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A Dedication

To “The Fighting Man”

“Into Battle”

. . . And life is colour and warmth and light, 

And a striving evermore for these;

And he is dead who will not fight;

And who dies fighting has increase.

 

The fighting man shall take from the sun

Take warmth, and life from the glowing earth; Speed with the light-foot winds to run,

And with the trees to newer birth;

And find, when fighting shall be done,

Great rest, and fullness after dearth.

 

The blackbirds sing to him, “Brother, brother, 

If this be the last song you shall sing,

Sing well, for you may not sing another; 

Brother, sing.”

 

. . . And when the burning moment breaks,

And all things else are out of mind,

And only joy of battle takes

Him by the throat, and makes him blind.

 

. . . The thundering line of battle stands,

And in the air death moans and sings; 

But Day shall clasp him with strong hands,

And Night shall fold him in soft wings.

—Julian Grenfell
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A Humble Shrine

Your monument shall be my gentle verse, Which eyes not yet created shall o’er-read, And tongues to be your being shall rehearse When all the breathers of this world are dead.

—Shakespeare

Sonnet lxxxi
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I am on the road nearly 300 days a year training military units, such as the Green Berets, Rangers, Marines, fighter pilots and many others, and law enforcement officers, including the FBI, ATF, SWAT, CHP, and RCMP, about the psychology and physiology of combat. It is a great job and I am honored and humbled to do it. I teach them and then they teach me, in an endless, ever refining feedback loop. I coined the term “The Bulletproof Mind” to describe the ever-evolving body of material that I teach these warriors. The audio tape/CD by the same title has become a top national best seller in the law enforcement community in the United States.

I cannot fully communicate my appreciation to all the law enforcement officers, soldiers and others who have been willing to share the intimate details of their combat experiences with me. They have given me the narratives and the data that forms the heart of this book.

We are truly pioneers in this new field of “Warrior Science™” (used with permission of Bruce Siddle) Like explorers on a vast new continent, we can identify the general outline of the coasts, some key rivers and a few major mountain ranges. Some of what we think we know will be subject to refinement and development in the years to come. Yet, for all our current limitations, I sincerely believe that future generations will look back on this as a renaissance. Men have been at war for millennia, but only today have we discovered, or been willing to talk about, the reality of combat. Now we are learning about auditory exclusion (for most people in combat, the shots get quiet), slow motion time, tunnel vision, loss of bowel and bladder control, and posttraumatic response.

Nietzsche said: “The value of many men and books rests . . . on their faculty for compelling all to speak out the most hidden and intimate things.” The goal of this book is to seek out those hidden facts and intimate things, so that we can

send warriors into battle who are forewarned and forearmed. As Shakespeare put it, “All things are ready, if our minds be so.”

This book is different from my previous one, On Killing, in that it is more focused toward empowering warriors to participate in the toxic, corrosive, destructive environment of combat. Today, more than ever, we need virtuous, competent warriors to serve in our military, law enforcement and many other fields. It is my hope that this book can assist them.

Still, I hope that there is much in this book that will be of service to the gentle, decent and discerning spirits in the peace movement who have been able to use On Killing to study and understand the nature of the battlefield. As I said in On Killing, our objective must be: “ . . . no judgment, no condemnation, just the remarkable power of understanding.”

As Chaplain Fred LaMotte put it:

Don’t judge, just observe from a quiet witnessing awareness, and the illusions will dissolve. Just let the research and the warriors’ words speak for themselves.

Loren Christensen and I are warriors, but we have struggled to craft the words that will communicate our respectful acknowledgment of the views of others. Our goal is to avoid bruising the spirit of the gentle warrior who seeks to understand combat, while still helping to steel the hearts of those who must go into combat. In the words of Alexander Pope:

Cursed be the verse, how well so e’er it flow, That tends to make one worthy man my foe.

Knowing the truth about combat is of value to warriors, to citizens who rely upon warriors, and to those in power who send warriors into battle. Combat is not antiseptic or dry, it is just the opposite: a septic, toxic realm, wet with tears and blood. And the more we understand this, the more likely we will be to explore other options for resolving conflict. May these words be of some small service in such worthy endeavors.

None of this information would be available without the pioneering work of my fellow warrior scientists (many of whom I recognize in this book) and, most importantly, the constant, daily feedback given to me by literally thousands of warriors in the decade since the release of On Killing. Again, I cannot thank them enough, and throughout this book I have tried to prove myself worthy of their trust. This work does not belong to me. It belongs to them.

Many of the incidents I relate in this book involved the loss of lives: the lives of friends lost in combat and lives taken in the line of duty. One Vietnam veteran wrote a note and attached it to a tattered old photo that depicted a young

North Vietnamese soldier and a beautiful little girl. He had taken it from the wallet of a man he had killed in battle. Two decades later, the veteran laid the picture and this note at the base of Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial in Washington, D.C.:

For 22 years I have carried your picture in my wallet. I was only 18 years old that day that we faced one another on that trail in Chu Loi, Vietnam. Why you didn’t take my life I’ll never know. You stared at me for so long, armed with your AK-47, and yet you did not fire. Forgive me for taking your life, I was reacting the way I was trained to kill V.C . . . So many times over the years I stared at your picture, and your daughter, I suspect. Each time my heart and guts would burn with the pain and guilt. I have two daughters myself now . . . I perceive you as a brave soldier defending his homeland. Above all else, I can now respect the importance that life held for you. I suppose that is why I am able to be here today . . . It is time for me to continue the life process and release my pain and guilt. Forgive me, Sir.

Offerings at the Wall

May this book be a humble shrine to all the young warriors across the centuries. We will never know those countless young men and women who went willingly into the heart of darkness, into the toxic, corrosive, destructive realm of combat. This is my humble shrine to them, and to all the young men and women who do so now, and to those who will go in the years to come. The least we owe them is to understand the nature of combat and to truly understand what we are asking them to do.

 

Dave Grossman

Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army (ret.)

www.warriorscience.com

with

Loren W. Christensen www.lwcbooks.com

 

A Brief Note on Gender

The words of combat and most combat narratives lend themselves to male examples and male gender. There are significant exceptions to this rule—some magnificent female warriors are presented in this book—but in general the authors will use the male gender. This is in no way intended to exclude females from the uncertain honors of combat.

Gavin de Becker

Gavin de Becker is widely regarded as our nation’s leading expert on the prediction and management of violence. He is a best-selling author whose first book, The Gift of Fear, spent four months on the New York Times bestseller list. His current book is Fear Less: Real Truth About Risk, Safety, and Security in a Time of Terrorism. His books have been published in 13 languages. Gavin is the designer of threat assessment systems used by the U.S. Supreme Court, the U.S. Marshals Service, and the CIA. He was twice appointed to the President’s Advisory Board at the U.S. Department of Justice, and he served two terms on the Governor’s Advisory Board at the California Department of Mental Health. He is co-founder and former Chair of Victory Over Violence, the Domestic Violence Council Advisory Board. He is a Senior Fellow at UCLA’s School of Public Policy and Social Research, and an activist for families affected by violence, appearing several times as a guest on the Oprah Winfrey Show, 60 Minutes, Larry King Live, 20/20, and in the pages of Time, Newsweek, the New York Times, and many others. He is a Senior Advisor to the Rand Corporation on public safety and justice matters. (www.gavindebecker.com)

 






Foreword: by Gavin de Becker


Dave Grossman is the leading expert in a subject nearly all people recoil from. It is also a subject people run toward every day: killing.

Readers of Dave’s classic book, On Killing, experienced something rare: an unobstructed glimpse into what we are and how we function—at our best and our worst. We are compassionate and violent; we are humane and animalistic; we are protectors and killers.

No other book had ever so completely set aside politics and judgment, and revealed so effectively—in precise scientific detail—what happens when one human being kills another.

For soldiers and police officers, Dave’s work changed everything. On Killing became a central resource at the FBI Academy, at West Point, at hundreds of police departments and military organizations, and at universities like Berkeley. On Killing was also nominated for a Pulitzer Prize.

Now, how do you make West Point, the FBI Academy, and Berkeley all happy with the same book? Well, you just tell the truth.

And that’s what Dave Grossman does.

Now, in On Combat, Dave Grossman and Loren Christensen pioneer beyond the old horizons of history, psychology, and physiology, and bring back critical new insight. This book will fascinate readers of all types, its insights perhaps most interesting to military leaders, psychologists, scholars, and statesmen—but for warriors, much more is at stake than mere information: Warriors will learn how to keep going even if shot, and how to prepare the mind and body for survival instead of defeat. Thus, the teachings in this book amount to modern armor.

Police officers and soldiers already know a lot about maintaining physical readiness, but it is the mind that must first be properly prepared, the mind that controls the hands, arms, eyes, and ears. On Combat shows us how the body responds to lethal combat, what happens to your blood flow, your muscles, your judgment, your memory, you vision and your hearing when someone is trying to kill you. And you’ll learn what it’s really like to kill another human being, what you’d feel right after you shoot someone, and what you’d feel an hour later, a day later, a year later.

Dave teaches police officers and soldiers that, “Just as a fireman has to know all about fire, you have to know all about violence.” Indeed, warriors have gained great knowledge about violence, but many gained it while in danger. And far too many didn’t survive the lethal academy of combat. This book makes all past warriors our teachers. One interesting lesson is that our bodies sometimes have more wisdom about combat than our minds.

We have a brain that was field-tested millions of years ago in the wild. I call it the wild brain to distinguish it from the logic brain so many people revere. The logic brain can’t do much for you once the situation becomes critical. The logic brain is plodding and unoriginal. It is burdened with judgment, slow to accept reality, and spends valuable energy thinking about how things ought to be, used to be, or could be. The logic brain has strict boundaries and laws it wants to obey, but the wild brain obeys nothing, conforms to nothing, answers to nobody, and will do whatever it takes. It is unfettered by emotion, politics, politeness, and as illogical as the wild brain may sometimes seem, it is, in the natural order of things, completely logical. It just doesn’t care to convince us of anything by using logic. In fact, during combat, the wild brain doesn’t give a damn what we think.

Ideally, the wild brain helps us to receive the most powerful asset nature has given us: intuition. The root of the word intuition, tuere, means “to guard and to protect,” and that’s exactly what it can do for us—particularly if prepared with accurate and relevant information.

For example, courage is usually the star in war stories, but fear too does great things in combat. Fear readies the body for action by increasing blood flow in the arms and legs. Lactic acid is heated in the muscles, and our breathing and heartbeat become more determined. Most people know about adrenaline, but fear provides another amazing chemical to increase our chances of survival: cortisol. This one helps the blood clot more quickly, just in case we are cut.

The body can also react to combat in ways that are not at all helpful. Warriors might experience impairments to vision, judgment, and hearing, or they might experience reduced motor skills—and they likely will experience all this during violence—unless the mind and body are integrated. That’s where On Combat makes its greatest contribution. By the act of teaching warriors what to expect, Dave and Loren have given a whole new resource to those we ask to fight on our behalf, and it isn’t only enhanced fighting ability. Knowing how to tame and manage the sometimes counterproductive reactions of the body, many more warriors will have the presence of mind to avoid combat altogether. They’ll be able to make choices rather than merely hold on to the physiological roller coaster during combat.

The concepts in this book will soon reach millions of police officers and soldiers around the world, and I am grateful for the opportunity to say what you’ll want to say just a few pages from now: Thank you, Dave and Loren, for this profound gift.

—Gavin de Becker

 






Introduction: The New Warriors, the New Paladins


Until technology enables me to handcuff you from afar, I will need to arrest you, face-to-face, man-to-man. This means that, when we fight, when I call upon those elements of the warrior within, I will be close enough to smell you, to touch you, to strike you, to cut you, to hear you, to plead with you, to wrestle with you, to shoot you, to handcuff you, to bleed on you and you on me, to tend to your wounds, to hear your last words. Our meeting may be brief, but I will have had a more intense contact with you, my unwanted adversary, than with most of my loved ones.

—Scott Mattison, Chief Deputy

Swift County Sheriff's Dept, Benson, MN

[image: image-1.png]

If you are in a war, you are a warrior. Is there a war on drugs? Is there a war on crime? Is there a war against terrorism? Are you confronting and containing aggression as a peace officer at home, a peacekeeper in some distant land, or a warrior combating terrorism around the world? Or perhaps you have chosen to be a martial arts practitioner or an armed citizen, seeking to defend yourself or your loved ones in their hour of need? Are there people who wake up every morning determined to send you back to your family in a box?

Then you are in a war and you are a warrior.

There are only two kinds of people once the bullets start to fly: warriors and victims, those who fight and those who are unprepared, unable or unwilling to defend themselves. Since you chose to pick up this book, I assume that you walk the warrior's path.

Today the peacekeepers and the peace officers are moving toward each other. Around the world, warriors in blue (police and other peace officers) and warriors in green (soldiers, marines and other peacekeepers) find themselves facing the same kind of missions.

Increasingly, the police must face organized opponents armed with assault rifles and bombs. Indeed, they may very well face deliberate acts of war from international terrorists. In response, police have begun to carry assault rifles and call upon Special Weapons and Tactic (SWAT) teams.

Meanwhile, the military is finding that the use of artillery and air strikes in peacekeeping and counterterrorism missions can be counterproductive, and that it can be more effective to use small teams on a “beat” or checkpoint. In Bosnia and New York, Iraq and Los Angeles, and Afghanistan and Littleton, Colorado, the police are becoming more like the military in equipment, structure and tactics, while the military is becoming more like the police in equipment, missions and tactics.

A New War at Home: Record Crime and Terrorism

Despite our wonders and greatness, we are a society that has experienced so much social regression, so much decadence, in so short a period of time, that in many parts of America we have become the kind of place to which civilized countries used to send missionaries.

—William J. Bennett

In addition to the threat of domestic terrorism (such as the Oklahoma City bombing, which is the all-time record domestic terrorist act in U.S. history, and the slaughter at Columbine High School, which is the all-time record juvenile mass murder in human history) and international terrorism (such as the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center, which is now in the Guinness Book of World Records as the all time record terrorist act), there has been an explosion of violent crime that has influenced this change for law enforcement agencies. Per capita aggravated assaults in the U.S. increased almost sevenfold between 1957 and 1993. During the 1990s there was a slight downturn in crime rates, due largely to aggressive policing, the longest sustained economic boom in American history, and a fivefold increase in per capita incarceration rates since 1970. Still, the violent crime rate today is five times greater than in 1957.

In Canada, per capita assaults increased almost fourfold since 1964. Since 1977 the per capita serious assault rate (as reported by each nation to InterPol) is up nearly fivefold in Norway and Greece and it has increased approximately fourfold in Australia and New Zealand. During the same period, the per capita serious assault rate tripled in Sweden, Austria, and France, and it approximately doubled in Belgium, Denmark, England-Wales, Germany, France, Hungary, Netherlands, Scotland, and Switzerland. It is not just happening in traditional “Western” nations. Brazil, Mexico, and all of Latin America are seeing an explosion of violent crime, while nations like Japan and Singapore are also experiencing unprecedented increases in juvenile violent crime.

To respond to this extraordinary rise in violence, law enforcement agencies of the free world have trained and organized the finest peace officers we have ever seen. In spite of ever better equipment, training, organization and tactics, American law enforcement fatalities in the line of duty went up 21 percent in 1997. We know that if it were not for all the body armor (bulletproof vests) worn by our officers, law enforcement fatalities in the United States would easily be double or even triple what they are today.

If this is not a war, then tell me what is.

Post-9/11: A New War Abroad and a New Mission for Our Military

Methinks I see in my mind a noble and puissant nation rousing herself like a strong man after sleep, and shaking her invincible locks; methinks I see her as an eagle mewing her mighty youth, and kindling her undazzled eyes at the full midday beam.

—John Milton

“Areopagitica”

Meanwhile in the military, our soldiers and marines are called upon to stabilize nations around the world with peacekeeping operations in places many of us have never heard of prior to the deployment of American troops. This is a reality of the post-Cold War era.

The West has won the Cold War, and now for the first time in history the majority of the world’s population elects their national leaders. It might just be that the world today is finally safe for democracies. (I use the word democracy in its broad, popular sense, since America is technically a “representative democracy” or a “republic.”) One commonly accepted truism is that democratically elected governments generally do not go to war with other democracies. Historians love to pick around the edges of this concept, finding exceptions (primarily by bending the definition of “democratically elected governments”) but even if we do accept some of the rare “exceptions,” this is still a very valuable “heuristic” or “rule of thumb.”

Writing in his syndicated newspaper column, political science professor Bradley R. Gitz flatly states that “there is no agreed-upon historical case of a democratically elected government going to war against another democratically elected government.” He believes that one of the “axioms” of political science is that “democratic states don’t fight democratic states or provide support for terrorist groups.” He quotes political scientist John Mueller, who “has gone so far as to assert that war between such states has become ‘subrationally unthinkable,’ not even on the radar screen of options to be considered as a means of resolving disputes.”

With the Soviet Union and the Warsaw pact gone, the goal of democracies around the world is to foster democracy. Once a nation has been made a democracy, it has effectively been inoculated against going to war with other like nations.

How do we help make a nation a democracy? We do it with peace keeping, stabilization and internal development operations around the world. We do it with peacekeepers whose job is very similar to that of peace officers.

In the war against terrorism, warriors assault the remaining threat to democracy: global terrorism sanctioned and fostered by, and festering in, totalitarian nations. In Afghanistan, and around the world, warriors have been called to action to bring terrorists to justice for the murder of nearly 3,000 American citizens on September 11, 2001.

When they complete this formidable task, and have routed out terrorism, we will have to rebuild those nations, as we will not be truly safe until they are democracies. To accomplish this, we need peace officers and peacekeepers. Warriors. Warriors to attack. Warriors to defend. Warriors to build, preserve and protect.

A New Paladin

If we don’t keep the warrior in the mix we become glorified social workers with guns. We will fail at our ultimate responsibility, saving innocent human lives.

—A police officer

Have you ever wondered why police officers wear a shield on their left side? This is a direct, intentional, overt reference to the knights of old. There really were knights. They woke up every day and donned armor. They hung a weapon on their hip and a shield on their left side. And they went forth and did good deeds and administered justice in the land.

Gunpowder defeated armor, and the knights went away.

Today, for the first time in centuries, in both the military and law enforcement communities, we have warriors who don armor every day, take up their shields, strap on their weapons, and go forth to do good deeds.

If that is not a knight, if that is not a paladin, a new order of chivalry, then you tell me what is.

The knights of old are somewhat mythical, but these new knights are real and are embodying the spirit of the ancient model of the knight paladin, the champion of the weak and the oppressed, dedicated to righteousness and justice.

One U.S. military leader (whom I have promised to keep anonymous) wrote these words as he witnessed his soldiers engage in great acts of valor:

Dear God, where do we get such men? What loving God has provided, that each generation, afresh, there should arise new giants in the land. Were we to go but a single generation without such men, we should surely be both damned and doomed.

Think about it. If we went but a single generation without men (and women) who are willing to go out every day and confront evil, then within the span of that generation we should surely be both damned and doomed.

We could go for a generation without the doctors, and it would get ugly if you were injured or sick, but civilization would continue. We could go for a generation without engineers and mechanics, and things would break down, but civilization would survive. We could even go for a generation without teachers. The next generation would have to play “catch up ball,” and it would be hard, but civilization as we know it would still survive.

If, however, we went “but a single generation” without the warriors who are willing to confront human aggression every day, then within the span of that generation we would truly be “both damned and doomed.”

So “where do we get such men” and, may I add, women? We build them. We train them. We nurture them. There can be no more important or noble endeavor for a civilization. They are the warrior clan, the fellowship of arms.

Do not limit, my brothers and sisters, the role of the warrior. I had the privilege of being the co-keynote speaker with a Nobel Peace Prize recipient at an international peace conference. There I proposed the term peace warrior to refer to those in every profession, with and without guns, who are dedicated to moving our world forward toward peace. This term has been in use for a long time, and today it is widely accepted. It includes the Red Cross, the nongovernmental organizations in a war zone, the probation and parole officers, the doctors and EMTs, the firefighters, the social workers, and even the clergy. Whether it is the passengers of United Flight 93 battling terrorists with their bare hands over the skies of Pennsylvania, a Red Cross worker in Africa, a Green Beret in Afghanistan, or a police officer walking the streets of LA, they are all peace warriors. I hope that this book has something to say to each and every one of them.

On Killing introduced the concept of the scholarly study of killing, coining the new term “killology.” Now let us conduct a scholarly study of the psychology and physiology of combat. Perhaps we can call it “combatology.” George Washington warned us that, “He who would have peace, must prepare for war.” This means that there must be warriors. Good warriors. Paladins. Peace warriors who must study and master combat, as the firefighter would study and master fire. That is the purpose of this book. May it be of some small service to those who serve.

The bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding, go out to meet it.

—Thucydides






Section One | The Physiology of Combat: The Anatomy of the Human Body in Battle


Too delicate is flesh to be

The Shield that nations interpose

‘Twixt red ambition and his foes — 

The baston of liberty.

—E.V. Lucas

“The Debt”






Chapter one



Combat: The Universal Human Phobia


Every battle in world history may be different from every other battle, but they must have something in common if we can group them under the term ‘battle’ at all . . . it is not something ‘strategic,’ nor ‘tactical’ nor technical. It is not something any quantity of colored maps will reveal, or any collection of comparative statistics of strengths and casualties or even any set of parallel readings from the military classics, though the classics brilliantly illuminate our understanding of battle once we have arrived at it. What battles have in common is the human: the behavior of men struggling to reconcile their instinct of self-preservation, their sense of honor and the achievement of some aim over which other men are ready to kill them. The study of battle is therefore always a study of fear and usually of courage, usually also of faith and sometimes vision.

—Sir Herbert Butterfield

Man On His Past

[image: image-2.png]

I introduced the concept of the “Universal Human Phobia” in papers presented to the annual conventions of the American Psychiatric Association, the American Psychological Association, and to the Internal Congress of Critical Incident Stress Management. This concept is not controversial, but it does attach a new name to something that is generally well known. Nor is it truly “universal” since it probably affects around 98 percent of the population. (But that is probably close enough for the behavioral sciences.)

Understand that a phobia is much more than just a fear. It is an irrational, overwhelming, uncontrollable fear of a specific object or event. Before I discuss the number one human phobia, let me first tell you what most experts consider to be the most common phobia, which I would say is the second most common. Snakes.

Research into phobias is not a hard science. Even the definitions of what exactly constitutes a “phobic scale response” can vary greatly, but many experts agree that the most common phobia (after the universal phobia) is snakes. Roughly 15 percent of the population has a phobic scale response to them. This means that if I dropped a bucket of snakes into a crowded room, approximately 15 percent of the individuals in that room would have a true, phobic scale response. Upon seeing the mass of squirming, wriggling snakes, a message would shoot directly from their eyes to their feet, bypassing the logical portion of their brains. These unfortunate individuals would run toward the doors without conscious thought, some leaving a trail of unnecessary body mass behind them.

What would the remaining 85 percent do? Some would get out of the way, some would fight the snakes, and some would sell tickets to the show.

Most people have some phobia that “pushes their button.” If yours is not snakes, it might be spiders, heights or darkness. However, one phobia that pushes almost everyone’s button is interpersonal human aggression. That is the Universal Human Phobia. If I walked into another crowded room and emptied a pistol into one of them, or hacked at one of them with a machete, up to 98 percent of the average audience would experience a true phobic-scale response.

Consider the case of John Muhammad, and his little buddy, Malvo, the serial “snipers” in the Washington D.C. area in the fall of 2002. Literally millions of citizens in a multi-state area modified their daily behavior because the “Beltway Sniper” was still on the loose. Many motorists stopped refueling at self-serve stations and opted for full-service gas stations to avoid having to get out of their cars. Shoppers literally ran from their cars to the entrance doors of stores, and after shopping, they ran back. Kid’s sporting events were curtailed, as were a myriad of other everyday activities.

This is not rational behavior. It is an irrational, uncontrollable fear—a phobia.

We are arguably in the most violent times in peacetime history. The murder rate is being held down by medical technology, but the aggravated assault rate, the rate at which we are trying to kill or seriously injure each other, might be at the highest levels in peacetime history. This is true in almost every major industrialized nation in the world, and yet violence is still incredibly rare. The per capita aggravated assault rate in the U.S. is only four per thousand per year. This means that 996 out of 1,000 Americans will go a year without someone attempting to inflict serious bodily harm on them. Every day, nearly 300 million Americans bounce off each other, but the average American will go a lifetime and never have someone commit a felonious assault upon them.

When violence does happen to us, it devastates us. It shatters us. Most of us approach every strange dog we meet with an expectation that it might bite. Likewise, most of us expect snakes to strike. That’s what they do! But we do not expect that one of the millions of Americans we interact with in an average lifetime will try to kill us. We simply cannot lead our lives expecting that every human we meet might try to kill us.

So when someone does try to kill us, it is simply not right and, if we are not careful, it can destroy us. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the “Bible” of psychiatry and psychology, specifically states that any time the causal factor of a stressor is human in nature, the degree of trauma is usually more severe and long lasting. Conversely, the DSM says that posttraumatic stress disorder is comparably rare and mild in response to natural disasters and traffic accidents. In other words, when it is another human being who causes our fear, pain and suffering, it shatters, destroys and devastates us.

Unchecked, extreme stress is an emotional and physical carnivore. It chews hungrily on so many of our law enforcement officers with its razor sharp fangs, and does so quietly, silently in every corner of their lives. It affects their job performance, their relationships and ultimately their health. In World War I, World War II, and Korea, the number of soldiers who pulled out of the front lines because they were psychiatric casualties was greater than the number of those who died in combat.

The stress of combat debilitates far more warriors than are killed in direct, hostile action. It is in this toxic, corrosive, destructive domain of the Universal Human Phobia that we ask our soldiers and police officers to live, and to die. This is the realm of combat.

Moving to the Sound of the Guns

Death must not be feared. Death, in time, comes to all of us. And every man is scared in his first action. If he says he’s not, he’s a goddamn liar. Some men are cowards, yes, but they fight just the same, or get the hell slammed out of them.

The real hero is the man who fights even though he’s scared. Some get over their fright in a minute, under fire; others take an hour; for some it takes days; but a real man will never let the fear of death overpower his honor, his sense of duty, to his country and to his manhood.

—General George Patton

Since police officers and soldiers move toward the Universal Human Phobia, intentionally moving into this domain where other human beings will try to hurt or kill them, it is vital that they understand that realm and understand combat. As the firefighter understands fire, the warrior must understand combat.

Every other sane, rational creature on the face of the earth flees from the sounds of the guns. A few brave people crawl up to treat the wounded, and a few deranged individuals might crawl up to take pictures. But, in general, when shots are fired and bodies are falling, every other sane, rational creature gets the hell out of there. The bunny rabbits and the students, the teachers and the gazelles, and the lawyers and the cockroaches, they are all gone.

Now, the firefighter, the paramedic and even the press might move to the sound of the guns, but they have absolutely no intention of actually confronting the human being making all that big noise. There is only one individual who does that: the warrior. While every other creature flees, the warrior goes 100 miles per hour to get to a gunfight.

Loren Christensen tells of responding to an incident where a man, armed with a shotgun, was on the 12th floor of an office high rise. Dispatch said he had already killed one person and was now stalking the hallway. After getting jostled by the crowd that ran hysterically out of the building, Christensen, two other officers, and three medics boarded an elevator in the lobby. As they rose to the horror that awaited them, the officers made quick plans as to how they would exit the elevator and then proceed along the hall. The medics made no plans, but rather pressed themselves flat against the back wall with expressions that indicated they wished they had waited in the downstairs lobby. When the doors whisked open, the medics very wisely stayed behind, pressing themselves even harder against the elevator’s back wall. The cops, on the other hand, immediately exited the elevator and moved toward the killer.

Is there something wrong with these people?

No. There is something gloriously right with them. Because if we did not have warriors, men and women willing to move toward the sounds of the guns and confront evil, within the span of a generation our civilization would no longer exist.

It’s Personal!

All hell shall stir for this.

—Shakespeare

King Henry V

To understand why interpersonal human aggression is so toxic, let me first ask you to consider the difference between two scenarios. In the first scenario, a tornado rips through your house, sending you and your family to the hospital. In the second scenario, a gang comes in the middle of the night, beats you and your family into the hospital, and then burns your house to the ground. In both cases the end result is the same: your house is gone and your family is in the hospital. So what is the difference?

Every time I ask this at presentations anywhere in the world, the audience answers the same. The tornado is an act of nature. When the gang does it, it is personal. “It’s personal! It’s personal! I’m gonna hunt ‘em down and kill ‘em like dogs!” Have you ever seen anyone respond that way to a tornado?

The gang attack makes it personal, with emphasis on the word “person,” as in human. We process interpersonal human aggression completely differently. It is not a fear of death. We all know that we are going to die, but we want to have some degree of control over how we will die. We can accept the fact that we will die of old age, or that an “act of nature” might take our lives or the lives of our loved ones. But we cannot accept the thought of someone “playing God” and choosing, without provocation or authority, to take away the most precious thing we have. Even worse is the idea of someone intentionally choosing to steal away our loved ones’ lives.

The presence of just one serial killer in a city can change the behavior of that entire city. Detective Sergeant Joe Friday, on Dragnet, put it this way:

Serial killers are like viruses, different strains destroy different cells. But they all ultimately run the same course. Unless they’re stopped, the host dies. In this case the host is the city, and the toxin is fear.

—Detective Sergeant Joe Friday

Dragnet

One serial killer can change the behavior of a whole city, but over 400,000 Americans will die slow, hideous preventable deaths this year from smoking cigarettes and that does not change the behavior of most smokers. I’m not taking a “cheap shot” at smokers here. I like to smoke the occasional cigar, and if I ultimately pay the price for that, it was my choice. But if you want to come into my house and inflict a slow, hideous death on me and my family, that is a completely different matter.

Just the distant possibility of interpersonal confrontation influences our behavior more than the statistical certainty of a slow, horrible death from cancer. Statistically speaking, this is not rational.

One of the most common phobias is public speaking, which is really just a distant echo, a reflection of the Universal Phobia. We fear getting in front of large groups and taking an action that might result in making us a target for their aggression. Again, this is not rational. It is an irrational fear—a phobia.

In order to truly understand the magnitude of the toxic, corrosive realm of combat, and those who must function in it, we must begin by understanding the concept of this Universal Human Phobia.

Psychologist Abraham Maslow established the concept commonly known as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. He wrote that certain lower needs must be met before higher needs can be satisfied. Maslow said that a society exists upon a foundation and that foundation is an environment that is reasonably secure, safe, and out of danger. Basically, what Maslow is saying is that if a nation cannot create an environment in which its citizens are reasonably safe (especially from interpersonal aggression, whether it be violent criminals, terrorists, or invaders) then that nation has violated its social contract, and it may ultimately lose its justification for existing. Why should citizens pay taxes and obey the laws of a nation that cannot even keep its children safe from violent predators?

Our warriors are the ones who create this foundation of safety. They are the ones who face down the Universal Human Phobia, the most toxic, corrosive, destructive element that can impact our society. They are the foundation of the building, and if the foundation of the building crumbles, the building will fall.

When you begin to doubt the nobility of your mission or the sanctity of your profession because your heart is heavy, or you feel anger, disillusionment, disenfranchisement, betrayed or confused— Stop and listen to the voices . . . the voices that rise up from . . . a field in Pennsylvania, from a wall at the Pentagon and from the spot of earth the world has come to know as Ground Zero. Because if you listen, you will hear those souls tell you “Thank You” for what you do . . . hear them cheering you on. Let them carry you through this difficult moment, allow them to nourish you and encourage you-and doubt no more-for you are warriors and champions for those who have gone before and to those most vulnerable now. You are admired and respected, for you are the best at what you do. God bless you and God bless America.

—John R. Thomas, First Deputy Superintendent

Chicago Police Department






Chapter two



The Harsh Reality of Combat: What You Don’t Hear at the VFW


Despite the years of thought and the oceans of ink which have been devoted to the elucidation of war its secrets still remain shrouded in mystery.

—General George Patton
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Loss of Bowel and Bladder Control

I have never seen such mud and of such depth, whose moisture came only from the blood and terror-piss of the men who fought upon it.

—Steven Pressfield

The Gates of Fire

A warrior must be a master of the realm of combat, and as such, he must understand its reality. Most of what you think you know about combat is a pile of baloney stacked six feet high. To illustrate the true magnitude of our ignorance about combat, let me tell you a true story about a little mouse in a kindergarten classroom. Don’t get too attached to the mouse, he will soon meet an untimely demise.

I was in a southern state giving a presentation to school educators about the explosion of violence happening in our society and what they can do to help combat it. I also outlined what actions they should take in the event, God forbid, violence should touch their children’s lives in school. One of the many things I talked about was the importance of conducting critical incident debriefings. When I finished, an elementary school principal stood up and told a story about one of his kindergarten teachers, who happened to be in the audience and had given him permission to tell this story.

“I was monitoring her class,” the principal said, “as she stood up front teaching her kindergartners. All of a sudden a mouse came running across the floor, hit the inside of her shoe, and ran up the inside of her slacks. When it reached her upper thigh area, she latched onto it with her hand over her slacks and started rolling around on the ground, screaming, ‘Help me! Help me!’”

The principal asked, “What was I supposed to do?! Was I supposed to pull her pants down in front of all those kids to get that mouse? All I knew was we had us one of those ‘critical incidents’ Colonel Grossman’s talking about. So I got all the kids and we got the heck out of there. I sent some female teachers in to help her out, and then later on that afternoon we had one of those critical incident debriefings.

“You’ve got to do it,” the principal continued. “It was nothing fancy. We just brought the counselor in, sat all the little Bubbas and Bubbalinas down, and said to the kids, ‘Ya’ll are fine. Here’s the teacher, and she’s fine. We sat there and talked our way through what happened. It was all going well until this one little Bubba stood up and said, with wide-eyed kindergarten innocence, ‘Yah know, the most amazin’ thang of all ta me, was how much water came out of that little mouse, when she squarshed it.”

The moral of the story is that to wet your pants in a situation like this is a perfectly natural human response. Research shows that if you have a “load” in your lower intestines during a highly stressful survival situation, it’s going to go. Your body says, “Bladder control? I don’t think so. Sphincter control? We don’t need no stinking sphincter control!” What do you do if that happens? You keep on fighting.

If you have dealt with injured people as a medic, police officer or firefighter, you know that a significant number urinate or defecate themselves. It even happens to criminals. Loren Christensen tells of helping the feds do a forced entry of a warehouse in which a powerful drug dealer stored huge quantities of drugs and property stolen in countless burglaries. The drug dealer was a large, boisterous man with a history of violence on his comrades and law enforcement officers. There was a high probability that he would greet them with a hail of bullets.

The raid was a big operation involving a score of officers wearing combat fatigues, listening devices and high-tech weapons, with a synchronized and explosive entry from all sides of the building. So how did the big bad drug dealer react when the officers crashed through the doors yelling and pointing their weapons? He froze, cupped his hands on the sides of face, and squealed like a little girl, as a wet spot spread rapidly across the front of his slacks. This is a normal stress response; let’s call it a redirection of the assets.

The same thing happens to people in combat, but while a teacher can freely admit it and even joke about it (as in our mouse story), most warriors cannot. They are too macho, believing that such things just do not happen to them. When it does occur, they feel shame and think something is wrong with them—but they are wrong. The American Soldier, the official study of the performance of U.S. troops in World War II, tells of one survey in which a quarter of all U.S. soldiers in World War II admitted that they had lost control of their bladders, and an eighth of them admitted to defecating in their pants. If we look only at the individuals at the “tip of the spear” and factor out those who did not experience intense combat, we can estimate that approximately 50 percent of those who did see intense combat admitted they had wet their pants and nearly 25 percent admitted they had messed themselves.

Those are the ones who admitted it, so the actual number is probably higher, though we cannot know by how much. One veteran told me, “Hell Colonel, all that proves is that three out of four were damned liars!” That is probably unfair and inaccurate, but the reality is that the humiliation and social stigma associated with “crapping yourself” probably results in many individuals being unwilling to admit the truth.

“I will go see a war movie,” said one Vietnam veteran, “when the main character is shown shitting his pants in the battle scene.” Have you ever seen a movie that depicted a soldier defecating in his drawers in combat? Have you ever heard that bit of reality in all the war stories told at the VFW? Can you imagine an old vet saying, “Yeah, Billy Bob, I remember the night I messed my drawers!” Or, 30 years after the war when you are bouncing your grandbaby on your knee and the child looks adoringly into your eyes and asks, “Grandpa, what’d you do in the war?” The very last thing you are going to say is, “Well, grandpa crapped himself!” The reason you will not hear that at the VFW, and the reason you will not say that to your grandbaby, is because of an old axiom: All’s fair in love and war. Meaning there are two things men will always lie about. It also means that everything you think you know about war is based on 5,000 years of lies.

No, you will never tell your grandbaby about the degrading, demeaning, debasing, humiliating things that happened to you in combat. Instead, you will fill him with popcorn and sunshine. The problem with this is that 20 years later when he is in combat and has just messed his drawers, he will ask himself, “What’s wrong with me? This didn’t happen to grandpa and it didn’t happen to John Wayne. There must be something terribly wrong with me!”

My co-author wrote an article for a major police magazine about the effects of stress on police officers forced to defend themselves in deadly shootings. The editor accepted and loved the piece but deleted the section about the possibility that officers might soil themselves. The myth is perpetuated across the generations. Remember, the data indicates that most veterans of intense combat do not have this happen, but for that large minority who do experience this response it can be their deep, dark secret, and there is power in knowing that it might happen.

It is amazing how much this is covered up, in what has become almost a cultural conspiracy of silence. A few months after the September 11, 2001, attacks, I had the privilege of training a group of federal agents. One of them had been at the World Trade Center during the attack. He came up to me after I had taught about loss of bowel and bladder control, and said, “Thank you. Now I understand what happened to me.” Then he told me his story.

He and the other agents in his office were able to evacuate the building after the hijacked airplane had hit it. They were wearing their tactical gear and assisting local police when the first building began to come down. At first they didn’t know what to do, and then they realized that they had better, as he put it, “Run like hell.” He said that a black cloud of smoke and dust enveloped them and darkened the sky. He couldn’t breathe and was losing consciousness. Then the cloud passed and he turned around and went back in to help.

Then the second building began to collapse. I found myself admiring his ability to find humor in the situation as he said, “By now we’d gotten to be experts at falling buildings, and we knew exactly what to do. We turned and ran like hell.” Again a black cloud enveloped him and darkened the sky, and again he thought he was dying as he began to lose consciousness. But when the cloud passed, he once again turned around and headed back in.

A few hours later, as he was climbing through the rubble, someone tapped him on the shoulder and said, “I’m your relief,” and he was directed back to a cleanup point in a gym.

“The thing that I always wondered about,” he said, “was why everyone there had crapped themselves, except me. Now I understand. You said, ‘If there’s a load in the lower intestines, its gonna go.’ Just before those bastards hit our building, I had taken a really good morning visit to the bathroom.”

Probably no event in human history has been reported and studied more than the 9/11 attacks, and yet almost no one knows that, apparently, most of the survivors lost bowel and bladder control. Does this diminish their courage? Not in the least. But if it ever happens to us, it would be good to know that it is perfectly normal.

It is time to cut through the baloney and learn what really happens in combat so that a generation of warriors is raised to be mentally and emotionally prepared to go into the toxic realm. As we shall see, loss of bowel and bladder control is only the tip of the iceberg when we examine what really happens in combat.

Mass Psychiatric Casualties

In every war in which American soldiers have fought in this [twentieth] century, the chances of becoming a psychiatric casualty— of being debilitated for some period of time as a consequence of the stresses of military life—were greater than the chances of being killed by enemy fire. The only exception was the Vietnam War, in which the chances were almost equal.

—Richard Gabriel

No More Heroes

Are the warriors of today any better than those who fought in the trenches of World War I? Are today’s warriors tougher than those who landed on the beaches of Normandy or Iwo Jima in World War II? Are they better than the ones who fought their way out of the frozen Chosen or the Puson Perimeter in Korea? No. Today we are no better than those heroes. And we are no worse. We are the same warriors. We might be better equipped, better trained and better prepared, but we are the same basic, biological organisms as those who have gone before us.

Richard Gabriel, in his excellent book, No More Heroes, tells us that in the great battles of World War I, World War II and Korea, there were more men pulled off the front lines because of psychiatric wounds than were killed in combat. There was a study written on this phenomenon in World War II entitled, “Lost Divisions,” which concluded that American forces lost 504,000 men from psychiatric collapse. A number sufficient to man 50 combat divisions!

On any given day in World War II, thousands of psychiatric casualties were in camps close to the front lines. A procedure called “Immediacy, Expectancy, and Proximity” was applied, meaning they were kept in proximity of the front lines with a sense of immediacy and expectancy that they would go back into battle. Even with that in place, as well as the normal cycles where men rotated out of combat after a reasonable time, more soldiers were lost from psychiatric casualties than all of the physical casualties combined.

Very few people know about this. While everyone knows about the valiant dead, most people, even professional warriors, do not know about the greater number of individuals who were quietly taken out of the front lines because they were psychiatric casualties. This is another aspect of combat that has been hidden from us, and it is something we must understand.

Worst of all were those rare situations in which soldiers were trapped in continuous combat for 60 to 90 days. In those cases, 98 percent became psychiatric casualties. Fighting all day and all night for months on end is a twentieth century phenomenon. The Battle of Gettysburg in 1863 lasted three days, and they took the nights off. This has been the case throughout history. When the sun went down, the fighting stopped, and the men gathered around the campfire to debrief the day’s fight.

It was not until the twentieth century, beginning with World War I, that battles went day and night, for weeks and months without end. This resulted in a huge increase in psychiatric casualties and it got vastly worse when soldiers were unable to rotate out of the battle. On the beaches of Normandy in World War II, for example, there were no rear lines, and for two months there was no way to escape the horror of continuous fighting, of continuous death. It was learned then that after 60 days and nights of constant combat, 98 percent of all soldiers became psychiatric casualties.

What about the other two percent? They were aggressive sociopaths. They were apparently having a good time. (At least that is the conclusion of two World War II researchers, Swank and Marchand. But recent research shows that that two percent breaks down into wolves and sheepdogs, which we will discuss later in the book.)

Consider the six-month-long Battle of Stalingrad, the decisive World War II Soviet victory that stopped the German southern advance and turned the tide of the war. Some Russian reports say that their veterans of that great battle died around age 40, while other Russian males not involved lived into their 60s and 70s. The difference? The war veterans had been exposed to continual stress 24 hours a day for six, long, grueling months.

To fully comprehend the intensity of mental stress from combat, we must keep other environmental stressors in mind, while at the same time understanding the body’s physiological response as the sympathetic nervous system is mobilized. In addition, we must understand the impact of the parasympathetic nervous system’s “backlash” that occurs as a result of overwhelming demands placed upon it.

If we agree that we are basically no different creatures than the warriors of World War I, World War II and Korea, then we must admit that the same thing could happen to us. The goal of this book, and the new body of “Warrior Science™” research that this book is based upon, is to be better trained and prepared, in order to prevent that from happening to us.

 






Chapter three



Sympathetic and Parasympathetic Nervous System: The Body’s Combat and Maintenance Troops


The study of war should concentrate almost entirely on the actualities of war – the effects of tiredness, hunger, fear, lack of sleep, weather…The principles of strategy and tactics, and the logistics of war are really absurdly simple: It is the actualities that make war so complicated and so difficult.

—Field-Marshal Lord Wavell

In a letter to B.H. Liddell Hart
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Sympathetic Nervous System: Mobilizing the Body for Survival

But when the blast of war blows in our ears, Then imitate the action of the tiger:

Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood.

—Shakespeare

King Henry V

Your autonomic nervous system (ANS) consists of the sympathetic nervous system (SNS) and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS). Most of your organs receive impulses from both the SNS and the PNS, though they generally work opposite each other. For example, the SNS increases your heart rate and the PNS decreases it. The SNS is also associated with stress response—the “fight or flight” response—as it prepares your body and mind for perceived danger. The SNS is generally concerned with the expenditure of energy from reserves that are stored in your body, inhibiting digestion, increasing secretion of epinephrine and norepinephrine, dilating the bronchial tubes in the lungs, dilating heart vessels, and tensing muscles.

The SNS mobilizes and directs the body’s energy resources for action. Think of it as the physiological equivalent of the body’s front-line soldiers, the ones who do the fighting in a military unit. The PNS is associated with relaxation and is often concerned with activities that increase your body’s supply of stored energy (such as salivation and digestion). It is the physiological equivalent of the body’s cooks, mechanics and clerks who sustain a military unit over an extended period of time.

When you are asleep at night, the PNS processes are totally ascendant; you do not even have a guard at the front gate. Your military unit is on stand down, your ship is in port, and you are completely helpless. Then you wake up in the morning, get a cup of coffee, take a shower, and you hit what is called homeostasis: a balance between the sympathetic and parasympathetic processes. You have some troops in the front lines and some troops doing maintenance, which allows you to conduct sustained operations. But all units must stand down sooner or later, so that night you go to sleep, and once again your PNS processes take over. This is a normal, routine, maintenance cycle. Tomorrow, however there is a surprise waiting.

You get up and begin your routine. Homeostasis is established, and then suddenly someone tries to kill you. Your body’s response is total SNS arousal. PNS processes like digestion shut down: We don’t need no stinking digestion. You guys blow the ballast and get down to the legs where I need you. The cooks, mechanics, and clerks drop what they are doing, grab a rifle, and rush to the front lines. Meanwhile, salivation may shut down, resulting in what is known as dry mouth or cotton mouth.

If we can believe the data at face value, 75 percent of combat veterans did not lose control of bowel and bladder, but almost everyone gets what is called “stress diarrhea.” The Greeks say: “Your bowels turned to water.” The medical term for it is “spastic colon,” which is rather . . . evocative. One of the last things many police SWAT teams do before they make a high-risk entry is to take what they call a “battle crap.” The body blows the ballast so that no resources are wasted on unnecessary functions. There is a total mobilization of all assets toward one thing and one thing only—survival.

As soon as the danger is over there is a crash, a parasympathetic backlash of enormous magnitude.

Parasympathetic Backlash: The Body Shuts Down for Maintenance

I was part of an arrest team of seven veteran drug agents…we were doing hotel buy busts where our informant inside a hotel room would order up several pounds of drugs, and when the bad guys showed up we would watch the deal go down via video camera from an adjoining room. To watch the actions go down in front of you and just watching and waiting for the bust signals, all the time looking and listening to your target, raised our stress to the point of almost being able to touch it.

[After the first deal was made and the arrest signal was given] we made entry from the adjacent room and arrested four suspects and seized two pounds of methamphetamine. As we were taking the suspects out into the parking lot, a car pulled up, driven by an associate of our bad guys. When he backed up and headed for the exit, some of the officers ran after him, and I ran to cut him off. The car changed paths and headed straight at me. I noticed the backdrop for my shot, thinking I was going to have to kill the driver, but my teammates were in direct line. I jumped out of the way and the car passed right where I had been standing.

I jumped into a car and we began a chase, eventually finding the car at a church lot. As I drove to it, I began getting the shakes. No problem, as I knew that would happen. By the time we searched the church, I figure I had experienced three or four adrenaline rushes. On the way back to the hotel, I felt very car sick, dizzy and I had a terrible headache. I knew it was a backlash from the activities, so I began tactical breathing. That helped for a while with the headache and dizziness, but I was still very tired and had a hard time staying awake. What bothered me the most was I knew what was going on, and why, but I couldn’t stop it.

—Correspondence to Colonel Grossman

During the Korean War, a team of psychiatrists accompanied a unit of veteran soldiers into battle. The unit got a night of good sleep and then launched an attack at dawn. By noon they had secured an enemy hilltop position and the immediate danger was over. While they waited for the inevitable counterattack, the psychiatrists were astounded to see that the officers and NCOs had to go from position to position, waking up the troops. The parasympathetic backlash after the battle had been so powerful that the men had fallen into an exhausted sleep, though they knew they would soon be attacked.

Napoleon said, “The moment of greatest vulnerability is the instant immediately after victory.” As soon as the troops relaxed, there was a parasympathetic backlash of enormous magnitude. It is more than just letting down your guard; it is a powerful physiological collapse. This process is not unlike sex in the male body: You are up, you are rocking, you are down, and you are not getting back up again. There has been a physical, hormonal discharge and your body needs time to recharge itself. This is why the military always holds back a reserve. When the troops are suffering from the burden of exhaustion, and a fresh enemy unit attacks, the exhausted troops collapse like a house of cards.

Burning Off the Adrenaline Dump

I had been in Vietnam as a military policeman for only a couple of weeks, when I was assigned to go on a raid of several Vietnamese shops for stolen American merchandise. The owners of the first two shops resisted and we had to wrestle them to the floor so other MPs could recover the goods. At the third shop, things got ugly fast when South Vietnamese soldiers, armed with M-16s, came to the merchants’ aid. Before it was over, we had about 25 MPs there and 30 or 40 enraged Vietnamese. Shots were fired in the air, everyone was screaming racial epithets, and several fistfights broke out. We were just a hairbreadth away from shooting a couple of Vietnamese before we got order.

Two hours later I was in the mess hall, still so wired that I had trouble picking up food with my fork. When I did spear something, my hand shook so hard the food would flip off. I finally gave up and ate with my hands, like an animal. There were other times like this, some worse, but this was the first.

—A Vietnam veteran

It can be a different story for police officers and other warriors who are not in sustained combat. When the average law enforcement officer gets into a gunfight, he often has trouble sleeping that night. Why did those infantry soldiers in Korea have trouble staying awake at noon, but the average law enforcement officer after a gunfight cannot get to sleep? The difference is what has happened to the adrenaline dump in the combatants. The soldiers went through six hours of grueling combat where they burned up every drop of adrenaline in their bodies. The police officer had the same adrenaline dump flooding through his body, but his combat event took only a few trigger pulls to resolve, leaving him with adrenaline still surging through his body. For the officer to sleep, he must first come down from his adrenaline rush.

Have you ever sat on the edge of your bed at night with your mind spinning, your heart pounding and your body raring to go? That is what residual adrenaline does to you. To burn it off you need to conduct calisthenics, go for a long run or lift weights. Afterward, take a shower and go back to bed. Often that is all you need to fall fast asleep. My co-author, Loren Christensen, said that his partners often drank several beers after a high-risk situation, but he preferred to punch and kick a heavy bag until he had burned every last drop of remaining adrenaline. When he hit the pillow, he fell asleep quickly, and awoke the next morning feeling good from the exercise, while his partners slept poorly and awoke with hangovers.

Pacing Yourself for a Four-Quarter Game

The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong.

—Ecclesiastes 9:11

The Bible

Dr. Kevin Gilmartin, a retired police supervisor and a psychologist, trains police officers on what he calls “emotional survival.” He talks about how the parasympathetic backlash can impact warriors every day. While they are at work, their sympathetic nervous system is ascendant and they are alive, alert, energetic, and involved. When they go home, the parasympathetic backlash hits and they become tired, detached, isolated and apathetic. The greater the excitement and demand at work, the greater the potential for a backlash that can debilitate them in their home life and destroy their family. The purpose of this book is to prepare warriors for the reality of combat and we will focus on the parasympathetic backlash from a specific combat experience, but Gilmartin’s book, Emotional Survival, is mandatory reading for all warriors to help them understand how to manage this daily “biological roller coaster.”

Managing daily stress is vitally important because we are continuously bombarded with it. Life-and-death, combat incidents are comparatively rare, but when they do occur, managing the emotional, physiological crisis after the event can be even more important.

In the immediate days after a combat situation, a warrior can be at his most vulnerable. He may be so sleep deprived, confused, uncertain, and physiologically out of balance that he might respond to a subsequent combat situation with an inappropriate level of aggression. Think of a warrior as a finely calibrated machine. His job is to decide in a fraction of a second exactly how much force to use. If he should use a little too much, he gets into trouble, and if he uses too little, he can die. In the first few days after a shooting, the calibration on this finely tuned individual may be out of whack.

Artwohl and Christensen’s book, Deadly Force Encounters contains copies of the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) protocols, which state that after a law enforcement officer has been in a gunfight, he should be given three or four days off so that he can recover from the extraordinary event. If he does not get this time to recuperate and he is thrust into another stressful event, he is vulnerable to severe psychological damage as a result of additional stress stacked on top of the original stress. (More on this later when I talk about the “Bathtub Model” of stress.) Consider this example of a veteran warrior who intuitively understood this concept.

I’ve been involved in three shootings over my 14-year career. After the first one, I went right back to work because that’s what everyone did. No debriefings, no talking, just get back out there and prove to yourself and others that it didn’t bother you. After my second shooting, I had come to realize that that approach was a mistake. I decided to take care of myself regardless of what my agency or any of my fellow officers had to say.

I didn’t go right back out but instead took two weeks off. Afterwards, I was getting restless and eager to return to the work I love so much. So I went back. I walked into the locker room and put on my uniform and my gun belt. But it felt wrong. I knew I wasn’t ready to be on the street and I definitely wasn’t ready to go out there and make life or death decisions. So I took off my uniform and told—not asked—my sergeant that I was going home. I didn’t care what he thought. It was my life and I knew that I cared about it more than anyone else. I was going to protect it.

So I took another week off and this time when I went back it felt right. I walked out of the locker room with my uniform and gun belt on and I knew I was ready. Then on my second shift back I got into my third shooting. Since I had allowed time to recover from the second shooting, I was ready to survive physically and psychologically. And I did. Today I’m doing fine with all three shootings and I’m still on full, active duty.”

—A police officer

From Deadly Force Encounters

In past wars we tended to wait until a soldier was mentally or emotionally “broken” before we would pull them out of the front lines. In the 2003 invasion of Iraq, when combatants began to show signs of stress the policy was to rotate them back to where they could get a shower and a brief rest, and then put them right back with their units. One USA Today report stated that, “Usually they snap back,” and would begin to demonstrate “The subtle swagger that communicates the unconscious confidence of a combat veteran.”

The loss of one man for a day or so is not such a big price to pay, if you realize that the alternative may be to lose that warrior permanently. Warriors in combat don’t always have the luxury of being able to pull out, but think of it this way: If you were a football coach and one of your players took a hard hit in the head, you would take him out of the game for awhile so he could recuperate. While he might want to go back in, you would tell him to sit on the bench for a couple of plays, because it is a four-quarter game and you need him for the whole game. A warrior is in the game for all four quarters, too, so he must pace himself. Shoving him back into the breach too soon just might cut short his career, or cause him to fail at a critical moment when others are depending upon him.

The Moment of Greatest Vulnerability

Oh, moment of sweet peril . . .

—Edward Robert, Earl of Lytton

Look at the “Officer vs. Suspect Stress” graph and note the difference between the officer and the suspect during and after a violent arrest. This was first introduced by the U.S. Marshals in reference to escapes during prisoner transports, but it has far wider and broader application to military and law enforcement.

The officer went into the arrest when he was in “Condition Red,” a heightened state of alertness and awareness. He managed to catch the suspect when the man was completely off guard in “Condition White.” There was a scuffle and the officer got the man “cuffed and stuffed” into the back seat of the patrol vehicle. Now, if the officer is not careful on the way back to the station, he might think that the danger is over and allow himself to relax. Meanwhile, the suspect is still high on adrenaline and growing increasingly unhappy over the loss of his freedom.
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Consider what happened in one tragic incident in Florida. Two trained, competent detectives arrested and handcuffed a man after a short chase. They put the man’s rifle in the trunk of their police car and sat him in their back seat, unaware that the career criminal carried a handcuff key around his neck. While being transported to jail, the suspect used the key to get out of the handcuffs, and then lunged at the detectives, disarming one of them. He emptied the gun into both detectives, killing them both, and then kicked their bodies out of the car. He retrieved his rifle from the trunk, and after a high-speed chase, killed a state trooper, and then took a hostage in a gas station. The standoff ended when the suspect took his own life. So, how is it possible for an unarmed, handcuffed man to overwhelm and kill two armed and trained detectives? The answer lies in the minds and bodies of the officers’ and the suspect. The officers had probably relaxed after the chase and the arrest, and were experiencing a parasympathetic backlash, while the suspect had not yet begun to fight.

We know that a cooperative person can have a violent, psychological response to hearing the clicking sound made when a pair of handcuffs open. Similarly, we know that many times as a police car nears the jail, and the officers have relaxed their guard after the arrest, the sight of the structure can spark a violent reaction in the officers’ prisoner.

Before our shiny new glass and plastic high-rise jail was built, we housed prisoners in an ancient, three-story stone structure. It was an ugly place, dark, medieval and dungeon-like with towers and barbwire. The problem was that prisoners in the back seat could see the dungeon as we neared the place, and many times they would go completely berserk when we opened the backdoor to get them out. Their violent reaction often took us by surprise because we had mellowed out after the arrest and long drive.

—A police officer

Both military personnel and law enforcement officers need to understand that they can be vulnerable when a prisoner sees their final destination. Just as there is a psychological impact on some prisoners to seeing the jail out the back seat window of a police car, there are also prisoners who react violently upon seeing a jail cell. Law enforcement officers, and military personnel handling POWs, must have careful processes in place to make sure that prisoners are treated appropriately, weapons have been removed and secured, and every step is done properly. This should include ensuring that officers and guards are alert and ready in the booking facility or POW handling area. Many police departments require that a fresh officer take over because they understand that there might be a dangerous vulnerability.

“Consolidation and reorganization on the objective” is a standard military term for what occurs after victory. The enemy has fled and the hilltop has been secured. The battle is over. Or is it? Remember Napoleon’s words that “the moment of greatest vulnerability is immediately after victory.” This is why a smart military leader will counterattack immediately after the enemy has pushed his troops off of a position. It’s preferable for the leader to counter with fresh reserves, soldiers not depleted from the physical and psychological roller coaster ride of the fight. Since the enemy might relax and become vulnerable in their victory, it is possible that even a small force could overpower them and recapture the objective.

In order to prevent warriors from becoming vulnerable after they have secured an objective, they should be trained to automatically begin a series of tasks to keep them occupied. They should establish 360-degree security and prepare defensive positions and fields-of-fire in the event of an enemy counterattack. They should redistribute ammo, drink lots of fluids, provide first aid, evacuate casualties and prisoners, and account for all equipment. Leaders should supervise and report the situation to a higher authority. In the military and on SWAT teams the acronym L.A.C.E. is often used to define this swirl of activity: liquids, ammunition, casualties, and equipment. By rehearsing this continuation of operations during training, warriors in real combat will not relax during this vulnerable moment but stay busy performing the vital duties required to survive and thrive on the battlefield.

This is sometimes referred to as “follow-through considerations” in the law enforcement community. As Gary Klugiewicz says to his students, “It’s not Miller time now! There’s still a lot to be done before the mission is complete.” Military, police officers, firefighters, paramedics, and others working in stressful occupations need to develop this mindset by practicing consolidation and reorganization so they are ready to take on the next mission. For those in such professions, the next high-risk call can come at anytime and lives depend on their ability to drive on to the next objective. An old Japanese saying communicates this concept succinctly: “After the battle, tighten your helmet cords.” In other words, just because you have won, don’t let down your guard.

No Man Knows But a Soldier, How Sweet Sleep Is

With a sand bag for a pillow

I chase a distant memory of a thing called sleep,

I whisper in the dark and pray God my soul to keep.

—James Adam Holland

“The Freedom Of A Soldier”

Throughout early history, man almost always got enough sleep, because when the sun went down there was nothing else to do. You could only have so much sex and do so much talking, and then you rolled over and went to sleep. So the human body never had to develop the powerful signals needed to make you get enough sleep. Then with the arrival of cheap, artificial lighting, man was physically able to go nonstop for days on end, but psychologically and physiologically the human body is not designed to go for long periods without sleep.

We are not even sure why we need sleep. When U.S. News and World Report magazine did a special on the “Great Mysteries of Science” a few years ago, one of the mysteries discussed was “Why do we need sleep?” We do not understand why we dream and we do not even understand why, for example, males get an erection (and females experience clitoral engorgement) during rapid eye movement (REM) sleep stage. (In the psychology curriculum at West Point, we teach that this is why males sometimes awake with an erection. Urinating is a non-sexual act which apparently sends a message to the body that makes the erection go away. But the erection does not occur just because your bladder is full.)

Everything about sleep is a mystery, but one thing is certain: our body needs four things to survive: air, water, food, and sleep. You can die from lack of sleep faster than you can die from lack of food. Your body sends powerful signals that make you breathe, drink and eat, but over the millennia there has been little need for the body to send strong sleep signals. Those that are sent can be pushed aside and ignored far more easily than the signals for other essential requirements for survival.

All of us know that missed sleep makes us feel drowsy and lousy, but most people are unaware of the profound negative impact on health and performance associated with a lack of sleep.

Stress is a major destroyer and disabler of a warrior. More soldiers were pulled out of combat in World War I, World War II and Korea because of psychiatric casualties than were killed by the enemy. Without argument, stress is a primary concern for our warriors and their leaders, and one of the best ways to heal and recover from psychological stress is to sleep. “Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleave of care,” as Shakespeare put it.

Sleep deprivation is the best way to physically predispose yourself to become a stress casualty. It has been linked to mental health problems, cancer, common colds, depression, diabetes, obesity and strokes. As it relates to job performance, sleep deprivation impairs: reaction time, judgment, vision, information processing, short-term memory, performance, motivation, vigilance and patience.

On the other hand, research shows that sufficient sleep, combined with a nutritious diet, lots of fluids and exercise are critical for a long and healthy life. Unfortunately, our society is full of sincerely deluded people who honestly believe that they can get by forever on four hours of sleep.

When you take a Mr. I-can-go-forever-on-four-hours-of-sleep and put him in the timeless environment of a sleep lab, he immediately begins to catch-up on his “sleep debt.” He might sleep up to 12 hours a day until he has recuperated, and then he sleeps seven, eight and nine hours a day on a normal healthy sleep cycle. Scientists used to say that you could not catch-up on lost sleep, but now we know they were wrong. Dead wrong--as in killing people wrong. Your body builds up a sleep debt, and just as you can catch-up on dehydration and malnutrition, you can catch-up on sleep. So, if you got only three hours sleep last night, you can use caffeine to get yourself through the day. But as soon as you get a chance, sleep in late or take some major naps to catch up on your sleep debt.

There was a study conducted by the United States Army on an artillery battalion. The troops suffered terribly for us to get this data, so perhaps we should pay attention. The battalion was divided into four batteries, and then conducted fire missions (artillery exercises) for 20 days straight, every waking hour of every day. The first battery, Group One, got seven hours of sleep a day, Group Two got six hours, Group Three got five, and Group Four really suffered with only four hours sleep a day. At the end of 20 days, Group One, which got seven hours of sleep fired at 98 percent of peak efficiency. Group Two fired at 50 percent, Group Three at 28 percent, and the poor guys who got only four hours sleep fired at 15 percent of peak efficiency. The four-hour group was not only useless, they were dangerous!

When you get about seven hours sleep a night, you can go a long time, though eight is probably better. Any less and you start building up a sleep debt that can take a profound psychological and physiological toll. If you spend your life severely malnourished, it will probably take years off of your life. Likewise, if you lead your life severely sleep deprived, it will probably take years off of your life. Few healthy individuals will voluntarily lead a malnourished life, but many individuals do voluntarily lead a sleep-deprived life.

Throughout history sleep has always been the soldier’s best medicine. In World War I and World War II, troops would rotate out of the trenches or out of the front lines and the first thing they would do is sleep. But in Iraq and Afghanistan, U.S. troops coming off combat patrols would often return to their barracks and play video games, watch DVDs and television, and surf the Internet.

This form of escapism and the false sense of control given by video games seem to be incredibly alluring as well as addictive to men and women in combat. In reality, this can be a self-inflicted wound that greatly increases their vulnerability to PTSD, and to illness since the immune system diminishes with sleep deprivation.

Every pro ball team on the planet has “lights out” by at least 10 or 11 o'clock the night before a game. If a pro ball player stays up the night before a game, playing video games or watching TV, the other players would kick his tail, the coach would fine him, and that nonsense would stop immediately. Well, our military and our cops are their city's and their nation's pro team! But in this game, in the merciless, unforgiving, high-stakes game of combat, if you lose people die!

We are warriors. We are willing to walk out the door and suck up bullets if we have to. But it ought to seriously tick you off to suck up bullets when it could have been avoided. Similarly, way we are willing to be sleep deprived if the mission absolutely demands it. But it ought to seriously tick you off to be sleep deprived if it could have been avoided. And if you do it to yourself, it is a self inflicted wound!

Thus, the U.S. military has learned that sleep management can be a major war-winning, war-losing issue. And if a large number of PTSD cases have come out of the war in Iraq and Afghanistan, this could be a major reason why. So our senior NCOs and officers have accepted the responsibility to be “mommy” and make the troops get the sleep they need. I tell this to the police officers I teach, and then I ask them, "Who's going to be your mommy? You have to do it yourself. You have to make it happen." It is a matter of professionalism and self discipline. A matter of life and death . . . as are so many things for those who walk the razor's edge, in the merciless, unforgiving realm of combat.

The Equivalent of Legally Drunk

. . . like a drunken sailor on a mast, 

Ready with every nod to tumble down.

—Shakespeare

King Richard III

A person deprived of sleep for 24 hours is virtually the physiological and psychological equivalent of being legally drunk. Dr. Jacques Gouws, a retired military psychologist, makes the point that this can be even “more so in the combat zone where you are pumping adrenaline like mad, and not just infrequently as the cops do. The soldier in combat is physically and emotionally significantly more fatigued because of the duration of the sustained military combat operations.” Tired Cops: The Importance of Managing Police Fatigue, by Dr. Bryan Vila, is a superb book that should be mandatory reading for everyone in the warrior community. In this book, Dr. Vila tells about one study which showed that sleep-deprived people scored as badly or worse on reaction time tests as those with a blood-alcohol level of .10 percent, a percentage deemed legally drunk in all states. After alcohol intoxication, lack of sleep is the next major cause of accidents. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration links nearly 100,000 crashes a year to drowsiness.

Over a century ago, railroad engineers were required by federal law to get enough sleep. Today, airline pilots, truckers, nuclear plant operators, air traffic controllers, and many others are also mandated to get sufficient sleep for their jobs. In the summer of 2002, the medical community established regulations requiring that doctors and interns get enough sleep because the legal liability of having zombie-like medical personnel making life and death decisions was simply too great.

Sleep deprivation inflicted upon students in a controlled training environment can be a useful form of stress inoculation. But every effort must be made to avoid sleep deprivation if those students have to make real decisions that might result in the loss of lives, such as doctors in a hospital and military leaders in combat.

When I was in Ranger school, the U.S. Army used weeks of extensive food and sleep deprivation to provide stress inoculation designed to prepare me for the stress of combat leadership. This training is highly effective and it works in controlled environments where lives are not on the line and dangerous situations are closely monitored. Also, sleep deprivation in leadership schools teach you how to work with and lead sleep deprived people. Sleep deprived warriors will have great difficulty understanding what you tell them, so you learn to speak in simple sentences, avoid giving them complex tasks, break tasks into simple intermediate objectives, repeat the essential points, have them repeat your instructions back to you, and closely supervise their performance. These are all valuable lessons to learn in training, but in situations where lives are on the line, we must do everything humanly possible to make sure that the individuals who are responsible for human lives get enough sleep.

We must not deprive students of sleep or food for so long that it does physical harm. Indeed, in recent years the use of food deprivation in Ranger school has been reduced after long-term studies determined that just those few months of food and sleep deprivation were causing serious, long-term health effects on the students. As Dr. Clete DiGiovanni put it, “You cannot condition yourself to get by with significantly less sleep.” The lesson that Rangers should take from Ranger school is not that they are immortal and don’t need sleep or food. The lesson a wise man takes from such experiences is to remember just how poorly you performed when you were sleep deprived, and to remember to always sleep and eat whenever you get the chance.

Today, the medical community must adhere to strict regulations that require them to get enough sleep so that they can perform their life-and-death duties. Police officers, peacekeepers and combat soldiers, however, have no such requirements. Today’s understaffed and overworked warriors carry guns, drive vehicles and make life and death decisions, all the while suffering from sleep deprivation.

I guarantee that a sleepy police officer (or maybe even a sleepy peacekeeper) will one day soon make a questionable decision that negligently hurts or kills someone. When the case goes to court, the lawyer will ask, “Officer, how much sleep did you get the night before the incident? How much sleep the night before that? And the night before that?” They will subpoena the officer’s work logs to show the volume of overtime he worked, and they will show that he, like so many other officers today, had no more than four hours sleep each night for the last 20 days. Or, better yet (from the accusing lawyer’s standpoint) he will prove that the officer had not slept for 24 hours, and was therefore the equivalent of being legally drunk. Then the lawyer will ask the jury what they think the officer would do if he caught them legally drunk behind the wheel of a vehicle. The result of such a lawsuit, to the officer and to the department, would be devastating.

When a warrior is sleep deprived, he is grouchy, his IQ seems to go down, his hand and eye coordination is poor and he nods off at inappropriate times. My co-author tells of an officer in his department who worked two weeks of double shifts and a couple of triple shifts, meaning 24 solid hours. Officers working in neighboring patrol districts complained of his poor performance and incoherent speech. The sleep-deprived officer told Christensen that he was so fatigued that he had stopped taking a shotgun out with him because he was unable to handle it safely. Clearly this was an injury and a lawsuit waiting to happen. Fortunately, the two weeks passed without officers or citizens getting hurt, or the department getting sued. When sleep deprivation and its dangerous side-effects happen on overtime, the only good thing is that the officer is making one-and-a-half times more money than one on regular time. But the risk is too great.

Let’s look at this from another angle. Say you are a police chief or a combat unit commander and, like most organizations, you are short on manpower. I come to you from, say, Brand X academy and offer to let you hire my Brand X officers. I tell you that they have an IQ five or 10 points less than the average cop or soldier, their hand and eye coordination is poor, they are incredibly grouchy, their decision-making skills are virtually nonexistent, and they tend to nod off. Oh, and I might ask you to pay one and a half times as much (overtime pay) for these warriors. You want them? I can hazard a guess as to where you would tell me to put my Brand X police officers or soldiers.

The frightening reality is that my Brand Xers have the same negative characteristics as real sleep-deprived warriors working multiple shifts or overtime. Some people might think this is helping the organization, but, with the possible exception of some extreme combat circumstances, they are wrong. As Colonel Gregory Belenky, the lead sleep researcher at the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research, puts it, “There’s nothing heroic about staying up.”

Sleep and PTSD

O sleep, O gentle sleep,

Nature’s soft nurse!

—Shakespeare

King Henry IV

Insufficient sleep and physical exhaustion is a key factor in predisposing you to be a stress casualty. As Patton said, “Fatigue makes cowards of us all.” If we know that stress is a key disabler of warriors and that lack of sleep is a key factor that predisposes warriors toward stress casualties, physical illness and PTSD, then proper sleep management should be a “no brainer.”

Many law enforcement agencies have told me that they have a serious stress problem and want me to teach them how to deal with it. When I tell them that they must first ensure that everyone gets enough sleep, they argue that it is impossible. “Okay,” I say. “Then die.” I am kidding, of course, but I say it to make the point that if they want to draw overtime, enjoy a full career and watch their grandbabies grow, then one of the most important things they can do is manage their sleep.

Exxon Valdese, Chernobyl and Three Mile Island had one thing in common: They were all industrial accidents that occurred in the middle of the night involving people with sleep management problems. Insufficient sleep is responsible for billions of dollars of industrial accidents. Similar problems have been happening to our warriors for decades and we are just now beginning to be held accountable for them. Yes, police agencies and military units are often in desperate need of manpower, but grinding the warriors they have into the dirt is not the answer. If we were to do to our airline pilots what we do to our cops and soldiers, 747s would be falling out of the sky like hailstones.

During the Vietnam War and the Gulf War, soldiers went for days on end without rest or sleep. My co-author can recall many days of sleep deprivation in Vietnam. Christensen said that once he went so long without sleep that when he finally did get some, he slept through a rocket attack. If you have not been in one of those, believe it when I say that they are really noisy.

Due to a better understanding of a soldier’s requirement for sleep, this type of deprivation is now considerably less common. Since the early 1970s, the United States military has tried to initiate a revolution in sleep management. Ideally, when the military goes long and hard, it is done intentionally, but then they immediately get themselves back on a sleep cycle, because they know that sleep is as vital as air, water and food.

Steven Brust, one of my favorite authors, had a veteran military commander proclaim after reviewing the troops that, “I can always tell who has never seen battle before.” A subordinate asks if that was because they seemed nervous? “No,” the commander replies, “anyone in his right mind is nervous before a battle.”

Well, the subordinate asks, is it because they seem more eager than those with more experience? No, that’s not it either. Finally the subordinate asks directly, then how can you tell?

“Because they look more tired than the rest,” the commander answered. Many old warriors have told me during my interviews with them that a soldier never misses the chance to sleep. As John Mosby said in his Civil War memoirs, “No man knows but a soldier, how sweet sleep is.”

Caffeine Can Be Our Friend; Nicotine is Not

Good coffee is like friendship: rich and warm and strong.

—Pan-American Coffee Bureau

Caffeine is a powerful and useful drug to temporarily combat the effects of sleep deprivation, but only if you have not abused it. If you need a “three bagger” to get you kick-started first thing in the morning, a 64-ounce “Big-Gulp Cola” to keep you going throughout the morning, two or three big, strong cups to keep you moving after lunch, and a big cup to face the family at the end of the day, you are addicted and abusing a powerful drug that will not be there for you when you need it the most. It is best to use caffeine only when necessary, such as first thing in the morning and right after lunch, two times when most of us need a little help. Never use caffeine within five or six hours of bedtime.

If caffeine does not bother your sleep, that is proof that you have already built up a powerful tolerance, and it will be ineffective when you need it. Cut back, but do not go cold turkey. Starting tomorrow, drink half of what you normally consume, cut it in half the next day, and so on, until you are taking caffeine only two or three times a day. Then when you really need it for that extended operation, it will be of use to you.

Nicotine does not help sleep deprivation. There is always a troop out on the perimeter, who says, “If I could just have a smoke I could stay awake.” Wrong. After he completes the busy work of retrieving a cigarette and lighting it, he returns to being just as sleepy as he was before, but now he has a fire starter in his mouth.

There is, however, one way that nicotine can help you with sleep deprivation. I was in Texas once giving a law enforcement presentation when an old Texas Ranger came up during a break, and said, “Colonel, you’re wrong. Nicotine can keep you awake.”

I said, “Sir, who am I to argue with you?”

He said, “No, listen to me. You’ve got to chew it.”

“Well,” I said, “maybe if you have something in your mouth, I guess I can see that.”

“No, listen to me. You have to chew your tobaccy, spit it in your hand, then you rub it into your eyes.”

Actually, this is an old technique. The son of a World War II veteran told me about his father, a man who had been besieged in Bastogne in the Battle of the Bulge with the 101st Airborne Division. He said that the enemy kept attacking relentlessly, day after day, making it impossible for him and his fellow troops to sleep because they did not know when they would be hit again. To stay awake and alert, they would get a cigarette, remove a little flake of tobacco and drop it underneath the eyelid of their non-firing eye (the one not used to sight your rifle). It burned and stung so badly that it was impossible for them to drift asleep. Pain will keep you awake, and that’s the only way that nicotine will do you any good.




Chapter four



Fear, Physiological Arousal and Performance: Conditions White, Yellow, Red, Gray and Black


On the battlefield, the real enemy is fear, not the bayonet or bullet.

—Robert Jackson
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Conditions White, Yellow, and Red

We boil at different degrees.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

“Eloquence”

When you are asleep or just going about your day unfocused and unprepared for anything bad to happen, you are at your lowest level of readiness. Call it, “Condition White,” a place where you are helpless, vulnerable and in denial. White is for sheep.

When you move up to a level of basic alertness and readiness, a place where you are psychologically prepared for combat, you have entered the realm of “Condition Yellow.” Dogs, who are predators by nature, seldom leave Condition Yellow. They are always ready to play, fight, frolic, mate, or run. They are survivors. Warriors, too, must strive to exist in Condition Yellow. A warrior always tries to sit with his back to a wall.

There is no specific heart rate associated with Condition White and Condition Yellow; the difference is more psychological than physiological. However, as the level of arousal increases, we can begin to associate the “Condition” levels with specific heart rate levels.

There is a zone that exists, generally between 115 and 145 beats per minute (bpm), where you are at your optimal survival and combat performance level. Let us call this, “Condition Red.” Your complex motor skills, visual reaction time and cognitive reaction time are all at their peak, but you begin to pay a price. Starting at about 115 bpm, your fine-motor skills begin to deteriorate.

We should be cautious about fixing specific heart rate numbers (or any other precise measures of physiological arousal) on Condition Yellow, Red, or Black. The impact of these Conditions can vary greatly depending upon
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training, physical fitness and other factors. Also, it must be understood that these heart rates apply only to survival stress or fear induced heart rate increases. You can do a set of wind sprints and get your heart rate to 200 bpm, but the effect of this exercise induced heart rate increase will not be the same as when fear or survival stress causes the increase. Furthermore, when you combine the vasoconstriction of fear induced heart rate increase with physical exertion or exercise demands, the result seems to be an “amplifying” effect, which can result in some extraordinarily high heart rates. So we must note that physiological factors are poor indicators of combat performance, since so much depends upon individual characteristics. Still, everyone has a Condition Yellow, Red, and Black, and it is important to understand how physiological arousal can interact with combat performance.

Thus 115 bpm is not an absolute with every person, but for most it is a starting point. Police officers often see a symptom of this when they stop a motorist for a traffic violation and the driver’s hands shake so badly that he can barely sign the ticket. The same is true of people involved in a traffic accident, when afterwards they have difficulty scrawling down their telephone number. Such symptoms are a result of early stages of vasoconstriction, a condition that restricts the flow of blood to the extremities.

I frequently train special operations warriors. When you think about special ops you envision Rangers, Green Berets, or SEALS, but a large portion of our special ops community also consists of the superb pilots and flight crews who support these elite warriors. Some U.S. Air Force pilots I have worked with told me about one pilot trainer who gives them small, yellow dots with adhesive on the back. The pilots stick these dots on their watches and on their cockpits as a reminder to stay in Condition Yellow—alert, but not over aroused. If a pilot becomes too aroused and begins to enter Condition Red, the price he pays is loss of fine-motor skills. Having your helicopter pilot lose his fine-motor control as he makes a close approach on a hot landing zone is not a good thing. Pilots try to exist in a zen-like state of constant, mellow Yellow.

Other warriors must also maintain a state of Condition Yellow. For example, when I train hostage negotiators, I stress the importance of functioning in Condition Yellow. I am proud to be a member of the Board of Technical Advisors to the American Sniper Association, which is probably the world’s leading private, law enforcement and military sniper training organization. Snipers must maintain precision fine-motor skills, so when I train them I emphasize the need to remain in Condition Yellow. I had the privilege of training an international bomb technicians’ conference. Now that is a group of individuals who must remain calm and in Condition Yellow when they are doing their job.

It’s an entirely different situation for the point man on a SWAT team going through a door to confront a barricaded gunman. He needs to have his cognitive reaction time, visual reaction time and complex-motor skills all functioning at the highest levels. He needs to be in Condition Red. Yes, he loses some of his fine-motor skills, but in his case that is an acceptable price to pay. Through intense, high-repetition training, he will turn the skills that he needs to perform into “muscle memory.” Magazine changes, misfeed drills, weapons handling, and handcuffing are just a few of the many skills he must rehearse until he can perform these intricate tasks flawlessly, without conscious thought, even though he is in Condition Red. He might be in trouble if he is required to perform a fine-motor skill that he has not rehearsed, but this is an acceptable risk.

The Optimal Level of Arousal

Screw your courage to the sticking place . . .

—Shakespeare

Macbeth

The linking of specific heart rate with task performance was pioneered by Bruce K. Siddle, author of the excellent book, Sharpening the Warrior’s Edge, and one of the great pioneers in the field of “Warrior Science™.” In 1997, I was asked to write the entry on “Psychological Effects of Combat” in the Academic Press Encyclopedia of Violence Peace and Conflict. I asked Bruce Siddle to coauthor the article with me because of the research he had conducted on the physiology of combat. We included the “Heart Rate and Performance” chart with its thermometer scale in the article. World-class experts were asked to conduct a peer review of this encyclopedia entry. The reviews were very supportive, and one even stated that, “This is brilliant!”

Due to the nature of the double-blind peer review process, I’ll probably never know the identity of this kind and generous reviewer, but the truth is that this research is not really “brilliant.” It is only an old soldier and an old cop asking questions that no one has asked before.

These initial findings will continue to be updated and modified as new information becomes available. Today we can take this model a step further by integrating the color codes and the “Inverted-U” model (a classic, universally accepted model of stress and performance) with Bruce Siddle’s heart rate data, to form a “Unified Model of Stress & Performance.”

It should be noted here that the color code system (which was popularized by Colonel Jeff Cooper, one of the greatest of the early pioneers in the field of warrior science) has always been a mental state, rather than a physiological level. It is applied here with due apologies and full credit to its original developers.

[image: stress and performance model new.png]

The Gray Zone, Autopilot and Stress Inoculation

I tell my men it’s okay to be afraid. If I didn't think you had fear, I’d think twice about you. But it’s learning how to operate with that fear, and break through it, and do your job as a professional.

—Command Sergeant Major Bob Gallagher

U.S. Army, Veteran of Somalia

On preparing his soldiers for the invasion of Iraq

Pete Pomerleau and Don Lazzarini are law enforcement instructors associated with the BAHR Training Group, an organization that provides law enforcement training on a large scale. They have been replicating some of Bruce Siddle’s research in which heart rate monitors were attached to law enforcement officers engaged in highly stressful, combat simulation training using “paint bullets.” These bullets hurt when they hit, which is desirable because pain and the possibility of pain makes this training a form of “stress inoculation.”

We need more systematic research in this area, but the BAHR research got the same results as Bruce Siddle. Pomerleau and Lazzarini found that when the average police officer experiences a stress induced (i.e., adrenaline-induced) heart rate increase in the area of 145 bpm, there is a significant breakdown in performance. But this is not true for everyone. Apparently, if you have practiced the required skills extensively, you can “push the envelope” of Condition Red, enabling extraordinary performance at accelerated heart rate levels. Let us call this zone, roughly between 145 and 175 bpm, “Condition Gray.” (Beyond Condition Gray is “Condition Black,” an area marked by catastrophic breakdown of mental and physical performance, which will be covered shortly.) All of this research is still in its inception, an embryonic realm of fascinating new inquiry. Bruce Siddle writes in Warrior Science™ that,

The study of man’s behavior in combat is a study of paradoxes, enigmas and extremes. The combat experience is an intangible, and hides in the deep recesses of the human psyche. Therefore, the combat experience is difficult to chart with scientific measurements – and even more difficult for the world of scholars and historians to enter.

Condition Gray in particular is a truly “gray area” about which we need to do considerably more research.

Ron Avery is a law enforcement trainer and a world-class competitive combat pistol shooter starring in three highly successful instructional videos called Secrets of a Professional Shooter. Ron says that he functions on two levels during competitions. When he is “running and gunning,” his heartbeat is around 145 bpm. For the individuals in the law enforcement research conducted by Bruce Siddle, and in the BAHR research, 145 bpm represents a level at which performance begins to break down, but for Ron this is his optimal level of arousal. He has pushed the envelope. He has rehearsed and trained, turning each action into “muscle memory,” permitting himself to function at an expert level in Condition Gray. This concept of muscle memory is also referred to as “autopilot,” which will be addressed in greater detail later.

Ron Avery calls this process “stress acclimatization,” which is a good, descriptive term. The fundamental concept is that prior success under stressful conditions acclimatizes you to similar situations and promotes future success. I use the psychological term “inoculation” to describe this process. Whatever we call it, there can be no doubt that it works. Ron puts it this way:

With the proper training and requisite conditioning and practice, we can achieve skills that others think impossible. I think there is a whole realm of possibilities that we can teach and train [warriors] to do. Stress acclimatization is about measuring precise doses of stress followed by waves of recovery and then repeating these cycles very specifically. There must be time for adaptation to take place and there must be enough training, repeated over time, to help it stick as well as reinforcing the conditioning.

My old boss at West Point, Colonel Jack Beach, Ph.D., always makes the point that emotions have at least three components: cognitive, physiological and behavioral. An important part of what we achieve through stress inoculation is cognitive. The student’s experience in training helps to take some of the surprise out of it when the real situation arises. Effective training also elevates the student’s sense of confidence, which is another cognitive aspect of stress inoculation. The sense of personal effectiveness and self confidence created by realistic training is as much a stress reducer as when the muscles go on autopilot. As the Duke of Wellington put it, “No man fears to do that which he knows he does well.”

Taking the surprise out of combat, raising the sense of confidence, and cognitively preparing the warrior for battle is one of the primary objectives of this book. Thus, this book can be seen as a form of stress inoculation, and the reduction in surprise and the increase in confidence provided within these pages will hopefully reduce the stress of combat. Throughout this book I will focus on the physiological and behavioral aspects of preparing for combat, but we should always keep in mind these cognitive aspects.

There is evidence to indicate that world class experts in top physical condition, under specific, controlled situations, can use autopilot and stress inoculation to push the envelope of Condition Red high into the Gray zone. For example, one report in Popular Science Magazine says that top NASCAR and formula one drivers generally maintain a heart rate of around 175 bpm for hours on end. Using what we know from other realms of research involving performance under stress, we can hypothesize that these race car drivers have a limited set of skills (turn left, turn right, accelerate, brake) that has been extensively rehearsed, and needs to be performed with extraordinary speed. Thus, the best-of-the-best among these drivers appear to be pushing themselves, pushing the envelope of their personal Condition Red, up to the outer edge of the Gray zone.

In 2001, as part of a comprehensive two-week combatives instructor course, a U.S. Army Special Forces (Green Beret) officer (in conjunction with Dr. C.A. Morgan of the Yale Center for PTSD and Gary Hazlett, a U.S. Army special operations psychologist) conducted “heart rate variability research” on some of our nation’s most elite warriors. Due to the rigorous and demanding course of instruction, this select group of Special Forces soldiers was already at an exceptionally high level of physical fitness. Thanks to many years of hard physical training and extensive combat skills development, they essentially have become world-class combat “athletes.” The primary instructor designed and conducted a force-on-force close quarter battle (CQB) “stress-test.” Having to rely upon a combination of urban warfare and hand to hand combat skills, each Green Beret individually engaged trained role players who wore Blauer High Gear impact reduction suits and acted out varying levels of compliance. While wearing full combat equipment and using simunition “paint bullet” equipped firearms for “lethal force” as well as full contact empty-hand skills for “non-lethal” situations, the Green Berets were assaulted with an overwhelming noise stimulus and a poorly lit macabre environment. At one point in the event, and completely without warning, a controller produced a significant pain stimulus with an electric shock to the upper body of each participant replicating hits from enemy gunfire.

Despite these extraordinarily challenging circumstances, all of these warriors performed superbly. Looking only at maximum heart rates is a gross oversimplification of the complex subject of “heart rate variability,” but it is interesting to note that those who performed best had maximum heart rates near 175 bpm, while those who were marginally less proficient had maximum heart rates around 180 bpm. Like our NASCAR drivers, 175 bpm seems to be the optimal level of performance, and even at that level their physical condition and their extensive training provided the stress inoculation and the autopilot responses that permitted them to push the “Condition Red” envelope to the outer extent of “Condition Gray.”

There were however, exceptions. After every engagement, the Green Berets were required to restrain each role player, whether “dead” or subdued in hand-to-hand combat, with “flex-cuffs”—a type of flexible handcuff consisting of a narrow plastic strip with a small one-way hole on one end. The opposite (running) end is inserted into the hole and can then be tightened. (Smaller versions are sometimes used to tie off plastic garbage bags.) Inserting the end of the restraint into that little hole takes a relatively high level of fine motor control, a process that had not been rehearsed extensively by the Green Berets. The result was that the individuals who had not “pre-threaded” their flex-cuffs as they had been taught, had significantly more difficulty when it came to performing cuffing procedures under extremely high stress. Some were, at times, visibly unable to thread the cuffs and subsequently did not adequately restrain the subjects. The soldiers who properly prepared their cuffs performed the skill on “autopilot” and were able to simultaneously cuff and scan their environment.

When learning skills and ingraining them as muscle memory or autopilot responses, it is important that only one way be taught. W.E. Hicks’ 1952 study found that as the possible responses increased from one to two, reaction time increased by 58 percent. In other words, having to choose between options takes time, and the more options you have, the greater the reaction time. This is often referred to as “Hicks’ Law,” but Sun Tzu said the same thing many centuries ago: “The more possibilities you present to the enemy, the more diffuse he is forced to become. The more diffuse he becomes, the more difficult it is for him to concentrate sufficiently to make a successful attack.” We want to confuse the enemy with a variety of possibilities, but we do not want to do that to ourselves. Thus, a simple set of skills, combined with an emphasis on actions requiring complex and gross motor muscle operations (as opposed to fine-motor control), all extensively rehearsed, allows for extraordinary performance levels under stress.

Leo Frankowski is a brilliant engineer with several patents and many successful science fiction books to his name. He and I have collaborated on several military science fiction novels. He says, “On the walls of most engineering outfits, you will find a sign that reads ‘KISS!’ When a rookie asks what it is all about, he is told, ‘Keep It Simple Stupid.’” This fundamental law of engineering also applies to training and preparing warriors for combat.

There are many forms of stress inoculation. Firefighters are inoculated against fire. Sailors are inoculated against sinking ships by placing them in compartments that flood with water as they fight to repair simulated damage. Many individuals are inoculated against heights through rappelling and rock climbing experiences.

Every warrior organization should coordinate with the local police K-9 unit or a patrol dog company, to see if the organization’s members can put on the appropriate protective equipment, and experience what it is like to be bit repeatedly by numerous attack dogs. Preferably one at a time, as opposed to all at once. (My personal thanks to the Arizona K-9 Association for permitting me to be bit by every dog in the state of Arizona . . . in the prescribed manner.) Gavin de Becker’s organization is the first warrior group I know of to incorporate this training for all of their personnel. They call it “Combat Fear Inoculation,” in which each member of their team of elite bodyguards is required to participate. A true, deranged, killing rage can only be experienced and inoculated against in this manner, since trainees always know that a rational trainer will not intentionally commit an act that will seriously injure them. But an attack dog will, quite happily.

Reacting calmly and rationally to fire, taking necessary and appropriate actions in situations involving heights, and dealing effectively with an attacking dog are examples of skills that save lives, but they are not the hardest thing that warriors are called upon to do. These are bad enough, but warriors must also move toward the sound of the guns, toward the most cunning, ingenious, destructive creature on the face of the earth: one of their own species trying to kill them. As we have demonstrated, for most human beings this is the universal human phobia.

So how do you inoculate someone against a gunfight? As we will see later, warriors can (and must) be inoculated against this stressor by experiencing force-on-force scenarios in which they shoot and are shot at by paint-filled, gunpowder propelled, plastic bullets. When I trained the Singapore special operations forces, they referred to these as “pain bullets”— an appropriate name.

Stress inoculation is not perfect, and to get a useful degree of protection it has to be precisely applied. Last year’s flu vaccine is of limited value this year. A smallpox inoculation provides little protection against yellow fever, and a firefighter’s inoculation against fire is of little value if people shoot at him. Yet, there does appear to be a transfer or “seepage” in the area of stress inoculation. Just as learning one language makes it easier to learn others, stress inoculation in one area makes it easier to quickly adapt to a new stressor. Paratroopers are stress inoculated against parachuting out of an aircraft, thus making them elite troops who were better able to adapt quickly and fully to the demands of ground combat.

There are many case studies that support the theory that the value of stress inoculation is not just inoculation against a specific stressor. There seems to be a kind of “stress immune system,” which permits you to get better and better at adapting to new stresses.

A training officer in one major U.S. police department told me that they used a full-contact fighting champion to train their police. He was deeply respected, and an extraordinarily competent hand-to-hand combat fighter. His level of stress inoculation in unarmed combat was off the scale. However, when they invited him to join them in a force-on-force, paint bullet scenario, his skills in unarmed combat were of no use to him. In his first engagement, his heart rate shot up to over 200 bpm and he dropped his gun. However, his previous stress inoculation allowed him to quickly adapt, and by the end of the day he was performing superbly. (This warrior must be respected and admired for his willingness to subject himself to the embarrassment of learning a new skill in front of others. There is no shame in failure. For a warrior the only shame is in not trying.)

Using Tactical Breathing to Stay in the Zone

I will not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration. I will face my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me. And when it has gone past I will turn the inner eye to see its path. Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. Only I will remain.

—Frank Herbert

Dune

Autopilot responses developed through repetitive practice, and stress inoculation through realistic, stressful training are two powerful and effective tools to push the envelope and stay in the zone. One additional tool to control physiological response is the tactical breathing exercise.

Let us go back to Ron Avery and his performance as a professional shooter. When running and gunning in a pistol competition, his heart rate peaks around 145 bpm, but when he is standing and shooting, his heartbeat stays around 90 bpm. He pulls himself down to Condition Yellow, like a sniper taking calm, precision shots. A good professional shooter functions at two levels, bouncing back and forth between Condition Yellow and Condition Red (or, sometimes, in a Condition Red that extends into the realm of Condition Gray).

Something similar happens with professional basketball players. They are running up and down the court, functioning in high Condition Red, often pushing the envelope well into the Gray zone, which is fine for that phase of the game. However, should a player stop and attempt to make a free throw while his heart is pounding in his chest, he is going to “throw a brick”—a miss. Typically, a professional basketball player pauses for a moment before making a free throw and intuitively knows to take a few deep breaths. He uses all the time available to him to bring his heart rate down. He rolls his large shoulder muscles, consciously relaxes his body and avoids looking at the crowd as he concentrates on his task. He intentionally pulls himself down into Condition Yellow, becoming a “sniper” in order to make the shot. Every basketball player intuitively understands that if he wants to make that free throw, he must switch back and forth between Condition Yellow and Condition Red.

For those who don’t push the envelope through physical fitness and repetitive training, Condition Gray is generally a realm in which complex motor skills begin to break down. One of the things that appears to be happening here is that bilateral symmetry begins to set in, meaning that what you do with one hand you are likely to do with your other. For example, startle a baby and both of its little arms and legs jerk in what is known as the startle response, doing the exact same thing on both sides of the body. Bilateral symmetry can have grave consequences for a police officer in a tense situation where he is holding a pistol on a suspect. Say the suspect attempts to flee and the police officer grabs him with his free hand. Now, this is never a good tactical technique, and it is especially bad when the officer’s heart rate is racing past 145 bpm. His accelerated heartbeat causes bilateral symmetry, so that as the officer grabs a fistful of the suspect’s shirt with one hand, he has a convulsive clutch response in his gun hand, which causes an unintentional discharge of the weapon. That is my definition of a bad day for our police officer, and a very bad day for the suspect.

Bilateral symmetry can also happen when you are startled. In an article titled, “The Impact of the Sympathetic Nervous System on Use of Force Investigations,” Bruce Siddle writes,

Being startled while otherwise physically and/or mentally preoccupied will result in four involuntary actions occurring within 150 milliseconds. First, the eyes blink; second, the head and upper torso move forward; third, the arms bend at the elbow; and lastly, the hands begin to tighten into fists. If a person is under extreme stress and adrenaline has been introduced into the system, the resulting startle response contraction [of the hands] can generate as much as 25 pounds of pressure. That amount of force is approximately twice the amount needed to discharge a double action revolver.
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