


Getting in fighting shape 
with martial arts
By Lisa Zeigel

“Combative sports” or “” (MA) are very trendy now but 
have been around for a few millennia. One of the earliest 
known pieces of evidence is a depiction of wrestling as a 
sport painted on the wall of a tomb in Beni Hasan, Egypt, 
circa 2,000 BC.  Of course, wrestling, highly prized by 
the ancient Greeks who included it in the first Olympics, 
continues to be popular to this day, along with boxing.  
“Pankration” is another age-old combination of wrestling, 
boxing and kickboxing originating in Greece that remains 
current today and closely resembles the now wildly popu-
lar Mixed Martial Arts, or “MMA” techniques.  

Other cultures of the world developed their own takes 
on basic armed and unarmed battle techniques 
with the form of Karate emerging after a ban on 
weapons instituted in 15th-century Japan. Boxing 
techniques were perfected in Great Britain in the 19th 
century, and more recently, Jujitsu was developed in Bra-
zil (via Japan), Taekwondo in Korea, Muay Thai in Thai-
land, and many more.  Now MA is so prevalent that you 
can find literally hundreds of different forms of Boxing, 
Karate, Jujitsu, Judo, and various combinations/configu-
rations of all in gyms, studios, military training centers, 
schools, universities, etc. etc. 

No matter the form of these sports/arts, they all have 
certain similarities.  For one thing, although each follows 
its own philosophy/rules/techniques, they all require a 
baseline of strength, endurance, and flexibility to be able 
to perform them effectively.  Also, learning techniques and 
skills and practicing these requires mental concentration, 
focus on breathing and proprioception, not to mention 
discipline, all of which can be considered “mind/body” 
forms of exercise.  

I remember being awed by a visit to my high school by 
none other than Chuck Norris, famed martial artist-movie 
star who performed a karate demonstration in the gym.  It 
was definitely inspirational, but I never thought I would 
be trying it until I found myself enrolling in a Shotokan 
Karate class to fulfill a P.E. requirement in college.  It was 
definitely tough, but I found myself enjoying it immensely 
and put in quite a bit of practice on my own to master the 
“Katas” - - a choreographed routine of kicks, punches, and 
blocks.  My crowning achievement was chopping a block 
of wood in half with my bare hand. If that isn’t an empow-
ering feeling, I don’t know what is!  Although I have not 
practiced it since then, I have participated in boxing, kick-
boxing, and sparring in a ring (scary)! and found all to be 
extremely challenging yet invigorating forms of exercise.   

Most martial arts classes start with a thorough warm-
up involving calisthenic-type exercises (jumping jacks, 
push-ups, jogging, etc.), and as flexibility is considered a 
key component, stretching.  Boxing classes can involve 
punching a heavy bag (in which case boxing gloves and 
hand wraps are needed for protection), or you can just 

utilize “shadow boxing” (punching the air) 
techniques, which requires no equipment. Spar-
ring with a partner is another popular type of 
class, or students work one-on-one with an 
instructor using padded mitts or in a boxing 
ring.  In the ring, gloves are needed as well as protective 
headgear and mouthpiece, and shin guards if kicking is in-
volved.  In all forms, basic techniques must be learned and 
mastered before getting into the workout portion.  There 
is much involved, including learning how to stand, how 
to protect yourself from your opponent, how to punch, 
kick, duck.  Once you learn these, you can perform prac-
tice drills in a class or with an opponent, and the combina-
tions are endless.  You will find yourself sweating and out 
of breath in no time.  Most classes will combine intervals 
of punch or punch/kick combinations with calisthenics 
(more jumping jacks, push-ups, etc.). This constitutes a 
full-body workout with strength and cardiovascular com-
ponents along with balance, agility and flexibility, so by 
the end of class (if you make it all the way through, I know 
I couldn’t at first), you will feel it!  

The beauty of martial arts is that anyone can do them; 
you don’t have to be a fighter, or even have a fighting 
mentality, as most techniques are practiced with an eye 
toward respecting your opponent, and as a means of self-
defense, not aggression.  Children can start as young as 
3 years old, and there is no age limit for adults!  In fact, 
a popular form of MA enjoyed by older adults, Tai Chi, 
is known to be very beneficial in helping seniors become 
more independent as it enhances their strength and bal-
ance and sharpens their minds - - you may see groups 
practicing outdoors in your local parks, and it is used in 
assisted living facilities. 

MA workouts can be performed at any of the above-
mentioned establishments, but it can also be done at home 
using DVDs or from online downloads and streams.   No 
matter where you choose to go, if you’re looking for a 
way to get active, learn some useful skills, and get in great 
shape, pick a style and feel the empowerment!     


