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Fallujah, For Time: Sprinting Wars and the Next Generation of Combat Training

! By this time, CrossFit was proliferating across two war zones and infiltrating 
military bases around the world. It was cheap, improvised, and time-efficient. It didn’t 
break in heat or dust. And it made soldiers physically more powerful than they’d ever 
been, in a new era of military conflict that demanded heavy loads be hauled as quickly 
as possible from point to point. Counter-insurgency in Iraq and Afghanistan was not a 
game of long marches and precise campaigns. In a landscape of steep hillsides, hot 
stairwells, and dangerous corners, hazard boiled up in sudden twenty minute bursts of 
load-bearing cardiovascular suck. It was CrossFit as a live fire exercise, and any soldier 
with half a brain knows to train as you fight. 

! On the CrossFit main site, favorable reports from Navy SEALs resounded with a 
strong message: give us more - this shit works. One SEAL’s perspective on functional 
fitness, published in the CrossFit Journal, listed a dozen ways that CrossFit training 
mapped to the rigors of special operations in Iraq: lifting heavy objects and people off 
the ground (deadlift, cleans), pressing heavy objects over a wall (clean and jerk, push 
press), standing up while bearing weight (squat), pulling oneself up over a railing, wall 
or into a window (kipping pullups, muscle ups), stepping up with weight (box jumps). 
Digging and carrying awkward shaped objects for unknown time and distance, sprinting 
in forty to sixty pounds of gear, wrestling and subduing enemy combatants on stairs, on 
a hillside, or in enclosed spaces. All of these activities required the explosive power that 
special operators cultivated in their daily CrossFit WODs1. 

! In response, CrossFit HQ published a series of how-to guides, developed by 
special operators and regular grunts, for adapting CrossFit training to austere 
environments. The Canadian infantry formalized a nine-week series of programmed 
WODs designed to enhance combat fitness “anytime, anywhere,” using large rocks, 
light armored vehicle tires, ammo cans and soccer balls filled with sand in place of the 

1 Sam D., an active duty member of Naval Special Warfare, “A Soldier’s Perspective on Functional 
Fitness,” The CrossFit Journal, April 2005. http://library.crossfit.com/free/pdf/
32_05_Functional_Fitness.pdf
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Olympic weights, kettle bells, medicine balls and other trappings of a conventional 
CrossFit box2. Most of CrossFit’s “girl” WODs could be adapted this way. 

! Jim Decker, an Army Special Forces soldier stationed in Japan, published his 
recipe for a go-anywhere CrossFit workout kit: a set of gymnastic rings, a small pair of 
parallettes, a 55-pound dumbbell, and a stopwatch, along with a notebook containing a 
few months’ worth of WODs from the CrossFit.com archives.3  About half the “girls,” he 
observed, were bodyweight only. “All you really need is something to pull up on, and an 
observant CrossFitter can find that practically anywhere.” Observant, in the sense of 
being aware of your surroundings - and also, perhaps, in the sense of keeping kosher 
fitness-wise, hewing to ritual and custom, even in foreign places. 

! The magic of these nomadic fitness survival guides was how they cast each 
athlete as a hunter-gatherer explorer, a childhood fort-builder, alive to the environment 
and its wealth of ready materials. Once you were determined to hit the intensity of a 
daily WOD, all it took was imagination. “Take a walk around,” Decker advised, “Root 
through scrap piles, barns, and tool sheds, and start collecting apparatus for your 
primitive gym.”  Any tree was a potential pull-up bar or handstand pushup support 
station. Rocks and ammo cans were fodder for heavy lifts and carries, power cleans 
and kettle bell swings. Buckets could be weighted and used as dumbbells for thrusters, 
weighted box steps and Turkish getups (rising from a prone to a standing position with 
one arm raised above your head). Even a stick could be used to refine Olympic lifting 
technique and speed under the bar. Dross was treasure. Industrial wreckage was a gold 
mine. Just think, Decker mused, of an abandoned auto and the trove of exercises you 
can concoct with the equipment lying there: axle thrusters, leaf-spring Olympic lifts, 
bumper dips, tire flips and carries. The possibilities were endless. 

! For a special operator or a grunt on the ground, post-9/11 conflicts epitomized 
the unknown and unknowable. Any convoy could be flipped by a roadside bomb, 
creating casualties to haul to safety. Afghan soldiers could turn around and strafe their 
American trainers. Urban landscapes and mountain patrols were primed for treachery 
and ambush. Worst of all, the kind of physical training that had been standard drill for 
decades was woefully inadequate for the physical demands of combat in the urban heat 
of Iraq and the mountains of Afghanistan. The Army’s test of physical fitness consists of 
two minutes of pushups, two minutes of sit-ups, and an unencumbered two mile run. 
The Marine physical fitness test (PFT) is a little more strenuous, with a perfect score 
consisting of 20 consecutive pull-ups, 100 crunches in two minutes, and three miles in 
under 18 minutes, blissfully free of kit and gear. 

! The problem is, no enemy in a modern war zone is ever going to challenge a 
soldier to go jogging. The long runs favored by drill sergeants aren’t weighted with the 

2 Greg Glassman, Capt Wade Rutland, and Capt JT Williams “AOFP//CrossFit Austere Program,” http://
www.crossfit.com/cf-journal/AOFP-Austere-Program_equipment.pdf

3 James Decker, “Training in Austere Environments,” The CrossFit Journal, March 2006. http://
library.crossfit.com/free/pdf/43_06_austere_training.pdf
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kinds of loads a typical soldier is humping around on patrol. And running with heavy 
loads - or sprinting with heavy loads, when you’re being shot at - isn’t like running in 
shorts and sneakers but for longer. It’s a different metabolic ballgame. 

! Captain Brian Chontosh, a decorated Marine who led troops into the second 
assault of Fallujah in 2004, was one of the loudest spear rattlers for CrossFit in the 
trenches, and one of the more savage disparagers of the light-load aerobic regime 
blessed by the military’s training czars. “I've got guys that max out at PFT, 300 points,” 
he fumed before the Society of Exercise Physiologists at their annual conference.4 
“They're crazy fast, they're doing it all. They're running sixteen and a half minute three 
miles. They knock out their twenty pull-ups, and they knock out their hundred sit-ups in 
about a minute forty-five. They're crazy fit. They'd be successful in combat, correct? 
Their performance failure in a combat scenario has cost lives. I've seen people fail 
physically in combat that were perfect 300 PFTers, because they couldn't handle load 
for duration while being stressed by physiological, psychological, mental, environmental, 
and operational stressors.”

! As technology advances, he explained, “I'm required to carry more gear. I 
become heavily encumbered. I've got weapons that are bigger and badder. I've got 
optics. I've got communications equipment. I need to be able to shoot, move and 
communicate. I've got protective armor. The average soldier ready to close with the 
enemy is already about 75 pounds heavier than his average weight and he's carrying 
this on an encumbered body. It takes eleven days to clear the city of Fallujah, and 
you've got Marines carrying a hundred to a hundred fifty pounds because we're going to 
add explosives, breeching equipment, grenades, the first aid kits and all the medical 
supplies. So why not put loads onto our body that are typical in this situation and train to 
them?

! “This is what combat boils down to: a guy gets shot, I need to go over there, pick 
him up, move him about a hundred meters, two hundred meters to safety. I need to 
negotiate obstacles along the way, avoid getting shot. He weighs approximately three 
hundred pounds with all his kit and gear. I might have a couple minutes to take off his 
helmet and his body armor off, if I need to. But maybe I don't want to, because as I'm 
transporting him, he could get shot again. So I keep his body armor on. So, jack up a 
dude that's 300 pounds, get him on my shoulder, move him a distance to safety so I can 
save him before his life blood seeps out. He's got 30 minutes to live. Where do you find 
that muscle pattern anywhere, in anything that we've done or experienced in any type of 
workout regime? I find it in CrossFit. It's called deadlift, clean, snatch, clean, run, sprint, 
negotiate obstacles, and we're doing it. For me, it's a no brainer. It's done. I'm sold. 
That's what we do on the battlefield.”
!
! What Chontosh found in CrossFit was more than an accelerated physical 
adaptation to the reality of urban warfare. It was a psychic adaptation as well: the stress 

4 Brian Chontosh, “CrossFit for Combat Fitness,” The CrossFit Journal, August 5, 2009. http://
journal.crossfit.com/2009/08/asep-lecture-another-speaker.tpl#featureArticleTitle
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of high-intensity sprints under heavy loads could be harnessed to steel a soldier’s mind 
to endure other stressors: heat, cold, elevation, hunger, darkness, sparse and irregular 
sleep, and the hormonal spike and crash of adrenaline, all of which shove human 
consciousness closer to the yawning chasm of I-just-can’t-anymore. Exercise 
physiologists, lab-based academics, don’t account for these factors in a sanitized 
training environment. “But I'm telling you,” he said “I can start doing it. I can start 
simulating some of these effects. Environmental stressors, psychological stressors. I 
can fight these things off. I can fight off injury. I can fight off how the mind drifts and 
closes. I can maintain mental agility, so they can focus and concentrate and perform, 
and again in combat.”

! Chontosh’s method for doing this was to engage his men in the middle of a high-
intensity couplet or triplet, to see if they had the mental clarity to count their own reps 
and control their breathing. Between rounds, in the fog of exertion, they might be given 
a leadership scenario, and at the end of the WOD they’d have five minutes to articulate 
a response about the decision they’d make. There was no separation between physical 
and mental training. It was all under fatigue, learning to breathe and think in the heat, 
under loads, under duress. Learning how to exert the hauling force of draught horses 
while gaming out the next tactical move. 

! Forged into a CrossFit fire breathers in the 120-degree deserts of Jordan and 
Kuwait, these men suffered no heat casualties and no injuries on four-hour training 
exercises in full kit and gear. In their assault on Fallujah in November 2004, in the 
nastiest shooting gallery of a hot urban war, only three of Chontosh’s 158 Marines were 
killed in action. 

! In the unremitting pressure cooker of Fallujah, Marines would literally step into 
the night to hit a CrossFit WOD during lulls in the action. A typical Fallujah workout 
might start with weightlifting exercises in a makeshift tent, then move onto Tabata-style 
drills. Tabata workouts, named after a Japanese exercise physiologist, consist of twenty 
seconds of all-out effort alternating with ten seconds of rest, for a total of four minutes. 
In his research, Tabata found that athletes who trained at high intensity for short periods 
of time increased their aerobic capacity as well as their anaerobic strength, whereas 
athletes training at moderate intensity for longer periods of time only built aerobic 
capacity, with no anaerobic gains. His namesake interval scheme looks easy on paper. 
In practice, it wrecks you. 

! After weight-lifting and Tabata drills, it might be time for sprints in body armor. 
“Incoming fire usually deterred running,” one Marine conceded in a post to CrossFit’s 
online journal. “Aside from the obvious environmental factors—heat, dust, danger—
the experience was memorable because it was so varied and random. I adapted rather 
quickly to the unpredictability. I expected it, knowing CrossFit’s theory.”5

5 Andrew Thompson, “Characteristics of a World-Class Trainee,” The CrossFit Journal, April 2008  http://
library.crossfit.com/free/pdf/68_08_WorldClass_Trainee.pdf
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! Unsurprisingly, these Marines crushed the PFT upon their return, despite not 
having done any crunches or run three miles in months. They were all, in a sense, 
extreme athletes, under the command of a captain who viewed combat as the ultimate 
test of functional fitness. “CrossFit is combat,” Chontosh declared, quietly devastating 
his audience, who considered CrossFit edgy before being told it was the physiological 
distillation of human warfare. “Combat is CrossFit.”

! The Marines, the service that always does more with less, nurtured a special 
affinity for CrossFit in these years, and not just because it made them tougher. There 
was something about CrossFit that was so harmonic with the ethos of Semper Fi. 
CrossFit demands courage and an appetite for discomfort. It presses the whole person, 
mind, body and spirit, against the whetstone of strain and fatigue, and he must chose to 
stay there until he is sharp. It changes people. It alters their identities, and binds them. 
The Marines are hierarchical, where CrossFit is decentralized and tribal. There are 
plenty of tattooed and pierced CrossFitters who’d bristle at military command and 
control, and lots of moms and white collar professionals who couldn’t handle a rifle. But 
in the way CrossFitters train, and the way Marines are forged, there is a resonance that 
was instantly recognized and embraced by CrossFitters and Marines alike. 

! In January of 2008, Greg Glassman ran a CrossFit certification course at Camp 
Pendleton, west coast home of the Marines’ School of Infantry. Civilians paid the regular 
fee, but there were twenty free slots for Marines to learn how to train the fundamental 
movements of CrossFit. At the customary social evening between two days of  high-
intensity coaching, exposition, and competitive WODs, Glassman sought out Dan 
Wilson, the officer who’d been CrossFit’s chief proponent at the Infantry School. 

! “Dan,” he said, “I’m getting rid of the original CrossFit gym in Santa Cruz and all 
that equipment. If you guys come and get it, we’ll give you all that equipment.” 

! Glassman, a raging libertarian, was growing weary of California. His father lived 
in Arizona, where he and Lauren could afford to buy a house. More importantly, CrossFit 
had outgrown its original incarnation as the Glassmans’ mad science laboratory of high 
intensity fitness. They had proven out their methods in the clubhouse. Now it was time 
to scale, and that required a single-minded dedication to expanding the cadre of 
CrossFit trainers. 

! At $1000 per person for a one-weekend CrossFit Level 1 Seminar, the trainer 
certification business was more profitable than running a gym. More importantly, it was a 
force multiplier: every new CrossFit trainer, armed with all the videos and articles on the 
main site, was either going to start a CrossFit affiliate or improve the training level at an 
existing CrossFit box. Low cost of entry and the decentralized affiliate model meant that 
new boxes could pop up anywhere a certified CrossFit trainer wanted to hang out a 
shingle, with no central coordination or top-down management. 

! What held it together was the culture: the methodology, the web site’s daily 
WODs, videos, articles and manifestos, and the Level 1 Seminars, where the 



knowledge but also the spirit of virtuosity was enacted and transferred to newly minted 
coaches. Every coach autonomously set the tone for an entire tribe of CrossFit athletes. 
So it was critical to evolve the Level 1 Seminar - the entry-level accreditation of CrossFit 
coaches - from a traveling throw-down into a repeatable ritual that encapsulated the 
core of CrossFit coaching: attention to technique, the combination and interplay of 
movements and metabolic pathways, nutritional philosophy, and scaling techniques that 
make each WOD equally grueling to athletes of wildly different abilities. But also the 
social conventions and cues: cheering on the last athlete, celebrating any personal 
record, not just the top scores on the leaderboard. Going out for beers instead of 
everyone heading their own separate sweat-soaked way. If the goal was to spur a 
movement, Glassman’s place was on the road. So the Santa Cruz lease was up.  

! But here, at Pendleton, were a bunch of Marines with an empty warehouse. Who 
better to inherit the original Santa Cruz pull-up bars, rowers and bumper plates? The 
gear was guaranteed to give dozens and hundreds of jarheads a beat-down, and vice 
versa. They were worthy of each other. 

! On March 19, 2009, Wilson pulled onto Research Drive with a tractor trailer and 
nine Marines. They did the gym’s last WOD (”Fran,” of course), and loaded every last 
bar, plate, rack, rower, rope, kettle bell, plyo box, and dumbbell into the truck6. 

! Inside CrossFit’s nursery, now almost vacant, Glassman addressed the inheritors 
of the first firebreathers’ teething toys. Reflecting on his legacy, he sounds a lot like 
Knute Rockne in a half-time locker room, or Mel Gibson before the climactic battle 
scene in Braveheart. “We changed the world from in here,” he said. “I’d always thought 
that taking this apart would be a sad day for me. It's not. I don't feel a thing other than 
the fiery optimism of knowing that this thing's going to resurrect down the road four 
hundred miles and continue to live on forever. God bless you boys and everything you 
do. It's an absolute honor, from CrossFit Santa Cruz to CrossFit Camp Pendleton.”

! As a token of appreciation, the Pendleton Marines presented Glassman with a 
bottle of sand from Iwo Jima where, said the sergeant major, “much blood was spilled to 
overpower the Japanese defenders. The flag raising during the battle of Iwo Jima 
represents the fighting spirit and tenacity of Marines. You also have made an important 
and historic contribution to the Marine Corps. Your donation will be instrumental in 
preparing warriors, both physically and mentally, for the rigors of combat. We thank you, 
Coach, from the bottom of our hearts.”

! The truck doors were closed and bolted. “Done,” said Wilson. “Tomorrow 
morning, we'll meet you at CrossFit Camp Pendleton." The next day, Wilson’s Marines 

6 “The Little Gym That Could, Part 1,” http://media.crossfit.com/cf-video/CFSC-pt1.mov
“Landslide: Operation Phoenix Part 2,” http://media.crossfit.com/cf-video/
CrossFit_Phoenix2Landslide.mov
“Operation Phoenix: The Final Chapter,” http://library.crossfit.com/free/video/
CFJ_Szoldra_OperationPhoenixFinal.mov
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packed out the gear into the Warehouse, as they called it, and with its inaugural WOD, 
“Helen” (three rounds for time: 400 meter run, 21 kettle bell swings, 12 pull-ups), 
CrossFit Camp Pendleton was born. And there the equipment remains to this day. 

! Wilson caught some flak for the whole affair. The overseers on some corner of 
the base, perhaps the ones running Pendleton’s treadmill center, were incensed enough 
to trigger an investigation into whether accepting a gym-full of beat-up CrossFit gear 
was illegal according to military rules about accepting gifts on behalf of the Corps, or 
whether it’d been insubordinate to take the truck or the nine Marines to Santa Cruz. But 
Wilson had been granted permission for all of it. To the degree that rules had been 
unknowingly bent, it was all to improve the fighting fitness of Marines, and no-one up 
the Corps chain of command will punish a lieutenant colonel for that, even if he’s 
stepped on some toes along the way. 

! As he transferred out of Pendleton, en route to his next post at the National War 
College, Wilson motorcycled to Greg Glassman’s house in Arizona and spent a couple 
days there. They reminisced, and talked about what was next. “If you’re going to 
Alexandria,” said Glassman, “you need to CrossFit with Jerry Hill.” He picked up the 
phone and called the former Marine whose rented jujitsu studio was an echo of his own 
first training space. 

! “Jerry,” said Glassman. “I’ve got Dan Wilson coming down. I want him to CrossFit 
with you.”

From LEARNING TO BREATHE FIRE. (c) 2014 by J.C. Herz. Reprinted by permission 
of Crown Archetype, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random 
House LLC, a Penguin Random House company.


