Three essential rowing workouts


Updated March 14, 1999 
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What are the three "essential rowing workouts" you do and/or recommend to other rowers? By this I mean, physiologically sound workouts that are critical to the cardiovascular development necessary to race. 

I'm not much of a rower, but am an active (if not very fast) middle distance runner. As a runner and student of the physiology of running, I know there are certain basic workouts most any running coach would recommend in training for a race from 10K through the marathon. The "essential running workouts" are: 

1. 800 meter (1/2 mile) repeats - 6 repeats (roughly 3:30 minutes, for me) at 85 - 90% effort with 2 to 3 minutes (usually 1/4 mile) rest between intervals. Heart rate should return to 130 bpm before next work interval. Builds aerobic capacity. 

2. Lactate threshold (or Tempo or AT, not exactly the same, but close) - 30 minutes at slightly slower (12 to 24 seconds per mile slower) than 10K pace (approx. 85% effort ?). Done as sets of 5 to 10 minutes adding up to 30 minutes, or a continuous 30 minute run. Increases lactate threshold. 

3. Long, slow run - 90 to 120 minutes easy, slow, 60 to 65% effort. Builds endurance. 
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What are your three "essential rowing workouts"? Sure, there are an infinite number of variations, but if you had to choose three, and only three workouts, to do every week, what would they be? Forget technique workouts and drills, this is just about putting the hammer down. 

I asked this question of several prominent rowing coaches and other luminaries and got some interesting answers: 
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From Jeffrey Wamester, an "ex-overtrainer who's learned his lesson": 

My three essential workouts are: 

· 2x30': 

· (1st 30') 4' AT and 1' active rest x 6 (this may feel easy for the first 2-3 but It gets hard by the end!) 

· (2nd 30') 20 strokes on 5 strokes off (try to be aggressive) 

· 30', 20', 10' at high aerobic HR (do not let your HR go over 179bpm) 5-7' rest 

· 8x500m or 4x1000m (negative split starting at 2k pace or better) rest is 2x work done 

Workouts 1 and 3 can be a lot of fun, 2 is a great workout that definitely pays off. These workout are done with at least one day of SS work (HR 150) 

Posted 3/14/99 
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Jeff Moag, Potomac Boat Club: 

The three-workout limit is tough. But if banished to a desert island with only three, I'd take these: 

· 6 x 5 minutes, close to race effort, each piece faster than the previous. 

· 4 x 12 minutes at AT 

· 720 Hard Strokes: 8 sets of 20-30-40 strokes, absolute max effort, equal number of strokes rest between pieces, and plenty of rest between sets. Can be done with starts and/or lifts. 

Because we’re limited to three workouts, I’ve left out the steady-state. It’s overrated anyway. To compensate, tell your athletes to warm up and meet at a spot six to ten miles from the boathouse. Stop for breakfast and coffee (one in the diner and one to go), then blast upriver in the launch (use the coffee cup to cover your face when you pass other crews) and conduct any of the three above workouts back to the boathouse. 

Or, break down and add a fourth workout: 

3 x 40 minutes steady state 

Posted 2/27/99 
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Tue, 26 Jan 1999 14:11:04 +0000
From: Katy Cameron, Strathclyde Uni Boat Club, Glasgow, Scotland 

As a member of a small, poor university boat club, I am an all singing, all dancing member of our club - I coach the novice women, row with the senior women, cox the men and have a joint coaching effort with their coach. We have but one experienced coach, who has graduated, but comes back to help us, and a few other people to throw in their few cents worth every now and again. My three workouts that I have a love/hate relationship with (I love to stop doing them!) are: 

1. 17 strokes full pressure, 5 strokes light for 5 km (the length we can row down river). It hurts like hell, and oddly enough the men complain far more than the women, and the men usually do less. 

2. Ergo pyramids - we did these at Ironbridge RC where I rowed in the summer at:- 5'@20, 4'@22, 3'@24, 2'@26, 1'@28, 5'@22, 4'@24, 3'@26, 2'@28, 1'@30. 

3. 20 minute ergos flat out - the men give the women no breaks on this one, we have to be able to put in a reasonable effort next them, and since we all train together, they lose no time in telling us how inferior we are when given the oportunity. 

Posted 12/26/98 
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From Bradley Burns , Holy Cross High School, St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada 

The three workouts that I like to do, althought there are more than three are: 

1) 90-120 min of cardio work, either erg, bike, run, stepper, dosen't matter, as long as it is long without to much of a break in between. I like to break it up, because up here it gets very cold sometimes in the winter, and ergs get really boring! 

2) 4x19 min pieces: 4min@24, 3min@26, 2min@28, 1min@30, and then back up the ladder! -very good workout in preparing for 20min test 

3) This one is hellish, do this a couple times a couple weeks before your race. It is 10-50 stroke pieces at or above race pace, some with a start, some with a finish. Very hard. 

-Also try a bucket row, at a low rate every once in a while, they are fun. 

Posted 12/26/98 
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From Kevin Dentith, 

Regularly training rowers will have come across most if not all of the suggested essentials. Whilst the duration and intensity was covered there was no mention of frequency. I personally limit hard sessions to 3 per week, with 3 aerobic endurance or recovery sessions (this is for athletes only training once a day). Some I know work on 1 hard session, 2 soft session routines - perhaps some transfer of ideas would be useful on frequency - in the end would we have the 'definitive' training programme ? Not a chance !! 

Any comments? Reply to Kevin, who, I take from his e-mail address, is in the U.K. 

Posted 12/12/98 
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From John Van Hoven (and a little unorthodox), 

Just to let you know I haven't rowed long, but I've grown to love the sport because of a few workouts my coach, Joe Neuman of the Minnesota Boat Club in St. Paul, Minnesota, used in training, and a number of other things too. 

My first favorite is done over about an hours. We start out with a regular start as you would use in a 2000 m race, after we finished our 60 stroke start consisting of a start 20, settle 20, and then a power 20 we would row for two minutes at high pressure. At the end of the two minutes we would do another start, without stopping or resting, and the following 60 strokes. We usually did these until the launch ran out of gas. 

My second favorite workout was a pyramid workout. Each piece was 500 meters, full pressure, with a set rating and we brought the rating up after each 500. We would bring it down to light pressure for a minute and a half after each 500. 

The ratings went as follows: 22,24,26,28,30,32,32,30,28,26,24,22 Sometimes we started higher, like at 26, but we usually died before we finished and then our technique went to hell. Joe always wanted us to start at a rating that we were very solid at and then make each piece after the first just as solid, so when we were dead tired at a 32 or higher the boat looked and felt as good as an easy 22. 

When ever we got about a week away from a Regatta Joe would throw in a 2000 meter workout. 4 or 5 2000 meter pieces at full pressure, at a race rating, with three minutes of light rowing in between. One day I forgot my hat to keep the sweat out of my face and we did this workout and wow was I in for it. My forehead so raw from constantly rubbing my shoulder on my forehead and eyes to stop the sweat from dripping down into my eyes that I was bleeding profusely. Joe looked at me and said, and I quote, "looks like a personal problem, and get that outside shoulder up." To this day I don't go to the boat house without my hat. 

Well that's all that I have for now. Maybe after next summer when I am rowing again with a coach I'll send in some more of my favorite workouts. Bye for now. 

John Van Hoven
Minnesota Boat Club and St. John's University Crew (the St. John's in Minnesota, not out east) 

Posted 12/12/98 
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From Ethan Curren, Head Coach of Junior Women, Community Rowing, Inc (Boston): 

I found it interesting to think about this problem. The answer one comes up with has to be colored by the group you are working with. I mostly coach junior women, and frequently have large number of rowers who are just learning about racing. Like most coaches I use more than three on a regular basis, but I think you could do a pretty good job with these: 

1. Long utilization or steady state, as the bulk of your work minutes. Preferably, much of this would be in small boats. 

2. 10 - 12 minute pieces at less than race pace. Call them AT, but like Todd, I want them pushing hard towards the end. Cap the ratings, not the effort. 

3. 500's or 90 second pieces, working especially on ratings. I would use these to build up ratings, and to work on starts, sprints and high ratings. 

The first workout would be the most common one, with the recipe changing throughout the training cycle. 

The workouts are designed not just for physiological training, but to help build a feel for the water, quickness at high ratings and overall confidence. 

I find small boat work helps not only feel for the boat, but builds strength effectively. Also for juniors, working in singles and doubles encourages more symetrical muscular development. Finally, using a heart rate monitor, and working in a single helps young rowers develop the ability to focus and sustain effort in long pieces. They can't "hide" for a few strokes the way younger less disciplined rowers sometimes do. By working hard on pieces longer than race distance (we race at both 1500 and 2000 meters), the rowers gain the confidence to push themselves hard throughout a race. By training above race cadence, the boat feels more controlled at race pace. 

With crews who are still learning how to push their limits, I am wary of doing much training at race distance and rating because they are likely to practice at 98% and not full out. This can become in their minds the speed they can go on the course, when in fact they could do more. 

Finally, I, like most of your previous folk, limited my response to three types of work. While specificity is to be desired, I wonder if it would be less of a compromise to incorporate more different types of pieces within a single workout, then to keep each workout focussed on a single goal but be limited to just those three. I think about some of Spraklen's quite complex workouts where in one practice you do a 20' pieces, interval ladders and a few 120 stroke pieces...quite a variety. 
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From Lane Price, Regina, Canada, Kinesiology grad student at University of Regina 

Here's Canada's 3 essential workouts in order of importance. 

1. Long distance-low intensity ie.(60-120min) SR 14-22 

2. Medium distance-firm pressure ie.(4 x 10min) SR 22-30 

3. High intensity-max pressure ie.(3 x 2000m) SR 28+ 
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The author of this one asked to remain anonymous: 

1. 12-15 miles at 16-22 spm varying rates in 5- or 10-minute intervals 

2. 4x10 minutes: (4+3+2+1 min. at 20-22-24-26, 22-24-26-28, 24-26-28-30, and 26-28-30-32) 

3. 2x or 3x 3 miles at 28-30 OR 12 miles with 5x4 min. at 30 
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From Rachel O'Meara, NYAC: 

1. Erg at full resistance, erg at low rating (14-18), then every five minutes have a 30 second burst. Do this 1) with a walkman, and 2)60-90 minutes. Long but really increases cardio and strength at the same time with a full resistance setting. If time is the problem, I'd alternate this with 6 to 9x 5 min full pressure pieces to build Lactate tol/AT 

2. Cross Train! Run, bike, x-c ski, or some aerobic gym activity for 45 minutes. This increases overall fitness, as non-rowing muscles are worked and therefore increases overall aerobic efficiency. (also makes dreary training days less mundane) 

3. Strength Training. Work major muscle groups with weights, 3 sets of 8-12 reps increasing resistance. Last set should be your max+. Muscles to work quads/hamstrings, lats, biceps/triceps and deltoids, chest press/bench pulls. Chest fly I find works good to stregthen pectoral muscles and simulated sculling motion (somewhat...). Remember SLLLOOOWWW and steady wins the race. 
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From Jacque Stubbs, formerly of Boathouse Row, now back home in St. Paul: 

The standard 120' steady state with the heart rate at 65%. That is always fun when you are with someone because you can chit chat while you work. ( Whistle while you work, ha, ha.). 

My favorite AT work out is the 3x 10' (1'on/1'off). This is usually done at 95%. Can't really talk when you are done but you are glad that you did it and made it through. 

The third workout is explained "Phily style" using the meter markers as a guide. Called the "Pyramid". You start out by doing 1000m, then 1500m, 2000m, 1500m, 1000m, 500m and then one more 500m. There is 500m row/rest between each piece. Pieces should be done at about 85%, however, if you are with someone, you usually want to beat them just to make it more interesting. Now that I live in Minnesota and row on the mighty Mississippi, I have to convert the pieces into timed intervals, turning every 500m into 2' and extending the 500m rest/paddle into 3' rest/paddle. 
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From Joel Furtek, Univ. of North Carolina womens coach: 

Intense interval work:
(10-15x1'/1')x2-3
This is 10 to 15 1' pieces at full pressure separated by 1' on the paddle; we would do 2 or 3 sets depending on our training load. This is a psychological workout as much as anything else. It's very draining, but also very rewarding when the athletes makes it through the toughest pieces. We will usually vary the stroke rate throughout, but the pieces should all be fiercely competitive. 

Speed work:
12x500 or 5x1000m at your 2k pace
This workout is to train the muscle. Spend 5-6000m at your 2k pace (either your PR or your goal pace). Rest interval is whatever you wish. The idea is to work at the specific output you will use in your 2k, but spend many meters there. It takes a lot of discipline in the early pieces, but is worth it. 

Pyramids
19' at low rate, full pressure, 4-3-2-1-2-3-4, changing rating at each, e.g. 14-16-18-20-18-16-14
A combination of Mike Spracklen's structure and Mike Teti's power-per-stroke idea. The goal is to be competitive at very low ratings. The muscle sees a load not dissimilar from racing loads, and the energy systems see a long, sustained intensity workout. Another psychologically difficult but rewarding workout. 
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From George Spiess, Susquehanna Rowing Association master: 

1. 16 - 20 K @ 65% MHR, steady state, Goal = burn fat calories, build endurance 

2. 12K @ 75 - 90% MHR, usually in 4K pieces, Goal = AT, burn sugar calories 

3. Intervals: 1 minute work (95% MHR), 2 minutes active rest, 16 reps, Goal = speed and form, lactate tolerance 
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From Olwen Huxley, 1997 U.S. womens 2x: 

I think that the three essential rowing workouts basically correspond to yours in running. Depending on the season (head race vs. sprint) the rating and length of pieces change, but basically they are as follows (rates are for a single): 

1) Long slow distance: 1:30-2:15 on the water doing steady state at 16-22 (i.e. utilization I-III) lots of rate shifts on the longer pieces to keep from getting stale. 

2) AT: 8-20 min pieces at about 24-28. 

3) Race pace (28-34) pieces 2-10 mins long.
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From Todd Jesdale, U.S. Men's Junior National Team coach: 

I would use one long workout, probably 60-70%, more in distance, 10 - 12 miles, than time. 

Then, I like one very intense practice -- seat racing over 3 minutes (four to six) or 500 meter pieces (six to eight); these are done at racing cadence. 

Finally, I like one of 6 to 8 minute pieces, three or four of those; these are often at varying rates, something distinctly under racing cadence, but requiring real effort in the closing minutes. 
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From Dan Roock, Cornell men's varsity heavyweight coach: 

I can prepare a crew to race 2000 meters with four workouts and no more, but limiting my "essentials" to three puts a kink in the preparation. But, to answer the question, my three would be: 

1) Steady state effort of longish duration rowing at 18 - 22 strokes per minute. 

2) One or two 3-mile pieces, cadences 28 - 32. 

3) Three or four 5-minute racing pieces, possibly with starts and sprints and race moves, full speed ahead. 

Editor's note: I couldn't resist asking Dan (and Todd Jesdale nudged me) what his fourth workout was. Here's his reply: 

My fourth workout would be 500 meter pieces at race ratings. 

Please note that I am responding to your specific question that limits useable workouts to four. In practice, I use many other great workouts and do 5 minute and 500 meter pieces rarely. 

Great question, Clete. Who knows what is the best way to prepare for an athletic event? Is 60 minutes of steady-state really better than 45? or 75? or 90? What will make a crew faster, 3 x 5 minutes or 5 x 3 minutes? Do we really need to do any steady-state at all? or mid-distance? Can we do only steady-state training and still get to racing speed? Who knows for certain what is best? I don't, but it sure is fun trying to find out. 

Cheers,
Dan 
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From Khalil Shalabi, NYAC rower (who couldn't limit himself to three workouts): 

The men's sculling team at NYAC has been following a workout schedule designed and controlled by Sculling coach Paul Fuchs. His weekly program consists on doing hard work on T/Th/Sat/Sun mornings. Depending on what point we are in the season we might also have some short hard stuff on Wed. afternoons. The rest of the week is to be filled with steady state or recovery workouts amount and intensity depending on your level of fitness and time available to row. Top three workouts (+ some others): 

1- 6 x 1500 meters w/ 500 m. off. 85-90% intensity. 

2- 2 or 3 x 2000 m ( or 4000 m for the fall season) w/ 2000 m. off. First one done all out -rest done at lower intensities. 

3- 6 or 8 x 500 m. w/ 2mins rest. 

4- 4 x 4 mins. max. 5 mins off. 

5- 12000 meters for time. 

6- 18 x ( 30 secs on/ 1:30 off.) as high as you can go. 
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That's all so far. Do you have any workouts you'd recommend? Send me a note and, if it's suitable I'll add it to the list. Indicate the race distance you are preparing for. Unless you tell me otherwise, I'll include a link to your e-mail on the posting. 
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