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Climbing the Urban Jungle

By Ryan Ford AMG CrossFit November 2011

Ryan Ford explains five basic parkour-inspired exercises  
you can do in the urban jungle.

Parkour is an art of movement in which you train the body and mind to overcome everyday obstacles with speed  
and efficiency. 

In everyday life, we constantly encounter walls, rails and benches. While most people avoid these obstacles, seeing 
them as nothing more than a barrier or an inconvenience, parkour practitioners—known as “traceurs”—and children 
see these as opportunities to express oneself, stay fit and have fun. All of us used to be 10 years old, climbing trees, 
jumping between rocks and coming up with physical challenges on the playground. If we can preserve that childhood 
mentality and creatively use our environment for fun and fitness, we will gain confidence, functionality and health. Even 
if you have no plans to become parkour’s next all-star, at least take the time to see your environment in a different way.
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In this article, you will learn five parkour-inspired exercises 
that use a simple wall or rail to increase strength, balance, 
coordination and power. Learning to overcome obstacles 
is not only fun but useful. You might not be ready to land 
a high-paying stunt gig in Hollywood’s next blockbuster 
chase scene, but at least you’ll be able to traverse the 
urban jungle to catch that train or bus. You also might be 
ready for the CrossFit Games, as both the 2010 and 2011 
events challenged competitors to climb over walls and 
swing between bars. Will you be ready?

Cat Balance
Application

The cat balance is a method used to move along the 
tops of narrow obstacles such as rails, walls or I-beams. By 
keeping the center of gravity low and having more points 
of contact with the obstacle, cat balancing can be safer, 
faster and more stable than moving on two feet. Because 
every muscle in the body helps in balancing and moving 
along the obstacle, the cat balance is a great conditioning 
exercise. In addition to its practical uses and fitness 
benefits, cat balancing increases balance, proprioception 
and sensitivity.

Preparation and Body Position

1. Squat down on a rail with both hands and both feet 
contacting the rail. Your weight should be evenly 
distributed among the four limbs.

2. The limbs should be arranged so that each side alter-
nates. For example, a correct order would be right 
hand, left hand, right foot, left foot.

3. The head, back and butt should form a relatively 
straight line approximately parallel to the ground. Do 
not allow the butt to rise higher than the head.

4. The hands should grip the rail with the center of the 
palm on top of the rail, not on the side of the rail.

5. Turn the knees slightly outward so that you do not hit 
your elbows with your knees when moving.

Execution of Movement

1. Take reciprocating steps with the hands and feet. For 
example, move the left hand and right foot at the  
same time.

2. Next, move the right hand and left foot together.

3. Remember to always keep the butt low.

4. Constantly balance yourself, starting with the forearms 
and then engaging the shoulder muscles.

Exercise Science

•	 Primary muscles worked: Legs, deltoids (anterior, 
medial) and forearms.

•	 Synergists: Pectorals, latissimus dorsi and core.

If we can preserve that 
childhood mentality 

and creatively use our 
environment for fun 

and fitness, we will gain 
confidence, functionality  

and health.
Meow! Cat balancing engages every muscle in the body  

to balance on a rail or narrow wall. 
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Progressions

Begin by learning the cat balance on the ground. 
When you have the basic idea on the ground, try 
doing it along a straight line on the ground, with every 
step contacting the line. When you are good at this, 
try doing it along a wall, and then a narrower wall and, 
finally, a rail.

Other Notes

•	 A common problem people have when practicing 
the cat balance is their knees bump or get tangled 
with their arms. This can easily be fixed by turning the 
knees slightly outward so they do not hit the elbows. 
Another fix to this problem is lengthening out the 
entire body and taking smaller steps that leave space 
between the legs and arms.

•	 Another problem people have is with placement of 
the hands. When the palms are positioned contacting 
the sides of the rail, it is difficult to correct balance in 
both directions. However, moving the palms to grip 
the top of the rail will result in a much sturdier base 
and it will be easier to balance.

Related Exercises and Variations

•	 Quadrupedal movement (basic)

•	 Uphill cat balance

•	 Downhill cat balance

For a video example, click here.

Because every muscle in the 
body helps in balancing and 
moving along the obstacle, 

the cat balance is a great 
conditioning exercise.

For better balance, place the center of your palms on the top of the rail, not the sides. 

http://youtube.com/watch?v=iskJmufVLAY
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Climb-Up
Application

A variation of the muscle-up, climb-ups are used to climb 
up and over a wall from the hanging position. Climb-ups 
are used extensively in parkour after doing wall pops, arm 
jumps and climbing in general. The climb-up builds the 
necessary strength and coordination to overcome any 
shape of wall and is an invaluable skill for any practitioner.

Preparation and Body Position

Hang from the side of a wall by the arms. The feet should 
be pressed against the wall just a little bit lower than hip 
height.

Execution of Movement

1. Level 1 climb-up (by any means necessary): From 
the start position, pull, push and scramble up on 
top of the wall using whatever means possible. 
Try to contact the top of the wall with only your 
hands and feet. At first, you might need to use 
your forearms, but for the sake of safety, speed and 
efficiency, never put your knees down on top of  
the wall.

2. Level 2 climb-up (symmetrical arms, distinct pull-up and 
dip motions): From the start position, apply pressure into 
the wall with your feet while pulling up. When you make 
the transition from pull to push, do so symmetrically. 
When the transition has been made, push yourself up to 
the support position. You should be able to do at least 10 
dips and 10 kipping pull-ups to achieve this level.

3. Level 3 climb-up (symmetrical and straight arms, 
appears to be one fluid motion): From the start position, 
do an explosive knee drive and pull-up, finishing in 
the support position. The arms should be symmetrical 
and straight for the entire movement, skipping the 
transitional pause that splits a Level 2 climb-up into a 
two-part movement. You should be able to do at least 
20 dips and 20 kipping pull-ups to achieve this level.

4. Level 4 climb-up (from hanging position to feet on top 
of the wall in one fluid motion): From the start position, 
do an explosive knee drive and pull-up, finishing in a 
squat position with both feet on top of the wall you 
were grabbing. The arms should be symmetrical and 
straight for the entire movement. You should be able to 
do at least 30 dips and 30 kipping pull-ups to achieve 
this level.

Climbing a wall requires a transition from a pull to a push, as in a muscle-up. 
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Exercise Science

•	 Primary muscles worked: Latissimus dorsi, biceps, 
pectorals, rhomboids, trapezius, quadriceps, gluteus 
maximus, hip extensors, ankle dorsiflexors, triceps, deltoids 
(anterior), pectorals, rotator cuffs, external rotators (infra-
spinatus, teres minor), teres major, deltoids (posterior), 
abdominals, pectoralis minor and serratus anterior.

•	 Synergists: Spinal erectors, abdominals, pectoralis 
minor, serratus anterior and lower traps.

Progressions

For some people, it will take time to become skilled 
enough and strong enough even for the Level 1 
climb-up. Some things to work on to obtain the Level 1  
climb-up:

•	 Dips and pull-ups—lots of them.

•	 Introduce extra momentum. Find a wall between 4 and 
6 feet tall and practice getting on top of the wall with a 
jump, a run and a kick off the wall.

•	 Practicing climb-downs to get strong enough to do a 
climb-up is just like training negatives for muscle-ups or 
pull-ups. Practice by starting on the top of the wall and 
lowering yourself slowly into the hang position. This is a 
great way to work toward a Level 1 climb-up. Practicing 
the climb-down with symmetrical arms is also a great 
way to train for Level 2 and Level 3 climb-ups.

The climb-up builds the 
necessary strength and 

coordination to overcome 
any shape wall and is an 

invaluable skill for  
any practitioner.

Other Notes

•	 The starting position of a climb-up is very important. 
A good starting position will set you up for a quicker, 
smoother climb-up followed by a vault onto or over the 
obstacle. The three main body parts to pay attention to 

in the starting position of a climb-up are the fingers, the 
arms and the feet. In addition, full body tension should 
always be maintained in this position and throughout 
the movement. When muscles are relaxed, there is a 
higher chance of slipping down the wall.

•	 When gripping the wall, the entire fingers should be 
contacting the wall, not just the fingertips. By getting 
the fingers over the wall, you will have a stronger grip 
from which to pull up.

•	 While in the starting position of a climb-up, the arms 
should be straight. Straight arms allow for more 
power and strength than bent arms. To experience 
this concept, try doing a muscle-up starting from 
bent arms. Then try a muscle-up starting from straight 
arms. Starting from full extension is much easier.

•	 To maximize the contribution of the feet and legs to 
your climb-up, the feet should be slightly staggered 
when in the starting position of a climb-up. This 
allows you to take a step up the wall and set yourself 
up for a better transition between your climb-up and 
your vault over the wall.

When starting a climb-up, keep your arms straight and grip  
the wall with the length of your fingers, not just your fingertips. 
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Related Exercises and Variations

•	 Clapping climb-up

•	 Kipping pull-up

•	 Wall dip

•	 Muscle-up

•	 One-arm climb-up

For a video example, click here.

Rail Squat
Application

A spin-off of the regular squat, the rail squat builds leg 
strength, balance and proprioception skills. In addition to 
targeting the typical muscle groups of a regular squat, the 
rail squat develops small stabilizer muscles throughout 
the body as you fight to keep your balance on the rail. 
This balance training is invaluable in developing a solid 
precision jump (precisely jumping from one point to 
another) and other skills.

Preparation and Body Position

1. Stand on top of the rail with the feet shoulder width 
apart and pointing straight forward. You should be 
balancing on the balls of your feet, not the arches or 
the heels.

2. Keep the arms out in front of the body to aid in balance.

Execution of Movement

1. Squat down as low as possible.

2. At the bottom of the squat, grab the rail with both hands.

3. Release the rail and push through the legs back up  
to standing.

In addition to targeting the 
typical muscle groups of a 

regular squat, the rail squat 
develops small stabilizer 

muscles throughout the body 
as you fight to keep your 

balance on the rail.

Start a rail squat balanced on the balls of your feet,  
with your arms outstretched for balance. 

Use the same body position in a rail squat as in an air squat, 
and grab the rail with both hands at the bottom of the squat. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ts-ihLmVWSQ
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Exercise Science

•	 Primary muscles worked: Glutes, quadriceps, 
hamstrings and calves.

•	 Synergists: Abdominals.

Other Notes

•	 Although the technique for the rail squat will 
undoubtedly vary slightly from the regular squat, it is 
still important to follow the technical guidelines for 
the regular squat as closely as possible. When squats 
are done improperly, they can lead to excessive strain 
on the legs and back. Proper squatting form consists 
of four major points:

1. Always keep the feet flat on the ground.

2. Track the knees above the toes.

3. The back should always retain its lumbar curve 
and remain relatively upright.

4. Always keep the head up.

•	 While it is impossible to keep your entire foot flat on 
the rail when doing rail squats, it is still important 
to keep your head and chest up. Also, maintain the 
lumbar curve as much as possible and try to keep the 
knees right above your toes.

•	 When doing rail squats, always maintain soft joints. 
Never lock any of your joints out as this will cause 
you to lose your balance. This concept applies to any 
parkour technique on top of a rail.

•	 Be sure to grab the rail with both hands at the 
bottom of every squat. Not only does this give you a 
standardized point to reach during each repetition of 
the exercise, but it also gives you four points of contact 
on the rail, allowing you to correct your balance more 
easily. This position can also be used to rest from the 
muscular demands of constantly trying to balance on 
top of the rail.

Related Exercises and Variations

•	 Squat

•	 Pistol

•	 Rail pistol

For a video example, click here.

Plant Plyo
Application

Like the broad-jump burpee, the plant plyo is a great 
exercise for building strength and endurance through 
commonly used movement techniques. The plant 
plyo takes elements from other basic exercises and 
movements, including punches, squats, tuck jumps and 
blocks. In addition to developing the skills needed for 
vaulting, the plant plyo is a draining, full-body-condi-
tioning technique.

Preparation and Body Position

1. Begin by standing next to a wall that’s about waist 
height.

2. Place the feet about shoulder width apart and about 
1 foot away from the wall.

3. Place the hands on top of the wall about shoulder  
width apart.

4. Maintain a slight bend in the legs and arms.

Execution of Movement

1. Simultaneously jump up with the legs and push up 
with the arms; the goal of these pushing motions is to 
raise the hips above the obstacle.

2. When the hips have been raised above the obstacle, 
bring the knees toward the chest.

3. As the knees come to the chest, place the feet on top 
of the obstacle, in between the arms; this results in a 
squatting position on the obstacle.

4. With good squat form, stand up on the obstacle.

5. Squat back down to a full squat position.

6. Shift the weight forward onto the arms while raising 
and pushing the hips backwards.

7. Ending in the starting position, land on the ground 
and absorb the impact.

Exercise Science

•	 Primary muscles worked: Glutes, hamstrings, calves, 
spinal erectors, quadriceps, serratus anterior, deltoids 
(anterior), rectus femoris, hip flexors, abdominals and  
pectorals (upper).

•	 Synergists: Spinal erectors, abdominals, quadriceps  
and calves.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ap86youl7sE
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Progressions

•	 A beginning traceur should begin this drill by bringing 
one or two feet onto the wall, but placing the feet to 
one side of the hands. Bringing the feet to one side 
of the hands is easier and less scary than between 
the hands. However, it should be a goal to achieve a 
symmetrical plant plyo with the feet going between 
the hands.

•	 As the traceur becomes more confident, he or she 
can work toward the strict plant plyo by finding a wall 
that is several feet wide on top. Next, place the hands 
farther onto the wall and bring the feet together 
toward the hands. At first, the practitioner might only 
be able to bring the feet within a foot or two of the 
hands. The goal is to get the feet all the way to the 
same spot as the hands.

•	 Once a practitioner can perform a strict plant plyo, he 
or she should further develop it by exploding into the 
plant even more. Instead of landing on the wall in a 
full squat, try to skip that part of the movement and 
land as close to standing as you can get. If you can 

plant onto the wall all the way to a stand, you have 
developed a massive amount of power and 
coordination!

•	 For an added challenge, try doing this exercise on a rail. 
In addition to the workout it already offers, practicing 
the movement on a rail will also test balance and  
proprioception skills.

Like the broad-jump  
burpee, the plant plyo is a 
great exercise for building 
strength and endurance 
through commonly used 
movement techniques.

Look around your neighborhood for a waist-high wall and start practicing your plant-plyo technique. 
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Other Notes

Remember, this is a quick and explosive movement. The 
slower you perform this exercise, the more impractical and 
anatomically difficult it becomes.

Related Exercises and Variations

•	 Squat

•	 Tuck jump to silent landing

•	 Dip

•	 Push-up

•	 Monkey plant plyo to precision jump

•	 Monkey plant plyo to vertical jump

For a video example, click here.

Hang Shimmy
Application

The hang shimmy is another practical movement that 
is also a great conditioning exercise. It is often used to 
traverse along the tops of walls before finding a suitable 
place to climb up or dismount. In addition to building 
endurance, the hang shimmy is a brutal upper-body and 
core exercise.

Preparation and Body Position

1. Hang from the side of the wall by the arms.

2. Place the legs against the wall for support.

Execution of Movement

1. Reach 1 to 2 feet along the wall in your desired 
direction with your leading hand.

2. As this leading hand re-grips the wall, move the back 
foot, immediately followed by the front foot.

3. Place the back foot back on the wall, immediately 
followed by the front foot.

4. Move the back hand along the wall so it is almost 
touching the front hand.

Exercise Science

•	 Primary muscles worked: Abdominals, latissimus dorsi  
and forearms.

•	 Synergists: Deltoids and pectorals.

Progressions

•	 If this movement is too difficult, you might need to 
work on your strength in the hanging position—most 
importantly, your grip strength. Practice getting into 
the starting hang position and just holding it. Make 
your first goal to hang for 10 seconds. As you get 
better, you should be able to hold it for 30 seconds, 
and then 60-plus seconds. At this point, try hanging 
by one arm to further develop your grip strength.

•	 Once you have developed the strength to hold 
yourself up comfortably in the hang position, begin 
by taking small “steps” with your arms and feet. Each 
step should only cover a few inches. As you get better, 
try to cover more distance with each step until you 
get up to 1 or 2 feet.

•	 When the standard hang-shimmy movement 
becomes easy, try explosively moving both hands 
at the same time so you are effectively “dyno-ing” 
laterally along the wall. Another challenge is to do the 
hang shimmy without using your feet.

Practice the hang shimmy, and soon you’ll be a  
real-life Spider-Man, easily traversing across walls. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cZ-BRQX9oHs
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(The hang shimmy) is often 
used to traverse along the 

tops of walls before finding  
a suitable place to climb up  

or dismount.

Other Notes

•	 Because you are moving laterally, one side of the body 
will be using slightly different muscles than the other. 
Make sure you practice moving in both directions.

•	 The three main body parts to pay attention to during 
a hang shimmy are the fingers, the arms and the feet/
legs. In addition, full body tension always should 
be maintained in this position and throughout the 
movement. When muscles are relaxed, there is a 
higher chance of slipping down the wall.

•	 When gripping the wall, the entire fingers should 
contact the wall, not just the fingertips. Getting more 
of the fingers over the wall results in a stronger grip.

•	 The arms should always be straight while moving 
in a hang shimmy. Straight arms allow for more 
endurance and strength than bent arms. To 
experience this concept first-hand, try hanging 
from a wall with bent arms. Next, try hanging from 
the wall with straight arms. If done correctly, you 
should be able to hang for a longer time with  
straight arms.

•	 To maximize the contribution of the feet and legs 
to your hang shimmy, the feet should constantly be 
applying pressure directly into the wall. This helps to 
take some of the strain off the arms.

Related Exercises and Variations

•	 Without feet/legs

•	 Straight arms

•	 Bent arms

•	 Moving both hands at once (taking lateral jumps)

•	 Kipping pull-up

•	 Muscle-up

•	 Climb-up

For a video example, click here.
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About the Author

Ryan Ford is the owner of AMG CrossFit and Apex Movement, 
a parkour gym. Ryan also is known for his online parkour 
training video series called DemonDrills.

Take the strain off your arms by applying  
constant pressure to the wall with your feet and legs.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3l04i14D7Jw
http://apexmovement.com/
http://youtube.com/user/DemonDrills

