KettleBell Training for Cyclocross Racing

Train slow = move slow! It’s the specificity principle of training, your body adapts to how it is trained, therefore if you always do your resistance training slowly, you wont have good explosive capacity. Traditional weight lifting using slow controlled movements is great for building strength and muscle mass but not at all good for improving power and since Cyclocross is such a power based sport then clearly, a different approach is what is needed. Enter the KettleBell: from Russia with love! The KettleBell looks like a cannonball with a big U shaped handle, it was originally used in Russian produce markets as a counterbalance for measuring produce in the early 1800’s. It is believed that the farmers started lifting and juggling them for fun and for sport and “Girevoy Sport” was born.

In Russia, the KettleBell became the exercise of choice due to the low risk of injury, is suited a wide range of participants, could be done individually or in a group and the techniques are simple and effective. In the 1980’s when Russia was cleaning up in track and field gold medals the only difference in training was that for their preparation the Russian team trained with KettleBells. 

Slow squats, leg presses, leg extensions and hamstring curls are all effective exercises to improve leg strength but not for improving power, to be fast you need to train fast and this is the KettleBell advantage. KettleBell training borrows many movements from Olympic weightlifting, along with some other unique exercises guaranteed to build power. These exercises are all performed explosively and concentrate on lower body movements and that makes them perfect for Cross. Running up steep hills, barrier running, riding up steep little power climbs and longer climbs KettleBell training will make a big difference in your performance. Follow this program using a 25-35lb KettleBell, do it twice a week on non-consecutive days. 

Getting Started

Before you start the workout, make sure you give yourself a dynamic total body warm up. Use callisthenic rhythmic movements such as squats, shoulder circles, overhead reaches and side lunges. Active stretches for the upper body are also a good idea. Do 15-25 repetitions for each exercise, unless otherwise stated. For a 15 minute workout, do one set, for a 30 minute workout do two-three sets with 30-60 seconds of recover between, use more recovery as needed. 

Dead Lift

Set Up: Stand with good posture holding the KB in both hands with your feet hip distance apart. 

Action: Keeping the chest proud and shoulder blades retracted, squat down and allow your torso to come forward while maintaining neutral lumbar spine. With your arms straight, almost touch the KB to the floor. Return to standing

Safety Tip: Focus on your poster throughout the entire exercise and brace with your abdominals to stabilize the spine that should be maintained in a neutral position

Front Squat

Set Up: Standing with the KB in the rack position on the right side, feet shoulder width apart, abdominals braced and eyes forward.

Action: Squat down, bending your knees and sitting your hips back while slightly lifting the right elbow away from your body (with the KB resting between the biceps and deltoid). Allow the other hand to help you counterbalance your body by flexing at the shoulder. Return to the start position. Repeat for repetitions, then on the left

Safety Tip: Brace with your core muscles, the asymmetrical loading will overload the midsection muscles effectively provided you maintain correct posture.

Squat Swing

Set Up: Holding the KB in both hands, stand with your feet a little wider than your shoulders and your toes slightly turned out (1:00 and 11:00)  and your spine erect with your shoulder blades retracted, eyes straight ahead.

Action: Squat down and swing the KB between your legs till your forearms touch your inner thighs, flexing at the hip joint to allowing the upper body to come forward. Thrust the hips up powerfully and allow the KB to swing up in a circular motion, to about shoulder height or slightly higher. Keep your arms relaxed, don’t lift the weight with your upper body, instead use the momentum created through the hip thrust. 

Safety Tip: The core muscles should be firmly braced throughout the exercise and the spine should remain in neutral, lumbar, thoracic, and cervical. Focus on retracting the scapulae.

Push Press

Set Up: Stand with your feet shoulder width holding the KB in the rack position in your right hand (neutral wrist). Brace with your abdominals

Action: Dip down, bending the knees and hips into a ½ squat. Stand up powerfully and at the same time push the KB up overhead by straightening the arm. Return to the start position by lowering the KB to the rack position, bending the knees to assist in deceleration. 

Safety Tip: Keep your shoulder depressed, don’t bring your shoulder to your ear, your neck should remain long.

Lunge with a Cross Chop

Set Up: Stand with your feet together holding the KB in the rack position with both hands on the left side. 

Action: Lunge forward with your right leg and at the same time, cross chop the KB across the outside of the right leg by rotating the torso and hinging at the hips. To return to the start position, push down and forward through your right foot and at the same time chop the KB back up to the left side in the rack position. Dip the legs to decelerate the KB as it lands in the rack.

Safety Tip: Don’t allow your spine to round at all, flexion rotation is not at all good for the spine, therefore it can help to learn with a lighter weight and a slower movement to master the posture and movement.

