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Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong is not meant to diagnose or treat any medical 
condition. It is designed as a resource for individuals to improve their general health, 
fitness and physique. Individuals with any preexisting medical conditions should 
check with their doctor/physician before commencing any programme of physical 
activity or dietary change.

The author cannot be held responsible for any injury, ill health or medical 
complication resulting from the use or misuse of this guide or any of the information 
contain herein. If you are unsure about its suitability for you, always check with a 
medical professional first.

DISCLAIMER
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Matthew Palfrey is the founder of Sandbag Fitness - a specialist 

blog devoted to the practice of sandbag training for strength and 

conditioning. He is also the author of ‘The Complete Guide To 

Sandbag Training’, ‘Sandbag Training For MMA & Combat Sports’  

and the cofounder of Brute Force Europe.
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Matthew writes for a number of publications including Onnit, 

EliteFTS and T-Nation.
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to the promotion and practice of sandbag training. They provide 

training information, sandbag training books and products, 

and support for anyone who wants to improve their strength, 

conditioning and general health.

For regular sandbag training workouts follow the Sandbag Fitness 

Blog.
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Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong is a comprehensive 10-week program designed 
to offer you the skills and knowledge to be able to build lean muscle, burn fat and 
improve your health. While sandbag training has long been recognised as a method 
for improving fitness and athletic performance this book will show you how it can 
be used to improve how you look too. 

You’ll learn:

• What, when and how to eat to get the best results from your training program.
• What exercises are best for improving your physical appearance. The book also 

includes a detailed 10-week fitness training program with instructions on how to 
perform all of the exercises

• How to structure your training sessions to get the best results
• How to cycle your training and dietary regime to peak at the right time. This is 

ideal for competitions, holidays or any other times when you need to look and 
feel your best

• A flexible system for achieving incredible results whenever you want or need 
them

ARE YOU
READY TO GET IN THE BEST 

SHAPE OF YOUR LIFE?

INTRODUCTION
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As I sat down to write this introduction to my third book title I got 
to thinking of all the changes that have happened since launching 
Sandbag Fitness. What started out as a guy lifting a bag of sand in 
his garage has grown into a successful business. But more so than 

that, I’m proud to say that we now help tens of thousands of people all around the 
world to improve their health and fitness.

Unlike previous books it was actually quite a challenge to decide what to say and 
how to say it in Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong. Coaching and instructing people 
to how to perform exercises is relatively easy for me by comparison. I suppose 
the biggest thing here was asking myself the question “What makes me qualified 
to give you advice on diet and nutrition?” I am, after all, a qualified strength and 
conditioning coach and not a qualified nutritionist or dietician.

What really spurred me on though was the sheer number of enquiries and questions 
I receive on a daily basis regarding nutrition and diet. You’ll find my personal 
recommendations regarding what, when and how to eat here. I have no dietary 
products or supplements to sell. It’s likely that the only food companies to benefit 
from the information provided here are your local farmer, greengrocer, butcher and 
fishmonger - and that makes me very happy indeed. 

While the scope of Sandbag Fitness has certainly changed, the ethos has not. My 
priority is, and always will be, to help others. Thanks for joining me and I hope you 
get as much enjoyment and satisfaction out of this book as I did from writing it.

Eat Well & Train hard!

Matt
Sandbag Fitness
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Part 1
PROGRAM 
BASICS
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Sandbag Fitness: Lean and Strong, AKA “What to do to get the body you want”, is 
a 10-week program that covers diet, nutrition and exercise. By the time you get to 
the end of the program, and I’m confident that you can, you’ll have a far greater 
understanding of your dietary needs, exercise habits and you will have made some 
serious progress towards your long term goals. It is also very much an interactive 
program. I encourage you to think carefully about the section on Goal Setting and 
how it relates to the way in which you approach this program.

The book is divided into 2 key sections - Diet and Exercise. You can achieve great 
things by focusing on one or the other, but you can achieve exceptional things when 
you strive to attain a balance between both.

The information laid out here can be used effectively to gain strength, build muscle 
burn fat, improve health and overall physique. But how you use the information is 
up to you. 

Personally I’ve used the program to achieve the following during the 10-week 
period:

• A body fat percentage reduction of 3.1%
• A muscle gain of 3.51lbs
• Strength improvements in the Back Squat, Floor Press, Deadlift and Overhead 

Press

If you’re an untrained individual then you could well achieve much more. 

THE LEAN & STRONG 
PROGRAM

Part 1: Program Basics
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For those of you who have read my previous books ‘The Complete Guide To 
Sandbag Training’ and ‘Sandbag Training For MMA & Combat Sports’, you’ll quickly 
realise that this book has perhaps the least to do with sandbag training out of the 
three. While the Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong program is designed to be followed 
with a sandbag I also wanted to make sure that people realised that the information 
provided here was also generally applicable to a variety of different situations. There 
is no reason that you couldn’t use the Diet and Exercise programs to achieve the 
same results with Barbell, Dumbbell, Kettlebell or Bodyweight training - although 
each will have their own specific programming necessities. 

Sandbag training has always resonated with me beyond the specific benefits that it 
provides. Yes, I love it for the fact that it’s a great tool for athletic development. But, 
what I always loved best about sandbag training was the fact that anyone could do 
it, and get amazing results too. You can buy a sandbag or just start, like me, with a 
literal bag of sand purchased from a hardware store. 

WHY SANDBAG TRAINING?
Part 1: Program Basics



12

Besides purchasing the food that you’ll need to follow the dietary plan you really 
only need one thing to follow this program effectively, a sandbag. I train with a 
custom made sandbag as I find it easier to use, more hard wearing and easier to 
change the weight than in a homemade bag. 

Which option you choose is also largely dependent on your current ability. As some 
of the program is geared towards strength exercises you’ll ideally be able to lift 
something relatively heavy. Heavy is of course a very subjective term. If you can 
already Deadlift 500lbs then a 55lb hardware store sandbag just won’t cut it.

Another thing to consider is the use of iron shot instead of (or as an addition to) 
your sand. Again, this can normally be purchased from a hardware store and it is 
considerably heavier by volume than sand while handling in much the same way. As 
an example, my filler bags can be loaded to over 110lbs when using iron shot. This is 
against a standard sand loading weight of 45lbs. 

Aside from a sandbag it’s useful to have something to time your rest periods. For 
time-based workouts such as intervals I’d normally recommend something like a 
GymBoss Timer but that’s not really required here - just a watch or clock will be 
sufficient. 

WHAT YOU NEED FOR THIS 
PROGRAM

Part 1: Program Basics
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HOMEMADE SANDBAGS
When I began sandbag training I started with a homemade sandbag. It’s a great 
option if you’re on a tight budget or want to try out the training method before 
investing in it. 

By far and away the simplest way to construct a homemade sandbag is by using a 
duffel bag or holdall. You can then add contractor/builders bags of sand directly into 
this outer shell. These bags of sand are generally sold in 55lb weights so you may 
need to adjust the weight before you can start. To do this, make a small slit in the 
bag of sand and remove what you don’t need. You’ll then need to tape up the bag 
to avoid any leakage (use strong tape for this).

One of the major issues with this method is that you will also need to think about 
how to add weight to the sandbag as you improve your strength, power and 
conditioning. A simple way around this is to make a number of smaller sandbags 
that you can add into the outer shell when you need to. Ziploc bags filled with 
around 2-4lbs of sand work well (and use tape liberally to seal). Alternatively, you 
might want to make a range of different sized sandbags and then choose the 
appropriate one for each session.

Although not perfect, in less that 5 minutes you’ve made your first sandbag.

Part 1: Program Basics



14

CUSTOM MADE SANDBAGS
Brute Force Sandbags make the worlds toughest sandbags for strength and 
conditioning. All of the images in this book are shot with a Sandbag Fitness 
Strongman Sandbag, made by Brute Force.

The major advantages of using a custom-made sandbag like this are:

•  It comes with internal filler bags, making it easy to change the weight of the 
sandbag when you need to

•  It is built to last and will not split, even under the toughest abuse
•  The inclusion of handles on the sandbag make it easier to complete exercises like 

rows and Deadlifts

To purchase sandbags please visit www.sandbagfitnessstore.com

Part 1: Program Basics
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FOOD
I’m a firm believer in eating unprocessed, good quality food. That means lots 
of meat and fish, fruit and vegetables and nuts and seeds. Your particular 
circumstances will dictate where you shop, but I urge you to support your local 
greengrocer, butcher and fishmonger where possible. 

It’s true to say that eating good quality food can be more expensive that eating junk.  
But there’s a good reason for that. For those who are trying to stick to a tight budget 
I’d advise getting to know the particular times of the day or week that your local 
shop or supermarket discounts food. Nearly every supermarket that I have ever been 
into has a set time to do this, normally around 6pm in the evening. If you are flexible 
with when you shop then you can pick up some fantastic discounts this way. 

Part 1: Program Basics
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Part 2
DIET
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The Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong program is an accurate depiction of what 
and how I eat on a daily basis. In many ways it’s a strange process writing about 
something so personal, and I do believe that diet is a more personal thing for most 
people than exercise. 

Much of what I do isn’t typically endorsed by the mainstream media, but then again 
neither is replacing a gym membership with a bag of sand. But it works for me and I 
know that it can work for you too.

I know that there is still a lot of confusion and misinformation when it comes to diet 
and nutrition. In part because of what I see in the commercial health and fitness 
industry, but also because of the questions that I receive from people on a daily 
basis. Whenever I walk into a commercial fitness facility there will undoubtedly be a 
range of sports supplements and energy drinks on display, sometimes hundreds of 
them. It’s a similar picture online, with a whole range of popular health and fitness 
websites selling various sports and nutritional supplements. While I’m not anti-
supplementation, I am most definitely pro-food. So you’ll find a focus on eating 
unprocessed, good quality food in this book. 

I’m always very keen to say that health and fitness is a result of a huge range of 
factors and that there is rarely one thing that can be singled out as making the 
difference. But I’m confident in saying that a good diet will help you maintain your 
energy levels, help you to develop and maintain the physique you want, and help 
keep you healthy and disease-free.

AN INTRODUCTION TO DIET
Part 2: Diet
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At the heart of the Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong program is a focus on specific 
goals so you should use it as a means to set and achieve goals that support you. 
Through experience I know that clearly defined goals are often the difference 
between success and failure. 

When I still worked in the commercial fitness environment I used to see it all of the 
time. New gym members would join without any specific goals in mind. You would 
see them a few times in the first month or so, generally just going through the 
motions, and then nothing. They would quit, citing some reason about it not being 
for them. While I believe that you should aim for lifelong health and fitness, this 
program is designed to provide you with a short term plan for massive action. Stage 
one of the program therefore is to get you thinking about what you want to achieve 
and making some promises to yourself (or others) about when it will be done. 

Many reading this might be thinking, “but I’ve achieved things in the past without 
doing this - do I really need to bother?” It’s a fair point, and I can definitely 
appreciate the sentiment as I’ve done exactly the same thing before. But motivation 
comes from many sources and when I think about all of the times that I have been 
most driven to achieve a particular goal there has always been a catalyst. 

While goal setting can invoke images of a positive self talk and affirmations I take 
a different viewpoint. Sometimes the most powerful catalyst for goal setting is a 
thoroughly negative emotional state. You probably have examples in your own 
life of times when you have been angry, embarrassed or frustrated into achieving 
something - even if this was just so you could say “there, I told you I could do it”.

Negative emotions often lead to the most positive outcomes. 

SETTING GOALS
Part 2: Diet
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As part of the goal setting process I believe that you should root yourself firmly 
in actionable tasks. Doing something towards achieving that goal and also giving 
you something to chart your progress against is a great way to start this program. I 
recommend any or all of the following:

• Take some before and after pictures, focusing on the areas you want to improve
• Ask people to sponsor you
• Place a bet with a friend who is trying to achieve something similar to you
• Tell a friend or loved one what you are trying to achieve and ask them to check in 

with you on a regular basis to see how you are getting on
• Weigh yourself
• Measure your body fat percentage

There is also something very powerful about commencing a program with some 
action. Picking up this book and the saying “I’ll start on Monday” just doesn’t cut it. If 
you can’t start the program right now then you should at least make your goals real 
and actionable today. All of the above goal setting examples will do that. 

The idea of doing things like before and after photographs may seem gimmicky 
to you, but that is generally due to the fact that they are often used in marketing 
campaigns. But using them as a vehicle to achieve your goals is a fantastic thing 
to do. There is a very good reason that seeing a picture of yourself looking ‘bad’ 
propels you into action. 
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While I most definitely believe that health and fitness is a lifelong concern, I am 
also acutely aware of human nature. In my experience, telling someone that they 
have a 40+ year road ahead of them just doesn’t work. Humans are not, by nature, 
designed to plan decades into the future. Sure, it’s possible to have long term plans 
but anything that typically comes with a degree of hardship also comes with a 
degree of scepticism. So telling a person that they need to abstain from something 
for the next few years will either prevent them from starting or cause a major failure 
early on in the program. 

But the short-term program can be used as a vehicle for massive change. And 
vehicle is exactly the right word as it can be used to take you closer to your ultimate 
destination. 

The shorter term program has been used as a marketing tool in health and fitness 
for decades. Advertisements promise any result you want in 30/60/90 days. It’s true, 
you may have a result that can be achieved in that specific time frame but it’s also 
impractical to suggest that all things can be accomplished by all people. Instead, 
I see the short-term program as a vehicle to make massive progress rather than 
ultimate achievement. It’s short enough so that people can imagine themselves 
completing it and it’s also short enough to encourage momentum. After all, if you 
only have 10 weeks to do the program then I guarantee that you’ll hit the ground 
running early on, eager to make the most of the time you have available.

The 10-week program presented here is also not designed to be ongoing. It is setup 
to allow you to peak during week 10, looking and feeling your best for your holiday, 
competition or any other reason. 

WHY A 10-WEEK 
PROGRAM?

Part 2: Diet
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I’ve read about so many diets and special approaches to nutrition over the years that 
they all seem to merge into one. They almost always boil down to one thing - eat 
this, don’t eat that. The types of food you eat are unquestionably important and I’ve 
included a section in this book specifically for that purpose. But there is so much 
more to it than that. With this book I wanted to delve deeper into the issue and get 
to grips with why it is that you eat what you eat, and do what you do.

After all, most people have a good idea of what they should be doing but fail time 
and time again when it comes to the execution of their dietary plan.

I’m a stout realist and I know that we all fail at things from time to time. Therefore, 
this book readily accepts that you are not going to stick to this program 100%. That 
doesn’t make you a failure however, it simply makes you human. So, by covering 
some of the strategies that I use to get past that I hope to offer you something long-
term beyond the 10-week program. 

Following a program of this nature may require that you make some radical 
changes to your existing lifestyle. This automatically creates conflicts that may derail 
your focus and motivation. You may experience feelings of lack, despair or even 
desperation. But stick with it and the benefits will make the sacrifice worth it. 

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF A 
GOOD DIET

Part 2: Diet



22

For most of us diet and nutrition go way beyond simple nourishment. Food is not 
just fuel for energy, but a mechanism for promoting a whole range of emotional 
states too. While there is absolutely nothing wrong with taking enjoyment from 
your nutrition, you should always be focused on ensuring that your dietary habits 
support your overall lifestyle goals. If you find yourself regularly using food as 
a means to make yourself happy or avoid pain then you should make strides to 
change this. 

The concept of a treat, or cheat if you prefer, is also an important consideration 
for the long-term success of your programming. I think treats are great when used 
properly. Treats make life fun and can be a great pick me up. But, a treat should 
always be defined as something out of the ordinary.

If you treat yourself everyday to a food you like, but that doesn’t support your goals, 
then that isn’t a treat. That’s your life. I like to define a treat as a type of food that you 
have once per week at the most, as a general rule. The key distinction here though is 
that we are classifying a treat as something that doesn’t support your goals - this is 
not about restricting you for the sake of it. 

Personally, I like a coffee every morning. I normally have it pre-workout and it fits 
into my overall nutritional plan so I don’t class it as a treat. Unless I am being very 
strict with my diet then I’ll occasionally treat myself to a glass of wine, a beer a 
whiskey or some dark chocolate. Again, unless I am being strict then I also enjoy 
eating out from time to time, choosing whatever I feel like from the menu. 

Part 2: Diet
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“I WOULD LIKE TO BE THE 
FIRST MAN IN THE GYM 

BUSINESS TO THROW OUT 
MY SCALE. IF YOU DON’T 

LIKE WHAT YOU SEE IN THE 
MIRROR, WHAT DIFFERENCE 
DOES IT MAKE WHAT THE 

SCALE SAYS?”
VINCE GIRONDA

Part 2: Diet
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When making dietary changes, one of the greatest tools you can use is a food diary. 
It’s incredibly simple but can be very powerful in helping you to discover negative 
patterns, chart progress and it also keeps you honest with yourself. As you get into 
the program you may find that you have less need to complete your food diary, and 
that’s completely fine. But it’s very important to the program, and your long-term 
results, that you start with it.

You’ll find a simple food diary in the Appendix that you can print and use. There are 
also countless other ways to record this information, such as smartphone apps. But 
personally, I like to physically write it down. The important thing here is that you go 
through the process. 

Traditionally the food diary is used to examine your diet without any modifications. 
In many respects it’s there to demonstrate how good or bad your current diet is. 
As Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong is concerned with making significant changes 
to your diet then I’d prefer it not be used this way. I’d like you to start making those 
modifications to your diet right away. But, as the initial 1-2 weeks are a process of 
change, you may find that there are some bumps along the way. So the food diary is 
a great way to record what is happening and ensure that we can learn from it.

We should also consider that there’s the assumption that this program will work 
perfectly for you the first time around. If that isn’t the case, and you need to make 
some modifications to ensure future success, then the food diary can be used for 
your longer-term plan. Being able to look back at a 10-week record of how, when 
and what you ate is incredibly valuable. 

USING A FOOD DIARY
Part 2: Diet
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Completing the diary is simple - just enter what you eat, when you eat it. There are 
however some useful tips for making sure that you get the most from the process:

1. Try to enter food as and when you eat it. Waiting until the end of the day may 
mean that you miss some important details.

2. If you are able to, enter the amount of the food that you eat as well as the type of 
food.

3. Use the notes section to record anything relevant. I particularly like to keep a 
track of how I felt after specific meals. 

4. If you have a nighttime schedule then simply adjust the columns to account for 
the time differences. 

When examining your completed food diary you should look for the following:

• Do you eat at consistent intervals throughout the day?
• Do you drink enough water every day?
• Do you alter your fluid and food intake based on the activity for that day?
• Did you notice peaks or troughs in energy or emotional state?

Make a note of any of these patterns as they will be useful in helping you make any 
changes that you need to. 

Part 2: Diet
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This program has been written without the need for any dietary supplementation. 
I don’t supplement my diet and I generally believe that most healthy adults who 
consume a balanced diet don’t need to either. Am I against all supplementation? 
Absolutely not, but I do believe that most supplementation typically falls into one of 
the following categories:

• A safeguard option adopted by individuals who are unsure about what they 
need, but take something as it broadly supports their goals. A good example 
would be multivitamin supplement.

• A meal replacement option adopted by individuals who are time poor or want 
something that they deem to be more efficient than regular food. A good 
example of this is protein supplementation.

Both of the above examples are normally self-diagnosed by people who really have 
no idea whether they need supplementation or not. So my general advice here is 
that you should supplement if you know that you need to, and don’t bother if you’re 
unsure. 

Sandbag Fitness is and will always be focused on helping everybody improve 
their health and fitness, regardless of budget. There is no denying that sports 
supplements are expensive. So I’m keen to make people understand that 
supplements are the icing on the cake. And if you don’t have the cake to begin with 
then you may just be wasting time and money. 

SUPPLEMENTATION
Part 2: Diet
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For the purposes of the Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong program my primary 
recommendation is to drink pure water and not much else. Regarding how much, 
that is largely dependent on your specific weight, your activity level, how much 
you perspire and the climate you live in. Generally though I would recommend the 
following minimums as a good rule:

• Men should aim to drink at least 3 litres of water per day
• Women should aim to drink at least 2 litres of water per day

Depending on your general activity level and the exercise sessions in this program, 
that level could easily double or more. If you struggle to maintain this water intake 
then I recommend filling enough water bottles for the day and keeping them visible 
e.g. on your desk. There is nothing like the visual reminder of seeing those bottles 
during the day to remind you to keep drinking. 

You’ll undoubtedly be wondering whether diet soda, juices, smoothies and shakes 
are allowed on the program. As a general rule I’d say no although certain shakes 
might be OK if they only contain suitable ingredients from the food list later in this 
section. 

I would however say that coffee and tea, preferably black, is OK on this program. 

FLUID INTAKE
Part 2: Diet
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The basis of the dietary recommendations in the Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong 
program lies in the foods you are selecting to eat on a regular basis. But consuming 
too much of any food, even if it generally supports your goals, is going to result 
in unwanted weight gain. While we are keen to build some lean muscle we don’t 
necessarily want that to happen at the expense of seriously increasing our body fat 
percentage too. It should be noted that if muscle gain is your priority then it may be 
a better strategy to focus on reducing your body fat at a later stage. Building muscle 
is significantly harder than reducing body fat. 

It’s important for you to understand that excess energy is stored as body fat. The 
mechanisms are relatively complex but, put simply, if you eat too much of anything 
it will be stored as fat. Eat too many apples and you’ll get fat - bummer, right?

So, to give ourselves an indication of how much we should be consuming on a daily 
basis we are going to run through some basic calculations.  You may already have a 
good idea of your target daily calorie intake but it’s always good to do this from time 
to time, especially if your lifestyle has changed. The simplest method for working 
this out is to utilise one of the many online calculators. Look in the Learn More 
section of this book for details of the bonus content page on the Sandbag Fitness 
website. This contains links, offers and extra content for Sandbag Fitness: Lean & 
Strong. 

While this information forms a good foundation I tend to favour making simple 
adjustments to my diet as and when required. I like to think of it as 1-part science, 
1-part common sense. 

HOW, WHEN & WHAT TO EAT
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BASE METABOLIC RATE
Much has been written on the topic of calorie consumption, the value of calories 
and whether it’s even important to track them at all. But like all complex subjects, 
calorie consumption is an important variable that forms part of the overall picture. 
For our purposes we’re going to use calorie consumption as a key metric with which 
we can make adjustments. We’re going to work out your Base Metabolic Rate (BMR)  
and then use that as the model for working out how many calories you should be 
consuming.

Base metabolic rate is best thought of as the minimum number of calories that you 
need to consume per day to maintain your current bodyweight. This doesn’t take 
into account any activity that you’ll be performing that day, so that will need to be 
calculated separately. Activity is classed as anything beyond total rest. 

When working out your BMR you’ll notice that age and weight have a significant 
impact on your BMR and, ultimately, how much you need to eat each day to 
maintain your bodyweight. With that in mind, it’s important to keep an eye on your 
BMR as you age or if your weight changes. 
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Once you know your BMR you can apply some proper planning to your daily and 
weekly food and fluid intake. For example, a 5ft 10inch male who is 36 years old 
and weighs 200lbs has a BMR of approximately 2000 kcal (that’s me, by the way). So 
I know that I need to consume that on a daily basis, at least, if I want to maintain a 
consistent bodyweight. The reality of course is that I’m pretty active so I’ll need to 
account for the additional calories required for that. 

At this stage, it’s worth clarifying what happens when your body doesn’t get 
enough calories. It’s a common misconception that body fat is dietary fat that you 
consumed and your body then stored. This isn’t necessarily the case. When we 
consume more calories than we need (and that can be from any source at all) our 
body decides to convert it to fat and store it for later use. Fat is, after all, a great 
source of stored energy that we can call on in the future when we don’t have food 
readily available. 

So when there isn’t enough food available (or when you are unable to eat for any 
reason) then your body will start to utilise that stored body fat for energy. That is, 
in a nutshell, what happens when we talk about losing weight. You’ll see then that 
BMR is very important in being able to work out how many calories we need to 
consume if we want to:

• Lose weight (you should consume less calories than you need or use activity to 
burn more calories)

• Maintain weight (you should consume exactly what you need each day)
• Gain weight (you should consume more calories than you need each day)

That is an incredibly simplified version of what happens, but I hope the concept 
makes sense. It is, at the very least, a great basis with which to plan your dietary 
needs. 
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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY LEVEL
Allowing for your additional calorific needs in terms of exercise and activity can be 
complex but the Physical Activity Level (PAL) calculation is a good starting point. It 
defines people as:

• Sedentary - for example, an office worker who doesn’t exercise. [1.2]
• Moderately active - for example, someone who exercises for 1 hour per day. [1.4]
• Vigorously active - for example, someone who exercises for 2 hours per day. [1.5]
• Extremely active - for example, a competitive athlete. [1.7+]

The number next to each activity level above is used in conjunction with your BMR 
to ascertain your daily calorie needs. So, in my particular example I would say that 
training days and days where I am particularly active would require a calorie intake 
of approximately 3400 kcal. Here’s the example for both training and rest days:

Training days: BMR x PAL = 2000 x 1.7 = 3400
Rest days: BMR x PAL = 2000 x 1.4 = 2800

If I want to lose weight then I need to consume less than that. If I want to gain 
weight then I need to consume more than that. Your task now is to assign a daily 
calorie intake based on the activity for that particular day. If you have a regular 
routine with regards to work, daily activity and training then this is easy. Even 
without the science the rules are simple - eat more on training days. 
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WEEKLY MONITORING AND MEASUREMENT
As with any goal, regular monitoring will allow you to make adjustments and ensure 
that you succeed. You may need to make adjustments to your diet and exercises 
throughout the 10-week program as there is no one-size-fits-all model here.

Your daily food intake should consider the following:

1. Are you going to be able to follow your regular routine for that day? Do you need 
to prepare anything in advance?

2. Is this a training day? If so, do you need some additional calories to ensure a good 
quality training session?

Tracking your progress is important to ensure that you stay on the right course. I 
advise not taking biometric measurements every day though as this can border on 
the obsessive. It’s also difficult to track daily changes as they are subject to a range of 
factors that can lessen the accuracy of your data. 

Instead, I advise taking your measurements on a weekly basis. Where possible you 
should aim to do this under the same conditions each week e.g. at the same time 
and fasted, if possible. If you are plotting your progress through before and after 
pictures you might also want to consider taking the progress pictures in the same 
lighting conditions and with the same camera. 

As the dietary approach here encourages a routine you should be able to make 
small adjustments each week as and where you see fit. 
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CARBOHYDRATE RESTRICTION
In order to get the best possible results from the Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong 
program we are going to adjust the type and amount of our foods at various stages 
of the program.  As a general rule you should aim to stick to the recommended food 
lists and use the sample weekly food planner as a guide. 

While we need to ensure adequate calorie intake for the muscle building process 
(and for daily activity) we are going to make adjustments to the amount of 
carbohydrate in our diet at certain stages. The reasoning behind this is that a 
restriction in carbohydrate intake can encourage the body to utilise stored body fat. 
The following carbohydrate intake targets are for a 180lb male. You may need more 
or less.

• Stage 1: Weeks 1-5 - no specific limit on carbohydrate intake
• Stage 2: Weeks 6-7 - reduce carbohydrate intake to 125g per day
• Stage 3: Weeks 8-10 - reduce carbohydrate intake to 75g per day or less

On a practical level, I typically achieve the targets in stage 2 by eliminating fruit 
from my diet. Stage 3 generally requires a very basic diet of meat, fish and leafy 
vegetables. 
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PRACTICE MINDFULNESS
While this program encourages you to work out how much food you should be 
consuming on a daily basis I’m also very keen to point out that mindfulness is a 
much under utilised tool. I rarely measure my food intake and prefer instead to alter 
the macro nutrient profile of my diet as and when I need to. Mindfulness encourages 
you to think about your eating patterns rather than simply going through the 
motions. Modern society sometimes prevents this, especially if you find yourself 
eating on the go regularly. But it does seem that we often only really think about our 
food when we eat socially. 

As part of my general approach to food I try to aim for the following:

• I think about what I am going to eat. Am I just eating it because I’m bored or am I 
actually hungry?

• I eat slowly and try to enjoy the meal that I am having
• I think about the flavours of the food
• I breathe consciously during the meal - this also helps with taste
• I stop eating just before I am full, even if there is still food left on the plate
• I drink water throughout the meal

This type of awareness of your dietary habits is often overlooked as it’s far easier to 
focus on specific details like portion size. But I believe that it’s vital for true long-term 
positive changes to your diet.
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OVERCOMING BOREDOM
You may find yourself bored with this dietary approach, but that isn’t really my 
concern. What I am more concerned with is your ability to achieve your results over 
the course of the 10-week program and that sometimes requires some sacrifice, 
even if it’s relatively minor.  I think it’s also common, especially in the West, for there 
to be a sense of entitlement when it comes to diet and food in general. We want and 
demand choice, variety and excitement in our diets. Choice is a nice luxury but it has 
little to do with a healthy diet. 

Practising some discipline during this process is normally always a positive 
experience for people. Some reading this may even have a negative association with 
the word discipline but it’s really just an issue of distinction.

When discipline is imposed by someone else it can be easy to push back, to feel as 
though you are being manipulated. But self-imposed discipline, where you make a 
conscious decision to do something, that’s ultimate power. So I urge you to see the 
next 10 weeks as an opportunity to not only make some positive decisions, but to 
flex your decision-making muscles.
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I don’t honestly believe that there is such a thing as a good or bad food. But it is 
entirely possible to categorise foods as being supportive of a particular goal for 
particular people. With that in mind, the foods here have been listed as either a KEY 
food, a food to have in MODERATION or a food to AVOID. It should be noted that 
foods in the KEY category are not green lit to be consumed in vast quantities - we 
still need to consider overall calorie intake. Likewise, foods in the MODERATION 
and AVOID categories are not bad, but they are simply not ideal for our 10-week 
program. 

The food list and sample food planner, in conjunction with the information provided 
in ‘How, When & What To Eat’, forms the basis of the entire dietary program in 
Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong. 

If there’s a food or food type that isn’t on this list then you should assume it’s 
an AVOID food for the duration of this program. If you have specific dietary 
requirements then please check with a health professional before making any of 
these dietary changes. 

FOOD LIST
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These foods should form the majority of your diet, accounting for approximately 
75% of your daily food intake.

• Poultry such as chicken, duck and turkey
• Fresh meat such as beef, pork and lamb
• Fish such as tuna, salmon and mackerel (canned is fine)
• Eggs
• Green leafy vegetables such as spinach, lettuce and kale
• Salad vegetables like lettuce, cucumber, avocado and tomato
• Non-root vegetables such as pepper, courgette and mushroom

KEY FOODS



38 Part 2: Diet

These foods should be supplementary to the majority of your diet, accounting for 
approximately 25% of your daily food intake.

• Fruit
• Nuts and seeds
• Root vegetables such as sweet potato, carrots and parsnips
• Oils such as olive or coconut

MODERATION FOODS
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These foods should be eliminated from your diet for the duration of the program or 
at the very least designated as treat items i.e. consume no more than once per week. 

• Pasta
• Rice
• Bread
• Potatoes
• Cereal grains such as oats, rice and corn
• Fruit juice
• Sweets/candy
• Dairy products such as milk and cheese
• Processed meats
• Vegetable oils like sunflower or corn
• Legumes like kidney beans, peanuts and chickpeas

AVOID FOODS
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The following section represents an average week for me when I am following this 
program fairly strictly. You’ll notice a few key points:

• I eat more on training days than rest days
• I drink water throughout the day, especially with meals
• Each meal generally contains protein, fat and a little carbohydrate
• I try to consume fruit and vegetables with every meal
• I avoid eating anything after my evening meal

You can use the sample food planner to build your daily and weekly food plan too. 

While it is entirely possible to follow the Sandbag Fitness: Lean & Strong program 
without exhaustive planning, I do advise thinking about your week ahead of 
schedule. This is especially important if you are making considerable changes to 
your dietary habits. 

Use the next section to plan your daily food intake.

SAMPLE FOOD PLANNER
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BREAKFAST - ............................

LUNCH - ............................

DINNER - ............................

DAY: .................................
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BREAKFAST - 6AM
Scrambled eggs with spinach
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 1 apple and a handful of almonds
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
2 cans of tuna with mixed leaves and a simple oil and vinegar dressing
1 banana with a handful of mixed seeds
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Chilli with steamed vegetables
1 litre of water

MONDAY
Part 2: Diet
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BREAKFAST - 6AM
Scrambled eggs with spinach, avocado and bacon
1 banana
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 2 oranges and a handful of walnuts
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
Leftover Chilli
1 banana with a handful of mixed seeds
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Turmeric Chicken Salad with mixed leaves and cherry tomatoes
1 litre of water

TUESDAY - TRAINING DAY
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BREAKFAST - 6AM
Scrambled eggs
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 1 apple and a handful of almonds
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
Leftover Turmeric Chicken Salad
1 orange with a handful of mixed nuts
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Mexican Chicken with rocket and avocado
1 litre of water

WEDNESDAY
Part 2: Diet
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BREAKFAST - 6AM
Scrambled eggs with spinach, avocado and smoked salmon
1 banana
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 2 oranges and a handful of walnuts
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
2 cans of tuna with mixed leaves and a simple oil and vinegar dressing
1 banana with a handful of mixed seeds
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Laab Salad with lettuce
1 litre of water

THURSDAY - TRAINING DAY
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BREAKFAST - 6AM
Scrambled eggs
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 1 apple and a handful of almonds
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
2 cans of tuna with mixed leaves and a simple oil and vinegar dressing
1 orange with a handful of mixed nuts
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Roast chicken and vegetables
1 glass of white wine
1 litre of water

FRIDAY
Part 2: Diet
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BREAKFAST - 8AM
Scrambled eggs with spinach, avocado and smoked salmon
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 2 oranges and a handful of walnuts
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
Leftover Roast Chicken with salad
1 banana with a handful of mixed seeds
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Tuna Nicoise salad
1 litre of water

SATURDAY - TRAINING DAY
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BREAKFAST - 8AM
Scrambled eggs and bacon
1 cup of black coffee
1 litre of water

Mid-morning: 1 apple and a handful of almonds
1 litre of water

LUNCH - NOON
2 cans of tuna with mixed leaves and a simple oil and vinegar dressing
1 banana with a handful of mixed seeds
1 litre of water

Mid-afternoon: handful of mixed seeds and nuts
1 litre of water

DINNER - 6PM
Baked salmon with steamed vegetables
A couple of pieces of dark chocolate
1 litre of water

SUNDAY
Part 2: Diet



49Part 2: Diet

“...I WEIGHED 218LBS WITH 
8% BODY FAT, AND THREW 
THE DISCUS OVER 190FT. 
THEN I GOT SOME ADVICE 
FROM THE PEOPLE AT THE 
OLYMPIC TRAINING CENT-
ER. I NEEDED CARBS, THEY 
ADVISED...IT TOOK YEARS 

OF HIGH CARB GRAZING TO 
LEARN THE EVILS OF THIS 

ADVICE.”
DAN JOHN
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In the following section you’ll find detailed instructions for cooking the same meals 
that I eat on a weekly basis. If you have specific tastes or you’re particularly clued-
up when it comes to nutrition then this might be a stage too far for you and that’s 
OK - you do not need to follow this to the letter. But if you’re unsure of what to eat 
on a daily basis then I can highly recommend following these recipes. They are all 
typically low in carbohydrate, high in protein and packed full of fibre and nutrients. 

I do not class my diet as extravagant by any means but I do think that good food is 
important for good health so I’m happy to spend a little more than some people. 
But if you’re on a strict budget then I still want you to be able to follow the program.  
Choosing cheaper cuts of meat, buying discounted foods and smart shopping 
makes this easily achievable. 

You’ll also notice that my diet is simple and quite formulaic - I essentially eat the 
same things each and every week, apart from on special occasions. For simplicity 
sake I often cook larger batches of my main meal so that I have enough for leftovers 
the next day. I find that one-pot meals are a great way to eat good food without too 
much fuss. 

I don’t typically make meals with specific portions in mind, especially as I like 
leftovers, but you can of course do this if you need to cook for a specific number of 
people. 

RECIPES
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I make an extra-special version of this with Bourbon and molasses but this is a scaled 
down, equally tasty version. Plus it’s packed full of protein and makes excellent 
leftovers. 

500g minced beef, pork or turkey (or a combination)
1 onion, finely diced
1 bell pepper, finely diced
1 clove of garlic, crushed
1 can of chopped tomatoes
1-3 finely chopped chillies
1 tablespoon of ground cumin
1 tablespoon of ground coriander seed
1 teaspoon of ground cayenne pepper
A few dashes of Tabasco sauce
A few dashes of Balsamic vinegar
1 tablespoon olive oil

1. Start by frying the onion and garlic in the olive oil until softened.
2. Add the minced beef, pork or turkey and fry until it starts to take on some colour. 
3. Add the spices, Tabasco and Balsamic vinegar and heat through to release the 

flavours.
4. Add the tomatoes, diced pepper and extra water if necessary. 
5. Cook on a medium heat for approximately 45 minutes, or until reduced.
6. Top up with a little additional water during the cooking process if the mixture 

reduces too much. 
7. Serve with steamed vegetables.

Chilli
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This makes a nice hearty salad that goes well with any type of salad leaves or 
steamed vegetables.

500g of diced chicken breast or thigh
A few handfuls of rocket leaves
A few cherry tomatoes, halved
1 tablespoon ground turmeric
The juice of 1 lemon
1 handful of chopped coriander (cilantro)
2 finely chopped chillies
1 clove of garlic, crushed
1 tablespoon olive oil
Salt and pepper to season

1. I like to marinade the chicken with the coriander, half of the lemon juice, turmeric, 
chilli, olive oil and garlic for at least an hour beforehand. 

2. Add the chicken mixture to a hot frying pan and cook until brown.
3. Add some additional lemon juice and coriander leaves when it’s cooked.
4. Add to the rocket and tomatoes, toss, and serve. 

TURMERIC CHICKEN SALAD
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I call this Mexican Chicken although I doubt they eat this in Mexico! It’s really just a 
version of what you might normally make for chicken fajita’s, just without the tortilla.

500g of diced chicken breast or thigh
1 bell pepper, diced
1 onion, diced
1-3 finely chopped chillies
1 tablespoon of ground cumin
1 tablespoon of whole coriander seeds
1 tablespoon of ground smoked paprika
1 tablespoon of ground coriander seed
1 teaspoon of ground cayenne pepper
1 handful of chopped coriander (cilantro)
A few dashes of Tabasco sauce
The juice of 1 lime
1 clove of garlic, crushed
1 tablespoon olive oil
Salt and pepper to season

1. Start by frying the onion and garlic in the olive oil until softened.
2. Add the spices and heat through to release the flavours. 
3. Add in the chicken and cook until it begins to take on some colour.
4. Add the pepper and cook through.
5. Once the chicken is fully cooked, add the Tabasco, lime juice and coriander 

leaves.
6. Serve with lettuce and avocado.

MEXICAN CHICKEN
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I first tried this when I was travelling through Laos in 2008. It’s tasty, low in 
carbohydrate and easy to prepare. Traditionally made with pork, I’ve also tried it with 
minced turkey and that works well too. 

500g minced pork or turkey (or a combination)
1 spring onion, finely chopped
1-3 finely chopped chillies
1 tablespoon of whole coriander seeds
1 teaspoon chilli flakes
1 handful of chopped coriander (cilantro)
The juice of 1 lime
2 tablespoons soy sauce
1 tablespoon of fish sauce
1 clove of garlic, crushed
1 tablespoon olive oil
Salt and pepper to season

1. Start by frying the spring onion and garlic in the olive oil until softened.
2. Add the spices and heat through to release the flavours. 
3. Add in the pork and cook until it begins to take on some colour.
4. Add the soy and fish sauce.
5. Once the pork is fully cooked, add the lime juice and coriander leaves.
6. Serve wrapped in lettuce leaves.

LAAB SALAD
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There are few meals as simple and tasty as roast chicken and vegetables. It’s 
incredibly simple to prepare and can pretty much be left alone to cook while you 
get on with other things. The leftover chicken can also be used to create soup or 
stock. 

1 large chicken, seasoned with salt and pepper
An assortment of vegetables - I normally have courgette (zucchini), onions, baby 
carrots and mushrooms
1 sprig of fresh thyme
1 whole lemon, halved

1. Start by seasoning the chicken and rubbing with a little olive oil.
2. Add the lemon directly into the chicken with half of the thyme. 
3. You should use an oven pan large enough to hold the chicken and all of the 

vegetables.
4. Around halfway through the cooking time, add your vegetables and the 

remaining thyme directly into the pan with the chicken - whole if possible.
5. Allow the chicken to continue cooking and the vegetables to roast in the chicken 

juices.
6. Serve when the chicken is fully cooked and the vegetables have started to 

caramelize. 

ROAST CHICKEN
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This beats the boring leafy salads that most people eat and it’s versatile enough that 
you can add a few different ingredients to it. I generally always use canned tuna too 
so it’s pretty quick and cheap to prepare. 

2 cans of tuna
2 boiled eggs, quartered
1 red onion, finely chopped
A handful of cherry tomatoes, halved
A handful of green beans
The juice of 1 lemon
2-3 tablespoons of olive oil
A dash of white wine vinegar

1. Start by blanching the green beans and boiling the eggs.
2. While they are cooking, chop the onion and tomatoes. 
3. Mix the lemon juice, oil and vinegar to form a simple dressing.
4. Add all of ingredients into a bowl before adding the dressing.
5. Toss lightly and serve immediately. 

TUNA NICOISE SALAD



57Part 2: Diet

You can use any fish for this recipe and cooking it in a bag keeps it moist and tasty. 
Many fishmongers or supermarkets will also prepare the fish for you in a foil bag if 
you ask them. 

Whole or filleted fish such as cod or salmon
1 sprig of dill
1 lemon wedge to serve
1 knob of butter

1. Create a parcel made from foil and place the fish, butter and dill inside.
2. Bake in the oven until just cooked.
3. Finish with lemon juice.
4. Serve with steamed vegetables. 

BAKED FISH
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If you’ve enjoyed this sample book then why not purchase the full version, The 
Complete Guide To Sandbag Training or Sandbag Training For MMA & Combat 
Sports. All 3 books are packed with training programs aimed at improving your 
strength and conditioning. 

And you can use the discount code [IVLJIOÅ\VM[[�� to get 25% off now!

Want To Learn More?
WANT TO LEARN MORE?

save

25%
see below for  

details
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MATTHEW PALFREY
The Sandbag Fitness Blog is packed full of workouts, tips, advice and sandbag 
training information.

Matthew Palfrey on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/mattpalfrey

Sandbag Fitness http://sandbagfitness.blogspot.com

Sandbag Fitness on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/sandbagfitness

Sandbag Fitness on Twitter https://twitter.com/sandbagfit

Sandbag Fitness on Pinterest 

http://pinterest.com/matthewpalfrey/sandbag-fitness

Sandbag Fitness on Youtube http://www.youtube.com/user/CoachPalfrey

Sandbag Fitness Store http://sandbagfitnessstore.com

Bonus Content! 

http://sandbagfitnessstore.com/pages/sandbag-fitness-lean-strong-bonus-content




