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PART1 :OVERVIEW
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Introduction

“We send people into death, and then we bring them back. I’m a provider. A provider of fear. For those who want it—if you’re mentally tough, you can stand up against the world.”

—Billy Wilson (a.k.a. Mr. Mouse), founder, Tough Guy

Our lives are filled with challenges we must endure, barriers we must navigate, and obstacles we must overcome. From the moment we learn to crawl as infants, so starts the process of developing the skills, strength, and tenacity to control the path we travel and choose our own destiny.

By the time we’ve “grown up” (whatever that actually means), it seems that our race against time, with countless pitfalls and potholes in our way, has become second nature. A ho-hum ordinary existence can be summed up in the following dialog between two friends over a beer:

“Hey bud, what’s up?”

“Same-old, same-old. You?”

“Yup, me, too. Pass the nuts, will ya?”

A select few have drawn a line in the sand and stand together to oppose monotony, mediocrity, and lame conversation while passing a bowl of beer nuts. These renegades can be found in all walks of life, from your coffee barista sporting a neck tattoo, to the police officer who let you off with a warning for going just a wee bit over the speed limit, to your neighborhood postman who seems to relish the occasional chase by a wayward pooch. They’re all around us, and most likely look just like you and me. These driven individuals have found the razor-thin line that separates the daily tasks we need to navigate and the obstacles we seek out to tackle for fun, sport, and the pure challenge of pushing our minds and bodies to their limits. They stand together as an alliance of endorphin junkies, endurance athletes, and the passionate few that crush all the barriers in their way. They are Obstacle Racers.

Obstacle races and mud runs have blossomed into a relatively overnight sensation across the globe, and hundreds of thousands of participants sign up and compete in these events on a weekly basis across all seven continents. (Yes, plans are being hatched to host events even in Antarctica.) Featuring each of the elements (earth, wind, fire, and water—or more accurately mud, water, ice, fire, water-soluble paint) and obstacles ranging from simple cargo nets, climbing ropes, 950-pound tractor tires, or gladiators wielding pugil sticks, there’s enough variety and adrenaline-inducing activity for anyone. Not enough? Did I mention being chased by zombies?

In just the last five years, hundreds of new events have sprouted up all across America and new mega-event companies have been created to host dozens of events per year. Spartan Race, for example, has grown from its inaugural event in 2009 to over 60 races held worldwide in just three years, while Warrior Dash celebrated its one-millionth registration in early 2012.

One thing’s for sure: Events based around running, climbing, jumping, ducking, crawling, dodging, and sliding will continue their rapid ascension to the forefront of weekend warrior sporting events, and quite possibly supplant some other more-entrenched pastimes. Says Alex Patterson, CMO of Tough Mudder, “By the end of 2012, we aim to replace Ironman as the preeminent brand in endurance sports.” Kids aren’t left out of the fun, either. Many events have smaller mud runs just for children under 12, and established races such as Spartan Race have taken the initiative to expand on kid-friendly courses and make them an event unto themselves.


“What we’re offering is a fun, genuinely tough experience that people can be proud of.”

—Guy Livingstone, Tough Mudder



Obstacle racers come in all shapes, sizes, and ages. Obstacle Race Training is dedicated to those daring individuals seeking adventure and challenges that you just can’t find in most gyms. In this book you’ll find dozens of tips, tricks, and techniques for conquering obstacles of every shape and size that you’ll find out on most race courses, from rope climbs to flipping huge tractor tires and all the mud-based stuff you can imagine in between. I’ve also created three different training programs specifically designed to match real-world courses and the challenges you’ll have to overcome to get to the finish line. Need the strength and technique to climb walls, evade zombies, crawl under barbed wire without a scratch, or drag heavy blocks of concrete attached to chains? This book has you covered. The knowledge and training you’ll get from this book will make you a smarter, stronger, and faster obstacle racer—you just need to provide the sweat and effort and commit to do the work to crush the world’s most bad-ass courses!

How Did I Get Here?

During the research and “testing” for this book, I surely earned my diploma in mud racing by sucking it up, slathering on some sunscreen, and spending countless hours building the obstacle courses that thousands of you love to hate. I braved the Arizona sun with searing triple-digit temperatures to construct a foot-grabbing tire pit from hell alongside the founders of LoziLu Women’s Mud Runs. I hung off a forklift to build a webbed monster of a cargo net with Devon and the team at Cahoots Duo Challenge. Spartan Race Gladiator Arena? Been there and swung the pugil sticks to prove it.

I was the guy inside the wrecked cars at Tough Mudder shooting photos while hundreds of you maniacs were clamoring over my head. That guy sticking his camera in your face at the cargo crawl or high-low line at Warrior Dash could’ve been me angling to preserve every bit of your passion, pain, and perseverance in photos.

You see, I’m an obstacle racer, too, and happily racing right alongside of you while getting the inspiration to write a book for you. Heck, it’s a book about you. Enjoy what this book has in store for you. You may learn something, read one of your quotes, or see your muddy mug in one of our photos.
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About This Book

Obstacle Race Training delves into the world of obstacle races and mud runs by providing in-depth reporting not only from adventures and challenges of all types but also from dedicated training facilities for athletes of all ages and levels. This is what you’ll find in this book.

Part 1 describes the raucous, exciting, and challenging chaos of obstacle races and mud runs and covers the origins and history of these events. It also goes on to answer a very simple question: Why the hell would you do an obstacle race? The answers may surprise you! That big question is followed by a series of FAQs that we picked up during events and from race organizers and then wraps up with a complete Gear Guide to make sure you have the right stuff for race day.

For Part 2, I spent the better part of a year researching over 20 different races, interviewing the founders or race directors for each event, and even participating in as many events as my schedule would allow. Heck, on more than one occasion I actually worked with the event directors in setting up the obstacles pre-race! The behind-the-scenes look into the world of ob/mud adventures doesn’t stop there—I dove into each of the events covered in this book to provide the inside scoop on each race’s history, course methodology, and factors that make each one unique, exciting, and challenging.

Obstacle Race Training casts its net wide to capture all the categories in modern obstacle racing, including kids’ events, women-only mud runs, timed events, challenges, themed events, zombies, and some events that are so ballistically extreme that only the best-of-the-best athletes even have the opportunity to be invited... and only an infinitesimally small percentage of them will survive to finish.

Now that you know what you’re in for, you’re ready for the training. In Part 3, I provide “Prepare to Dominate All Obstacles,” the game plan to dominate any event and obstacle and strengthen your body by introducing you to the specific functional training you’ll need to overcome any barriers between you and the finish line/beer garden. After providing step-by-step instruction, tips, and tricks to demolish any obstacle, I provide specific Strength, Dexterity, and Speed & Endurance exercises that are the foundation for the two-week Prep Program, the three-week Domination-Level Alpha Program, and the five-week CRUSH IT Program. I also give you the scoop on two very unique training facilities that prepare you for the challenges you may face during your obstacle race and mud run adventures. Once your body is ready, use the provided tips on how to prepare and test your gear about a week before your event and what to do on the morning of race day.

The Appendix features detailed descriptions and photos of all the stretches and additional exercises you’ll need to perform the workouts.
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An enthusiastic participant showing a car who’s boss at Tough Mudder.


What Is an Obstacle Race or Mud Run?

Obstacle races and mud runs come in many shapes, sizes, difficulties, and distances. On the most basic level, any event where impediments or challenges are placed on the course in the path of competitors is an obstacle race. According to Devon Anderson, founder of Cahoots Duo Challenge:


An obstacle race is equal parts mental toughness and physical endurance. These events require the primal desire to conquer the course and the physical dexterity to tackle each obstacle that we (happily) put in your way.



In a pure mud run, the primary obstacle is deep, thick, soupy, slimy mud that you need to navigate from start to finish—you won’t find any walls or ropes at these events. These races are the human version of mud-bog tractor pulls, only you’re providing all the horsepower. Equal parts running and mud slogging, these courses are notorious for saving the wettest, dirtiest element for the finish line, where you’ll usually have to belly-crawl through a pit of mud to end the race.

Below is an overview of the landscape of these types of adventures and challenges. One thing that’s for certain is they’re all exciting and fun ways to spend a day racing with—or against—your friends.

When you’re ready to have a dirty adventure of your own, check out www.mudrunguide.com, a comprehensive guide we’ve put together for you.

Puzzle-Solving/Scavenger Races

Events that fall into the scavenger race category require some form of puzzle solving and orienteering. They also feature elements resembling a scavenger hunt played out on a grand scale (in some cases across an entire city). Occasionally these events can even take on the appearance of a pub crawl. When you show up for one of these types of events, expect to solve riddles, find clues, obtain pieces of puzzles, complete mental or physical challenges, and run (or hop on a bus or train), all the while trying to make it through all the checkpoints and to the finish line.

Racer vs. Obstacles

These events are based purely on defeating man-made or natural challenges and are all about speed, power, and finesse. You’re judged solely by your time, so you need to figure out the fastest way over, under, around, and through each of the barriers that stand in your way in this all-out dash to the finish. Crawling over parked taxi cabs, climbing hundreds of stairs up a skyscraper, running up and down endless sand dunes, or scampering up, over, and down enormous cargo nets are just a taste of the types of obstacles you’ll encounter. Course lengths and designs differ widely. Men’s Health Urbanathlon essentially covers a miniature city while other events are compact and/or parking-lot sized and have spectator-friendly courses. If you’re looking for ice baths or mud puddles, check out “Hybrid Obstacle Races and Mud Runs” section.


DID YOU KNOW?

In 1995, the Eco-Challenge created by Mark Burnett was broadcast on MTV and ESPN as part of the X Games. The Eco-Challenge went on to be produced by and aired on the Discovery Channel from 1996 to 2000 and the USA Network until its demise in 2002.



Racer vs. Course

In these types of events, the course fights back, with moving/changing obstacles and/or race staff who actively try to rattle you as you attempt to complete the course. Racers are pelted with water balloons, sprayed with hoses, and shot with paintball guns; they’re forced to dodge swinging balls as they run through a gauntlet across balance beams suspended over water.

Events of this nature first grew into prominence on Japanese game shows where contestants are bounced, cajoled, and even pummeled while attempting to navigate safe passage through the course. Simpler, safer, and contestant-friendlier versions of these extreme obstacles soon found their way into the popular ABC show Wipeout or the much more physically demanding American Ninja Warrior.

Adventure Races

While some may call them the grandfather of obstacle races, adventure races are some of the most grueling endurance events in the world. They require map reading/orienteering and the use of various modes of transport, such as running, kayaking, mountain biking, rappelling, swimming, and horseback riding. They also involve tackling a host of obstacles, both natural and man-made. (Learn more about adventure races in “The History behind Ob/Mud Events” section.)

Themed Events

Soldiers, knights, warriors, apocalyptic heroes, zombies, firefighters: Take your pick of the character you want to side with or even fight against when you enter a themed event. These races combine the challenge and excitement of an obstacle race with unique thematic elements plucked from movie sets or the demented minds of the event coordinators. Where else can you play the part of a damsel in distress, the hero, or even a sloppy bucket-of-flesh zombie? Each role has its own task. If you’re lucky enough to find yourself in the ranks of the undead, your job is to track down and catch unwitting racers and eat their brains—well, rip off the flags from their belt as they try to squirm through the mudfest of a course on the way to the finish.


“This sport has exploded in the last two years. It’s expected to keep growing. It’s no wonder why—it’s sport and it’s play all rolled into one. We don’t just ‘like’ it, we ‘need’ it. We’ve created such an efficient world of order and rules and cubicles and structure. What we need sometimes is to run screaming in the other direction–in the direction of the mud.”

—Carrie Adams, founder, Rad Racing



Mud Runs

Hundreds of mud runs are held all over the world and that number is growing exponentially. From charity 5Ks to ultramarathon trail runs with river and swamp crossings to sprint-style events that feature little more than a parking lot’s worth of running and a trough of mud before the finish line, there’s a distance that’ll fit anyone. Mud runs are not only growing rapidly in number of events, but with creative race directors on task, all events feature some twists on the basic formula (water + dirt = mud) and have taken on their own personality.

Hybrid Obstacle Races & Mud Runs

Once a cargo net or rope gets stretched over a mud pit, the line between a mud run and an obstacle race starts to blur and the event becomes a crossover sensation, a melting pot of awesomeness. There’s no real name that sets these hybrids apart from their individual counterparts, hence the confusion for some racers showing up at events. The onus is on competitors to check out the website, read some reviews on Facebook or www.mudrunguide.com, and figure it out for themselves. Every race is different, so do your online homework first. No matter what, you’re gonna have a hell of a great time.

These hybrids are the most prevalent events being held all over the world and draw their maniacal inspiration from all the events in the above list—some of the nastiest elements of adventure races mixed with huge man-made jungle gyms and natural impediments along with tons of goopy mud. Let’s take a look at just a smattering of the types of challenges you’ll face on these courses:


	Being submerged in an ice bath

	Hauling sand bags

	Lifting and dragging heavy rocks on a rope

	Traversing balance beams

	Climbing cargo nets

	Crawling under barbed wire

	Jumping over fire

	Braving electric shocks

	Jumping over, diving under, or crawling through barriers

	Scaling walls

	Scurrying up or swinging from ropes

	Throwing spears

	Leaping over or climbing hay bales (some may even be on fire)

	Running through or climbing over tires (lots and lots of tires)

	Scrambling over slippery walls covered in liquid soap

	Sloshing through streams, lakes, ponds, bogs, brooks, or even ditches or shipping containers filled with water

	Crawling through metric tons of mud

	Chopping wood

	Pulling yourself over wrecked cars



By my count, that’s about 25 great reasons to start looking to sign up for a hybrid obstacle race and mud run right now! I then “Obstacle Races, Mud Runs, and Extreme Challenges” section, I list 25 more exciting and difficult obstacles and highlight over a dozen of the biggest, baddest, and most exhilarating events in the world.


“A quality obstacle course should never let you get into a comfort zone; it should keep you on your toes and continually present new challenges, both mental and physical. If you can hold yourself together during an obstacle race, you can hold yourself together in life.”

—Michael Sandercock, founder, Obstacleracers.com
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Teammates taking the leap into a Cahoots Duo Challenge mud pit.


The History behind Ob/Mud Events

While obstacle racing and mud runs are currently the hottest and fastest-growing sports around the globe, they’re in no way considered new additions to the world of athletics and training. Since the beginning of wars and conflicts, soldiers have needed combat training, which means new recruits have been climbing ropes and cargo nets, scaling walls, slogging through mud and water, and trekking over arduous terrain since the dawn of man. Prior to humans, velociraptors dominated the Jurassic Games,1 and were relatively unstoppable when it came to agility and speed…but that’s a whole different topic for another time.

Military Boot Camp

The earliest evidence of organized military training can be traced back to the Persians, who developed extensive training regimens for warriors to hone their strength, skills, and wits in order to survive combat and emerge victorious from battle. Recruits would be trained and tested for up to ten years before being allowed to enlist in the Persian Army. The Greeks were famous for developing their recruits’ physical fitness and skill, and the development of Roman Army training yielded a soldier that was equally smart and strong in order to grasp the intricacies of warfare and tactics.

Over the last couple of centuries, military preparedness has advanced significantly due to the focus on effective training methods to the point where current recruits in developed countries are benefitted by huge financial, logistical, and time investments into modern boot camps. The term “boot camp” was coined prior to World War I by Sergeant Major Matthew A. Gaskgar2 of the 121st Airborne in reference to Camp Booth in Lewiston Maine, where as a youth he would spend his summers sitting in the sun by the lake weaving baskets...of course that’s a lie! Boot camp, basic training, recruit training—whatever term you choose refers to the hundreds of hours that “grunts” spend tromping through all types of conditions to prepare for the rigors of battle, all the while counting on their boots as their prized possessions to keep their feet protected. Quite simply put: Soldiers who can’t walk can’t fight.

Military training around the globe has come a long way from the decade-long Persian Army version and is on average eight to sixteen weeks in duration, focusing on discipline, leadership, intense physical fitness, weapons training, hand-to-hand combat, first aid, survival training, and teamwork. Soldiers must be able to handle themselves in any situation, and there’s nothing better than “Hell Week” to get them ready for that challenge.


It should be no surprise at all that some soldiers relish the torture, hardship, and abuse that they endured while in basic training and crave the hard-fought victory of surviving and thriving in such a harsh environment. The influence of military service and even Special Forces training is visible in the development of obstacle races and mud runs all over the world; numerous race directors, founders, and contributors to obstacle races and mud runs large and small have a strong military background.



The first week of boot camp is commonly referred to as “Hell Week” in the U.S. armed forces. Each recruit is pushed to the edge of his or her mental and physical limits with strenuous activities such as extremely long marches through difficult terrain with little or no sleep for days on end. In elite camps like Navy SEAL training, trainees perform 132 hours straight of physical activity with no sleep; it’s no surprise that nearly 80 percent of recruits drop out in the first phase of training. Only the truly elite students who can survive and pass through this grueling training emerge as Special Forces soldiers.

It’s from these elite military training camps that several obstacle races and mud runs have been forged. One well-known example is the Camp Pendleton World Famous Mud Run.
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