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          To the sons and daughters left behind, to the women strong enough to love our nation’s warriors, and to a country brave enough to be a republic

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Author’s Note

         

         This book has been authorized through the U.S. Department of the Navy to ensure both top secret and secret information has been addressed and concealed. I intentionally changed the names of characters and many locations in order to honor the intimacy of the people involved, as well as the secret nature of the locations and operations. During the writing and the editing process certain events were reordered and compressed.

      

   


   
      
         
              Introduction

         

         IN EACH WORD of this book, I have been tasked with telling my story, so if I should die in combat, my children will get a sense of their father.

         Actually, my wife, Stacy, pleaded with me for two years to put to words who I am and how I am. Therefore this project is not simply a day-to-day recounting of all I’ve done but rather a retelling of what I faced and what I learned, to teach my children (and anyone interested) how to be men and women who live to the fullest possibilities they create for themselves. I often address my words to them, and you will hear from my wife and my mentors, but this book applies to everyone who starts on page one.

         Simply put, being Unbreakable is creating and finding a language in yourself that will give you access to your own possibilities. But above all else, this project is a way to make up for being gone 220 days per year for twenty-three years as a Navy SEAL.

         This book contains no hidden secrets. It is a painstaking study of my experiences in striving for excellence, which I share with you. I have learned what traits and habits are effective and efficient in pursuit of personal transformation to perform above and beyond what humans think possible.

         My children, when you are ready to read Unbreakable and put it to use, you will recognize a pattern in each part of the book. I wish I could tell you how to know when you are ready to read these words; however, that would truly deny you the benefit you receive by making the discovery in your own way.

         When you get discouraged, when you have difficulty overcoming the obstacles draining your soul, when you try and fail, or when you feel reduced by injuries, use this book as a light to guide you. A strange thing will happen when you acquire and apply the lessons shared in this text: you will be propelled to unfathomable success.

         We cannot achieve success without first enduring countless hours of practice. While reading Unbreakable, you’ll learn about something I call “Internal Dialogue.” Effective use of Internal Dialogue is a skill common to all successful people, whether they know it or not. In fact, the practice of Internal Dialogue is the single most important factor in bridging your genetic gifts, your passions, and your dreams. Reading and rereading this book will show you how to consciously use Internal Dialogue to your advantage—even if I do not return.

         It’s important to remember that only those who are actively pursuing their passions can make the best use of their Internal Dialogue. In other words, you must have something you are wildly committed to being or doing with your life. The gift of mastering your Internal Dialogue is one you earn through your own commitment. It cannot be given away for free, nor can it be bought. The most dangerous or useless gift is one bought or given without being earned.

         Using your Internal Dialogue to create an unbreakable condition within you will serve each of you equally well—when you are ready. Trust me on this—luck has nothing to do with it.

         Who am I to say that in reading this book you will know, grasp solidly, the use of Internal Dialogue? I have spent twenty-five years living and researching what it takes to overcome any obstacle to success. I have survived countless overwhelming combat engagements and failures that tested and validated the use of my own Internal Dialogue to live an Unbreakable Life. I have personally taught 330 basic SEAL students, and 112 SEAL sniper students, testing the use of an unbreakable Internal Dialogue to perform beyond what I thought possible.

         I have never known a single person who used Internal Dialogue and did not achieve remarkable success. I have never known anyone to distinguish himself or herself, or to survive overwhelming battles, without possessing an unbreakable Internal Dialogue. For these reasons, I conclude that the experience and education gained by using an unbreakable Internal Dialogue are more important, as a part of the human project to create a better life, than anything one learns through the standard educational system.

         As you read, your own unbreakable Internal Dialogue will jump from the pages and stand boldly in front of you. When you are ready to use it, you will see it. When your Internal Dialogue pops out, I want you to stop and drink a Guinness for me, because it will signify the most important turning point in your life.

         Take note: I will be sharing my life with you—the facts, the failures, the “me,” so to speak. Through my eyes and experiences, I hope to convey who to be and how to be.

         Finally, I offer two suggestions: don’t fear the need to achieve anything, and never give up…never.

         All great accomplishments, all earned awards, start with an Internal Dialogue that needs to be fulfilled…needs to be needed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword

            By Stacy Shea

         

         SHORTLY AFTER WE were married in 2005, Thom checked into SEAL Team Seven. Being a new member of the SEAL community, I was unsure what to expect. Everyone knows the danger involved in his line of work.

         I felt strongly he should put to paper the lessons he would want shared with our kids if he didn’t survive the war. I’m not talking about a farewell letter, which many of our men write to each of their children and their wives before they leave, in case they don’t survive. I’m talking about a guidebook for the rest of their lives if they should have to carry on without the strength and mentoring of a father—their father.

         From the time I first met Thom, I saw something in him that was clearly unbreakable and massively appealing. In all my broken relationships of the past, this was the one quality I had longed for, and here it was in front of me. I wanted to preserve this for our children, knowing all too well they faced the possibility of knowing their father only in stories of who he was to me and to the men he worked with in the teams. I needed him to translate for us, especially the kids, all the things he thought were important—all the things that made him the man who made me, and our family, whole.

         In April 2009, Thom deployed again with SEAL Team Seven. This time, he went to Afghanistan. He was part of the first element of SEALs sent to fight in Afghanistan since the tragedy of Operation Red Wings in June 2005. For a warrior like Thom, this represented the culmination of a career serving his nation spanning nearly twenty years. For me, as his wife and the mother of his children, it represented an opportunity to find what was unbreakable in our own character.

         I asked Thom to chronicle his experiences, his thoughts—the depth of his self—because I wanted what every woman wants for her children: for their father to teach them the lessons only a father can teach. These are the things I wanted to know from my own father—like how to get through the tough times in life without giving up on commitments or blaming other people. I wanted our children to know at their core they have a say in their lives and can create whatever life they want. I wanted them to learn to be strong in the face of the challenges life will inevitably hand them—to be generous in the face of stinginess, and loving in the face of hostility. I wanted them to be tough.

      

   


   
      
         
            Adamantine (ad·a·man·tahyn): a thing that is not tangible but when it is consumed makes anything Unbreakable.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Part One

            Unbreakable

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Section One

            My Letter

         

         I AM PREPARING to leave for war. And as I sit in my study, I realize today may be the last day I will see my wife and kids—not to mention the land I love.

         Stacy asked me to write down what I am doing and experiencing, for her and for you, our kids, to teach essential life lessons. I know that as I head toward battle I must let go of my life here, yet I want you to be filled forever with the warrior song I am singing. For me, my writing will ensure my wife and children will never be alone. This is my bequest to you.

         I want to explain how distant and stressed I am. My stress is different from the kind you and Stacy experience. I have been in so many battles and risked my life so many times that stress, while there, doesn’t control my performance. I do regret the toll it’s taken on my family these last two days as you prepare to watch me board a plane that may take me away forever. Especially for the kids: it is like tearing out part of your soul when your daddy sits next to you that final night around the dinner table, and you try not to cry or even mention your thoughts. I understand.

         Looking into your eyes and realizing I might never see you again, or be around when you need me later in life, is the hardest. I try to let you cry, and I try to cry myself, but years of leaving for combat make me distant and often angry. When I am angry, I tend to yell. I think yelling makes leaving easier, but it’s because it inserts a distance. I regret my frequent distance and anger.

         Here I am, going to what may be my final battle, to the most dangerous place on earth, knowing I may not see my children again. As my three kids, the last of the Shea clan, read this, I want you to know what happened with your mother and me the night before I left. We lay beside each other, silent. I could not bear the thought of never seeing her again, and she must have known what I was thinking.

         As I tried to speak, she reached up and put her hands on my face. The light from the window behind her outlined her long, flowing hair. Our eyes met, and we just looked at each other, not speaking, for ten minutes. Then she said something that will always resonate in my mind:

         
            Thom, I need you to come back to us. Do not fear dying. Fear makes you weak.

         

         Sharing my life with you, my children, is only part of my project. Adamantine—tough and hard, the opposite of fear and weakness—is my true gift to you: the gift of quality thinking, the control of your Internal Dialogue. You will have to search and work for it all your life. I will explain how I discovered and realized the power of being unbreakable. I will teach you how to attain it for yourself.

         Reading and understanding this will be tough for you; even harder will be attempting to accomplish many of the things I will ask you to do without me. What Stacy said to me that last night also holds true for each of you kids individually: I need you to never give up. Do not fear dying. Fear makes you weak. I need you to fight through the obstacles that would stop you from becoming the men and woman you are, fearless and strong.

         You can control fear if you can control the words in your thoughts. Your Internal Dialogue, what you tell yourselves every conscious moment, is the source of power when properly controlled, but it’s also the source of weakness if you lose control. You will learn this by reading this book.

         As you children grow into adulthood, my dream for you, individually, is to be among the few extraordinary people who master their own Internal Dialogue, so you can perform beyond what is thought possible and become reliable partners and family. Internal Dialogue controls everyone’s actions, but only a few people spend the time essential for mastery—maybe one in five, or one in ten, or even fewer. For those who can master Internal Dialogue, the possibilities are limitless.

         So I have a request of you, my family, in case I do not return. My request will engage your physical bodies and require you to master your Internal Dialogue, but the task is not simple and will take you to a place so hard to reach that few have gone there. When you arrive, you’ll be in the most beautiful place you’ve ever seen. This place is not just a metaphor. Between two pristine lakes in Ontario, Canada, lies a waterfall. In the center is a naturally formed bathtub where I want you to strip down, get in, and let the water cascade over you; go in the heat of summer. Most importantly, I want you to take my ashes and pour them in the top of Louisa Falls. I will be waiting for you, forever.

         Destination: Hell

         I am seated in a C-5 transport aircraft with the men of SEAL Team Seven, Task Unit Trident, Bravo Platoon, on our way to another godforsaken country. Our journey is taking us to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware, on to Germany, and finally to hell. Like all things SEAL, everything about the beginning of the trip is managed chaos. C-5s are notorious for delays. We started with a two-day delay in San Diego. To hell with post-traumatic stress; pre-traumatic stress is far worse.

         As I look around at my men, my thoughts are exclusively for them. Only three rules matter to me now, ingrained after twenty years of being a SEAL embarking on countless combat missions:

         1. Use every asset at my disposal to bring each man back alive.

         2. Overwhelm the enemy and win every battle.

         3. Support each other so that rules one and two come true.

         Each of my men deals with predeployment stress in his own way. Two hours into the first leg of the flight, some are sleeping. Others are talking about what we will see once we hit the ground. I can never sleep on these flights.

         The stream of thought before a combat deployment can be overwhelming. Each SEAL’s control over his thinking is what separates us from everyone else I have met. From the first day of training, we learn to be aware of our own thoughts—to see the effect they have on our physical performance and how they affect the performance of others. For us, in the deadliest moments of battle, it is the control of Internal Dialogue that shifts the chaos of combat to the calm of victory.

         These men have come a long way since we formed up eighteen months ago. We started out as the “bastard” platoon. Many of the men had suffered through poor leadership on a previous deployment to Iraq. Leaders have such an effect on men, good and bad, and I inherited an angry, bitter, dysfunctional bunch of guys. And still we had been selected along with one other platoon—our sister—out of six others to take the battle to the Taliban.

         I trained all but four of the men as an instructor in third phase of Basic Underwater Demolitions/SEAL (BUD/S) training. One great thing about SEALs is that we all come from the same mold. We recognize something familiar about one another, something unique, creating a unity among us all. I hope you will feel this way about your family, your team, or your business associates. The greatest gift you can receive is oneness, through countless hours of pain and mutual suffering and success, a common sharing of goals and life, and, most important, a common Internal Dialogue pushing out everything except the moment at hand…the now.

         My point man and lead sniper, Nike, is the most detail-oriented man I have ever known. He is inexhaustible. He was an Olympic-level rower before becoming a SEAL. Typical of our platoon, he doesn’t deal well with being told what to do. Nor do I, for that matter. The key to Nike is to give him free rein and make sure he feels like he can win—not always easy in the military, and not always doable in combat.

         Next to Nike is Mister All Around—breacher, sniper, my lead assaulter. He smiles often and never has a negative thing to say in any situation. No words are necessary here, and I hope someday you have a powerful, positive friend like him, who is always there to help.

         Stretched out across from me is KM, our primary assault breacher and primary heavy gunner. He epitomizes everyone’s image of a SEAL: built like a fireplug, fitness personified, works out daily. He smiles no matter the climate or condition, and as long as we don’t drink and shoot guns, he is the man.

         My lieutenant, LT, is the only officer I have known whom I admire and see eye to eye with. Paradoxically, after twenty years in the military, I still fight with my leaders daily. When he and I joined up, we both agreed that the primary platoon relationship was between the boss (him) and the chief (me). Since then, we have worked toward giving each other room to do our different jobs while always looking out for each other. As the men saw us work for each other and the platoon, they, too, worked under the same simple vision: we win or lose together and live to fight another day together. Everyone makes mistakes, but we grow stronger together.

         Every platoon has its comic relief. Ours wears two hats. He is my secondary communications expert and air controller. I call him Lawyer. After four years of working with him, I cannot recall a single instance where he has failed to make me laugh so hard I had to wipe the tears from my eyes. I have no idea how he keeps the intricate details of communications and controlling birds (attack aircraft) under control, but he has a knack for making good communications (comms) when no one else can. I just wish he would stop giving me broken radios and laughing when I lose my mind trying to make them work. If I hear him ask me again, “Have you turned the radio on yet?” I will take my radio off and make him carry it.

         Next to Lawyer sits Jake, the angriest sniper and corpsman in the teams—probably why he works so well for this platoon. I think we are all gifted in the “I-hate-everyone” arena, and Jake is Olympic level. But his stability transcends his anger. I laugh as I write this; I think he actually loves the platoon and hates everyone else, but his attitude works for me.

         My heavy weapons expert, Carnie, is amazing. Early on, when I was with SEAL Team Two, I was invited to a civilian sniper course. Two of us showed up, and lo and behold, here was a fifteen-year-old boy. I thought I was a good shot, but this quiet youngster outshot me every time. Years passed before I heard from him again. He called me with a simple request: “I want to be a SEAL. What must I do?” At the time, I was racing professionally on the adventure racing circuit, and my answer to him was simple: “Run with me. If you can do it and like the pain, you will be a good SEAL.”

         As fate would have it, he made it through BUD/S and was assigned, with no help from me, to my platoon at SEAL Team Seven. He is the most reliable man in the platoon. I just hope I don’t make a decision that gets him killed. I love this man so much I made him and his wife my children’s godparents.

         My leading corpsman (medic) and lead breacher, Ground Launch, headphones on, is watching some extreme parachuting video, dreaming of ground launching off some mountain in hell with a knife between his teeth, I am sure. To Ground Launch, the world is not enough. I think he would shoot a Taliban just to see if he could then keep him alive.

         Looking around, I see the youngest man in the platoon, Texas. He is a true short Texan in every sense of the word—happy being angry. I didn’t have time to do enough in training for this man with just one specialty skill: breacher. Texas will have to learn fast if he is to survive.

         Lying next to Texas is the most gifted communications and tactical air controller in SEAL Team Seven, Snowman. He has a way of acquiring the best and latest communications gear without spending a dime. I have no idea how he does it. Actually, I need to inspect Snowman’s gear when we get off the plane to see if he has a nuclear detonator tucked away somewhere.

         Finally, since we are going to the fight of the century, we seem to have acquired the best dog handler and dog in the teams, as well as the highest-ranking explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) warrant officer expert in the navy. You couldn’t pay me to cut wire or manage a dog in the middle of a gunfight. But I am thankful such hombres want to get some with us.

         For some political reason, only half my platoon is authorized to come into hell with us on the first half of the deployment. The number of SEALs in country at the time was dictated to us by some “leader” in D.C., drinking coffee and playing darts, I think. We all wish we had my platoon at full strength. But as Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld said early in the war on terror, you go to war with the troops and gear you have, and make it work. Nevertheless our sister platoon is at full strength, and thirty SEALs can do serious damage to the enemy

         The first leg of the journey is ending. If the history of C-5 travel holds true, once this big beast lands, it will be three days before it takes off again. I love flying in these things, but the landing must surely beat the systems up every time.

         We end up with a one-day delay, better than average, but enough for us to have been put up in a military hotel in Dover. We are all eager to get to the fight, but our next move is a day away, and I want to take this time to tell you, my children, more about what I think is important for you to know about my life and about your own. You all have so much to do in your lives. I may not be there to help and show you. So I want to tell you the key things you must learn to lead a full life and be able to face both the good times and the bad.

         
              

         

         The first important discovery you must make in accessing, and thus mastering, your Internal Dialogue is to access and understand the core of your physical performance. Since the world in general puts little emphasis on the body and health—only how it looks and feels—physical performance may not seem terribly important for kids. But today’s tendency toward obesity among kids should be a sign that youth are left to satiate themselves, acting on their desires without any understanding of what their own Internal Dialogue is saying. I will go into more detail, but for now I will say that our actions are directed by our own Internal Dialogue, and regardless of what we’re born with, we all can strive for strong physical performance.

         I know of no other way to teach you about your body than to tell you about what I have gone through, and show you how you can access your marvelous physical potential. Fathers are supposed to demonstrate and be present to help their kids learn. In light of the situation we face, please take this as the only way left for me to impart to you…me. Me as athlete.

         I have been an athlete all my life. From my earliest memories, I couldn’t get enough of being physical. I have always been amazed watching men and women do seemingly impossible things with their bodies. From the age of five until this moment, my thoughts and mind have been filled with dreams of physically doing the impossible. Even now, my thoughts are of running through a hail of bullets while shooting the impossibly long shot to save a trapped or dying teammate.

         When I was five, living in Texas, I was the youngest boy on the street. In summertime, the older boys would play street tackle football. I watched them from the safety of my house and begged my father to let me play. He would say, “No way, son. Those boys are too big for you to play—fourteen-year-old boys are too old to play with.” I can still recall saying to myself, “When you leave for work, I am going out to play. I want to show them I can run faster and harder than any of them.”

         Of course, he would leave for work, and I would run out and play with the big boys all day long. I hated that so many of them were faster and stronger. I still hate it. When Dad returned from work, I was bruised, and my lip was cut and still bleeding. He was furious I had disobeyed him. True to form, I was punished and grounded from playing street football, but I kept going out anyway. This went on for weeks. Finally, Dad sat me down and said, “Son, why do you disobey me and risk getting hurt?”

         I can recall, as if it were yesterday, what I yelled back at him: “Dad, they need me to play with them ’cause I love it, and I am fast and strong like you.”

         This desire has followed me my entire life. I couldn’t get enough physical tests throughout high school and college. The need to be physical, to be forever fighting my way through something or back to something, as I am now, is always in me. I know the Internal Dialogue of need to be and need to be needed is inside everyone. In some, it gets killed off for some reason; it gets put in a box and hidden.

         In high school, I lettered in track, wrestling, and football. I set school records in the two-hundred-meter dash and the long jump. In college I enjoyed football, track, and judo, though my academic performance lacked, well, everything resembling good grades. I became rooted in the physical.

         Now, to the point of Unbreakable and what you are to do after reading this book. You are to discover your physical bodies by learning about and listening to your own language in the form of your Internal Dialogue, while pushing beyond what you think you can do. I hope by sharing how I overcame impossible obstacles, and what my own Internal Dialogue was telling me during these times, I can teach you the lessons a good father should deliver to his children: your bodies are amazing; your minds are malleable and will, when used properly, help you to greatness.

         My greatest physical achievement is the years I spent adventure racing. While I was a third-phase SEAL instructor, I had three years to prepare myself to go back to a SEAL platoon to be the man in charge, the platoon chief.

         The war on terror had just started, and I knew war was on my own horizon. I had to do something to make myself a better leader. I needed to be superior physically and mentally. War is truly one of the only experiences where things either work or do not, and the measure is in bodies. Don’t let the press and politicians distort that truth. Success in war is not measured in nation building or people being manipulated to your side. Success in war is measured in who won and who lost, who killed whom, and who survived—period.

         The wars since World War II have been left unresolved by uncommitted politicians. The war I am going to will never be resolved for the same reasons, but my victory will be to survive, or kill as many as I can, so I live to see my family again.

         I further understood the men would need me to be more than just a guy trying to make rank. I needed to go beyond what other SEALs could do physically, and I needed to learn “real” leadership—leadership not driven by having to follow orders. The men had to want to follow me, and I had to want to follow them. For me, wanting to follow was what made up a great team.

         Here is the first point: I knew as long as I could control my own Internal Dialogue, I could achieve any physical goal. And I learned this key point only after my racing career. I learned it through hundreds of failures, through pain and mistakes, and by continually transforming my Internal Dialogue and thus my physical performance. Please read into this chapter and understand my failures; assimilate fully what my own Internal Dialogue did to me and my team.

         Adventure Racing: Winning…and Losing

         Adventure racing takes everything to the extreme. Teams consist of four, one being the opposite sex. You should know that I faced daunting obstacles that would have stopped most people. I had never run more than fourteen miles. I had never mountain biked. I had never climbed a wall higher than twenty feet or paddled a kayak for ten miles. When I looked at what an adventure race consisted of, my mind nearly stopped thinking. What I said to myself (my Internal Dialogue) was trying to destroy my efforts and tell me I could not do it. Always…until I learned to control that Internal Dialogue.

         The first race I signed up for was 700 miles—yes, 700 miles, not 70. Those 700 miles were broken down into 350 miles on a mountain bike, 250 miles on foot, and 100 miles paddling. As I studied the course map, I noticed they had thrown in a 1,100-foot climb and a 300-foot rappel for good measure. After reading the details, I closed my laptop, flopped down on my bed, and fell asleep—at noon on Saturday. I was actually exhausted by the thought of what the race would entail, of how I could possibly be ready. When I finally woke, it was Sunday noon. My mind was racing with thoughts like I have never done something like this, and Jeez, Thom, you don’t even own a mountain bike. Eventually, reality overwhelmed me when I realized I didn’t have a team or the money to pay for it. The entry fee—$8,500—was a lot for a man with, at that time, two kids. And the cost in gear and training, I calculated, would be much more—around $30,000.

         All I could think of that Sunday night was how stupid I was, what a fool I was to even think about it, and how impossible a task it would be. I think this is what most people go through when they attempt something difficult; maybe it is what we all go through, even on the smallest things. We subconsciously talk ourselves out of everything new and never realize we actually talked ourselves out of it in the first place. We become resigned and cynical and go to bed each night untransformed and unmoved by how great we all truly are.

         On Monday I went back to work, exhausted and angry at myself for dreaming big when the reality I lived in screamed so loudly. Yet as I prepared to lead my class in an eight-mile rucksack run, my courage returned. I looked at those future SEALs and saw in their eyes one unmistakable thing: possibility. To be better than others, not to let obstacles keep them from their dreams and desires. My own Internal Dialogue shifted. What had seemed impossible was becoming possible. When my Internal Dialogue shifted, so did my attitude and the possibility of a new future.

         Maybe the endorphins coursing through my veins in the middle of hard runs and training were affecting me, but I said to myself, “Thom, you need to do this adventure race.” When I got home that night, I opened my computer, went to the website, and paid half the fees to secure my spot.

         Nothing transforms you more than putting money down toward your goal. A funny thing happened about a millisecond after I closed the computer. My hands started shaking, and my Internal Dialogue went from You need this to You are nuts! But maybe that is what courage is: staking yourself out in the face of your enemy, as the Sioux Indians would do. They staked themselves to the ground because the urge to run is so powerful.

         The first step is the hardest: to act, to commit, to sign on the line, so that all you have is engaged—at least that is what I have found in all great efforts in the history of man. A fully engaged Internal Dialogue, controlled by you, screaming into the void of the life you want even if you have no evidence to support it, serves to put the emotionally uncommitted roller coaster to rest for a time.

         The next big step was to get a team together on short notice. Only three months remained until the beginning of the race. I had no team, no money, and no gear, yet every day I said to myself, “I must get all of us through this race, no matter what.” Within a week, I cajoled three other SEALs to join me. I got a waiver from the race director to allow an all-male team to participate. But none of us had extra money to spend on this harebrained plan to race for ten days—and endure unforeseeable mental and physical challenges.

         Another great resource you will have to learn is the gift of gab—how to fearlessly engage everyone with your dream and passion. Learn how to ask for what you want and how to hear rejection as only a momentary setback. I must have sent out 200 Internet requests for money and gear and received 205 no answers, if that is even possible. Hearing no as anything other than a momentary no breaks down your health, your drive, your ambition, everything. The problem is not being told no but your belief that the answer will always be no. I began to play with no as if it were a dance. Instead of blindly asking for what I wanted, I danced in the various conversations I had with people and engaged all potential sponsors as if they were already friends who wanted to be a part of the effort.

         Within a month, I had secured four top-of-the-line mountain bikes and all the gear we needed. All my sponsors wanted in return was our committed effort to do the best we could to represent their products. Most people want connection to each other and want to feel needed. The excitement of everything coming together, and the exhilaration of being able to cold-call anyone, pushed me to call two of the wealthiest men I knew. I was so confident that I was not going to embarrass the team or the SEALs with our effort that during these two calls, I asked for a specific amount and explained where, how, and why I needed it. Both men said yes and were happy to help. We were $20,000 on the way. The race fees were paid in full, and travel costs were easily met.

         Three days before the start, we found two attractive women as support crew—trust me, pretty women make a man perform better. What could go wrong? With the two vehicles packed, we headed out.

         Four hours into the road trip, we were on the side of the road with three flat tires. Everyone was ticked off and blaming each other—my first real-world leadership experience outside the military. My solution was to say, “We are all in this together. Keep working the problem until it is solved. I think we are in good shape. We have money for tires and time before the start. Two of us can stay here and drink beer while the other four get the tires.” I am sure more words were exchanged, but I felt being in the moment and not making people mad was a better solution than pointing out who messed up and how it would affect the timeline.

         Finally we came to race day. Everyone handles stress uniquely, and SEALs are already unique. Two of us studied maps and checked gear, one spent the entire night trying to more than engage our race crew, and one went to a bar and drank. My second key leadership lesson, the lesson that not everything goes the way we think it should, came to me on day one, two hours before the race started. With his two hours of sleep and the smell of booze permeating the air, it occurred to me to laugh and ask my drunken teammate, “How can I help you? Can I carry your pack?” But he politely said, “No, I’m good. There ain’t no way I’m going to let you tell everyone you carried me through this race. No way.”

         With that, we headed to the start line and out on the first leg of the race: twelve miles straight uphill from 8,000 to 11,500 feet, then back down to 9,000 feet. A strange thing occurs to me at the start of any race or situation I have chosen. I feel truly alive. Nothing else matters but that moment. The air was crisp, and I could smell the earth and the high mountain air. The ground was exceptionally noisy as the dirt and pebbles gritted under my feet. I recall an odd sound for the entire first hour, like a metronome, step-grind-step-grind. My body felt alive, my legs felt strong, though my breathing was rapid due to the thin air at that altitude.

         By the end of the first leg, all the booze had worked its way out of my buddy’s system, through one end or the other, and we jumped on our bikes for an eight-hour mountain bike ride to Provo and Utah Lake.

         After the first twenty hours, we were in thirteenth place out of fifty-eight teams. Never ones to feel good about thirteenth place, we made a strategic, dangerous navigational move to chop off ten miles of easy riding for one mile of cliff-hanger riding. As we traversed this cliff on a twenty-inch ledge, in complete darkness, one foot kicking off the wall for support, the other hanging precariously in space, my buddy turned to me and said, “Falling off the ledge would be easier, wouldn’t it?” I smiled and said, “Maybe for you, but I’d have to drag your ass the rest of the way. And if you died, how would I explain that to your wife and daughter?” Then I realized my state of exhaustion. “Brother, I think we need to stop soon. I can’t focus at all.”

         In adventure racing, when you think you need to stop, it is already too late, and you end up stopping right where you are: eating, drinking, and sleeping in that exact spot. Stopping on a ledge with bikes made no sense, but stop we did and slept for an hour. We woke at daylight, and things were far scarier than they had seemed at night. I had somehow wedged my bike into a crack in the wall, pulled out my sleeping bag, and crawled in. My legs were hanging off the cliff, and my feet were swollen terribly from hanging like that for an hour. I was too scared to move. Looking at my three teammates, I could tell that they too were freaked. Finally I managed to get my body out of the sleeping bag without falling, grabbed it and my bike, and shuffled the next two hundred feet to more secure footing. Once we were all off the ledge, we laughed so hard we cried.

         The next ten miles were uneventful, but we already knew we were in the shit, and the anticipation of what was coming was weighing on us. Thinking about the reprieve from the heat that a long paddle around Utah Lake would give us silenced the demons of our Internal Dialogues for a while. Sometimes small moments of good thoughts make all the difference. Then the sun came up, and when that happens, especially in an outdoor adventure race, spirits soar and attitudes shift. Thousands of years of genetic programming kick in when you leave the confines and rules of today’s society behind. Sun means energy—and you can see better.

         As we traversed the maze of bike routes and trails mandated by the race committee, we wondered where we would rank when we pulled into the transition area (TA) and met our crew and other racers. We hadn’t seen another team in six hours. Since I had made some interesting navigational choices earlier, I was wondering if any of them had been a bad decision. But I didn’t reveal my misgivings to the team. Nothing can crush physical effort faster than lack of faith in your navigator. And after another hour, we turned a corner and rode into the TA.

         Checking in, we noticed only two other teams had officially arrived, and none had decided to get on the water. We were third. Here is where things got interesting. We had a choice to make, and our choice could either crush us or put us in the lead: rest and eat slowly, or grab food and paddle gear and get to the water ahead of all the others. My body was screaming for rest and food. My eyes burned from riding all night without protective glasses. Since I was a mountain-biking virgin, I had never considered getting clear eye protection to keep the wind from blasting my eyes. So we all had suffered.

         My body ached where the saddle had rubbed it raw. The thought of sitting in a kayak made the choice even more difficult. Moving toward our crew and gear, we saw the British team head toward the boats with their paddles in hand. The choice now made, all the exhilaration of the sun and the new day faded. SEALs cannot stand to be near the front and not be first.

         The girls on our crew had set breakfast out on the table and were hurt when we said we were grabbing our food and paddle gear and leaving. Looking back, I realize our choice, and how we interacted with the crew, completely shut them down for the next three days. I needed to apologize and thank them for their effort. This is a key element in human performance I will never forget. I want you to learn this point, too: recognize the effect you have on others, and acknowledge others’ contributions, no matter how small. Human connection pays dividends in the business of performance and team dynamics.

         With paddle gear on and food bags in hand, we moved to the boats and made our way to the shore. The route seemed straightforward, and the mountains around the lake provided easy navigational landmarks. But water is never to be trifled with, a lesson we had all learned in SEAL training.

         The first of the four legs was a five-mile straight-line paddle to the lake’s south side, where there was to be a crimp-style marker to punch our ticket on the bank. As we got into the rhythm of paddling and eating and drinking, we easily pushed through the first leg and found the marker. Each consecutive marker was the same, but as the heat grew, so did the wind and waves. We had a slight tailwind on the first two legs. However, the next three legs were harder. As the wind picked up to twenty miles per hour, we noticed no other teams were on the lake. We were alone and exhausted on a huge lake, taking part in an adventure race with fifty-eight other teams who had paid to do this, and not one other team had ventured forth. It was surreal. But we pressed on and tried to keep each other in sight.

         The struggle was overwhelming. We weren’t making headway paddling into the wind. My other crew had dropped a food bag in the water, and we had to rescue it—a desperate mission costing us energy and an hour. After recovering the food and pulling into the bank to find the last marker on the paddle course, we were spent. I knew I didn’t have the strength to paddle into a crosswind for three more hours. We had a what-are-we-doing-here talk, then rested on the shore for an hour and prayed the wind would die down. It didn’t. And the temperature rose to 100 degrees, leaving us even more broken.

         Finally we decided to just do it, and we’d sleep in the air-conditioned van for three hours when we got to the next transition area. I knew we’d be blown down the leg by the crosswind, but we had seen a bike path next to the east side of the lake and had agreed that if we were blown south, we would get out and carry the kayak instead of paddling into the wind. Noble thoughts: don’t you just love them?

         The first mile took one hour. Then, near the middle of Utah Lake, four Jet Skis pulled up alongside and said they had been sent to escort us. All the other teams had been held back, so we had been the only team to complete the paddle. The other teams were on an eight-hour race delay. Nice, I recall thinking, we can rest for eight hours and start anew, and we would need to.

         The next two miles took three hours. As we pulled into the transition area, the race director met us with a congratulatory handshake and confirmed the teams had been put on an eight-hour delay. For some reason this made sense, but as we dragged the boats up and limped to our support crew, I noticed ten teams were mounted on their bikes, listening to the race director count down the start of the next leg. “What’s happening?” I asked my buddies. “You mean they all got to sleep eight hours and were brought here while we took eight hours to complete the paddle? Are you kidding me?”

         My protests to the race director must not have been clear. I thought I was speaking English, but after that paddle, maybe I wasn’t. He just couldn’t understand why I was saying we needed an eight-hour rest, too. I just recall telling him he was an idiot. My remark would come back to haunt us, but the damage was done. He was an idiot, and we were exhausted.

         We sat and ate the meal the girls had laid out—surely delicious, but I can’t even recall what it was. I sent the rest of the team to bed and got out the maps for the next leg. In trying to plot the points and keep my eyes open, I somehow calculated the next leg to be 125 miles of mountain biking. When I woke, I was still sitting in the front seat of the van, air-conditioning still on, with the maps all over me. My legs were asleep, and I had peed all over myself. That didn’t bother me as much as waking up the others and saying, “OK, time to roll. The next leg is 125 miles; pack at least thirty hours of food.”

         The girls had left in the other car to get us food. It wasn’t their fault. No one had told them the plan. I had been the leader. I had fallen asleep and smelled like an outhouse. A great role model.

         Just when we were heading out, the girls rolled in, so we turned around and ate what they had brought us. I asked them to wash our gear and told them we wouldn’t see them again for at least a day. They were wearing bikini tops, creating an interesting conversation for the next two hours.

         Endurance cross-country mountain biking is no joke, but doing it while exhausted, carrying thirty hours of food and water, and a sleeping bag, is a joke. It is actually funny because it hurts so badly. We had hardtail bikes, and every bump felt as if it was punching the saddle up into my stomach. The first three hours took us from the valley floor up 4,500 feet to some unnamed pass.

         We rode until we couldn’t any longer, then got off and pushed. We made a valiant effort, laughing at the pain, telling stories about the crew, and joking about life, with a pedal continually catching on the back of my calf and eventually tearing a hole in it. I finally picked up the bike and carried it for the last mile. As we approached the top, we passed the first of the teams who had slept for eight hours. When we passed them, they had incredulous looks in their eyes.

         Once on top, we stopped where two other teams were resting and joined them in a celebration of Snickers bars and Gatorade. They told us we looked like hell. Finally, a woman on the French team said, “You guys will never complete this course. You are pushing too hard.”

         In the midst of a beautiful sunset and the flavor combination of chocolate and Gatorade, the sound of a predator—me—snapped and broke the silence. “Fuck you, Frenchie. Why don’t you shave your armpits?” The prey huddled into a herd of four, and the predators—us—moved off.

         The rest of the night was a blur of branches, cliffs, rocks, and glances at my map. We babbled on about women, family, and anything else that came to mind as the night wore on. We crossed several streams and took time to replenish our water, rest, and eat. The sun rose on four guys who no longer cared. My knees were hurting from the lack of mountain bike training—and about fifty falls on the trail. I noticed one of my teammates had blood running down his inner thighs. When I asked him what had happened—I didn’t recall him falling or crying out in pain—he said, “My ass is bleeding from the seat.”

         Since I am a SEAL corpsman, I felt as if I should be able to help him. When we stopped, I said, “Let’s see the damage.” He dropped his shorts, bent over, and spread his cheeks. What I was seeing didn’t register. He had a blister the shape of his bike saddle, torn open and bleeding. He turned and said, “I think I am crowning. Could you please deliver my baby?”

         I didn’t laugh. I felt a sense of impending doom that we were out of the race. No human could endure that kind of pain. Yet he simply said, “Just shoot lidocaine in it, and I will get it done.” So with needle and syringe, Doc Shea delivered a mountain bike baby, complete with a spank on the ass for good measure. Seeing him cringe as he settled onto the bike seat made me admire the commitment of SEALs, and his mastery of his own thoughts. His ordeal would have made lesser men quit. If his own Internal Dialogue was anything like what he projected on his “loudspeaker,” no mere mortal could have beaten him that day.

         As for me? My focus was terrible, gone. Our brilliant strategy had, like so many other great plans, met reality. The overall plan began with one step: eat and drink methodically. Clearly we all had learned through SEAL training that the body could go for a long, long time when well hydrated and fed. We had separated food into eight-hour bags filled with GU packs, jerky, Snickers, and such. Water was also an easy plan. We all carried three-liter camelbacks and two water bottles. The plan for eating and drinking was simple: consume 150 calories every thirty minutes and drink five swallows of fluid every fifteen minutes. We would replenish our water when anyone noticed he was below half.

         At first, replenishing water had been easy—streams and wells were shown on the map, and we had taken advantage of them—but now we hadn’t seen water for three hours. I looked again at the map, in a state of “I just want the pain to end,” but I could find no more water shown for the next fifty miles.

         Finally, at the bottom of a long uphill section, I stopped and brought our water problem to the team’s attention. Each man had a chance to look at the map and get some needed rest from the punishment of being in the saddle for seventy miles of brutal single-track. The decision was clear: divide all the water and food into quarters, slow down, and hope we could find water. Then the bomb hit. One of my guys noticed he had dropped one of his eight-hour food bags. He thought it had been at our last stop, twenty-five miles back, at the top of a ten-thousand-foot peak.

         “Thom, um, I only have six hours of food left. How many more hours to go?” he whispered.

         “You don’t have two bags? The rest of us do. We have at least twelve hours left, and the terrain from here to the transition is grim. Gonna get hotter and…” I can’t repeat what I said and thought.

         With that, we threw all the food into a pile and did the old one-for-me, one-for-you trick. After everything was shuffled, we realized a sick truth. We had seven hours of food and five hours of water, but twelve-plus hours of mountain biking through the heat of Utah’s high desert. We sat silently for several minutes. I lay back on the ground, looking up at the clouds, and let the facts sink in. It was no longer safe to continue, and no longer safe to go back. We were at an impasse.

         Oddly, we had not seen another team for six hours. We all knew exactly where we were on the map, and it was clear as a bell—we were in hell. “We can’t just sit here. Give me the map, let’s see if there is a road we can get to and flag down a car, and get the hell out of here,” my buddy suggested.

         Sitting in utter misery, wondering how we had allowed this to happen, I said, “Let’s just get on the bikes and find water. The deer must drink somewhere, even without a map.”

         Instead of mounting up, we just pushed the bikes up the hill and rested when one of us needed it. We did this for the next twenty miles, off and on, going from shade to shade. Finally we saw two teams sitting on the side of a fire road. We limped up to them and asked if they were OK or needed anything, though we had nothing to give them, and no intention of giving up our precious water.

         An interesting thing happened. The two teams had quit and called the race director on the emergency satellite phones provided. We had not thought to ask or call for rescue. They said if we waited with them, the truck would be there within the next two hours.

         Simultaneously my teammates looked at one another and smiled. I looked at the two other team captains and said, “I’ll pay you two hundred bucks for all your food and water. We ran out, and would appreciate help.” With that, we extended our stores another four hours. This seemed like a victory as we pulled away from the “foolish quitters.” I didn’t realize for another hour that we still didn’t have enough food and water to complete the leg.

         Consider the phenomenon of being close to the finish line or the end. The finish calls to you. Maybe this is what people summiting Everest go through, and why so many die so close to the summit. All the thoughts you can imagine were going through my mind…including the thought that we were going to die here. But I became angry—not at myself, not at my men—just angry. I told myself that not completing the leg was not an option. We would simply find a way to make it through this hell.

         Cresting a hilltop, we found the last place with trees before the descent into a bowl with a lake, where the next transition area was set. I suggested a pause until the temperature cooled down. It was 3:00 p.m., the hottest point of the day. So we pulled off the trail into a shaded section of pines, pulled out our bags, stripped off our shoes, and lay there drifting in and out of consciousness. Around 7:00 p.m. we all came back from la-la land into hell, and the temperature was markedly cooler. Clouds had moved in. We packed up without speaking, mounted up, and headed out. Two hours later we ran out of food and water, and the sun went down.

         Somehow—I have no idea how, I can’t recall looking at the map or even riding my bike—we turned a corner and saw the lights of the TA right in front of us. When we checked in with the event staff, they were wide-eyed and clapping. Somehow we had been one of the four teams to make it. Thirty teams had quit, and twenty-four others were still out there somewhere. I felt for them…not. I didn’t feel anything at all.

         The race director walked up to me and said, “Wow! How long have you all had flats?” We looked at him, wondering what he was saying. Then we looked at our bikes and saw that not one single tire was inflated. The funny thing was, we had ridden into the TA.

         We had nothing left inside us. When our crew saw us, they hugged each of us, saying, “You look like hell. What can we do to help you? The showers are over in the bathroom, and we have tons of food, water, and cold Gatorade.”

         I cried for the first time. Yes, I cried. Not because I wanted a shower or food and water. I cried because of another thought: I was going to see my kids again. I had not let myself consciously say so, but what truly drove me to get to the end was my kids.

         The shower hurt my every cut; the cold water at dinner hurt the cuts in my mouth; the food gave me diarrhea. No sane doctor would have let us continue. But we slept until we were rested. After eight hours we woke, stiff and swollen and ready for breakfast. This time the food stayed down, and we hydrated until we were full. As I looked at the maps, I laughed out loud and called everyone over.

         “Guess what, gents? We have twenty-eight miles to hike today, and the first half is back the same way we stumbled down last night. At least we know where the water isn’t.”

         Several other teams had arrived while we were sleeping. Two of the early arrival teams had already left, and the other one was still sleeping. We packed extra food and water, since we had the strength and size to carry more than the smaller endurance athletes who usually make up adventure racing.

         Though we were enthused by our newfound position in third place, I knew as a SEAL corpsman that we were in trouble physically. The physical facts were sickly apparent: swollen hands, throbbing feet, chafing in my armpits and between my legs. The next leg of the race would bring all the pain imaginable. I would have to navigate perfectly so as not to waste time or effort retracing our steps. We would all have to help each other, both physically and mentally.

         Pulling out of the TA and getting into the rhythm of walking, eating, and drinking, I noticed my point of view about the whole race had shifted. I was no longer looking at it, or even the legs themselves, as total distance. I was looking at the map in four-mile sections only. We could average four miles per hour, easily. Rationing food and water in four-mile sections, which translated to one-hour sections, was simple. With that shift in perspective, our mental and physical reality also shifted; we were elated when each hour passed without incident.

         Knowing that all I had to do—all we had to do as a team—was walk for an hour made it somewhat bearable. The “ease” in doing this sick thing together came in another form as well. Each time one of us would fall back more than twenty-five meters, we would stop and tie a ten-foot tether to the “man in the barrel” to keep us all working together as one.

         Thing was, we accepted that we needed each other. No one felt less for asking for help now, though we had scoffed at help for the first three days. I look back now and realize our earlier independence of each other had contributed to the exhaustion and breakdown of our overall effort. This was a critical learning point I would never forget, ever.

         Teamwork is not what each team member brings to the group—it’s the way everyone on a team works together. Four gifted athletes are nothing compared to the power of controlling, focusing, and altering an individual’s Internal Dialogue. Mine had shifted from looking at the various realities of the course—distance and calories and what the other team members’ physical abilities appeared to be—to simply telling myself and the others what we were doing, shaping our goal with language. This was a subtle shift, but what we were each saying to ourselves and to each other about our goal bridged the gap between our abilities and the level at which we could perform.

         For example, while looking at the map, we would tell each other aloud, “We are here, we are going there. It will take about an hour. Our legs are strong, we have enough food and water, and when we get there, we will rest for five minutes.” When each step hurt, or someone would stumble or wince in pain, someone else would say, “Bro, in just another thirty minutes, we will feel better.”

         We went on this way for six hours without breakdown. The pain was silly stupid. My feet were bleeding in my shoes, but my mind was at ease, filled with words and thoughts of simple creation. I don’t know any other way to describe it: internal words are the most important things you will ever have to master and develop. Take time to learn and use your Internal Dialogue to bridge the gap between where you currently are in the world, mentally and physically, and what is ultimately possible for each of you.

         Smiling with a great sense of accomplishment, we pulled once again into the TA, greeted the crew, then ate, drank, and slept without incident. After the morning wakeup and more food and water, we oriented the maps and loaded our gear for the last paddle section. When we finally pushed off from shore, we were in fifth place and could see two of the other teams on the lake.

         The wind was blowing down the lake, straight into another bay where there was a marker. We met the other two teams at the marker and noticed they were headed back into the wind. My team was eager to push off with them so that we could keep pace and not lose sight. I smiled and said, “Hold on. Let them go. I have a better plan that will put us ahead of all of them. Trust me.” I broke out the map and showed the team how the lake turned north and the wind was blowing south. They saw immediately that if we portaged the kayaks cross-country, we would only have to walk four miles instead of paddling twelve miles into a ten-mile-per-hour headwind.

         Though portaging overland and up and down a rocky cliff took every ounce of effort, when we got to the other side, we were six miles ahead of the two teams. We could see another team a quarter mile ahead. We lay second. Before jumping into the boats, we dunked in the lake to cool off. Somehow, portaging two kayaks in ninety-degree heat in shorty wetsuits makes you hot. Go figure.

         Our legs were done, but our arms and backs were fresh. Within twenty minutes, we passed the team ahead—our friends the French.

         We pulled into a modified TA to drop our boats and paddle gear and pick up our bikes and gear for a short fifteen-mile ride. We took our time and let the other team see us and stress out about being passed, so they’d have to eat and drink fast and leave without a break. As they pulled out, we got on our bikes and easily made our way up the road and the next big TA. We did not try to overtake the French. The stress we put on them would push them without overt effort on our part.

         I can’t recall the fifteen-mile ride in detail, but at the TA, our crew looked excited. After we checked in, they hugged us. We were in second place, and two of the top teams had cut their feet up badly on the lake swim and were out of the race. We sat down at the dinner mat our girls had prepared and talked about what we needed, and didn’t need, to do.

         Swim section rules specified each of us had to swim out to an island, mark our cards, and swim back, which seemed easy. The girls said the other teams had elected not to wear shoes, and the rocks on the island had torn their feet up. Nothing like letting others fail so you don’t! We put on our full wetsuits and hard-soled boots and swam the mile. The water was so cold, and we had no energy reserves, but cold water is nothing new to SEALs. Shivering is a rite of passage for us—but somewhat novel at an air temperature of ninety degrees.

         When we came from the lake and returned to the TA, the only teams around were us and the French. Maybe armpit hair helped? They had not completed the swim section, so we were happy to rest and eat. Our plan: rest, eat, and prepare our bikes for what looked like a sick twenty-eight-mile, single-track leg. Our other plan was to let the French come in and see us sleeping. We had told our crew to watch them, even to talk to the French crew and tell them we were sick and injured and were going to sleep for four hours. The trick? Once the French fell asleep, we would leave.

         We still needed four hours of sleep to recover, so after we slipped out of the TA and got on the mountain bikes, we pressed on for an hour and pulled off the trail just as it was getting dark. We pulled up into the trees about fifty yards off the trail and got our sleeping systems out. Just as we were slipping into our bags, we heard the French team coming by. We could hear the urgency in their voices. As they passed, I said to my teammates, “I bet they break and quit, ’cause they can’t find us. No way they can push at this point without sleep.” I drifted off into a four-hour sleep, smiling.

         We woke to darkness and chill. Exiting a warm sleeping system into a cold shiver is harder than facing the enemy in combat. We all shivered for the first twenty minutes of the ride. The night was a blur, but nothing dramatic happened. We were working well together, and the miles seemed relatively easy, but at the next TA, the reality of the upcoming section hit like a bullet to the skull. We would get one horse and, with four people, make our way to two separate markers and back. Reading from the comfort of your chair, this may sound easy, but our feet were done. We all knew that riding horses causes your feet to swell, and that was scary. No one wanted to ride.

         The decision to simply load our gear on the horse and walk next to him seemed like the only solution. Again, the best plans made in comfort don’t survive the reality of pain. We ran in front of the horse, and when I tried to help him up a rocky section, the beast stepped on my foot. Unbelievable! As I pulled off my shoe, we all looked and saw the damage.

         One of my buddies said, “Wow, Thom, um, aren’t you supposed to have toenails on those three toes?” I sort of laughed. So the mount-up bugle sounded, and up I went. Let’s just say I don’t like horses.

         Now the end was near: just three more legs to go. The first was an eighteen-mile hike; the second, a climb up to a rappel; and finally, a ten-mile ride on hardpack roads to the finish line. We were in first place.

         My feet hurt so much, I had to switch from trail shoes to boots to make my foot flex less and allow for the inevitable swelling. The route went from 6,000 to 8,000 feet, then back down, twice.

         I can recall with clarity how my feet hurt with every step. I staved off the pain as long as I could, but heading up the last steep pitch to the final summit, I sat down and cried again. The boys came over to help, but the trail was so steep, they really couldn’t do anything. Going uphill at this steep angle meant forcing my toes into the mountain to get purchase, then stepping onto my toes to force my way up. I had tried walking up backward and sideways, but I fell more than I gained elevation.

         I drifted in and out of some sort of altered consciousness. At some point, I recalled the start of the race, when I had been focused on the sounds of the dirt grinding under my feet. Now all I heard was the sound of my bloody toes squishing in my boot and my ankle grinding with the massive pressure of the swelling. Those were not sounds I wanted to hear.

         So my three teammates left me to my misery and climbed to the top, only two hundred feet, as I worked my way up behind them. I endured forty-five minutes of repeated step with left, bring right up to left, then step again with left. When I got to the top, I walked past my teammates and headed down without talking. I suppose I can be a real jerk when I’m in pain, and I give it to them: they didn’t say a word until we got to the TA for the rappel.

         At the rappel, we grabbed our climbing gear and headed up. About an hour before dark, I said, “No waiting. We don’t want to do this climb at night.” The climb was the most dangerous I can recall. It seemed like a sheer cliff. At one point, I was forty feet up, trailing the team. I looked around and saw we were climbing a 5.8 climb. I was shaking like a dog when I topped out. We found an easier path over to the rappel site, but when we arrived, it was thirty minutes after dark. The race crew stopped us and said rappelling at night was too dangerous, so we had to climb down.

         What happens when you are utterly exhausted? Your thoughts somehow make it to your loudspeaker, unfiltered. One of my teammates laughed and said, “The climb down will surely be more dangerous than rappelling off this mountain.”

         Sitting there bewildered, we heard the race crew’s radios announcing that the French team behind us was heading to the race crew zip line and bypassing the rappel. We jumped up, saw their headlights, and sprinted to the zip line point.

         Earlier, throughout the race, we’d had several interesting conversations with the French team. Now we found ourselves waiting in the dark, behind the Frenchies, who had not done the paddle and had obviously lost the battle with their own Internal Dialogue. The tension was the sort of electric kind when the principal makes you shake hands with the boy you have just fought at school. But now you are a grown man with no sleep and tons of frustration.

         Just then, the funniest thing happened. The French girl said to us, “You all are not adventure racers. You push too hard and are too big and fat.” I think the poor girl was hallucinating. One of my teammates replied, “Careful, dumbass.”

         As a fighter, you have a moment, facing a punk in the street, when you realize it will come to blows. You just sense it. We all sensed it. I don’t think the French did, but don’t bring a knife to a gunfight, right? So in the silence of the still night, one of my SEALs said plainly, “When we get down, we are going to kill you.” Maybe the great acoustics of the ridge or some other phenomenon intensified this, but “kill you, kill you, kill you” echoed down the mountain.

         We had little energy starting the rappel section, but when we all got down off the zip line, there was a new sense of painlessness and energy. We sprinted the two miles to where our bikes had been dropped off for the final leg. Maybe the mob brain is real, where something you would never do makes sense in the stupidity of the moment, but had we encountered the French team on this leg, I don’t think it would have been for a spot of tea. Yet when we ran into the transition area, the French team was not in sight; just several race crews and the race director were waiting for us.

         He informed us we had broken the race rules by threatening another team with physical harm and were officially disqualified. I calmed down and said, “The rules specify a one-hour penalty—no damage was done, just words exchanged.” The director wouldn’t listen and threatened to call my captain. I may even have encouraged him to make the call, blithely adding, “He [the captain] will laugh at you.” I don’t think that is what he wanted to hear.

         Nine days through hell just to get kicked out of the race ten miles from the end. I cannot imagine why those poor Frenchies were scared of four Navy SEALs—who were in pain and sleep deprived—and who had threatened to kill and maybe even eat them. I mean, really?

         The way we saw it? Total victory to a Navy SEAL group. Now I know where our collective reputation comes from.

         
              

         

         Here ends the physical side of the story I wanted to share regarding my first great attempt at overcoming what was physically impossible for me. I share not to show how great I am or to dissuade you from attempting something equally impossible for you. This is a story of how Internal Dialogue is the critical key in the first task of overcoming impossible physical barriers you will face at some point in your lives. Every man and woman must get over his or her own physically self-imposed barriers. Perseverance will expand the known world into a larger unknown world full of possibilities.

         I have much more to share about the race—many great conversations and events that would be fun to read—but time is short. After three days of writing and waiting for this C-5 to take off, I am out of time. Before I go and load this already broken plane and head out across the Atlantic to Germany, I want to give you three detailed tasks for gaining access to your physical abilities and a very real relationship with your own Internal Dialogue.

         The first thing I ask of you is to actually begin. You may think this sounds silly and easy. But trust me, you will immediately, within a week, see how your Internal Dialogue plays a mighty role in what you do physically. You can start this lesson at any age.
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