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LOADED  
CARRIES

by Carol Ann Weber

Strength and stamina to 
seize the day

put stuff overhead, and carry stuff for a 
certain length of time and distance.

BENEFITS
As with other exercises in the 
“functional training” category, loaded 
carries improve your overall health and 
functionality because your entire body is 
engaged. As you increase your capacity 
to carry stuff, you build muscle strength, 
improve cardiovascular fitness, and 
burn more calories. This then induces 
fat loss, which, in turn, increases your 
mobility and speed. You feel more 
energetic, you have more stamina, 
and your balance and coordination 
keeps getting better. You gain overall 
core strength which then supports 
better posture and improves spine 
health. And, for athletes, carries 
help you develop acceleration, 
explosiveness, and the hip and 
trunk stability necessary for abrupt 
changes of direction (as in football, 
soccer, or basketball).

FUN AND FAMILY FRIENDLY
Because loaded carries are easy to learn, 
you and your family members can 
perform these exercises correctly and 
safely in no time. And, you don’t need 
much equipment or a gym in which to 
do them. Dumbbells or kettlebells are 
good weights, as well as heavy ropes or 
chains, sand bags, milk cartons, canned 
goods, and even rocks can serve as your 
“loads.” Weighted vests, backpacks and 
duffle bags also work. And, a nice space 
in the backyard, a nearby hill or slope, 
or any flat surface where you can move 
over a specified distance carrying or 
pulling weighted objects will do 
just fine.
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I’m willing to bet that there isn’t a day 
that goes by without you picking up 
something heavy and carrying it to 
another location. Whether you are a 
mom carrying your baby, an executive 
carrying a briefcase, or a grocery clerk 
carrying boxes, carries are done daily 
by almost all of us. And wouldn’t it be 
nice if, after a hard day’s work, you still 
have energy left when you get home to 
actively engage in one-on-one time with 
the spouse or playtime with the kids? 
Well, let me share with you an exercise 
secret that offers both the strength and 
the stamina to do just that. It’s called 
“loaded carries,” or “weighted gait.”

Dan John, strength coach and 
Highland Games competitor (where 
guys in kilts throw giant logs into 
the air), calls loaded carries “game 
changers” for his clients, which include 
Olympic and professional athletes. No 
matter how many trophies his clients 
may have earned, he believes they will 
never become well-rounded athletes 
until loaded carries are included in 
their workout routine. He has turned 
around many athletes’ careers by 
employing this simple form of exercise 
(called “work” by farmers, loggers, 
miners, brick layers, and all people who 
build things). John describes loaded 
carries in highly technical terms as 
follows: pick up stuff off the ground, 

Waiter’s 

Walk

A “one-
handed” carry, 
which works 
the shoulders, 
core muscles, 
and legs.

HOW  TO  

DO  IT:

  Hold the 
weight with a 
straight arm 
overhead like 
a European 
waiter in  
a café.

  Make 
sure your 
shoulders are 
stabilized and 
your posture 
straight.

  Walk as far 
as you can 
while holding 
the weight 
overhead.

The fun part is how creative you can 
be in finding the wide variety of ways 
to perform carries, and the types of 
weights or loads you use. For example, 
you can carry a weight overhead or 
chest level. You can carry one kettlebell 
or two. You can carry one weight above 
the shoulder while simultaneously 
carrying another weight below the 
waist. You can drag a sled behind you, 
or walk up a hill wearing a weighted 
backpack. The more you get into it, the 
more ideas you will have.

The following are just a few of the 
classic forms of weighted carries. In all 
of them, increase the distance (or repeat 
for 2 or 3 sets) and the weight as you get 
stronger and your stamina improves.
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Farmer’s Walk

This is a two-handed carry. 
Along with building stamina, 
the farmer’s walk is a free-weight 
exercise that targets the shoulders, 
upper back, lower back, forearms, 
derriere, and legs.
HOW TO DO IT:

  Hold a pair of dumbbells or 
kettlebells that are relatively 
heavy for you and let them hang 
at arm’s length next to your sides, 
palms facing each other.

  Roll your shoulders back, open 
your chest and keep your core 
muscles actively engaged, while 
keeping your gaze straight ahead. 

  Walk as far as you can  
while holding the dumbbells  
at your sides.

Duffle Bag Carry
This is a basic bag carry. You can fill it with sand 
or de-icing salt (purchased very cheaply at any 
hardware store). Keep the weight light at first and 
then add more sand or salt as you get stronger. Use 
a backpack if you are more comfortable with your 
hands free and your arms at your side. Targets the 
core, upper and lower back, derriere, and legs.
HOW TO DO IT:

  Hold the bag behind your neck and on your 
shoulders like you would a barbell for squats.

  Keep your posture erect, chest open, core 
muscles engaged, and your arms in a stable 
position as they hold the bag.

  Keep your gaze straight ahead.

  Walk as far as you can.

Sled Pull

Kind of a fun one, especially if you 
walk uphill. It targets the glutes, the 
legs (including the calves), as well as 
the core. All you need is a sled, or a 
wheelbarrow shell (available at any 
home supply warehouse), or anything 
you can put rocks on, and a weight belt. 
Tie one end of the rope to your sled and 
the other to your weight belt.
HOW TO DO IT:

  As with all carries, make sure your 
spine is straight, chest open, and your 
core engaged. 

  Keep your gaze straight ahead.

  Walk as far as you can.
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BEFORE 

BEGINNING 

ANY LOADED 

CARRY 

ACTIVITY:

• 

Stand tall. 

Picture a string 
attached to the 

top of your head 
and another to 
your tailbone. 
In your mind, 
pull each of 
these strings 
in opposite 
directions.

• 

Let your 
shoulder 

blades settle in 
naturally. 

• 

Breathe 

rhythmically  
and low into  
your belly.

• 

Keep your  
core muscles 

engaged.


