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GENERAL DISCLAIMER


The contents of this book are intended to provide useful information to the general public. All materials, including texts, graphics, and images, are for informational purposes only and are not a substitute for medical diagnosis, advice, or treatment for specific medical conditions. All readers should seek expert medical care and consult their own physicians before commencing any exercise program or for any general or specific health issues. The author and publishers do not recommend or endorse specific treatments, procedures, advice, or other information found in this book and specifically disclaim all responsibility for any and all liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use or application of any of the material in this publication.













Introduction



Whether in movies, print, or sporting events, many forms of media have advertised, flaunted, and celebrated flat or visible abdominals and a strong core as desired perfection for decades (think of the Charles Atlas ads from the 1950s and beyond: “Do Bullies Kick Sand in Your Face?”).


But athletes the world over train their core muscles not for appearance, but for performance. Motion, power, stability, and performance are all derived, driven, and dictated from the core first. Before tasks can be carried out through the other muscles of the body, the core is the nucleus through which all movement originates.


What exactly is the core? The core refers to all of the muscles in the lower trunk area, including the lower back, abdominals, and hips. These muscles work in conjunction to provide support and mobility, and it is through the combination of these muscles that all bodily movement—in every possible direction—originates.


Most visible of the core muscle group is the rectus abdominis, or “six-pack” as it’s commonly known. The abs, which are but a part of the entire core, are responsible for spinal stability as well as shortening the distance between your torso and your hips. The muscles on either side of your abdominals are both the internal and external obliques, responsible for bending from side to side and torso rotation. The erector spinae, a Christmas tree-shaped muscle, is located at the lower back and is responsible for spinal stabilization as well as spinal movement. Lastly, the hips play a major role in core strength, with the hip flexors acting as the basement of this muscular complex, supporting movement and allowing you to flex your hips.


A strong core is of paramount importance in keeping one functionally sound and operational, it is also seen as visually attractive, as exhibited in the myriad bare midriffs adorning the dozens of magazine covers seen the world over.


The annual number of willing customers purchasing diet books, nutritional supplements, gym memberships, exercise equipment, and even surgeries amounts to big business: in 2011 in the U.S. alone, health-club membership totalled 51.4 million, and health-club industry revenue reached $21.4 billion.


We are bombarded daily through local gyms, produce markets, clothing stores, all forms of media, and even apps on our smartphones touting a strong and visible core as being king, but why exactly is core training so important? Aside from the obvious aesthetic benefits of maintaining a lean and tight core, the real-world benefits include an ease in performing everyday movements even as you age. Imagine waking up with a back devoid of pain, a less restrictive and impinging way of picking up and transporting a cumbersome box in your home or office, or even standing naturally straighter and taller without having to focus on doing so.


Core training is not just a lesson in preparedness, but rather an insurance policy for your health, keeping your human machine functional. Core training actually pays dividends for those directly connected—literally. Witness a pregnant mother-to-be. Pre- and postnatal core training during and following pregnancy will not only result in an easier and healthier delivery for the baby, but a speedy recovery process for the mother after delivery.


Maintaining a strong core will lend optimal support to ancillary (assisting) muscles. In fact, the core is so central to your body’s total movement that it is called upon when firing each and every muscle: when in the midst of a squat, your core is engaged in order to maintain the integrity of vertical movement; when pressing dumbbells overhead, the core is firing and enabled in order to keep the body upright. Have you ever worked your triceps and discovered later that your midsection was quite sore? That’s your core at work.


Furthermore, the usage of artificial supports, such as chair backs, has, for years, done a lot of the work that we would otherwise rely on our core muscles for—this, combined with lack of exercise and a poor modern diet, has led to a generation with undertrained cores, which in turn leads to poor posture, back problems, and obesity.


The core is further unique in that it is perhaps the one muscular system of the body that is trained for its compactness rather than the sheer volume of, for example, the chest or biceps, all the while assisting all of the other muscle groups in their functions.


Careful diligence is required to get the most out of your core—not only to prevent future physical impairment, but to achieve the best proper maintenance (and showcasing) of your core muscles.


All of the exercises described in this book are of the dynamic, or movement-through-action variety, rather than isometric or static exercises, which involve holding a given muscle in the contracted position for a given period of time. For those of you with sedentary vocations or lifestyles, this is the perfect book. You would be well advised to exercise your core regularly, and can develop an appropriate routine through these pages—the rewards you reap will be great.
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Stretches and Warm-Ups



Warming up and stretching are as important to the human body as turning a key into a car’s ignition before hitting 65 mph on the open highway. Cold and restricted muscles are less pliable and more susceptible to injury than warm and loose tissue is. They key is to not overdo it and to take a muscle only to its positive threshold in terms of movement and mobility.
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Supine Low Back Stretch



The Supine Low Back Stretch is perfect for stretching the lower back and the glute muscles; it is suitable for all sports and activities.


Step 1 Begin by kneeling with your back straight and your arms by your sides.


Step 2 Slowly lean forward, placing your hands on the floor in front of you.


Step 3 Lower your head and arch your back until you feel a stretch in your lower back. Hold for 30 seconds, relax, and repeat for an additional 30 seconds.


CORRECT ACTION


•Be sure to focus on a smooth, slow motion


AVOID


•Avoid arching your back too much
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Seated Spinal Stretch



The Seated Spinal Stretch helps free up the spine and relieve the often constricted erector muscles.


WARNING Anyone with an atrophied lower back should avoid this routine.


Step 1 Sit on the floor with one leg stretched out in front of you.


Step 2 Cross your other leg over the outstretched leg, making sure the foot is flat on the ground.


Keep one hand on the ground for support and the other placed over your bent leg.


Step 3 Rotate your torso away from the bent leg until your chest is nearly facing the opposite direction from the bent leg.


Step 4 Hold for 30 seconds, repeat, and then switch sides.


CORRECT ACTION


•Be sure to keep your back flat at all times


AVOID


•Don’t excessively rotate your torso during the stretch
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Adductor Stretch



This simple stretch, which works the adductors, takes about a minute to be most effective. As a general rule, the stretch should not hurt—there should be a gentle pulling sensation in the muscle.


Step 1 Stand tall with your feet wide apart.


Step 2 Bend your right leg while lowering your torso to the ground. Rest your hands on your thighs while you feel the deep stretch inside the left thigh.
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