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WHY TODAY'S HOTTEST FITNESS
REGIMENS ARE LOOKING BACK TO
OUR ANCIENT, HUNTER-GATHERER
PAST FOR THE BEST WAYS TO

GET FIT AND LIVE HEALTHY.

By Andrew Heffernan, CSCS

From boot-camp-style
classes, to animal-
inspired scrambles,
today'’s primitive-
fitness workouts
emphasize functional
strength, coordination,
balance, agility and
group camaraderie.

know I'm supposed to ride my bike
instead of drive. I also know that it’s bet-
ter for me to take the stairs instead of
the elevator, and walk down the hall to
talk with my coworker instead of email-
ing him. But the lure of comfort and
efficiency often proves irresistible, and
I have to admit that I often opt for the
lazier route, figuring I'll make up for it
during my workout.

I'm not alone in my dependence on modern-day
conveniences. And apparently our collective avoid-
ance of doing things the old-fashioned way is hurt-
ing more than our muscle tone.

The consequences of living in a modern, techno-
logically enhanced world are undermining both our
bodies and our minds, says Frank Forencich, chief
creative officer of Exuberant Animal, a Seattle-based
health leadership organization. “In our ongoing
effort to make ourselves more comfortable, we've
lost out on two of the most essential components of
health and happiness: direct interaction with nature
and with other people.”

Many of us no longer do meaningful small-group
activities of any kind. We no longer accomplish
tangible, goal-oriented activities with our hands, or
find time and energy for play. Shoes shield our feet
from sensory input. Artificial light throws off our
circadian rhythms, interfering with normal daily
appetite fluctuations. We push buttons and depress
gas pedals rather than running errands or physically
moving things from place to place.

All told, we have created an “alien environment,”
Forencich says, and many of our most serious mod-
ern health problems — depression, obesity, heart
disease and cancer — can be attributed, at least in
part, to a life spent largely in a kind of captivity.

While conventional gym workouts can help us up
our activity and improve our fitness, most cardio and
weight machines force us to move in fixed, some-

times unnatural ways. Limited-range movements like
jogging and cycling overwork certain motor pat-
terns and muscles while neglecting many others.
Prescribed, repetitive routines can reduce the poten-
tial for spontaneity and joy in exercise.

In the last few years, fitness pioneers have been
trying to address this problem by bringing a sense
of both functional realism and an innate satisfaction
back to exercise. They're turning away from confin-
ing equipment and regimented training programs
and returning to open spaces and natural movement.

Their goal isn't just to create slimmer waistlines
and rippling biceps, but integrated, full-body coor-
dination, grace and an enhanced sense of connec-
tion — to our bodies, to nature and to other people.

These functional, “primitive fitness” innovators
believe that the key to exceptional health lies in the
activities and movement patterns of our ancient
ancestors: crawling, climbing, jumping and running,
The result is an exercise program that’s uniquely
playful, kinetic, social and never the same from one
day to the next. And it's a fitness prescription that’s
winning over droves of enthusiastic converts.

A PRIMITIVE PRIMER
When he explains primitive fitness to his clients,
Forencich shows them a picture of a lush, unspoiled
African landscape — the kind of environment from
which all of humanity originated — and poses a sim-
ple question: “What kinds of skills and abilities might
be necessary to thrive in an environment like this?”

The most intuitive answers — walking, squatting
and climbing to gather food; carrying and lifting to
build shelter; balancing, throwing, leaping and run-
ning to evade predators and hunt for prey — form
the basis of primitive-style workouts. Coaches then
combine these movements, one after another, in fast,
exciting and unpredictable sequences.

Whether you do these movements in the wilds
of Africa, a neighborhood park or the aerobics =*
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Left: Erwan Le Corre,
founder of outdoor
retreat company
MovNat, demon-
strates spatial and
body awareness
during a trail run

in the woods near
Summersville, WV.

Right: Exuberant
Animal founder Frank
Forencich prac-

tices log crawls near
Whidbey Island, just
north of Seattle.
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studio at your local health club, the effect is much the
same: long-underused kinetic chains and neurologi-
cal circuits begin sparking back to life. Your body
grows stronger, your mind sharper.

Most of these exercises can be done in any open
space with no equipment at all; the rest can be
done either with found objects like stones and logs,
or with basic gym equipment like medicine balls
and kettlebells.

Precisely because of their deep roots in our evo-
lutionary history, such movements can be uniquely
effective in building health and fitness in the modern
gym-goer. “You can do a ton of good for your body,
work a lot of different muscles, and shred through
calories in a very short amount of time exercising
in this way,” says Phil Timmons, national program
manager for group training at Life Time Fitness in
Chanhassen, Minn. “And since the workouts always
change, it does for your body what reading a new
book does for your mind.”

Steve Bechtel, founder and co-owner of Elemental
Training Center in Lander, Wyo., agrees: “We're neu-
rologically wired for this kind of movement. For that
reason, all kinds of amazing things happen when you
move your body through space like this. Studies have
suggested that body-weight training is more effective
for weight loss than using machines, for example.
Athletes who train this way suffer fewer injuries and
have greater career longevity. Plus, youre doing so
many different types of movement at once that your
body and mind are continually engaged.”

This kind of neural stimulation is an essential

component of “primitive” functional fitness and
can go a long way toward combating the sensory
sameness of everyday life. Physical play forces us to
process a lot of sensory information very quickly —
a simple, human survival skill we rarely call upon in
life or in the typical workout.

Moving quickly while staying aware of obstacles,
walls and other fast-moving people around you, for
instance, requires an acute, dynamic awareness of
your body and environment. Throwing and catching
requires you to visually track an object as it travels
toward you and away from you. And moving over
varied terrain — when exercising on grassy surfaces
or running trails, for instance — demands a moment-
to-moment responsiveness from the entire body that
we just don't get walking on firm, flat surfaces.

“You can’t discard these movements and expect
to survive in nature. They're all vital, practical
and adaptable to any number of circumstances,”
says Erwan Le Corre, creator of the U.S.-based
MovNat, which hosts weeklong outdoor fitness
retreats in Brazil, Mexico, the United States and
soon Thailand.

Such challenges to perception, balance and spa-
tial awareness make primitive workouts an excellent
way to improve proprioception (the ability to accu-
rately and efficiently sense where you are in space
relative to the objects around you).

This type of high-energy, dynamic movement
stands in sharp contrast to muscle-isolating exercises
like curls, cardio-machine training and programs
designed around working certain muscle groups

THE WAY YOU LOOKIIS A DIRECT
REFLECTION OF THE QUALITY OF YOUR
MOVEMENT. LEARN TO MOVE WELL, AND
YOUR BODY WILL LOOK GOOD.”
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Primitive-style fit-
ness classes often

include variations

of highly functional
body-weight move-
ments such as squats,
lunges and pushups.
In this case, Life Time
Fitness Boot Camp
participants perform
clapping pushups.

on certain days of the week. While effective in some
ways, such workouts tend to treat the body as a
series of disconnected parts — the biceps, the legs,
the heart and lungs — as opposed to a single, unified
whole, working together to produce movement.

“Ancient people didn't exercise in any formal
way,” Forencich explains. They were what might
be called movement generalists — good at a lot of
different kinds of movement, but never doing one
thing too much or too long. “A Paleolithic man
might have had to sit, run or climb in the course of
a normal day, but he would never specialize in any
of those activities.”

Coaches and teachers of primitive fitness also

.-

staunchly believe that when it comes to exercise, form
follows function. “The way you look is a direct reflec-
tion of the quality of your movement. Learn to move
well, and your body will look good,” says Le Corre.

Jon Hinds, whose Monkey Bar Gym facilities feature
no machines and no mirrors, admits that he opened
his primitive-fitness gym franchise because he was
tired of the one-dimensional, narcissistic approach to
fitness: “We're often bombarded with a false picture of
what true health and fitness is — like, that having huge
muscles automatically means you're fit.”

For most people, the basis for fitness motivation
can be found in far more practical concerns. “I hear
from parents all the time who want to be fit enough
to keep up with their kids at the park and on the play-
ing field,” says Timmons. “The primitive-style classes
we offer at Life Time Fitness — which include Boot
Camp and a number of functional-fitness group
classes — help those parents not only keep pace with
their kids, but give them a run for their money!”

GETTING PRIMORDIALLY FIT

In practice, primitive, functional-fitness classes and
workshops build strength, cardiovascular condi-
tioning and coordination through a wide variety of
full-body challenges. Students at Le Corre’s retreats
combine primitive movements on natural, outdoor
obstacle courses, switching smoothly from a sprint
through the woods to a crawl through the sand to a
vault over a log to a swim across a creek, continually
refining each skill and transition.

In Forencich’s Exuberant Animal workshops,
exercisers play games like “Rope-a-dope,” in which
two people balance on one leg, hold opposite ends of
a 10-foot rope, and attempt to topple each other by
strategically pulling or slackening the rope.

Instructors of fitness classes at more conven-
tional gyms — some of which have been on the spear
edge of the functional-fitness trend for years — find
creative ways to build similar fitness challenges in
more familiar settings: “From the window of my
office, I see people running up the hill beside the
club,” says Mark Thom, vice president of fitness and
nutrition for Life Time Fitness. “They carry weights,
medicine balls, whatever they can drag outside from
the club. It's time-efficient, intense, and they're hav-
ing a great time.”

Timmons says he regularly witnesses the same kind
of intensity and fun-loving enthusiasm. “Students in
these classes sometimes do wild things: They drag one
another across the floor on towels; push cars across
the parking lot; work with sandbags and stones and
tires for resistance. When I used to teach these classes,
it was my goal to send them home with a good story to
tell their friends!”

From the outside, such workouts may appear ran-
dom and uncontrolled, but Le Corre points out that
his outdoor workouts are scalable to any ability level,
and that participants are warned never to “sacrifice
technique for intensity.”

Bechtel concurs: “We still follow the basic strength-
and-conditioning principles so that people are chal-
lenged and progress appropriately. We just do it in a
way that keeps things changing. Routine is death to
motivation and progress.”

Doing primitive-style workouts regularly can
yield some impressive real-world results. Graduates
of Le Corre’s five-day retreats tend to lose a few
pounds during the week itself and, if they stick to
his recommendations (including those regarding
nutrition), report an almost effortless weight loss of
15 pounds or more in the weeks afterward.

Timmons reports that members of his primitive-
style classes regularly improve on their monthly
fitness tests, including body-fat percentage and tests
of aerobic and anaerobic fitness. Hinds's clients, on
average, lose 17 pounds of fat and gain 5 pounds =
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THE WORK IS PARTNER-BASED. IT’'S HANDS-ON.
YOU WANT A GREAT WAY TO GET OUT OF YOUR HEAD?

Modern workout
“tribes” foster fun,

accountability and
teamwork. Here,
trainer Joshua
Leeger and client
Susan Gerhard prac-
tice partner strength
and balance drills in
San Francisco.

HELP SOMEONE ELSE!”

of muscle in their first 60 days, he says. Athletes
who do his 12-week program typically improve their
vertical jump by 8 inches and their broad jump by
as much as a foot.

“I think people are just more inclined to push
themselves when they're playing a game or when
they're working in a group,” says Thom. In a pro-
social pro-intensity environment, he notes, “they’re
that much more likely to give it everything they have.”

That certainly proved true for Jessica Rucker. The
37-year-old trainer from Madison, Wis., was over-
weight (36 percent body fat) and sedentary when she
started working out at Hinds's gym a few years ago;
now she’s down to 16 percent body fat and can do
20 chin-ups. “Many people, especially women, don’t
think they can do a chin-up, climb a rope or walk on
their hands,” says Rucker. “At our gym, we ask, ‘Why
not? Who said you can’t do those things?"”

FUN: THE MISSING LINK TO FITNESS?
For some people, the gym is a place to turn inward,
block out distractions and focus on themselves, but
many fitness coaches believe that the social connec-
tions one can make during communal exercise and
play are no less important to health and happiness
than hitting a personal best on the bench press.

Just as our ancient ancestors needed strong
social relationships to survive and thrive, Forencich
believes that a sense of belonging — to a modern
“tribe,” or social group — is an essential, and often
neglected, element of optimal health.

Physical play with others, he believes, fosters this
kind of closeness: “We're seeing more and more
evidence that when mammals play more, they learn
and socialize better.”

Thom notes that at Life Time Fitness, participants
in group fitness classes that emphasize interaction
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and cohesion tend to be impressively
supportive of one another. “Those
groups stay together for years,” he
says. “They host parties where they
eat healthy food together. If someone
doesn’t show up for a 6 a.m. class,
other members of the class will call
that person to ask where they are.”

The social atmosphere at Hinds's
gym has been great for Rucker’s mood
and day-to-day perspective, she says.
“The place has no mirrors, so you liter-
ally cant focus on yourself. The work
is partner-based. It's hands-on. You want a great way
to get out of your head? Help someone else!”

Too often, in the quest for maximum efficacy,
people gravitate toward workouts they don’t enjoy,
believing they have to suffer to meet their goals. But
primitive-fitness advocates emphasize that a sense
of fun is essential and just might be the missing
ingredient people need to succeed.

This is one reason that Josh Leeger, MS, a trainer
from San Francisco, incorporates Exuberant Animal
games into his clients’ programs on a regular basis.
He uses standard measures of health and fitness to
determine the effectiveness of his programs, but
he looks for enjoyment as well. “If my clients laugh
during their sessions,” he says, “I believe I've done
my job.”

Primitive fitness may not appeal to everyone: The
relative lack of structure in some of these wild workout
programs can be a turn-off for individuals who prefer
the predictability of a regular date with a treadmill.
And the intensity of boot-camp-style classes may prove
a bit much for those unaccustomed to going all out.
On a steep, rocky trail run up a mountain, you can’t
simply push the “stop” button if you get tired.

Primitive-fitness experts readily acknowledge that
their workouts also require a bit more forethought and
creativity than some gym-goers may be accustomed to
mustering. If a deconditioned person is having trouble
on an exercise bike, for example, he can simply lower
the resistance. Nature isn’t always so forgiving.

The solution is to take it slowly and gradu-
ally: Don't go outside and try to carry a boulder
up a mountain on your first day, or start tossing a
20-pound medicine ball around the gym without
some instruction. (See “Primitive Practices,” next
page, for some tips on how to begin integrating a few
primitive concepts into your regular routine.)



HEEDING THE CALL

The allure of improved fitness and useful new skills
may provide ample motivation to give primitive-
inspired fitness training a try. The biggest reward
of all, however, may have less to do with a litany of
distinct benefits than with an integrated, synergetic
sense of well-being and engagement.

By emphasizing a whole-person experience in a
group setting, primitive fitness can serve as a pow-
erful antidote to isolation — both for the muscles
and for the individual. In our harried and disjointed
modern-day lives, feeling a sense of connection — to
our environment, our community, our heritage or
even our own bodies — can seem a regrettably rare

thing. Yet it’s a quality that many primitive-fitness
workouts deliver in spades.

“We spend so much time in front of TVs and
computers, taking in information that someone else
is feeding us,” says Bechtel. “Touching the earth, see-
ing things with your own eyes, provides an oppor-
tunity to live firsthand. It’s critical that people step
away from the iPad on a regular basis, go out and
feel alive again. This kind of exercise is more than
just a workout — it’s cathartic.” &

Andrew Heffernan, CSCS, is a regular contributor to
Experience Life.

PRIMITIVE
PRACTICES

Want to know how to incorporate some

primitive touches into your workout? Here are
a handful of common themes you can draw
on for a foray back to your primordial roots:

Act Like an Animal

The last few years have seen a return to
multijoint movements like squats, lunges and
pushups at the gym — and that’s good. All
those exercises are variations on evolution-
ary movements. If you're up for it, however,
it's still possible to go even more basic:
Instead of bench-pressing, craw| Il
fours (30-second bursts on all-fours sprint-
ing on a basketball court is tough for just
about anyone).

s e e nle) (experiment with
going hand-over-hand from one end of
the chin-up bar to the other, keeping one
or both feet on a box, if necessary).

RTINS to just your upper
body or lower body — find exercises that
use both, like jumps and carries of all kinds,
medicine-ball throws, lifts, and slams.

[ Try adding twists, throws, jumps EQT
explosive force to your favorite strength-
training movements.

“The key is to use as many different
muscle groups at a time as possible,” says
Frank Forencich, chief creative officer of
Seattle-based Exuberant Animal. For an
Exuberant Animal Workout, see page 23.

Step Away From the Machine
“It's ironic that we're at a point where
people believe they need a machine to

exercise when it's really so much more effec-
tive to just move your body through space,”
says Steve Bechtel, founder and co-owner
of Elemental Fitness in Lander, Wyo.

Machines can be useful for injury rehab
and for an occasional change of pace, but
they don't do much for your proprioception
— your ability to sense and control where
you are in space — or for usable, real-world
strength and fitness.

Keep equipment as basic as possible:
Medicine balls, kettlebells, dumbbells, jump
ropes, sturdy wooden boxes and a set of
stairs is plenty for a killer workout.

Go Tribal

“Playing together creates and enhances
positive social relationships,” says Foren-
cich. Try to find ways to exercise with
groups of people, whether in a primitive-
themed class (some “boot camps” are
great options), in a low-stress team sport
that requires many different types of
movement (like ultimate Frisbee), or get-
ting together with friends at a local

park and improvising some primitive moves.
(Anyone tried a three-legged race recently?)

Take It Outside

Health clubs, rec centers and other large,
indoor spaces offer year-round accessibil-
ity and convenience, but getting outside
now and then — running on a trail, for
instance — offers challenges to balance
and coordination that you just can’t get on
a treadmill or track.

There's always the possibility when
you're in the great outdoors that you'll
encounter a tree worth climbing, a stream
worth fording or a rock worth hefting.

Parkour enthusiasts — who climb, jump
over and scramble up manmade objects
like bridges, benches, fences and walls for
fun and exercise — have shown that you
don't need a national forest in your back-
yard to enjoy training in the fresh air.

Go Exploring — Inside

Even within the confines of your gym,
primitive-fitness opportunities abound. Have
you tried climbing the service stairs carrying
a couple of kettlebells? Jumping back and
forth over a cone while holding a medicine
ball? Pushing a partner across the gym
floor as he resists, then letting him push you
back? Be willing to experiment a little. (For a
great primitive-style partner workout, check
out “Band Together” in the September 2010
archives at experiencelifemag.com.)

Grab a Movement Snack

For the time-pressed, Forencich recom-
mends spending five minutes at a time

— even up to 10 times a day — moving:
walking, reaching, twisting, swinging your
arms. “There's no reason why an exercise
program has to be confined to any par-
ticular time or place,” he says. “If you can
get past your inhibitions, you can have a
great mini-workout in an airport departure
lounge while waiting for a delayed plane.”

For a look at how primitive fitness
is being incorporated into prenatal
i fitness and childbirth-preparation

' WEB EXTRA!

methodologies, see the online
version of this article at
experiencelifemag.com.

experiencelifemag.com / EXPERIENCE LIFE / 65



