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This book is dedicated in loving memory to my mom and dad, who inspired me from a young age to pursue a “heart like Christ” and to develop my mind, body, and spirit in such a way that I could better serve others.




Foreword


I first met Greg Amundson in 2007, at a CrossFit® Level 1 certification with founder Greg Glassman. He was an impressive individual, to say the least. Greg’s Firebreather performance, his example, and his commitment to teaching helped to inspire the first generations of CrossFitters (including myself) who were opening the first wave of CrossFit affiliates around the world.


What many don’t know about Greg is what drives him to train and teach with such mad-dog intensity: a commitment to serve others. During his years with Coach Glassman in Santa Cruz, California, and at his own gym, CrossFit Amundson, Greg was also a full-time law-enforcement officer on a journey that led to him becoming a SWAT officer and later a DEA special agent and Army captain.


Greg was—and is—both an athlete and a warrior. He doesn’t train to look better in a pair of jeans, but rather to be better prepared for his job and to put his life on the line to protect others. So it did not surprise me to find out that Greg was intrigued with my SEALFIT warrior development training. I have long believed that to reach your true potential, you must embark upon integrated training of the body, mind, emotions, intuition, and spirit. This process, which is delivered in our SEALFIT Kokoro and Unbeatable Mind trainings, helps to develop a serious passion for life. It also simplifies things, helping you to focus with a laser-like intensity on your main purpose and mission in life. When you tap into this potential, you access individual capacities of self-discipline, mental toughness, stamina, and endurance that otherwise remain untapped.


I enjoyed watching Greg lead his class through the 53-hour Kokoro Camp number 12 at SEALFIT. While Kokoro is certainly an incredible physical struggle, the challenge goes way beyond the physical, testing character and spirit. One of the ultimate lessons you learn there is that resiliency and leadership are not about you, but the team. You have your breakthrough moment at Kokoro when you stop thinking about your own pity party and start focusing on serving your teammates.


As I watched Greg lead, I saw immediately that he already embodied this truth. His attitude of service and humility never let up as he navigated the event and gave his all to help those who were struggling. As a former SEAL commander who has deployed to combat and led the nation’s most elite warriors, I knew then that Greg Amundson was someone who had my back, and that of anyone else he was in service to.


I am excited to see Greg revealing his servant philosophy and full-dimension training ideas to the world. The book you hold in your hands reveals powerful truths about achieving optimal performance. While getting in a hard workout will help you burn body fat and build muscle, there’s simply no realizing the complete set of gifts and capacities you were born with unless you give similar attention to your mental and spiritual depths.


There’s a reason why Greg has had the tenacity to train as hard as he does, year in, year out. It is grounded in his commitment to serve others, which he has built into a set of rituals and exercises that feeds his soul and allows him to wake up every day excited to give everything he has. Greg’s passion for integrating mind, body, and spirit through his holistic training program is inspiring, and can be a catalyst for you to do the same.


I encourage you to read Greg’s book carefully and implement his strategies. The world needs you to be your best self, and Greg is ready to help you. The time to start is now!


MARK DIVINE


US Navy SEALs Commander (Ret.),


SEALFIT founder, and New York Times best-selling author of The Way of the SEAL and Unbeatable Mind




Introduction


Seventeen years ago, I launched myself into a career of protection and service in the law-enforcement profession. It would prove to be a journey of great discovery that would diverge into different challenges. I would ultimately serve as each of the following during different stages of my life: deputy sheriff, SWAT operator, sniper, US Army captain, DEA special agent, and DEA liaison to the Border Enforcement Security Task Force (BEST) team.


Throughout this period, I was relentlessly developing, experimenting with, and sharpening my training. My work as a first responder and military leader became my live-action testing grounds. Each day that I put on a uniform and prepared for a duty shift, my day was like a blank piece of paper. I had no clue of when, where, and what situations and problems I might be called to. However, I did expect to face situations that tested my capacity to make sound decisions in a split second. To cope with that stress and meet those challenges effectively, I needed to be able to draw on my most important assets: my mind, my body, and my spirit.


My body was primed. As an early participant in CrossFit, today a global movement in physical conditioning, I had seen remarkable physical gains, using old-school movements such as push-ups, pull-ups, squats, and kettlebell swings, mixing them up constantly into circuit workouts that encouraged high-intensity efforts. I felt on top of my physical game.


But it wasn’t enough. I knew that I needed to do more than just develop my physical body if I wanted to thrive in a warrior profession and continue improving. I felt strongly that in order to achieve my full potential, I needed to integrate my training, developing not only my body but also my mind and spirit. Over the next several years, exploring various techniques and disciplines, working with world-class coaches and mentors, and experimenting on my own, I honed a set of mental, physical, and spiritual tools, which I infused into a fully integrated training program.


Firebreather Fitness was born.


This holistic, integrated approach has enabled my continued performance improvements for 16 years and counting. In fact, today I’m training harder than I ever have in my life. I continue to accrue gains in my physical, mental, and spiritual capacities. And rather than burning out or getting stale, I am as fired up about it as I have ever been! My enthusiasm to train hard is greater than ever, and I can’t wait to wake up tomorrow and do it all again. This is the reason for this book. I want to share that zeal with others who are interested in giving everything they’ve got to achieve everything they can.


As this book unfolds, I will dig deeply into the physical, mental, and spiritual components of the program. But I think a great place to begin is by sharing with you my initial steps into a Firebreather Fitness approach.
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MY FIRST EXPERIENCE in law enforcement began in the summer of 1999 at the Ray Simon Criminal Justice Training Center in Modesto, California, as a reserve police officer recruit for Scotts Valley Police Department. Two years later, I was hired as a deputy sheriff with the Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Office, and started another police academy, this time at the South Bay Regional Law Enforcement Training Academy, in San Jose, California. The physical training at both academies was conventional at the time, consisting of long-distance formation runs and bodybuilding workouts three times per week.


Runs were aerobic—no sprinting—and because we ran in platoon formation, the runs were at the pace of the slowest member of the group, not the fastest. The bodybuilding training was the kind of thing you might see promoted on the cover of a newsstand magazine, selling readers on bigger biceps and rock-hard abs. A workout might be three sets of eight exercises using weight machines, like lat pull-downs and leg extensions. We did eight to twelve repetitions per set, with ample rest between sets. Bodybuilding sessions took place on days we were not running. We never lifted to the point of exhaustion. These were routines designed to maximize muscle size, not develop power or stamina.


We also practiced defensive tactics and firearms, although never on days that we exercised. I wonder now, why wouldn’t you practice these kinds of skills on a day when you are tired from conditioning? Wouldn’t that be more like the real thing? Shouldn’t you simulate firearm accuracy and defensive tactics when your heart rate is over 200 beats per minute because of a fight or foot chase? Or both?


I never considered this gaping fault in the academy program. I bought into what the police academy trainers were telling me and assumed cable-crossovers and biceps curls would prepare me for the demands of the job.


After graduating from the academy, I was partnered with a field-training officer (FTO). The FTO’s job is to help you transition your new police skills from the controlled confines of the academy to the less predictable nature of the real world.


I was in the first week of my field training when my training was put to the test. I was apprehending a parolee who decided he was up for a battle. The fight started and we quickly went down to the ground—it was both a wrestling match and a battle of wills.


It quickly became apparent that I wasn’t physically prepared for an all-out street fight. I felt like I was breathing through a straw. My heart pounded wildly and I was gasping for air. I tried to produce a forceful punch or throw, but the muscles I’d supposedly been training felt lifeless.


The truth hit: I wasn’t ready for the harsh reality of the job. The training had failed me. In an impromptu fight with a random parolee, I could barely hang on.


If all I could do was hang on in the first confrontation that I experienced as a young deputy sheriff, just out of the academy at a time when I was in peak shape, how was I going to be able to do my job well as I grew older? How was I going to be able to serve and protect the public, as well as my comrades in the law-enforcement profession? At what risk was this lack of preparation putting both myself and others? The line of work that I was choosing was literally putting my life on the line. I knew that I had to match the critical nature of my job with an equally critical form of training.


I went seeking advice and got some from local martial artist and longtime friend Sam Radetsky of Santa Cruz, California. He told me about a “crazy coach, doing crazy workouts, inside a crazy little gym in the corner of a Brazilian jiu-jitsu place.” His description alone piqued my interest, and I felt compelled to learn more.


I looked it up in the phone book. There was a listing for “crossfit,” in all lowercase letters. It was a weekday in December 2001 when I dialed the number and heard a voice on the other end of the line. “Hello?”


The voice belonged to Greg Glassman, who I later learned was a personal trainer who had been kicked out of every gym he had worked in for his unconventional methods. Even more interesting was the fact that Glassman’s original relocation, from Los Angeles to Santa Cruz, was to work with a team of deputies from the Santa Cruz County Sheriff’s Office. Apparently, the training was too hard for the deputies, and he lost the contract. So he had gone out on his own and opened up his own gym.


“Come by tomorrow morning. Be here at 6.” He gave me the address.


It was chilly the next morning, and as I drove along Research Park Drive, past a number of commercial facilities where you’d never think to find a gym, I thought, “I must have gotten this wrong.” I pulled into a small parking lot next to a series of warehouse spaces, at an address that looked like a large storage unit, complete with a roll-up door.


Puzzled, I knocked twice. Greg Glassman answered the door with a smile and extended his hand. “You can call me Coach.”


This is weird, I thought. The only people at the gym were me, Coach Glassman, and Mike Weaver, a black belt in jiu-jitsu who said he was there to do some extra training. Mike was the fiercest man I had ever seen in my life, with a razor-clean shaved head and thick cauliflower ear (or wrestler’s ear). He would go on to become one of the first American black belts to win a jiu-jitsu tournament in Brazil. Legend had it that following the victory, he had to be escorted out of the country. One of Mike’s great quotes was, “If you’re doing CrossFit and competing in jiu-jitsu, then it’s like you’re cheating if your opponent is not.”


The place didn’t look at all like the gym we trained at during the academy. It was like something you’d see in a photo from a history book on old-school physical conditioning. Rather than the technology, machines, and mirrors I was accustomed to at a gym, this little place in an obscure part of Santa Cruz had items like medicine balls, barbells, a rope, and gymnastics rings hanging from the ceiling. Everything was clean and in order. The floor was pristine and there were Olympic weights and barbells neatly aligned and stacked. A large whiteboard hung on the wall.


Greg informed me that I would be working out against Mike. Against him? This statement just added more confusion to my situation. We were led up a flight of stairs to a shallow balcony that was home to two rowers.


We were told that we were going to start off with a 1,000-meter row. To which I thought, Big deal. We then went back down the steps, and I was introduced to my first kettlebell. Kettlebells were invented by Russian farmers in the 1700s as weights to measure crops. They were eventually introduced at local fairs for strongman competitions. The kettlebell looked about as old-school as a piece of exercise equipment could look, like a bowling ball-shaped hunk of iron with a handle forged onto it. Coach Glassman gave me one that weighed just 35 pounds. Mike had one that was probably about 53 pounds.


Thirty-five pounds. I thought, Are you kidding me? I wanted to protest and explain that I’d been trained at the Police Academy and had used much higher-level contraptions, like curl machines.


But I stopped myself, thinking: Be nice and be gracious. Don’t judge it.


But 35 pounds? Kind of a joke.


Then we were lead over to the pull-up bar. Pull-ups would apparently also be a part of this workout competition between Mike and me.


I had the plan: We would row 1,000 meters, then come down the steps and perform 21 of the kettlebell swings I had just been taught, then we would do 12 pull-ups.


“After you’ve completed one round,” Coach informed me, “we’ll think about a second.”


My ego stirred again. Think? I must have forgotten to mention to him that before my training at the academy, I had played water polo for the University of California Santa Cruz.


We went back up the stairs and strapped ourselves into the rowing machines. Just before the workout started, Coach looked at me and said, “Kid, be careful walking down the stairs.” Are you kidding me? Why on earth would I need to be careful on a simple staircase? In a booming voice, Coach announced the start of the workout: “3, 2, 1, go!” Mike and I ripped into the rowing machines.


This was my first time rowing, so I didn’t know much about pacing, but I was a competitive person. The adrenaline of the “race” structure of the workout took hold.


I wanted to beat this guy. I wanted to beat this guy bad. My cop ego made this even more heated. I not only wanted to beat him in this 1,000-meter row, but I wanted to make it look like it didn’t fatigue me in the least, that crushing him in this workout was a breeze.


That wasn’t how it worked out. Mike bounded off the rower before I did, finishing the 1,000 meters and skipping down the stairs right to the kettlebell. I finally finished, having given everything I could muster. I didn’t bound off the rowing machine like Mike. It was more of a crawl. I felt myself revisiting that drained, powerless feeling I had in my fight with the parolee. Everything was hazy. Once again it felt like I was desperately breathing through a straw.


As I made my way down the stairs, my legs felt rubbery, as if I had given a few pints of blood.


“Handrail! Handrail!” Coach cried out.


I straddled the kettlebell, wrecked and heaving for air. I had 21 swings to do. My scoffing at the 35-pound bell had come back to haunt me. My chest was still heaving and burning from the row. I could barely manage two or three swings at a time before I had to set the kettlebell on the ground.


After the 21st rep, I wobbled my way over to the pull-up bar. I wondered: Do I look as green as I feel? I was on the woozy edge of vomiting. I survived the pull-ups the same way I did the swings. Three, two, or one at a time. Mike had whizzed through them, using some sort of crazy gymnastics pull-up I later learned was called a kipping pull-up.


With regrettable form, I eked out the last of the 12 pull-ups. It was a freezing, foggy day in the coastal town of Santa Cruz, but I was burning up, ready to puke, pass out, or both. I crumbled into a heap at the bottom of the stairs, in the corner of the gym. Coach Glassman came over.


“Ready for that second round?”


I had been thoroughly humbled. A master of his work, Glassman never wasted energy trying to make the argument for his training philosophy or about why it was better than other programs. He just showed me by having me experience it.


For me, a cop determined to be better prepared for his job, I had found the physical training I was looking for.


In my pursuit of it, I took up the mentality of a white-belt in a first martial arts class. I accepted that I was a total beginner. I embraced Coach Glassman’s model of high-intensity training using functional movements. A rapid series of results suggested I had made the right choice. In a short period of time, I made steep improvements at that little gym on Research Park Drive. Its value was apparent; I knew that this style of training would one day save my life.


The test came a few months later. I was on duty when the call came in: A wanted felon had been cornered on the second story of a condo. Three or four deputies formed a perimeter, while I was assigned to the entry team. I made entry and contacted the parolee in a bedroom on the second story of the condo. This guy had been in prison and it became clear that he wasn’t going to get with the program. He jumped out the second-story window and hit the ground running full-tilt.


I ran down the stairs and began pursuit. The perimeter guys were chasing him as well. I began to pass them, swiftly gaining ground on the felon. I felt as though I was flying, with speed, stamina, and endurance to burn.


As I sprinted, the value of my new training vivid to everyone, including the felon, I burst out with words: “I’ve been training for this my whole life!”


I’m sure he heard me, but I’m still not sure whether he understood me or not. He definitely saw me charging at him. He threw his hands in the air and gave up.
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THE FIREBREATHER WAY


CROSSFIT WAS A MAJOR DISCOVERY for me, and I was all-in with this new way of physical training. I was impassioned and even began to gain a bit of notoriety as early videos of our workouts went viral on the Internet. Then there was the nickname “Firebreather.” Early in my CrossFit training, I had just finished a brutal session, consisting of thrusters and pull-ups. Flat on my back, writhing in pain, throat burning, I looked over at my training partners, who were all experiencing the same discomfort. In a hoarse, scratchy voice, I said, “I feel like I’m breathing fire! It’s like we are a bunch of firebreathers!” The name stuck, and it became a term of endearment and a great compliment to pay another athlete.


I was a Firebreather! At age 25, it seemed that I had reached the zenith of my athletic potential.


But I wasn’t finished improving—I wanted to keep training and seeing gains. I came to realize that being a Firebreather meant more than just being physically developed. To continue to improve, it was key to embrace the totality of the training that went into integrating mind, body, and spirit.


Today I travel the country speaking to those working in the trenches of law enforcement. It’s a complicated time. We live in an age of increasing chaos and confusion when it comes to serving and protecting people, when an act of domestic terrorism can be conducted by what amounts to a free agent, acting alone. It’s also a time where trust of law enforcement is a serious issue for many communities. Having dedicated nearly two decades to serving in law enforcement and the military, I am passionate about this subject.
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I was honored to give the 2006 graduation address at the US Army Officer Candidate School at Camp San Luis Obispo, California. (Photo courtesy of Greg Amundson)









One response to this modern-day turmoil has been the acquisition of military-grade weapons and technologies by local police departments. The New York Times reported in 2014, “Police departments have received tens of thousands of machine guns; nearly 200,000 ammunition magazines; thousands of pieces of camouflage and night-vision equipment; and hundreds of silencers, armored cars and aircraft.” Over the course of my career, technology has seemed to trump fitness in terms of importance.


I see this trend as the wrong way to go. My core message to the law-enforcement community is this: “The best weapon is you.” When I say that, I’m talking about an officer who is fully tuned physically, mentally, and spiritually so that, whether on- or off-duty, he or she is capable of an optimal response to the chaos and unpredictability of any dangerous or unexpected situation.


That is a Firebreather state of mind and body. While the origin of the Firebreather nickname in my life focused on the physical, it was in my personal journey toward fulfilling my purpose—to be the absolute best I could be at my job, whether patrolling the streets as a cop or in a tactical battle with drug cartels as a DEA special agent—that the word became more robust for me.


My definition of Firebreather is two-pronged: (1) One who faces the triumphs and tribulations of great physical opposition with an indomitable spirit, and (2) An optimistic energy associated with the heart of an athlete.




 






Firebreather \fī(-Ə)r-brē-thƏr\ (n)


1. One who faces the triumphs and tribulations of great physical opposition with an indomitable spirit.


2. An optimistic energy associated with the heart of an athlete.






 





I know from my own experience that following the Firebreather philosophy, which I will share and teach in the following chapters, is an optimal pathway to being an elite first responder, whether police officer, SWAT operator, soldier, or firefighter, so that when a violent situation erupts, he or she can be on top of it, performing at extraordinary levels of capacity in the face of the unknown and unknowable.


But hear this! Such a philosophy is not just for first responders. Everyone—regardless of background, age, work, and family—can adopt a similar form of training and discipline and realize the confidence, the self-reliance, and the power that comes with the optimization of body, mind, and spirit, all of which are integral to the Firebreather way.


The Firebreather Fitness program will empower you, regardless of background, status, or chosen pursuit, to live life with greater athletic capacity, mental prowess, and spiritual and emotional depth. And what’s amazing is that you can step on that path today, right now, and in a matter of days and weeks begin to realize profound changes in productivity, physical performance, quality of life, an ability to stand out and lead, and develop a sense of calm, inner peace, and power.


Anyone can become a Firebreather if you are willing to do the work.


I believe you are ready to do the work. And I can show you the work that needs to be done. This book is your gateway.


Perhaps you are purely interested in being in the best physical shape of your life. You will certainly get there with the workouts in this program. However, more is possible—much more. This program is intended as a game plan toward that more. Do you want to be able to respond to problems and challenging situations not with fear but with physical, mental, and emotional resiliency, along with strength, clear thinking, and resolve? To serve and be a model for others? To contribute more?


Being a Firebreather is not a destination—it’s a state of mind. Commit yourself to the path. There’s no doubt in my mind that if you perform the program consistently, you will reap long-term benefits, not just in those first 21 days, as some quick-start programs promise, but in the first year, and two years, and five years after that.


It might seem unusual to have a model of fitness that goes beyond the physical realm. After all, you’ve probably been drawn to a book like this from a desire to look and feel better—to burn off unwanted body fat, to build lean muscle tissue, to build (or rebuild) an athletic foundation. To be fit and to look fit. To unleash or restore your youth. Firebreather Fitness is all about those things. So then why am I so steadfast about building out the physical program in such a way that it also incorporates mental and spiritual dimensions?


Because I’m absolutely convinced, from my personal experience and that of thousands of people I’ve had an opportunity to teach and coach, that the route to not only achieving but sustaining peak fitness requires an integrated approach.


Let’s face it: It’s a long journey to the peak of your physical talent—toward being in the best physical condition of your life. It’s a journey fraught with challenges, missteps, and setbacks. Blending mental and spiritual training into your physical program will give you the focus, resiliency, and discipline, plus an array of inner strengths to help you get the most out of every training session, each day, each week, month, and year, and over the course of years, in a fashion that is sustainable. It will help you stay the course and reach your potential.


As unusual as this integration of mind and spirit into body training may be to gym culture, there’s nothing odd about it in the nearby dojo. For centuries, the best martial arts teachers have used a mix of movement and bodywork with meditation and mental-toughness training. There is no achieving great heights in martial arts without fully investing in the mental and spiritual dimensions of your training.


Firebreather Fitness fully embraces this approach to the work. The foundation that will emerge from this integration will provide you with a toolset so that when life trips you up, you will have an emotional resiliency and process to get you right back on track.


Believe me, I know from experience about being tripped up by life’s curveballs.


A few years back, I experienced a series of emotionally charged incidents at the same time. My dog Baby, my companion for 12 years, unexpectedly died from cancer. Then my mom, whom I had not seen for over a year due to her service with the Peace Corps in Jordan, passed away from a brain tumor. My dad had passed away in 2000, which meant my three younger brothers and I were now without parents. The sudden illness and death of my mom launched my brothers and me into the uncertainty and financial hardship of dealing with hospital bills, burial planning, attorney fees, and our family estate. To complicate matters further, at the time of my mom’s death, I was moving across California as I transitioned out of the Army and Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) and into the private sector. As the world fell out from under me, my wife filed for divorce.


Somewhat ironically, this was during a time in my life when I was crisscrossing the country giving lectures on goal-setting and the value of positive self-talk. As someone who has served as a sheriff, a SWAT operator, a sniper, and a DEA agent in my primary career, and also as one of the original members of CrossFit who not only thrived in the program personally but taught thousands of prospective coaches in seminars around the country, I had developed exceptional performance capacities in all manner of stressful conditions, including those where lives were at stake.


But I was hit hard.


Many men and women, following a traumatic experience like divorce, spin out of control and turn to alcohol, drugs, overeating, anger, depression, and other unhealthy alternatives in an attempt to dilute their pain. Even with my background in elite-level law-enforcement training and long history in CrossFit, my personal situation severely tested my ability to navigate the kind of hard stuff that life can put on the table. I could feel a downward pull toward negativity and self-destruction.


For several months following the divorce, and really for the first time in my life, I felt utterly alone. Even after the loss of my beloved parents, I had never experienced such sadness, loneliness, and emotional stagnation. My days were spent in a fog, and I had a hard time sleeping at night. My distress stemmed from an inability to answer the question, “Where did I go wrong?” I had been a model of success in school, athletics, and business, and I had risen to the top in two simultaneous careers in the Army and Federal Law Enforcement. Yet I had failed where it mattered most.
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