-paced, competitive capitalist society obsessed with quick fixes, the Big Book of Hard Work, Patience & Fat Loss probably wouldn’t sell many copies. Granted, it would be more effective, but what good is that when your mum is the only one who turns up to your book signing?


Thankfully I love writing.


It’s passion and not a profession and – at the risk of sounding like a Miss World speech – I always liked the idea of writing a book that would empower people even after I’m gone and training at the big gym in the sky.


In short, I want to teach people to fish.


That’s why this book was written against the grain and without a commercial agenda. You won’t be promised a perfect workout nor a magic diet plan that answers all your dietary prayers. Instead, the foundations are forged very differently from most.


If my mum is the only one at my book signing, so be it.


‘The writer is fully aware that his message is not orthodox; but since our orthodox theories have not saved us we may have to readjust them.’


WEST A. PRINCE, Nutrition and Physical Degeneration


LIVE BEYOND REPS AND CALORIES


‘You have to do stuff that average people don’t understand because those are the only good things.’


ANDY WARHOL


Leaving university, I chose to ignore most modern magazines. Instead, I learnt about health, food and fitness through old books and barbells.


What did I find?


That human fitness is complex, powerful and infinite in its potential. In fact, it’s fair to say we still don’t fully know what the body is capable of and have barely scratched the surface in our understanding of it. So it stands to reason that we should not restrict our exploration of fitness with regimes, checklists and (false) glossy magazine headlines.


It was for this very reason that Bruce Lee – martial arts icon and one of the greatest pioneers of human physical excellence –famously once said:


‘Use no way as way, use no limitation as limitation.’


BRUCE LEE


He was absolutely right, and not alone in his belief either...


Dr Yuri Verkhoshansky and Dr Mel Siff also knew this. Two of the greatest coaches ever to live, they pushed the boundaries of strength and conditioning, authored more than 500 scientific-methodological papers (each) and trained thousands of athletes to run faster, jump further and lift heavier than any before them.


How did they do this?


Well not through the age-old ‘repetition/weight scheme’ that most books and magazines broadcast, that’s for sure. Instead, our strength and conditioning Yodas said:


‘The summary of training approaches given in the table may be adequate for the average personal trainer or coach dealing with the average client or lower-level athlete, but it needs to be expanded upon to take into account the objectives stated.’


DR YURI VERKHOSHANSKY & DR MEL SIFF, Supertraining


Note the word average.






	Variable


	Strength


	Power


	Hypertrophy


	Endurance







	Load (% of one-rep maximum*)


	80–100


	70–100


	60–80


	40–60







	Repetitions per set


	2–5


	1–5


	6–15


	25–60







	Sets per exercise


	4–7


	3–5


	4–8


	2–4







	Rest between sets (minutes)


	2–6


	2–6


	2–5


	1–2







	Durations (seconds per set)


	5–10


	4–8


	20–60


	80–150







	Speed per rep (% of max)


	60–100


	90–100


	60–90


	60–80







	Training sessions per week


	3–6


	3–6


	5–7


	8–14








* ‘One rep maximum’ (1RM) is a term used to define the maximum amount of force that can be generated in one maximal contraction or lift.
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We’ve become regimented to the point of mediocrity. Wrapping our training in rules and formulaic tables to make us feel safe and assured. But it’s not exactly progressive and pioneering. To quote a modern-day sports science legend (and friend), John Kiely: ‘Such findings challenge the appropriateness of applying generic methodologies to the planning problems posed by inherently complex biological systems.’5


John was talking about the dangers of planning your training too much. Proposing that too many of us live within the parameters of sets and reps that were created to be tools, not limiting rules.


It’s not just in fitness either. One of my favourite authors, Nassim Nicholas Taleb, claims – in his book The Bed of Procrustes – that we have this need for explanatory closure and aversion to uncertainty:


‘We humans, facing limits of knowledge, and things we do not observe, the unseen and the unknown, resolve the tension by squeezing life and the world into crisp commoditized ideas, reductive categories, specific vocabularies, and prepackaged narratives.’


NASSIM NICHOLAS TALEB


This explains why your ‘average personal trainer’ can’t think outside the repetition/weight scheme. Or why many runners seek solace in the treadmill, but fear the squat rack like the plague. Or even why so many strength athletes are capable of moving mountains, but mobility training and touching their toes seem alien. But we must think beyond ‘prepackaged’ ideas if we want to progress. It’s like learning to ride a bike and never taking the stabilisers off. And no one ever won the Tour de France with their stabilisers still on, did they?


‘Uncertainty, in the presence of vivid hopes and fears, is painful, but must be endured if we wish to live without the support of comforting fairy tales.’


BERTRAND RUSSELL


Our nutrition is no more developed either.


According to the World Health Organization, ‘More than 1.4 billion adults were overweight in 2008, and more than half a billion obese.’6 Why?


Research published by the Cambridge University Press7 believes ‘Obesity and related diseases are problems not addressable through arithmetic dieting (i.e. calorie counting).’ Basically, we’re too mathematical and ‘mechanical’ in our approach to food.


‘The meaning of life is that it is to be lived. It is not to be traded and conceptualized and squeezed into a pattern of systems.’


BRUCE LEE


Which is how this book came to be.


It starts with Your Body’s Five-point User Guide, which teaches you how to train anything and everything, anywhere and everywhere, no matter what your goal, age or level of ability.








YOUR BODY’S FIVE-POINT USER GUIDE



The sum and substance of over ten years of research, I present… Your Body’s Five-point User Guide!


A framework to achieve physical awesomeness, it’s shaped into a Pyramid of Priority that I use in my university talks. Why a pyramid? Because it’s the best-shaped graph to show how your attention should be organised when training your body, like a hierarchical (progressive) way to build your body from the ground up. Too many people are trying to lose fat or build muscle with no solid foundation.


But you can’t build a castle on the sand, you can’t shoot a cannon out of a canoe and you can’t begin training without understanding the five laws of fitness that form the base of the Pyramid of Priority.


THE FIVE LAWS OF FITNESS


Everyone needs to read this section!


These laws govern 100% of all fitness goals. Whether you want to build a larger, more powerful physique or craft a leaner version of yourself, everything becomes easier when you understand these laws. If you’re a beginner – or you’ve hit a plateau – read (or reread) this section because it will form the foundation of any fitness goal. These laws are covered in chapters 1–5.


ACHIEVE ANY FITNESS GOAL


This section is categorised by goals which are covered in chapters 6–9.


Each goal has a section devoted to it that comes packed with studies and secrets from all over the world. These are organised (again) into smaller Pyramids of Priority to show the hierarchical (progressive) way to focus your efforts on the things that will yield the biggest return.


•   The lower parts of the pyramid make the biggest difference to that goal.


•   The higher parts make a meaningful contribution to your goal, but only once you’ve laid the foundations.


•   The top part of this (and every) pyramid is actually infinite and forever evolving. This is why they are all open-ended and may never have a peak, because our understanding and exploration of the body should never be ‘capped’ or concluded.



Pyramids of Priority
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HOW THE BODY AND BRAIN WORK


Your Body’s Five-point User Guide is based on the work of leading psychologists. Believing this is how the human brain was designed to work, in 1936 the Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget created a systematic way of studying mental development and found we learn through ‘schemas’. These are building blocks of intelligent behaviour that we can again combine to deal with a task.


‘Only education is capable of saving our societies from possible collapse, whether violent, or gradual.’


JEAN PIAGET


Fast forward to 1949 and enter the psychosocial pioneer Harry Harlow. He suggested that we humans – and other intelligent animals – notice patterns and shortcuts that make us more efficient learners. We not only learn, but we learn to learn, becoming faster at solving new problems as we gain experience solving older ones. This explains why if you learnt to become strong, learning to become fast should be easier. The process of tweaking and tailoring your training is very similar; it’s just for another goal. To quote Mr Harlow, you have ‘learnt to learn’.
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THE LAW OF BODY BASICS | Olenyok, Russia
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MASTER ANY SPORT


It’s 21 April 2008, a month after I left the cowboys of Cotopaxi.


I remember this day well. It was the day I learnt the secret to mastering any and every sport.


This is because, having survived an alcohol-fuelled trip to Ecuador (my liver is still not sure what happened)… then having spent a month living with the Evenki reindeer herders of Siberia (my fingers and nose still defrosting)… I’m now en route to a derelict gym that’s still standing from the days of the Soviet Union.


Why another random excursion?


Because I’ve always been fascinated by the strength and conditioning secrets of Eastern Europe. So when I was invited to train alongside a former soldier-turned-celebrated-wrestler I thought it was too good an opportunity to miss. Which is why, despite having never spoken a word of Russian and never wrestled a day in my life, I went in search of the man they called Nikolai.


At this moment I should point out I was completely out of my depth.


Yes, I had studied sports science from the comfort and confines of Loughborough University for the past four years of my life, but that was of little to no use out here. This was rural Russia after all. It was cold, it was harsh and it did not care about my degree.


A plane, train and taxi ride later I found myself standing before an entrance to a gym with my heart pounding in anticipation of what was to come. The damp, humid, sweat-drenched walls and sound of grunting men and iron weights almost served as a warning to those brave enough to enter. But, determined, I pressed on and eventually found myself cautiously opening the doorway to the main hall.
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As you can tell from my beard, Olenyok is not warm


Trying to remain inconspicuous, I failed miserably. The ancient hinges of the giant wooden door squeaked as it opened and instantly announced my arrival to the gym’s (large) inhabitants. Now five of the biggest, scariest men I have ever seen are staring in my direction, one even pausing midway through a pull-up with what looked like 40 kg hanging from his waist to see what the strange Englishman was doing in their gym. If I’m honest, I don’t blame them either. I must have looked so odd standing there, clutching my notepad with a few Russian phrases written on the first page.


I was like a tourist gone wrong.


Thankfully, salvation arrived in the form of a 65-year-old, locally celebrated, military-trained wrestling champion.


This was Nikolai.


After a few weeks of awkwardly translated emails (we both relied heavily on Google translate) it was great to finally meet the local hero. Words can’t quite do Nikolai justice, but I will try.


Essentially, he was a lot like a man, only much bigger.


At 193 cm tall (6 ft 4 in) and over 104 kg (230 lb), he was built like most things in Russia: robust, hardwearing and utterly intimidating. Also, despite being three times my age he didn’t have an ounce of fat on him, only lots of hair that sprouted from the holes in the old military T-shirt he was wearing and incredibly tight shorts that left very little to the imagination.


But questionable attire and ample body hair aside, as he greeted me with a vice-like grip and giant hands, I was grateful he was here. My association with him almost seemed to validate my presence to the other men mountains.
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There was, however, a problem.


Without the aid of our mutual friend, Google translate, we had no way of communicating. Which, unfortunately for me, meant he would administer his lessons by throwing me around a wrestling mat until he got bored or broke me. Looking at his shovel-sized hands I feared it would be the latter.


‘Wrestle,’ he said as he walked over to the mats.


I got the sense this wasn’t an invitation, but more a command, so hurriedly I fell in behind him. With the aid of the notes scribbled on my notepad and a pocket-sized Russian phrase book, I tried my best to explain I’d never wrestled before. He only looked confused and began stretching.


Clearly there was no turning back now and clearly this was not going to end well for me. So, preparing myself for the worst, I placed my bag on the floor and also began stretching, all in the vain hope that my sports background might help me in some small way.


It didn’t. It was fair to say that on the day I came second.


Moments later, and despite my best efforts, my face was inevitably being squashed into the mat by the tree trunks he called legs. It was like wrestling a giant, sweaty bear. This continued for 50 minutes as a wrestling war veteran humped me up and down the mat, pinning me at his leisure.


What seemed like hours passed, and my body and ego were badly bruised. What’s worse, news of my visit had reached the neighbouring school and now my entire demise was being witnessed by a group of children sitting on the perimeter of the gym to cheer on their local hero.


As they celebrated every painful ‘body slam’ and uncomfortable ‘wedgie’, I can safely say this was not my finest sporting moment. But weirdly it turned out to be one of my most valuable. That’s because after another painful hour, Nikolai permitted me a short break from hitting the floor with my face. He offered me a cup of water from a defrosting block of ice and a seat beside him on the mat. I gratefully accepted and took the opportunity to ‘talk’ with him – by a combination of gesticulating, pointing and grunting – about all things training- and diet-related.


It was there – on a sweat-soaked wrestling mat in Russia – I learned to master any sport.


There was no denying Nikolai was an example of human physical excellence. He’d just absolutely embarrassed an athlete one-third of his age and barely looked out of breath doing it. But what baffled me that was he’d casually done it while claiming to have followed such a basic, generic training plan.


It was so simple it verged on the primitive.


With a shrug of his giant shoulders, he reached for his bag. Carefully unpacking the contents, he laid a collection of old training journals and military workouts he’d written onto the mat. He later told me he’d prepared them for my arrival but was waiting to deem me worthy before showing them to me.


I picked up the largest journal and scanned the pages. It was 500 pages thick. No preface, no contents page and no irrelevant literary foreplay. Just pure facts and sport/soldier-themed theory densely packed into every page. The workouts were no different: easy to understand with the repetitions and sets clearly detailed, they were regimented and well ordered, all with an emphasis on simple, often bodyweight, exercises.


Lots of push-ups – sometimes single-armed variations – dips, pull-ups, monkey bars, planks, lunges, split squats, single-leg balance drills, single-leg hops, L-sits, carries, single-arm overhead presses, single-arm overhead squats…


The list of illustrations was endless.


Seeing I was instantly and deeply engrossed in the contents, Nikolai stood up, patted me on the head with his huge palm, then walked to another corner of the gym to run some throwing and jumping drills with some of the younger athletes, leaving me to uncover Soviet training secrets on my own, one page at a time.


So what did I learn on the sweaty mat that day?


In short, I (painfully) understood Bodyweight Training and General Physical Preparedness.


Allow me to explain the latter first.


‘Be general in your foundations so you can be specific in your goals.’


ROSS EDGLEY, Ego and body bruised


The Soviet Secret: General Physical Preparedness


This is a form of general training and conditioning used to improve strength, speed, endurance, flexibility and skill. It’s completely non-specific. Instead, it encourages lots of big, functional movements that use universal motor recruitment patterns and improve work capacity – the amount of training you can complete (recover from) and adapt positively to.


It might sound complex, but as usual it’s not. It’s basically a training programme that encourages you to squat, lunge, jump, climb, press and throw as much as possible, as often as possible. All before you begin any specialist forms of training.


Simple? Yes.


Necessary? Absolutely.


By doing this, you improve your quality of movement, enhance your body’s ability to handle greater workloads and prevent any imbalances. Nikolai was living proof of this. Having practised Russian General Physical Preparedness for years, he was still training and looked fresh as a daisy as I sat slumped on the floor reading. In many ways, this was the workout time forgot.


Today’s commercial gyms are flooded with people trying to build strength, speed and stamina with no solid ‘base’ of basic fitness. They’re running before they can walk, or rather curling before then can deadlift. The problem is that the foundations are weak. You can’t build a castle on the sand and you can’t create a fit, functional, good-looking physique solely with tricep kickbacks and calf raises.


When I returned to the UK to write up my notes, I discovered Nikolai wasn’t alone in his training methodology. He was a child of the Russian training system known as the Process of Achieving Sports Mastery. Basically, a lifelong means of training and conditioning an athlete that was practised by all the great strength and conditioning coaches of the former Soviet Union. They believed General Physical Preparedness should make up a preparatory period of a training programme. This is usually a long period that takes place when there are no competitions or need for specific skills and game strategy. Or, in Nikolai’s case, as a child growing up.


‘The major emphasis of this period is establishing a base level of conditioning to increase the athlete’s tolerance for more intense training. Conditioning activities begin at relatively low intensities and high volumes: long, slow distance running or swimming; low-intensity plyometrics; and high-repetition resistance training with light to moderate resistances.’


NSCA1


Even at five years old, Nikolai would have been performing some kind of General Physical Preparedness. Often it would involve running, climbing or throwing, and didn’t really feel like exercise. On the odd occasion, he might have carried some kettlebells or weights, but generally it just seemed fun.


The theory underlying this system was that if an athlete develops a well-rounded athletic base their overall motor potential and just their ability to move will correspondingly improve. Over time, you can then specialise with this newly developed neurological efficiency and play any sport. Without it you will be forever training with the ‘physiological handbrake’ on.


The Soviet coaches believed the direct relationship between the central nervous system (CNS) and physical training played a paramount role in an athlete’s adaptation to training. If they were neurologically efficient at a young age, they’d be able to mature and develop through the different stages of the Process of Achieving Sports Mastery framework – exactly how Nikolai had done with wrestling.


KNOW YOUR BODY


What I learnt on the sweaty mats that day is closely related to kinaesthetic awareness.


Don’t be put off by the technical name. It’s just a complex way of saying, ‘know where your body is in space’. Developing this ability helps you in two ways:


1. Knowing when you’re training right or wrong


Better kinaesthetic awareness means a better understanding of when the movements you’re doing feel right or wrong. This kind of biological feedback helps you make adjustments to perform the movements better and more efficiently.


2. Better physiological intuition


It can also help with external coaching cues. These are verbal or visual prompts that focus you on the outcome of the movement. For instance, when getting people to engage their glutes during a deadlift, I might say ‘Imagine squeezing a walnut between your butt cheeks’. Or if trying to get someone to bench press more powerfully, I might say ‘Try to throw the bar to the ceiling’.


Basically, the better you understand how it feels for your body to move, the more sense external cues will make and the better you can apply them. You will have created a well-rounded, athletic base, rooted in general physical preparation, so that your overall motor potential – movement ability – will correspondingly improve when you want to specialise later.


All things considered, the formula is simple:


•   Run, jump, push and pull first (Law of Body Basics).


•   Learn to do more of these things (Law of Progressive Overload).


•   Then you can specialise (and wrestle) later (Law of Specific Skill).


‘This provides the base framework for the neurological construction of all subsequently developed motor skills.’


THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE RUSSIAN CONJUGATE SEQUENCE SYSTEM
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YOU MUST ADAPT


All workouts ever created have one thing in common: progressive overload.


This is the gradual increase in weight, volume, intensity, frequency or time training in order to achieve a specific goal. Basically, the teeny tiny incremental improvements you make each time you step into the gym, lace up your trainers or enter the swimming pool.


Bicep curls, squats, marathon running, Olympic lifting and yoga are all designed to progressively adapt and improve something. This is because exercise, by its very nature, is an adaptive process. It’s the whole reason we do it.


If you’re not attempting to improve or progress in some way, it’s probably not training.


Which is why a thorough understanding of progressive overload and the ‘law of adaptation’ is an absolute necessity. Too often people attack the weights rack or treadmill with no real comprehension of why they’re doing it. It’s like attending an art class with no paint or brush, but expecting to reproduce the Sistine Chapel.


Brief biology backstory


As long as we are alive, we will be adapting. But our understanding of this didn’t fully develop until 1915, thanks to an American physiologist by the name of Walter Cannon and a French scientist called Charles Richet.


Cannon and Richet were instrumental in our understanding of something called homeostasis. This is the ability of the body to seek and maintain a stable internal state. Now this can get complicated, but like most things, there’s no need for it to be.


So you know when your body temperature is good? Your immune system is OK? And millions of other internal mechanisms are running like clockwork to keep you healthy? All without you consciously having to lift a finger. This is homeostasis at work. It’s that easy.


‘The living being is stable. It must be so in order not to be destroyed, dissolved or disintegrated by the colossal forces, often adverse, which surround it. By an apparent contradiction, it maintains its stability only if it is excitable and capable of modifying itself according to external stimuli and adjusting its response to the stimulation. In a sense, it is stable because it is modifiable – the slight instability is the necessary condition for the true stability of the organism.’1


Fast forward to 1936…


An Austrian-Canadian endocrinologist by the name of Hans Selye used the work of Cannon and Richet to explain how certain ‘stimuli’ and ‘stress’ can impact our homeostasis and cause us to adapt and improve. To prove his theory, he took a lab full of rats and found that if he gradually subjected them to an increased dose of poison they began to develop a greater resistance to it, so much so that certain rats remained unharmed when later subjected to dosages that had previously killed them. ‘By giving gradually increasing doses of various alarming stimuli, one may raise the resistance of animals... rats pre-treated with a certain agent will resist such doses of this agent, which would be fatal for not pre-treated controls.’


This became known as the ‘General Adaptation Syndrome’, and with his now-indestructible rates Selye discovered: ‘It has been shown that when an organism is exposed to a stimulus to the quality or intensity of which it is not adapted, it responds with a reaction which has been termed the “general adaptation syndrome2”.’


Basically, ‘stress’ and ‘stimuli’ (like exercise) cause us to adapt and improve.


Years later in his book, The Stress of Life, he added: ‘Stress is the common denominator for all adaptive reactions of the body.’


OK, backstory over.


What does this mean for your training? At some point it’s going to hurt.


Something the Royal Marines understand better than anyone.
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IMPROVE ANYTHING AND EVERYTHING


Tucked away in the south-west of England, the Commando Training Centre in Lympstone is the principal training centre for the Royal Marines. For over 75 years it’s housed 3000 officers and men in 74 huts on 54 acres of prime East Devon countryside and has a proud heritage of recruitment, training and selection for the British military. Home to some of the fittest and most mentally resilient humans to ever live, it’s a sacred place for many soldiers. Then you have me.


Arriving on base in my flip-flops – I’d been to the beach that morning – sweatpants and a hoodie, I looked like a Marine recruit gone (very) wrong. I checked in at the arrivals desk and made my way to the assault course on the bottom field.


It was March and very early in the morning and although the grass was relatively dry underfoot and the sun was shining, it was strangely and sporadically cold as the sea breeze changed from refreshing to chilling. I was jogging on the spot, flicking my feet out in front of me to force the blood (and feeling) back into my toes, for 20 minutes before my sporting saviours arrived.


Allow me to introduce Royal Marine Physical Training Instructor Alex ‘Benny’ Benstead and Royal Marine Captain Oliver ‘Ollie’ Mason.


Firstly, Benny is the pound-for-pound strongest Royal Marine–powerlifting hybrid I have ever met. Owner of the world’s most dense shoulder and moustache combination, he bench presses 170 kg (375 lb), deadlifts 260 kg (573 lb) and squats 240 kg (529 lb), completed the Royal Marines Commando tests (twice) and will casually bust out 30-mile+ speed marches with 54 kg (120 lb) on his back.


Secondly, Ollie is without doubt the largest Marine I’ve ever met who casually smashes ultra-marathons on no notice. Standing at 193 cm (6 ft 4 in) and weighing 120 kg (264 lb), he plays rugby for the Royal Marines and owns a pair of legs and lungs that look like they should belong to a thoroughbred horse.


Needless to say, they were both experts in ‘stress’ and ‘stimuli’, and today both would administer some hard lessons on the subjects.


By 10am my flip-flops, sweatpants and hoodie had been traded for boots and military kit and I was (nervous and) ready to adapt and improve with whatever stress and stimuli they had for me.



THE PAINFUL TRUTH


‘Never give in. Never give in. Never, never, never, never – in nothing, great or small, large or petty – never give in, except to convictions of honour and good sense. Never yield to force. Never yield to the apparently overwhelming might of the enemy.’


WINSTON CHURCHILL


10:30am on the rough moorland of Woodbury Common.


A short drive away from the base, this is home to the Royal Marines Endurance Course and has been used to administer stress and stimuli to new recruits for years. Thoroughly tried and tested as an effective training tool for physical adaptation and improvement, it consists of 2 miles of punishing hills, tunnels, pipes, wading pools and an underwater culvert known as the ‘sheep dip’. All followed by a 4-mile run back to camp.


It’s March, so the weather isn’t warm, but it could also be a lot worse.


‘How cold is the sheep dip?’ I ask Ollie and Benny, trying to get an indication of how much ‘stress’ and ‘stimuli’ I need to prepare myself for.


‘Not too bad today,’ Ollie says casually. ‘A few months back we had to break the ice before the recruits could get under it. That was fun. You had to run a little faster that day to keep warm,’ he added, letting out the largest, deepest, Marine-themed laugh I have ever witnessed.


But what happens next surprises me.


This is because Benny is a physical training instructor who has comically muscular shoulders and shouts a lot. Ollie is a captain who has inexplicably large arms and legs and also shouts a lot. But beneath the moustaches, green berets and giant belt buckles lies a deep understanding of sports science.


Incredibly articulate Benny turns to me and says ‘Yes, it’s going to hurt. But for recruits to become fitter the body requires stress. You can’t adapt to become stronger without experiencing some form of targeted stress. Your arms can’t magically grow without lifting weight and your lungs won’t be gifted with endurance without running to tax the body’s cardio-respiratory system.’
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Equally eloquent Ollie adds: ‘This is why if you see any Physical Training Instructor making a recruit do extra burpees, or run another mile run or carry more weight in their backpack, they aren’t doing it to be cruel. They’re doing it to produce a physical adaptation so they improve.’


They were both absolutely right. It was an idea broadcast to the world of sport in September 1960 by Fred Wilt. He was the editor of Track Technique and published the article ‘Stress and Training’.


It sounds so simple, but it’s amazing how many people still fail to grasp this.


To reiterate: to improve, you must ‘expose’ your body to a specific ‘stimulus to the quality or intensity of which it is not adapted’. There is no magic pill, quick fix or shortcut. You’re going to have to sweat. You’re going to have to work. And at times you might not like disrupting your comfy state of homeostasis.


Needless to say, over the next two miles my comfy state of homeostasis was disrupted.


ENDURANCE COURSE: MASTERCLASS IN STRESS AND STIMULI


Although my eyes were covered in mud and my senses numb from the cold, this is what I remember.


The course started with Benny guiding me through a warm-up. Within that warm-up was every bodyweight exercise ever invented and I was already breathing heavily before we started.


With little warning, he then took off like a shot.


Hurtling across the moorland at a rate of knots, I tried my best to keep up until we eventually arrived at an underground tunnel that was just big enough to crawl through.


‘Get down and get in,’ Benny yelled.


Diving into the entrance, I immediately regretted approaching it so fast as the sharpened rocks that lay across the floor ground into my knee-caps and – although I can’t be sure because it was pitch black – I was pretty sure I left large chunks of skin in there.


Popping out the other side it was burpee o’clock and I owed Benny 50 before we continued running onto Obstacle 2, known as Peter’s Pool, which Ollie told me contained ‘Woodbury’s freshest water’.
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His smile led me to believe ‘fresh’ meant ‘Baltic-like temperatures’.


I was right. Jumping in waist-deep I felt the blood leave my limbs as my legs and gentlemanly parts wondered what the hell was going on. With no time to think I was then told to dunk my entire body under and hold for 5 seconds. This was the longest 5 seconds in recent memory, but at least I was now clean (it wouldn’t last).


‘Good! You’re now prepping the body for the sheep dip,’ Ollie said.


Again, there is method to everything the Marines do, no matter how harsh it seems.


Now dripping wet, I felt like someone had put lead weights in my boots. Barely lifting my feet off the ground, I was made to race Benny to the next obstacle to keep the intensity (again more stress and stimuli) of the run. Despite being given a head-start, I came second.


With my lungs on fire, we reached the next obstacle (marked in red on the map). This applied the most severe amount of stress and stimuli to my shoulders, but was a short break for my sore and raw knees and suffering lungs. That’s because I was made to crawl through bogs and marshes that were densely covered in thick mud, sludge and slime.


Again, I didn’t mind this as much. The mud was almost soothing on my knees and because I was moving slower than a tectonic plate I didn’t need to breathe as hard.


Next, we reached the infamous sheep dip (marked black on the map). It’s a 1.5-metre underwater concrete tunnel that’s too small to swim through. Instead, I had to hold my breath, become a human torpedo and trust that Ollie and Benny would push and pull me through it like large letterbox.


Delivered out the other side, we then immediately ran up another hill.


Cleaner but with boots now full of water, my legs and lungs began to complain (again). Reaching one of the highest points of Woodbury Common, I had no time to take in the view as I was made to bear crawl and duck walk in 200-metre circles until Benny granted me a small break by running down a long, downhill stretch.


Yes, the Marines class running downhill as a ‘break’.


Heading to the woodland, the next obstacle applied the most severe amount of stress and stimuli my nose had ever experienced. I was crawling through what seemed like an endless streak of water and (I hoped just) mud, which was the consistency of yoghurt and seemed to change through black, brown and orange.


The smell was biblical and I now knew it definitely wasn’t just mud I was coated in. After battling the course and my gag reflex, I arrived out the other side. I will be honest, at this point I had lost all my bearings and was just running, and/or crawling in whatever direction I was told to.
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That direction was straight down the barrel of the next obstacle, the Smartie tubes.


Around 12 metres long, the tunnel is so narrow you have get on your belly, keep your hands and arms as tight and close to the body as possible, and basically inch-worm your way through. If you’re claustrophobic this is your worst nightmare. Yes, there is light at the end of the tunnel, but it takes a lot of patience (and more skin from your elbows) to make it through.


‘Watch out for the tunnel badger,’ Ollie shouts, waiting until I’m halfway.


I didn’t know if he was joking or not, but even if he wasn’t I wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.


Fortunately, I encountered no badger. Emerging from the final Smartie tube I ran uphill towards the finish of the endurance course, only then to start my 4-mile run back to base. As I did (boots and kit still drenched and weighing me down) I reflected on what was a masterclass in stress and stimuli.


Every part of my body was in pain, which meant every part of my body would adapt.


DRINK, EAT AND GET DRY


Back at base I was told to drink, eat and get dry.


Note the word ‘told’ rather than invited. This is because the Marines understand recovery is critical. Yes, stress and stimuli are needed, but on the flipside there are those people who run, jump and lift as much as possible, as often as possible, every hour of every day. But this too – according to the work of Hans Selye – is destined to fail.


Why? In a word, overtraining.


You know those days when you just feel tired and flat? Your bench press has no power, your box jumps have no spring and your 40-metre-sprint time is too embarrassingly slow to even record. Well, chances are you’ve just pushed the stress and stimuli too far.


It’s one run or one repetition too many.


It means your homeostasis is out of whack, your internal environment is a mess and your body is waving the white flag calling for you to surrender to the sofa. For this very reason, you, Royal Marine recruits and everyone who has ever set foot inside a gym must have at least some understanding of the three theoretical stages of Selye’s General Adaptation Syndrome3.


THE THEORY OF ALL TRAINING


ADAPTATION SYNDROME


Now this theoretical framework governs all training and all sports, but it’s especially true at the Royal Marine Base. So, to use a military-inspired example, imagine you’ve just finished a 6-mile endurance course through lakes and swamps, 10 x 200-metre fireman carries and a (timed) 4-minute obstacle course. All while wearing 20 kg of armour.


You’re now on the sofa. Your legs are tender, your back is fragile and your immune system has been taxed.


What happens now? Well, according to Selye’s General Adaptation Syndrome there are three theoretical phases your body can go through.






1: Shock Phase


You’re stiff and sore. This is the immediate response to stress caused by training. Often there’s a reduction in performance that occurs at this phase and it’s typically known that the fitter you are, the greater the stress and stimuli needed to induce shock. This explains why quite often the first session is always the hardest.


How your body reacts will determine which phase you visit next.





[image: illustration]




2: Adaptation Phase


Your body is able to tolerate the stress and now you’re home with your feet up, resting. But inside there’s a plethora of biological reactions going on. Hormonal adaptations, nervous system adaptations and muscle tissue building are just a few that will make you a stronger, fitter and better version of yourself the next day.


Worth noting is these adaptations are unique to each individual. It’s (again) Biological Individuality, and some people bounce back better than others.
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3: Exhaustion Phase


You’re fatigued and ill. This occurs when the stimulus and stress used in training were too much for the body to handle. Maybe the distance was too long, the pace too fast to sustain or the weight of the backpack too heavy to carry. Whatever the reason, you feel beat up and your body is waving the white flag.


This is a phase you should never visit if you can help it.





In summary, the perfect adaptation is when you train to maximise the time spent in the Adaptation Phase, while avoiding any time spent in the Exhaustion Phase.
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Whatever doesn’t kill me…


Sports scientists later discovered training is not as simple as chucking loads of stress and stimuli at the body in the hope that you improve and break personal bests every week. Instead, they agreed we must expand on the work of Hans Selye. Why? Because, put simply, the General Adaptation Syndrome is general. It doesn’t take into account all the different training programmes (‘external conditioning’) or the way individuals respond to those programmes differently (‘internal conditioning’).


This is why in September 1961, in an article entitled ‘The Athlete and Adaptation to Stress’, an Australian swim coach called Forbes Carlile stressed that General Adaptation Syndrome could serve as a theoretical framework for coaching.4 But to truly master the law of adaptation we must master training stress and stimuli.


MASTERING TRAINING ‘STRESS’


Introducing the Arndt–Schulz rule.


Hugo Paul Friedrich Schulz (1853–1932) was a German pharmacologist who discovered – through his work with yeast cells – that small doses of toxins have the opposite effect to large doses. Rudolf Arndt (1835–1900) was a German psychiatrist who – through his work with animals – found that low doses of certain toxins stimulated growth and fertility.


Combining their work, it was found:


‘For every substance, small doses stimulate, moderate doses inhibit, large doses kill.’


ARNDT-SCHULZ RULE, 1888


But let’s put toxins to one side and instead use a training example we can relate to.


Marathon | ‘Small doses stimulate’


Imagine you’re a beginner training for a marathon. Generally speaking, if you stood on your doorstep, laced up your trainers and completed a 5-mile run you’d probably make good progress, right? That’s because it’s a relatively low-level stress and stimuli, so adaptation would be stimulated and you’d become fitter.


Marathon | ‘Moderate doses inhibit’


But what if instead of running 5 miles you decided to tackle a half marathon for your first day’s training? Straight out of the blocks you just took off and clocked 13.1 miles! A bit ambitious I know, and you might find the adaptation would be inhibited and progress would be slow, if non-existent, due to the moderate dose of stress.



Marathon | ‘Large doses kill’


But what if you decided you just wanted to dominate a marathon on your very first day. Ambitious? Yes. Successful? I’d say probably not. That’s because that’s one large dose of stress and although you wouldn’t die, I think it’s safe to say based on the Arndt–Schulz Rule, you probably wouldn’t feel like training the next day.


So how do we train for a marathon?


We must identify our body’s ‘adaptation energy’, that’s how.


This is closely related to the current status of the body’s defence/immune system. If we’re feeling fit and full of beans it’s likely our body’s adaptation energy is good and we will respond well to training, stress and stimuli. If we’re dragging our feet to the gym and feel a little under the weather it’s likely our body’s adaptation energy is bad and we won’t respond well.


‘The loss of acquired adaptation during the stage of exhaustion is difficult to explain but as a working hypothesis, it was assumed that every organism possesses a certain limited amount of ‘adaptation energy’ and once this is consumed, the performance of adaptive processes is no longer possible.’


HANS SELYE


Of course, ‘adaptation energy’ can be accurately measured with a few simple tests to monitor white blood cells, hormones and the body’s immune system. But many involve needles and I personally hate them. Also relying on people in white coats to tell you how to train every day isn’t practical for most people.


So instead, become your own expert and listen to your own body.


Although your programme might specify a 10-mile run, don’t feel you have to if you honestly believe your ‘adaptation energy’ is low. Instead, work on mobility. Drill some technique and light active recovery. Or just go home, avoid the Exhaustion Phase and live to fight another day within the Adaptation Phase.


THE SECRET TO THE PERFECT WORKOUT | 0% FAILURE



YOU MUST ADAPT


Now we know that (in theory) the perfect adaptation is easy. You just have to understand that Progressive Overload is the gradual increase of stress placed upon the body during training and was pioneered by military physicians during World War II to aid rehabilitation. Now it can get complicated, but really there are three things to remember:


•   The Law of Progressive Overload must be constant.


•   The Law of Progressive Overload is not linear.


•   The Law of Progressive Overload must be specific (see the Law of Specific Skill in the next chapter).


To explain, here’s a story of a famous Greek wrestler and his pet bull.


THE LAW OF PROGRESSIVE OVERLOAD MUST BE CONSTANT


The story of Milo is famous in strength circles.


A celebrated 6th-century BC wrestler, Milo was born in the city of Croton and – like most successful athletes of that period – became the subject of some epic tales of strength, skill and power. Personal favourites of mine include his daily diet of 9 kg (20 lb) of meat, 9 kg of bread and 10 litres (18 pints) of wine, and how he could burst a band about his brow by simply inflating the veins of his temples.


But these aside, Milo was best known for epitomising the idea of progressive overload. All because the Greek fitness-themed fable details how Milo picked up a small baby cow and carried it on his shoulders every single day. As the cow grew, so did Milo’s strength.
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