FITNESS FOR DRAGON BOATING
It’s important to keep fit during the winter months so that when the on-water training begins, you will have the strength and stamina to get more out of the workouts and thus, become a more efficient and competitive paddler. Here is a brief introduction to working out over the winter months.
RESISTANCE, FLEXIBILITY, AEROBICS & BALANCE
Resistance, flexibility, aerobics and balance are the four basic parameters that should be worked on for total conditioning. 
RESISTANCE OR STRENTH TRAINING

Resistance or strength training can be done in a few different ways. With our ages and abilities, using the heaviest weight possible in an exercise, whether or not the weight is on a machine or as free weights, is not wise because of risk of injury. What you get from a program that uses moderately heavy weights doing 12 to 15 reps for 3 or 4 sets, is the safest way to become stronger. But using isometric-type training, even pulleys or bands, and your own body weight is also a way to increase your overall strength. Using light weights and high repetitions usually in a type of “circuit”, is wonderful for local muscular endurance as well as increasing strength, both of which are needed in dragon boating.

ENDURANCE
Endurance is the ability of the body to sustain activity over a period of time. Aerobic heart-lung activity is the greatest for general fitness, as in running, cycling, etc. Local muscular endurance also affects the heart-lung continuum but allows the muscles involved in the activity to operate more efficiently and for longer periods of time, as when you are doing a race piece and your arms give out before your lungs do. 
FLEXIBILITY AND BALANCE
Flexibility and balance often go together so for the sake of discussion, it’ll be treated as such. Flexibility is important before a workout as we all know, to get you warmed up, but it is equally important, if not more so, after a workout. The stretching that you do then is much better for the muscles. You will have less stiffness and soreness as a result. Balance often is part of a flexibility program and affects the “core” as well. Remember, with stretching, it is always slow and controlled, no bouncing allowed. Try to hold each one for 5 to 10 seconds at least.
If you are a member at a gym, or have access to one, that’s a perfect starting point for getting you going. Other options are fitness classes offered at local community centers, or even doing your own thing at your own abode with weights, stretch bands, stationary bikes, and so on. Those of you who are familiar with weights, exercise and generally, “working out”, will already know what to do and will work at a higher level than someone just starting out. This also applies to those that are already runners, cyclists, etc so when frequency and distance are mentioned, it is for those that are pretty much starting out on a dedicated program of fitness for dragon boat.
ENDURANCE/STAMINA

This is so important for Life as well as our sport. Following is a tool that you can use to help you in knowing just how much to push yourself, because much of what we do in sport or activity in general is “perceived” exertion. If you learn to take your heart rate, you will start to know how you are feeling and just how much you are, or are NOT, working. This is just a ball park number but something you can start at. Take the number 220, subtract your age and the number you get is the max. You should allow your heart to beat. Now, take 80 % of that number and that is what you would be working at to get the best benefits. If you find this too high, drop down to 70%. You already have a better amount of conditioning than the guy on the street so this number is fine for you. As you become fitter and in better shape, you will be able to maintain a higher heart rate, but within reason. Using this tool will help you in your quest for better heart-lung function How to take your heart rate? Press your index and middle finger very lightly on your wrist or at your throat beside your esophagus, and count your heart beat for 10 seconds. Multiply that number by 6 to get your HR.
Timing:  Try to do something that will keep your heart rate (HR) at the 80% for at least 20 minutes excluding warm-up if you can. You may have to work up to this point but that’s ok. Activities could include, other than what has already been mentioned, things like snow shoeing, jumping rope, the ERG, swimming, aerobic classes, rowing machine, the wonderful energetic walks of Jan and Doug, etc. Do it continuously for at least 20 minutes and work up to 30. If you can and want to do more, go for it! But if you are doing anything where your feet come in contact with the ground, please remember to wear shoes that have lots of cushioning, are snug enough around the heel and are flexible (grab the toe of shoe and the heel and try to bend towards each other. If it’s too hard, you will have problems with your Achilles and your shins).
Try to do an endurance type of workout 2 to 3 times per week. One way of working on this is to do “interval work”, meaning doing a specific distance or time at 80% followed by another specific distance or time usually shorter and at a lesser intensity. For example, jog for 3-5 minutes at 80% and walk at 50% for 1 minute then repeat for 5 to 8 times. Do what you can do but work it up to where (a) you can do it without stops, and (b) if you do intervals 1-2 times per week, you can increase to intensity of the work. 
STRENGTH
Any time you start something new, start out slowly, and when lifting weights make sure someone is nearby to spot you. Because I will not be there to see you or the machines/weights available to you, ask the trainer and or instructor at the gym or facility, to give you advice on how to execute the moves. What you want are exercises to “push-pull”. In other words you want work on the biceps (pull), triceps (push), upper back-lats (pull), shoulders (push and pull). Don’t forget your legs. We need pushing for these babies, something like squats with or without weights. Do not forget to look after your lower back. With the twisting, bending, sitting up we do in the dragon boat stroke, we need a strong back. And of course you need your abs! But abs exercises do not have to be done with weights at all. Simple abdominal exercises can strengthen that area such as the many variations of bent knee sit-ups.  All weight exercises with “heavier” weights should be done in a controlled manner and somewhat slowly, not jerked up and around.
Here are some suggestions: Start with 12 reps and 2 sets and work up. Rest about 1 minute in-between doing each exercise.
Upper body:

 1.  
Front and side lifts - raise to only shoulder height. This is for that part of your 


upper arm area of your top arm when paddling e.g. when you are on the right, 

your left arm will be affected and vice versa. It is also good for the upper back.
2.
Bend over side arm lifts - have knees slightly bent. This will work the upper back 

and the back of your arms (triceps)

3.
Bench press – when lying on the bench have your arms out so that your elbows 

will form 90 degrees then lower the bar to a few inches off your chest. Do not go 

right down to your chest as the shoulder ligaments could be compromised.  If 

using small weights, have your palms facing away from you and slowly bring your 

arms down to the 90d. position and return them to the straight arm start position. 

This works the chest area and triceps.
4.
Bicep curls – using a bar or small weights, raise them up (curl) without swinging 

your body. Lower them slowly too. This can also be done seated if your back is a 

bit sore. This works the “pull” muscles, the biceps.

5.
“lat” pull-down or one arm bent-over row – here is where a machine is the best 

thing to use in a gym because this area of the back has the largest muscles in 

the body and you get a lot of pull when paddling. If doing the standing one armed 

row, alternate arms and bend your knees a bit as you are bent over. Brace 

yourself with the other hand either on your knee or a bench. A seated row can 

also be done. It depends on what your facility has in the way of equipment.

Lower Body

6. 
Quads – best if you can use some type of machine or a bar and do partial 

squats (NOT all the way down). Or while holding weights in your hand squat 

down as if you are going to sit in a chair, bending knees to only 90 deg. and no 

more.

 7.  
Roll up and down leaning against an exercise ball against the wall, and slowly roll 

up and down, alternating one leg at a time. This is good for balance as well as 

quads, which you need to brace or push when you pull your blade through the 

water.
8.
Abdominals - there are many types of ABD exercises you can do. I tend not to 

like the “machines” since some of them can actually hurt your back. Get down on 

the floor and always with the knees bent never straight, curl yourself up; you do 

NOT have to come all the way up to get benefit from these exercises. Put your 

hands at the side of your head, not behind your head. Various ways include, 

straight curls, curl while reaching an elbow to the opposite knee then changing, 

let one leg straighten as opposite elbow reaches forward. Try to curl up 

“sideways”. The combination of these types of exercises really adds to core 

strength.
9.
Back arches - on your stomach now slowly raise your upper body, hands at 

ears, a couple of inches off the floor. Relax. Do this a few times and work up to 

whatever you can do. Then, lift legs off the ground a few inches. This will 

strengthen your back which we need when reaching forward in the boat.

9.
Curl up off the floor especially after this last exercise, so that you are stretching 

out your “erector spinae” back muscles.

10.
Plank - ah yes, this one. Try to keep your body straight, no bum in the air, and 

hold it for 30 seconds at first, increasing to 1 minute or longer. Great for quads 

and stomach, and lower back.

11.
Side plank – just like the regular plank, but on your side. Alternate and hold for 

30 sec. to start.

Remember to execute the exercises properly for safety sake. This is why a gym with an instructor is a good idea.  

Doing a circuit with light weights but high reps and quickly, is an excellent way of getting strength and local muscular endurance at the same time. Plus, you get one great workout in a very short time such as 20 minutes to a half hour, if you work it fast and hard: i.e. doing as many reps in 30 seconds as you can with a light weight then resting for 30 sec. before starting the next exercise and doing the same thing with that. As you become stronger you can actually reduce the rest interval. This is a great way to workout if you are limited in time. But execute the exercises properly.
Following is a type of circuit you can do, using similar weight exercises that you have done in the preceding section.  A good warm-up is essential. 
Start with 15 minutes and work up from there.
1. burpees – from a standing position squat down quickly with your hands flat on the ground and scoot your legs out behind you, then bring them back up under you and stand up. Repeat as many times as you can in the time frame you have allowed for your circuit. (20 sec. or 15 reps, or whatever you want to do….time or count)
2. front and side lifts

3. push-ups – in whichever way you can do it….full, from the knees, hands underneath the shoulders
4. bicep curls

5. Abdominals all kinds, don’t stick to just one.
6. jog on spot

7. bench press

8. squats with light weights or none 

Remember to cool down by stretching, slowly, all the muscle groups you used. Triceps, lower back, quads and hamstrings need to be stretched.

Working in the gym does NOT have to take hours. You can get a good quality workout from 40 minutes to an hour, depending on what you do and the intensity of it. If you have time, and want to work out more, go for it. When it comes to the time we are racing, keep your priorities straight….are you training for the gym or dragon boating?
Try to cross train, i.e. doing many different activities so that you do not get bored, but things that get your heart rate going and exercise those muscles. Work out, if you can 3 to 4 times a week, doing a combination of resistance, endurance, and muscular endurance. If time is a factor, do a circuit and substitute your own exercises in it. AND DO ONLY WHAT YOU CAN DO. Anything is better than nothing.  And don’t be afraid to ask questions. You’ve got some good people around that can help with running, yoga for stretching, gym workouts, the ERG etc. etc.

FLEXIBILITY
Many of the exercises performed during warm-up before a practice are good flexibility exercises. Use these before and after your workouts, and add any others that you can think of. If you are a yoga buff, there are some good ones in that discipline that you can use.

Good luck! Happy training!

Marjorie Homer-Dixon
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