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The exercise I want to focus on this month is known as the glute/ham/gastroc raise.  It is more commonly called the glute/ham raise.  It’s performed on a piece of equipment that’s not usually found in health clubs or even bodybuilding gyms.  You will find it in university weight rooms and similar amateur or professional team training facilities.  


As the name implies, this exercise targets the muscles of hip extension, the glutes and hamstrings, and it includes a position that activates the major calf muscle, the gastrocnemius, at the same time.  At first glance the glute/ham raise looks like a hyperextension.  We’ve all felt our glutes and hamstrings contract when we’re performing hypers, and many of us have wondered how we could raise our bodies by using our hamstrings more.  This is what the glute/ham machine is all about.  


This apparatus has actually been around for at least 25 years.  E.J. “Doc” Kreis, D.A., a Hall of Fame Strength and Conditioning Coach, and author of three books, Speed-Strength for Football, Sports Agility, and Strength, Conditioning and Injury Prevention for Hockey.  knows a lot about its history.


“The prototype of the glute/ham/gastroc apparatus was a pommel horse that was positioned so the athlete’s feet could be placed against a wall,” said Kreis.  “The first time we performed the exercise, we used foam rubber across a desk.  Then we used a pommel horse.”


“I saw [Olympic gold medalist in weightlifting] Vasily Aleexev at the Montreal Olympics in 1972 use a pommel horse, and the coaches had rigged fire hoses to help stabilize his feet,” Kreis continued.  “He was holding weights while he did the movement, and the key for him was to balance and not go all the way down, because the weights would fall.  He was also not able to go all the way up due to equipment limitations.  On those training days Aleexev used weights ranging from 309 to nearly 400 pounds. 


“The East Germans were fanatics about hamstring training, especially with their female athletes,” Kreis recalled.  “They used the glute/ham/gastroc raise.  They copied us!”  


“We’re quick to heap accolades upon European training methods, but we don’t listen to our own people,” he observed.  “American physical educators such as Arthur Steinhaus and Dudley Seargent were phenomenal.  Dr. D. Smith developed jumping programs.  You’d have to take the time to search through the library archives to find their books.  Most people don’t want to do that.  


“It takes 25 hours to assemble a well-constructed, proper training routine for an athlete,” Kreis said.  “Again, most people don’t want to put that amount of time into the training plan.  You reap what you sow, however.
Here’s the complete picture of muscle activity for this exercise: The erector spinae are active, primarily isometrically; the glutes and hamstrings raise the upper body to parallel; the glutes maintain isometric activity, and the hamstrings contract further and raise your body higher by flexing the knees; the gastrocs press against the foot plate, contracting isometrically.  A glute/ham/gastroc raise lets you use the muscles of extension of the lower body one at a time.  These muscles are part of what’s termed a “kinetic chain.”


“Because of its importance we use this exercise with our athletes at the beginning and middle of the workout,” Kreis noted.  “They perform a total of 36 reps without weight at the beginning of the workout, and in the middle they use a weighted disk or barbell ranging from 25 to 75 pounds.  I like the Iron Man weights with the handles for this exercise.  The number of reps, sets and weight will vary with the volume-to-intensity ratios for that particular workout, training period and time of year.  In general it would be high volume/low intensity or low volume/high intensity.”


According to Kreis, this exercise strengthens the muscles used for running.  “We have definitely seen a difference in our training program,” he said.  “I don’t believe in hamstring injuries.  I’ve seen five in 20 years.  I believe in a predestined plan for training.  Why wait for an injury to occur to do something about it.  


“Weakness in the hamstring and flaws in the warm-up are key problems when dealing with hamstring injuries,” he continued.  Heisman Trophy winner Rashaan Salaam was an athlete at the University of Colorado when Doc Kreis was the Head Speed-Strength and Conditioning Coach there as well.  Doc noted “Our running back, Rashaan Salaam, believes in preparation work and hamstring strength.  The results are obvious.  We just completed our football season, and we did not have a single hamstring injury.  We coordinate the glute/ham/gastroc raise with explosive work, and this allows the athlete to move more quickly.”


Colorado ended the season with a third-place national ranking, losing only one game, to Nebraska.  The team followed that with a win in the Fiesta Bowl against Notre Dame.


“If an athlete transferred to Colorado with a history of hamstring injuries, we would look closely at his or her training,” Kreis said.  “Many times they’re not used to training their entire athletic body.  We may see weakness when the athlete is performing the glute/ham/gastroc raise.  We would also see to it that the athlete is performing pulls---power cleans, snatch pulls, stiff-legged deadlifts, Romanian deadlifts, high pulls.”


“We have one athlete who has a mild hamstring strain, and this occurred while he was dehydrated,” Kreis added.  “Dehydration is something that coaches and athletes must constantly watch.”


Kreis brought up several key points regarding hamstring strains.  This is one injury that has been investigated quite a bit, and there are numerous theories about it.  Empirical data cannot be ignored, and certainly the strength and muscle recruitment patterns that this type of exercise creates will be studies at some point. 


Kreis has his athletes perform the glute/ham/gastroc raise every day, varying the volume and intensity based on the training load used on that particular day, the phase of the training cycle, the training load on the athlete’s entire body and any signs of central nervous system fatigue, as well as the athlete’s abilities, conditioning level and needs.  That gives you a brief look at how an advanced training plan works.  Daily training is not for the average trainee, and when an average trainee does it, an injury usually results.  


It takes a significant amount of knowledge to structure this type of training plan.  The television sports commentators covering the Colorado-Nebraska game stated, “Doc Kreis is the only NCAA Division I strength and conditioning coach to have a doctorate degree.”  That, combined with studies in speed-strength and conditioning in this country and Europe, not to mention 20 years’ experience, can produce these types of programs.  


If you have access to a glute/ham/gastro machine, it will serve your purposes well, especially for football, track and field, hockey and other sports.  It can also be used in advanced rehabilitation phases of hamstring and knee injuries, but you should consult your physician about your specific condition before you use it.  


Bodybuilders will find the added hamstring training helpful in your development if you use it carefully, slowly increasing the volume and intensity.  If you don’t have access to the equipment in your gym, maybe you can talk the owner or manager into investing in one in the near future.  
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