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Forearm exercises seem to go in and out of vogue, sometimes due to the forearm development of popular bodybuilders and their descriptions of their training for this bodypart.  Some bodybuilders and powerlifters develop significant forearm muscles from their back and arm training and don’t train their forearms at all.  Others have to work at forearm development.


Most trainees who have had injuries that required a visit to the doctor have heard the advice, “Stop training.”  It’s one of the most devastating comments a trainee can hear, and it frequently comes from doctors who have little or no weight-training background.  While continuing on the path of exercises that produced the injury is certainly folly, there may be ways to work around it, stabilize the joint or anatomical structures that have been injured and prevent a flare-up or worsening of the problem.  


Last month I discussed the hammer curl as an alternative for those who have wrist pain and injuries.  This month the topic is the standing wrist curl.  Many trainees develop wrist pain from their occupations, their sports, accidents or perhaps even their training.  Such injuries can include arthritic wear and tear through the small bones of the hand (metacarpals) or wrist (carpals) or the long bones of the forearm (radius and ulna).  Ligaments of the wrist can be torn or overstretched, and trainees may or may not have surgery on them.  The ligament-and-cartilage complex in the wrist known as the triangular fibrocartilage complex (TFCC) is commonly torn.  One carpal, known as the scaphoid, or navicular, is the most commonly fractured bone of the wrist and can produce lifelong problems.  


As you can see, there are many problems that can occur in the wrist and that would necessitate strengthening the area.  What do you do if the common exercises for the wrist, such as wrist curls and reverse wrist curls, produce pain?  There are alternatives---exercises that can be used both by people who have injuries and by those who are healthy but simply wish to try something different.  The standing wrist curl fills that need.  


The standing wrist curl is a good alternative to the traditional seated wrist curl. Take a close grip on the bar and holds it behind your back.  Bend your wrist and perform a wrist curl in the standing position.  The distinct advantage of the exercise is evident in the bottom position, where the wrists are straight.  At the bottom of a standard wrist curl, where your forearms are on a bench or on your thighs, your wrists are bent at approximately a 70 degree angle.  This can place too much force on your wrists and produce pain or aggravate an injured or unstable wrist.  The standing wrist curl doesn’t produce the same stress.  There’s usually little, if any, pain in the bottom position for trainees who experience pain when they perform regular wrist curls.  


The compression of the wrist joints is reduced when you do standing wrist curls, so you can try to wrist curl the bar as high as reasonably possible.  If the top of a standing wrist curl produces pain, you can try to stop the movement a few degrees short of full range of motion, which may alleviate the pain. 


The flexor muscles of the wrist have both long and short components.  The long muscles of the forearm that flex, or bend, the wrist originate on the inner part of the elbow, which is known as the medial epicondyle, so they actually cross the elbow.  The short muscles originate along the long radius and ulna.  When the wrist is fully flexed during the finish of a standing waist curl, the flexor muscles are performing a significant amount of work.  The full extent of this advantage is not yet known.  

 
The first time I saw the standing wrist curl used as a regular part of a training program was in 1974.  Enrique Hernandez, the world powerlifting champion in the 132-pound class, included forearm training as part of his bench press program.  Enrique believed that strong forearms helped support the weight when he bench pressed.  I don’t know if there’s any validity to that idea, and no one else does either.  All that exists are theories.  Twenty-five years ago I worked for a physical therapist who was a 220-pound powerlifter.  He scoffed at Enrique’s idea when I mentioned it to him.


We don’t know if Enrique had elbow problems.  We can theorize that if the ligaments on the inner side of his elbow (ulnar collateral ligaments) were overstretched or loose and caused the elbow to move too much (valgus laxity), then the forearm strengthening would have provided added support for the elbow, which could have made him feel more secure and strong when he was benching.  Again, this is all theory, as neither the physical therapist nor I ever examined Enrique’s elbows.  


Enrique included several sets of wrist curls, standing wrist curls and reverse wrist curls at the end of his bench press workout.  If you think his approach will be beneficial for you, try it.  You should start any new exercise carefully using low sets and reps to avoid causing a new injury or aggravating an old one. I have presented the concept of forearm development helping the bench press in other articles (Hammer Curl – go to softtissuecenter.com for the article).


It’s certainly possible to develop significant strength in your forearm muscles.  I’ve seen a number of bodybuilding champions using 135-to 185-pound barbell on standing wrist curls.  If you look through old issues of Iron Man, Muscular Development or Strength & Health, you will find articles about a man named Slim [Farnam?].  I don’t recall his last name, although I’m sure some readers will remember him.  Slim used to perform various feats of strength with sledgehammers and with sledgehammers that had weights attached to them.  He’d place his forearms across an anvil and, using wrist strength alone, move the weighted sledgehammers in various directions.  Champion wrist and arm wrestlers have told me of performing dumbbell wrist curls with 150-to-220-pound dumbbells. 


In the past I wrote about a patient who had the largest forearms I’ve ever seen.  I’ve had the opportunity to treat people who were known for their forearm development, such as Dave Draper and the Barbarian brothers.  This particular patient was 6’6”, weighed 350 pounds and had forearms that—measured with a steel tape---were 19 ¼ inches.  His name was Mac, and those who trained at his gym will remember him.  He performed wrist curls with 315 pounds for five reps.  After I wrote that, I received several pieces of mail from readers who noted that is was impossible for someone to have forearms that big.  I know how they feel.  I’ve been around this game a long time and been to the most famous gyms in the western United States.  I’ve heard plenty of nonsense stories about how big some people are or how much they allegedly lift.  There are a lot of tales out there, but this isn’t one of them.  


This patient entered an over-40 physique contest in which the last pose requested by the judges was a forearm shot.  When he heard that request, the man knew he’d won.  


If you’re working around a wrist injury, the standing wrist curl is an excellent choice for training your forearms with little—or decreased—pain.  It’s also a good exercise for healthy trainees.  As I’ve said before, train smart first and then train hard.  If you do, you may not have to worry about working around so many injuries.  
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