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PART 1

OVERVIEW

[image: ]


INTRODUCTION

Olympic weightlifting (using a barbell and plates to get a weight overhead) has been around since the mid- to late 1800s. However, it wasn’t until the late 1940s and 1950s that the sport transformed into the Olympic lifting practiced today—the “clean and jerk” and the “snatch.”

Up until fairly recently, most people had no idea what Olympic weightlifting is. Maybe they caught a lift watching the Olympic Games or on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. The pool of those who actually wanted to learn the lifts wasn’t very big, either, and those who did want to learn had even fewer qualified coaches nearby.

This all changed when CrossFit hit the scene in 2000. Because of this incredibly popular exercise craze, which features the clean and jerk and snatch in its varied routines, these old-school movements are becoming mainstream ways to stay fit and healthy. Now everyone has not only heard of the lifts and seen them done, but has probably tried them as well. I wrote this book to be a concise course in learning the Olympic lifts. While the lifts require a lot of work to achieve a high level of proficiency, you don’t need to be an Olympic-caliber lifter to reap the benefits.

In this book you’ll learn the proper way to execute the lifts by breaking each one into easily learnable chunks. Once you master the basic components and refine your technique over the weeks, the pieces will start to come together.

Also included are general nutrition guidelines for eating properly, an important factor for optimal performance when lifting and for overall health. In addition, the essential self-assessment section will identify areas that need strengthening, followed by targeted exercise fixes to address those weaknesses. (Remember: Injuries are not necessarily caused by technique issues, but poor technique will break you.) A 12-week program, broken into three 4-week phases, guides you from raw beginner to proficient weightlifter.

Olympic weightlifting, along with a clean diet, will make you athletic, powerful, and lean. By incorporating mobility and agility work, you’ll be able to do pretty much any everyday activity without difficulty.


WHY OLYMPIC WEIGHTLIFTING?

If you’re looking for a quick fix or are hoping to perfect your movement in a short period of time, Olympic weightlifting is not for you. But if you want to develop explosive strength and incredible athleticism, Olympic weightlifting will help you achieve these goals. Be forewarned: You’ll need to put in the time. To be really good at the sport, even if you never plan to compete, takes a lot of practice using low reps and a lot of sets.

A lot of gyms use high-rep Olympic lifts because they’re metabolically demanding, meaning they require a lot of energy and therefore will make you lose weight. In many cases it’s quantity over quality, and therein lies the problem. Unfortunately, even with a light weight, doing 20 or 30 reps of cleans pushes the envelope of safety. Sure, you should push yourself to the point of fatigue, but you also need to know when enough is enough. Listen to your body, not your head. You have to know your limits.

With that said, practicing Olympic weightlifting will help you lose weight by increasing energy expenditure and by building dense muscle mass. However, you won’t look like a bodybuilder. Bodybuilding, or hypertrophy training, is quite a bit different from Olympic weightlifting. Unlike snatches and clean and jerks, bodybuilding movements focus more on body parts rather than the whole body. While bodybuilding focuses on making your muscles bigger and stronger, Olympic weightlifting will help you get lean and athletic in both appearance and quality of movement.

Olympic weightlifting is very challenging and technical. The top lifters have been training for years. Just like any other sport, being a skilled lifter means lots of high-quality practice along with a coach who knows how to create programs and to perfect the nuances required to reach the upper levels of Olympic weightlifting. Whether you’re just starting out or have been lifting for a while, this book will help guide you on your path to a stronger and better you.


HISTORY OF OLYMPIC WEIGHTLIFTING

Man has been lifting heavy stuff in some form or another since the dawn of time. It probably didn’t take long for two guys to get together to see who could lift the heaviest rock. In the Middle Ages, men fashioned their own “dumb-bells,” so called because the clappers were removed from actual church bells so they wouldn’t make noise while being lifted. In ancient Greece, where the Olympics began, there are all sorts of images depicting weightlifting challenges. The sport itself initially appeared in the 1896 Olympics, but the first crowning of a champion was actually in 1891. Of course, the implements used in the 1800s were a far cry from today’s high-tech bars and rubber bumper plates.

THE CHANGING FACE OF OLYMPIC LIFTS

The early Olympic lifts themselves were quite a bit different than they are today. Originally, the lifters competed in a one-arm lift and a two-arm lift. After its initial inception in 1896, the sport was dropped from the 1900 Games, returned in 1904, then eliminated again until after World War I.

In the 1920 Games held in Antwerp, Belgium, Olympic weightlifting returned. The lifts at the time were the one-handed “snatch” and one- and two-handed “clean and jerks.” Two more lifts—the two-handed snatch and the two-handed press—were added in the 1924 Games. The Olympic sport continued to be fine-tuned over the years, with lifts added then removed. In 1928, the one-handed lifts were dropped. In the name of fairness, weight classes were added in 1932 so you no longer had a 300-pound participant competing against a 150-pound lifter.

In the 1950s, the deadlift, bench press, and squat (lifts now considered “power lifts”) were also contested in Olympic weightlifting. All three were dropped and then reclassified under a new sport called “powerlifting.”

Due to the ease of “cheating,” the clean and press lift was dropped from the sport after the 1972 Olympics. Basically, you could lean backward and almost make it a bench press, so the various Olympic-lifting organizations decided to remove the clean and press from the sport. In a nod to gender equality, the 2000 Sydney Olympics featured women’s Olympic weightlifting for the first time.

EVOLVING TECHNIQUES

Throughout the 20th century the technique of the primary lifts changed as people found what worked best for getting heavy weight overhead. But while the snatch, clean and jerk, and military press were evolving on the Olympic front, many countries continued to train and compete with their own versions of lifts and equipment. The Russians favored high-repetition kettlebell lifting, which became a true sport in the 1970s and ’80s. Other countries lifted heavy stones to shoulder height. Other lifts were dropped over time, but today there are two primary lifts in competition: the barbell snatch and the barbell clean and jerk.

As in any sport, there are lots of variations in program design. But despite previous regional differences, teaching methodologies are now fairly standard. The snatch and the clean and jerk are commonplace and are easier than ever to learn and integrate into your workout routine.


WHAT IS OLYMPIC WEIGHTLIFTING?

Some form of Olympic weightlifting has been around since the 19th century. Through decades of evolution, today the Olympic lifts are officially two moves: the “clean and jerk” and the “snatch.”

Please note that “lifting weights” and “weightlifting” are not the same thing. The former refers to lifting any sort of weight—barbells, dumbbells, rocks, kettlebells, etc. The latter refers specifically to the two modern-day Olympic lifts: the snatch and the clean and jerk.

In the snatch, the weight is brought from the ground to overhead using two hands and is locked out overhead in one smooth movement while simultaneously dropping into a rock-bottom squat. The clean portion of the clean and jerk involves bringing the weight (these days a barbell or kettlebell) to shoulder level, called the “rack position.” The jerk portion involves quickly dropping under the bar while simultaneously straightening out the arms until the elbows are locked, then standing up with the weight overhead. However, this isn’t a pressing action—that’s quite different.

There are many variations of these two lifts. They’re used to not only teach the full lifts but to allow almost anyone to train and perfect some aspect of the lifts. A lot of people split the clean and jerk into two separate exercises; this is fine on a technical training level, but you can’t compete in clean only or jerk only.

The primary movement called the clean begins with a barbell on the floor over the middle portion of the feet. You assume a semi-squat/hip-hinge position and explosively stand up, driving the hips forward and pulling hard with the arms. As the bar goes up, momentum kicks in; as the bar approaches the level of the solar plexus, you quickly drop into a deep squat while dropping the elbows under the bar, rotating them forward, and “catching” the bar on the front of the shoulders with the fingers of each hand holding the bar in place.

After completing the clean, you stand up, maintaining the bar in the “rack” position across the front of the shoulders. Once standing, you’ll quickly drop under the bar, landing in a split stance while simultaneously straightening out the arms so the bar goes overhead. Note: This is not a press. You’re literally moving under the bar as it rises, with your hands remaining almost at the same height they were at the start of the jerk. The arms straighten as the body is lowered.

Once the bar is caught overhead, you must keep it overhead while returning to a standing position. You must be totally locked out and stable for the lift to count. In competitions, the bar is dropped to the floor in a controlled manner, which is why bumper plates are used. For everyday Olympic weightlifting, you’ll want to return the bar to rack then drop it in front of you while squatting it to the floor. This will keep your equipment from getting torn up or damaging the floor.

Snatches also start with the bar on the floor in the same position as the clean. The spacing of the hands on the bar is quite a bit wider when doing snatches—this makes the lift a little easier and more forgiving on shoulders that may not have full range of motion or for those with a tight upper back. Like the clean, the snatch starts off very explosively but, as the bar moves up, it goes all the way overhead. As the bar reaches mid-torso level, you drop into a deep squat, catching the bar overhead. From here, you stand up with full control of the bar, elbows and knees locked out, and absolutely no movement. Once the judges give a go or no-go, you’ll return the bar to the floor, ending the lift.

Outside of Olympic competition you’ll find variations of these two lifts, including “assistance” lifts designed to help the lifter focus on a specific portion of the movement. Other modified exercises allow lifters with limited mobility to perform the lifts. For example, the “clean” portion of the clean and jerk requires a tremendous amount of hip and ankle flexibility, something most people don’t possess due to a sedentary lifestyle. So the lifter does variations that don’t require getting into a rock-bottom squat.

Another training regime focuses on the clean, leaving out the jerk portion. Solely doing cleans without the jerks over time will develop speed, agility, and power.

So even though the clean and jerk and the snatch are done in competition, you can see there are a wide variety of movements to practice. Practiced on a regular basis, these explosive moves will translate into a more powerful, athletic physique.


CROSSFIT & OLYMPIC WEIGHTLIFTING

Thanks to the fitness phenomenon known as CrossFit, which prominently features the snatch and the clean and jerk in the workout, hundreds of thousands of people now routinely perform Olympic lifts. Like or hate CrossFit, the trend has opened up the world of Olympic weightlifting to ordinary people looking for a way to keep in shape and get strong.

CrossFit trains the Olympic lifts but not in the way that true Olympic weightlifting athletes train. Because Olympic weightlifting is very technical, the trainee must focus on perfecting technique rather than be concerned with how many repetitions are done, how fast the reps are completed, or using a specific weight. True Olympic athletes typically do no more than three to perhaps five reps at most in one set, with several minutes of rest before doing another set. They never train to fatigue as it encourages poor form that, under the heavy loads of the true Olympic athlete, will cause injuries.

Olympic athletes lift hundreds of pounds in both the clean and jerk and the snatch. Doing more than a few reps at a time is a sure road to disaster. It’s not uncommon to miss a rep. This means you were unable to complete the rep and failed at some point during the movement. Lifting under fatigue increases the chances for missed lifts, which in turn increases the risk of injury. As with any other sport, Olympic weightlifting requires practice and takes years of training to be good. You train to get better, stronger, faster, and more agile, but all of these attributes worsen under fatigue.

CrossFit takes the approach that their loads are much lighter (typically 95 pounds for women and 135 pounds for men). They supposedly adjust the workout accordingly, but doing 21 clean and jerks with a bar, no matter what the weight, is unwise, especially for beginners. True Olympic lifters, especially at the Olympic level, will move 100 kilograms (220 pounds) or more depending on the lift. Here are a few records in the snatch, the most difficult lift:
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Of course, as for you and me, we’ll never move that much. The athletes live and breathe Olympic weightlifting and they’ve been training since they were very young. So how much can you expect to lift? It really depends on your body weight, gender, and experience level, as you can see from the Catalyst Athletics chart below:

[image: Source: Catalyst Athletics. To see the full chart, visit ...]

Source: Catalyst Athletics. To see the full chart, visit www.catalystathletics.com/article/1836/Olympic-Weightlifting-Skill-Levels-Chart

As you can see, there’s a big difference in the amount of weight lifted from novice to advanced. To be fair, not all CrossFit gyms follow the same high-rep approach on Olympic lifts. In fact, in the CrossFit community, there are no recognized standards on how the Olympic lifts should be programmed into the workouts. So if you’re thinking about joining a CrossFit gym, make sure you personally research the coach. The ideal teaching process is structured and breaks the movements down into easy-to-learn parts. It’s also progressive, where you “earn” the right to do more complex movement patterns. Also, the focus should be on technically well-executed lifts rather than on speed/time or completing the reps no matter what.


EQUIPMENT

So you want to Olympic weightlift? Unless you’re training at a facility with everything you need, you’ll have to buy some gear.

THE BAR. First and foremost, you’re going to need an Olympic-sized barbell. The Olympic bar is a little over 7 feet long (men’s standard). The ends are 49–50mm in diameter while the shaft is 28–29mm (1.1-inch) thick and weighs 20 kilograms (44 pounds). If you buy a bar in pounds, it’ll weight 45 pounds but the other dimensions remain the same. Regardless of the measurement system you use, make sure your plates correspond to the same measurement system as the bar.

If you’re serious about Olympic weightlifting, you’ll want to invest in a high-quality bar, not the cheap versions often found at sporting-goods stores. Ivanko, Pendlay, Eleiko, and Rogue Fitness all produce top-quality Olympic bars. There are small differences: Some have ball bearings, some use needle bearings, and others use bushings; some are sealed and some aren’t. If the bar has hex nuts in the ends or Allen screws in the sleeves, it’s not suitable for Olympic lifting. You’ll also need to consider these following factors.
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