ATLAS STONE BASIC TRAINING�BRING YOUR FITNESS TO A NEW LEVEL


By Steve Slater 





Atlas Stones…..The basic test of strength for any strongman competition, strongman training weekend workout, or just a great workout for anyone interested in working major muscle groups. Try not contracting just any one major muscle group like your legs, glutes, back, chest or biceps during a stone lift, and let’s see if the stone comes off the ground- slim chance. Listen, just because the world record atlas stone lifted for a strongwoman is over 300lbs, and the men’s world record is 529lbs doesn’t mean you can’t lift a smaller one and gain some great benefits in strength, conditioning, and motor skills. When I first started lifting atlas stones I dropped out deadlifts for 4 months and replaced the lift with my atlas stone training. When I went back to deadlifting, I wanted to test my strength to see where my strength was, and lo and behold, I put 50 lbs on my max!  This was without doing any deadlifting for 4 months.





There are around 640 named muscles in the human body, in addition to thousands of smaller muscles that are unnamed. When I lift stones in traditional strongman style (either to a platform or the shoulder) I think of using all of these muscles at once in my body for maximum power. When you study the basic Atlas Stone lift you will also see there are very few muscle groups left out of the lift. When you become good at stone lifting, you will be strong in several areas. You will have formed a strong or stronger body, from top to bottom. You even work the muscles in your feet. An interesting point is that the medical term for Atlas is the first cervical vertebra.  You will also form stronger hamstrings, hips, lats, pectorals, rear deltoids, glutes, quads, abs, biceps, and your body should be much more efficient when going full throttle.  


-----------------------------------------------------------





LEARNING THE STONES: (traditional strongman style)





It’s time to get your hands on those stones and get to work. At first, it is easy to become very frustrated with lifting stones as they fight you most of the way. Since they are round, they make your job of lifting them very difficult, but at the same time there are no jagged edges to dig into you to cause discomfort. While you can do gym training lifts to help you with your strength for overall stone lifting, it is best to spend time burning calories and fat working with the Atlas Stones, creating good technique and to become efficient with them. Once you master the technique you then can really start to work on using the stones to take you to a new level of fitness.





Learning the technique can be difficult when first starting, so don’t become upset if you can’t lift even a fairly small stone to your lap, much less load it to a platform. Before you know it, you’ll be hoisting the smaller stones up easily, so hang in there. 














SAFETY FIRST:





Whatever you choose to lift the stone onto or over, either a large non rotating bar or a platform, make sure that it is stable. You may choose to lift it over a large diameter bar that is fixed so it will not spin. As and example, we lift the stone over an adjustable strongman yoke bar. We also use solid platforms made out of wood, fasten wood pallets on top of each other, and fasten plywood to the front or around all sides. We sometimes use whisky barrels or oil drums, but if you do use a barrel watch out for the lip, as it can be a finger pincher. With all platforms please use caution making sure the back side of the platform is braced; this will keep the platform stable so it should not tip if the stone hits it. Once you’re more experienced you can work on shouldering the lighter stones. I use lighter as a relative term because the heaviest atlas stone to the shoulder is 405lbs lifted by Derek Poundstone held in 2009. Make sure you use plenty of rubber mats to drop the stones on. At our club we use four of the 5/8” thick stall mats with plywood under them so we can just drop the stones off of the top platforms without damaging the floor or the stones.   





As for lifting the stones there are some basic cautions to be concerned with for safety. �I have seen athletes twist at the top of a stone load. In our club we forbid this, as the risk of this far outweighs the benefits. If you are going heavy or you are doing reps to failure for conditioning, once you get the stone to the tip of the platform, and you may begin to struggle to place it on the top, do not pause in that top position longer than a few seconds, and do not twist to try to get it onto the platform. You may have a tendency to do this. If so, you should resist, as accidents have happened at this point before. As with any lift there are some risks, but the benefits of safe stone lifting far outweigh the risks.  





HEIGHT OF PLATFORM: (if you use one)


As a starting point for conditioning and for most stone training I think it is best to place the height of the platform to sternum height or somewhere below. This is a good position, especially if you are training for a particular sport that requires hip drive and/or triple extension like firing off from a flexed crouched position to an extended position as a football player may fire off the line of scrimmage or as a swimmer may start off the diving block. You don’t always have to use a platform. Sometimes we use a hanging target. It may be a jump stretch band or a large rope hanging from a rafter or a power rack. Just dangle the band or rope from the rack to a height position as a goal for you to touch the stone. When you touch the top of the stone to the bottom of the band, you have achieved your goal. You can also have a partner pull the band/rope up slightly after each successful rep, so you try to increase the height each rep. 





LEARNING THE TECHNIQUE: 


I will discuss the best way that I have found to lift an Atlas Stone, although we all may lift them slightly different.





Clint Darden, a very good strongman competitor, once wrote that he has always believed that there is a “best” way to do an exercise and then there is the way that HE did the exercise the “best”.  It is always good to strive towards having the best technique, but when performance is on the line at a contest, do whatever works best for you. This makes a lot of sense to me, especially if I’m competing in a strongman competition because in competition you do what it takes to be your best, and you may have to sacrifice text book form somewhat. 


In training, strive to keep good form so you can strengthen your body using the safest way of lifting. As for myself, when it comes to lifting the stone, I first position the stone away from the platform about 6”-8” away from what I may be loading it onto. I then face the Atlas Stone and then straddle my feet over the stone to where my calves around 1” from it on both sides. I make sure I stand almost directly over the stone so the balls of my feet are positioned at the center point of it. I then squat down to near parallel, grabbing the stone with my arms straight down and hug the center of it with my forearms and hands trying to get my fingers as far under the stone as possible without smashing them. My finger nails will be touching the ground at this point. Although in competition, they could be slightly smashed by the stone making sure I get an extra good grip. This is not a curl with my biceps at all; my arms are straight.





I then squeeze hard with my fingers, hands, forearms and begin to pull with my legs and entire back. This is when I think of contracting with everything I have. My legs straighten slightly as the stone begins to come up, although the legs are never completely straight.  As the stone starts to pass my knees, I then rebend my knees back into a near parallel squat and I roll the stone onto my lap.  I then may try to walk my feet in slightly because I’ll be resting the stone on my lap, and this will position the stone higher on the abdomen when I start the second part of the lift. 


From here, I will reposition my hands more towards the top of the stone maybe about 1/3rd of the way up but not all the way on top or the stone will drop down. Your palms will not be facing each other any longer. They are now angled more towards the ground. I squeeze the stone again and press it against my chest so my chin is as far over the stone as possible. Then I will dip forward and down slightly to get a stretch reflex and pull back explosively with my upper body, forcefully standing up and driving my hips forward. As I quickly approach the standing position, I attempt to try to keep the center of the stone directly over my feet and lean back slightly to keep my balance. Once the stone comes up to a high position I try to pop it on the platform by bringing my arms and body up quickly repositioning my arms in case I have to push it on the platform. If my goal is to hit an above target rather than a platform I use the same technique, except I’m going to let it shoot off of my chest up in the air, hit the target, and then the stone will drop back down onto the rubber mats. If done correctly and if the stone is the right poundage, I will build enough momentum that the stone will feel as if it is shot off of my chest/upper abdomen clearing the bar, landing on the platform or soaring into the air. 





BEGINNING WORKOUTS:


You now have an idea on technique. Let’s look at how to train with the stones. For a beginning workout, I would work with a light stone and do more reps so you get used to the proper technique as well as conditioning your muscles for something they are not used to doing. Even if you are a very strong athlete, I suggest that you keep to a stone around 200lbs or under to start with. If you are in good condition and you are new to stone lifting, try not to exceed a stone that is anything above 70% of your bodyweight. Therefore, if your bodyweight is about 100lbs use about a 70lb stone, or if it is around 180lbs you would use about a 130lb stone, plus or minus a few pounds. Take this stone and load it for 2-3 sets of 5-8 reps and 2-3 times per week for the first three weeks so you work on technique and conditioning. You may be tempted to go heavier, but just remember the best is yet to come so take it slow. Just try to improve your time with efficiently with the lighter stone. 








If you would like to train stones traditional strongman style, set up a platform so you can place many stones on it. This platform can be at the same height, or it can be set up at decreasing heights. If you do decreasing heights it is good to do 4-5 stones and start with the lightest stone, putting it on the highest platform first; then work your way down to the heaviest stone on the lowest platform.  


Good beginning platform heights are starting at 46”-48” (lightest stone), then down to 42”-44” down to 38”to 40”, and the last being 34”-36”(heaviest stone). It would also be good to make a long platform to 36-44” high so you can load the stones on the same height of platform, higher of course if you’re getting ready for strongman competition. Try to load the stones as quickly as possible making sure you design the platform so the stone cannot roll off of it without you pulling it off once finished. It is fun and rewarding to time this exercise and then try to improve on your time and remember the above safety first rules. 





For more conditioning work, I will pick a lighter stone and break it down into 3 sets of 10 reps or more. The first 10 reps will be a LAP, SQUAT, DROP drill where I pick up the stone, lap it in the squat position and stand up driving my hip forward with the stone as high as I can. I then drop the stone on rubber mats and repeat. After I catch my breath I do a LAP, SQUAT AND RETURN drill where I do the above exercise but slowly return the stone to my lap and repeat (I do not drop the stone). I will rest again and my last 10 reps will be just LAP AND DROP lapping the stone and then dropping it back down between my legs and repeat for 10 reps. I may finish off with 10 reps with bent over rows with a lighter stone. Start lighter because this can leave you exhausted and sore for days. 





You can also include Atlas Stones by attempting to shoulder them for reps or in a series (Start Light). You may try carrying them to the platform prior to loading them. I like to do shoot drills where I have several stall mats fastened together that has a large 2” hole drilled through it, allowing a 10’ 11/2” rope to be pulled through the mats for handles on one side. Take the stone and lift it, shooting it up into the air then down onto the mats. I then have my training partner grab the rope and drag or pull the mats from under the stone, allowing the stone to roll off then repeat for several reps or 60 seconds. This is great to do outside in the grass. Rest and switch positions. Both partners get a good workout. One is lifting and one is pulling. I also like to push stones up slightly grassy hills, being careful that they don’t roll down over on you or anyone else. 





MORE TO COME:


Soon I will touch on a less traditional workout next month using smaller stones taxing the body in new ways along with the correct use of pine tar. Keep shaking things up with your training. You won’t always enjoy the training, but you will enjoy the results. I’ve learned a lot of things on my own as I’m sure you will, but mostly I have learned from others or reminded by other good stone lifters to try this or that. I hope that this information helps you get started with many years of Atlas Stone training.





Rock On,





Steve Slater     


Slater Stones








