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Chapter 1

PUSHING BEYOND BOUNDARIES

“Dream big and dare to fail.”

—Norman Vaughn

High on a mountaintop in the Himalayas, a lone climber slowly scrambles up a steep slope. Strong winds buffet his body as he struggles to stand upright, snow swirling around him, obscuring his vision. His legs burn with exertion and his lungs struggle to provide the oxygen he needs in the increasingly thinning air. For a moment, he stops as a voice inside his head tells him that this would all be a lot easier if he just turned around and headed back down. He allows himself the briefest of moments to consider that possibility. Below him is warmth and sunshine, a comfortable tent, and the camaraderie of friends and family. Above, is only pain and suffering. He sighs deeply, drawing in even more oxygen before looking over his shoulder at the way he has come. Ultimately, he turns to continue upward. He hasn’t finished what he has come here to do just yet. He hasn’t reached the summit.

Somewhere on a desolate, sandy plateau in Afghanistan, a soldier ducks for cover behind an armored vehicle. A dozen rounds whiz past overhead as chaos breaks out all around him. He can see the other members of his squad scrambling for safety as bullets rain down from multiple directions. He takes a fraction of a second to collect himself, allowing his breathing and heart rate to stabilize. Adrenaline courses through his veins and yet he remains calm. “This is what we’ve trained for,” he tells himself, glancing around to take stock of the situation and assess where his skills and experience are needed most. Without hesitation he begins scanning the area for signs of the enemy, conveying vital information to his fellow soldiers as the firefight escalates around him. Even in this life or death situation, he is calm and collected.

On a lonely trail in the Alps a runner pushes on through the night. She is sixteen hours and seventy miles into one of the longest and most difficult endurance events in the world. The route ahead is illuminated only by the light from her headlamp and it has been a long time since she has seen another living soul. Exhausted, hungry, and in pain, she presses forward, long after most other human beings would have stopped. The steepest and hardest part of the race is yet to come, but she refuses to give up now, as there are many miles to go before she reaches the finish line.

These grueling scenarios may sound like something out of a work of fiction, but they are the kind of real life challenges that men and women undertake all the time. Some choose to push themselves to their absolute physical and mental limits while others have intense, life-altering situations thrust upon them unexpectedly. But knowing how to embrace those moments, compartmentalize the suffering, and stay focused on achieving your objectives can be the difference between success and failure—and in some cases life and death.

I’ve spent the last forty years of my life vigorously preparing my mind, body, and soul to take on some of the most intense challenges imaginable. I’ve gone through arduous training so that I could defend my country against lethal threats from around the globe. I’ve conducted missions in places like Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Yemen, El Salvador, Bolivia, Korea, Panama, and Colombia, often in conditions that were brutally demanding, both physically and mentally. To my SEAL teammates I am known as Warrant Officer Manslaughter, Sweet Satan, Don Maniac, and Dr. Death. All nicknames that I wear like a badge of honor, having served multiple tours of duty with SEAL Teams One, Two, and Six throughout my career.

My story starts in Methuen, Massachusetts, where I grew up a skinny kid from the wrong side of the tracks. As a teenager I was a hell-raiser with no interest in school or organized sports of any kind. Like most of my friends, I was on a one-way path to becoming a criminal or drug addict. It was then that I realized that if I didn’t find some purpose in my life, I’d end up in prison, or dead. A number of my tough-guy friends—and even one of my girlfriends—had proceeded me to an early grave. I was constantly getting into fights and running into trouble with the law. Needless to say, the prospects for my future weren’t particularly bright.

To make matters worse, I was a terrible student. For me, school was nothing more than a place to hang out and have a good time. Some years I never even bothered to study at all. When our textbooks were issued on the first day of class, I’d stash them in my locker, and wouldn’t look at them again until the last day of school when they needed to be returned. Once, as the end of the school year drew near, a teacher asked for her textbooks back and I remember telling her, “I’m sure they’re in good condition, but they’re in my locker, and I don’t remember where my locker is.”

After barely finishing high school, and graduating near the very bottom of my class, I wasn’t really sure what my next move should be. But, I knew I had to do something, so I decided to enroll at a community college in Waterbury, Connecticut. I thought maybe I’d be well suited to becoming a policeman, telling myself that cops saw lots of action and got to carry weapons. I could be like my hero Evel Knievel who had switched from black leather to white, telling kids to stay in school and not do drugs, while still managing to remain a complete badass at the same time. So I signed up for a course in criminal justice and prepared myself for what I thought would be a good career path.

On the first day of class, the professor came into the classroom, looked around and asked, “How many of you here think you want to become cops?”

Practically everyone in the room—myself included—raised our hands. Then he said, “You want to be cops because of what you see on TV. The car chases, the shootouts. Isn’t that right?”

A bunch of us answered, “You bet!”, while shaking our heads enthusiastically.

“Well, those things will never happen,” the professor told us. “You pull your weapon from your holster, and you’re in court the next day defending yourself. The hours are terrible. So is the pay. The divorce rate is the highest of all civilian jobs. You spend most of your time writing parking tickets.”

It was if all of the air had been left out of the classroom. We all looked at each other confused and dumbfounded. This wasn’t what we had signed up for at all. Writing parking tickets for a living sounded mind-numbingly boring. My dream shattered, I had to find another profession, but the question was, what could that possibly be?

At that point in my life, I had been racing motocross bikes for several years and had demonstrated a real passion and knack for the sport. At one point I’d even been able to attract a sponsor in the form of Dave McCullen, the owner of the New Haven Suzuki motorcycle dealership. During a hotly-contested race in New Hampshire, I accidentally crashed headlong into Dave, breaking his leg in the process. Needless to say, that was the end of the sponsorship.

That wasn’t the only motorcycle mishap I experienced while racing. I also managed to break all of the ribs on my right side, gotten bone fragments embedded in my liver, fractured my skull and right arm, broke several bones in my face and suffered a major concussion that left me in a coma for a week. It didn’t take long to realize that racing motorcycles wasn’t a career choice with a lot of growth potential.

Deciding that discretion was indeed the better part of valor, I abandoned my plans to become a professional motocross rider and enlisted in the Navy instead. It seemed like the right outlet to channel my energy, and it gave me a chance to go out and potentially do big things. It also allowed me to follow in the footsteps of my father who had also served in the Navy.

A few months prior to joining the service I had taken up running and weight lifting in order to get into better shape and to become a better motocross racer. I got off to a bit of a rocky start with my exercise regime, but before long I was working out every day and it soon became part of my daily routine. I’d even run several marathons, getting my time under two hours and fifty minutes. As I embarked on my training for the Navy, I was not only in great shape, but I was quickly starting to realize that if I pushed yourself, I could accomplish great things in life.

It was about that time that I saw a training film about the Navy SEALs. I learned that SEAL stood for sea, air, and land, and that these elite warriors worked in small units and trained to perform the most difficult missions that the military had to offer. They went through intense training that allowed them to conduct operations in any type of environment—from deserts to frozen mountain peaks to jungles, and even urban settings. I thought, Now that’s the job for me!

In order to become a SEAL you must first complete a rigorous six-month training program called BUD/S, which stands for Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL. I’d heard that about 90 percent of the people who start the course drop out due to the tremendous mental and physical demands placed upon them. But because I wanted to be a SEAL more anything else, I trained hard to prepare myself for the challenges that I would face. I was determined to make it through, and eventually I did just that. It wasn’t easy, and at times I was pushed to my absolute limits, but along the way I learned a lot about myself and where exactly my own personal boundaries were defined. I also learned how to go beyond those boundaries from time to time in order to achieve the objectives that I had set for myself.

It wasn’t until I joined the Navy, and set my focus on becoming a SEAL, that I managed to set my life on a positive trajectory. It was then that I learned the value of discipline, training, and setting personal goals. This became a mindset that would eventually allow me to succeed not only as a SEAL, but in other aspects of my life too, instilling in me the ability to shrug off fear and doubt and press forward even in the face of overwhelming adversity.

I’ve witnessed shootings, decapitations, and stabbings. I’ve been taken prisoner twice but managed to escape and evade capture, returning to duty just days later. I’ve served as a SEAL jungle survival, desert survival, and arctic survival instructor; small arms weapons instructor; foreign weapons instructor; armed and unarmed defense tactics; advanced hand-to-hand combat instructor; and Survival, Evade, Resistance and Escape instructor. In these roles, I’ve helped shape the minds and bodies of countless operatives, including several of the men who conducted the daring raid that led to the death of Osama Bin Laden.

Today, even though I’ve retired from the SEAL Teams, I continue to train some of our country’s most elite warriors and athletes, as well as various government agency personnel. Dozens of times a year I’m invited to talk to business, civic, and athletic groups about something I call “Reaching beyond Boundaries.” I talk to them about developing the mental toughness needed to perform at the top of their abilities under difficult circumstances. What I tell them is that their learning and training never ends, and that the boundaries that we think are confining us are more often than not self-imposed.

It is my belief that when setting our own personal goals we typically aim too low, usually out of fear and self-doubt. I also firmly believe that mental, physical, and spiritual discipline can give us the confidence we need to blow past any barriers that stand in our way. Whether we’re competing in sports, business, or facing any of life’s other myriad of challenges, knowing how to approach an objective and tackle roadblocks is a crucial part of achieving our goals. From leading men into combat, to managing a successful business, to completing a marathon, properly assessing our own true boundaries and learning how to move beyond them is often the key to success.

In addition to the many missions I’ve trained for and have been deployed on, I’ve also competed in over a thousand endurance competitions and ultra-distance athletic events in nearly every corner of the globe. Those competitions include Ironman and Double Ironman triathlons, as well as the legendary Raid Gauloises, an adventure race so tough it has been called the world’s most difficult human endurance event. Adventure races like the Raid take place over days and often cover hundreds of miles, bringing endurance sports to an entirely different level. To me, they are the toughest competitions in the world, demanding the very best from any athlete. Naturally, I was drawn to them like a moth to a flame.

Without question I’m a bit of a physical training fanatic. One of my favorite mottos is “blood from any orifice.” No one will ever accuse me of discounting the importance of physical training. I love it and do it every day of the year—rain or shine. Whether I’m running, swimming, biking, paddling, or lifting weights, the day simply isn’t complete until I’ve managed to work in some form of physical exercise. For decades I have honed my strength and endurance, preparing to face the next challenge, no matter what form that challenge might appear. In fact, at one point in my life, I worked out for more than twenty-one years straight, without a day off—something that I am incredibly proud of.

I believe that a person can learn a lot about themselves while training for—and competing in—a running, cycling, paddling, or other type of endurance event. Often times, it isn’t until we’ve taken ourselves to the absolute brink that we can identify where our boundaries actually lie and gain the confidence we need to push through them. Endurance sports can be the perfect environment for exploring those boundaries and redefining what we are capable of achieving.

With this book, we will examine ways that you too can push through the boundaries that you’ve set for yourself. We’ll talk about setting goals and how to achieve them, while also developing a mental toughness that can get you through just about any challenge. We’ll also share a number of thrilling real-life examples of this kind of mental toughness as it has been utilized by men and women during combat situations, in life or death survival scenarios, while embarking into the unknown, and during some of the most extreme sporting events in the world. These are all areas where mental toughness can be an asset that is even more important than physical gifts and intensive training.

It has been my experience that dedication, determination, and a razor sharp focus can make up for a lack of natural physical gifts. With the right mindset, an athlete of average talent can compete on the same playing field with someone who has been blessed with all of the physical gifts imaginable but lacks discipline and mental toughness. It is a way for a guy like Tom Brady to develop into arguably the greatest quarterback in NFL history, even if he isn’t the strongest, fastest, or biggest player on the field.

Brady’s story is a familiar one by now. Coming out of the University of Michigan back in 2000, he was viewed by NFL scouts as a solid college quarterback who played hard, made good decisions, and limited his mistakes. But he wasn’t particularly fast, his arm strength was questionable, and if you passed him on the street you probably wouldn’t have any idea that he was a college athlete. As a result, six other quarterbacks were picked ahead of him, including a guy by the name of Giovanni Carmazzi who played college ball for the relatively unknown Hofstra University. Carmazzi was taken in the third round by the San Francisco 49ers, but would end up never playing a single down in the NFL. Still, he was drafted ahead of Brady who waited patiently to hear his name called.

The New England Patriots finally selected Brady in the sixth round with the 199th pick overall. He would have to wait a year before he actually got a chance to play in a meaningful game, taking the field in relief of injured starter Drew Bledsoe in week two of the 2001 season. But once he actually managed to get some playing time, Brady took control of the team and there was no turning back. The rest is history.

There is no denying that Brady is a hell of a quarterback, but he hasn’t been blessed with the same physical gifts of some of his contemporaries. Other QBs are faster, more mobile, and have stronger arms. That hasn’t mattered one bit however, as he has shown time and again that he is practically unflappable on the field, has supreme confidence in his own abilities, and is as mentally tough as anyone who has ever played the game. As a result, he has gone on to win five Super Bowls and was named the MVP in four of those games.

At the other end of that spectrum of Brady is a man like Reinhold Messner. He’s not exactly a household name, but he is definitely a hero of mine. Raised in the Italian Dolomites, Messner is considered by many to be the greatest mountaineer of all time. His list of accomplishments is long and distinguished. But perhaps most impressively, in 1978 he and his climbing partner Pater Habler proved skeptics wrong by summiting Mt. Everest without the use of bottled oxygen. At the time, experts thought that was akin to going to the moon without a spacesuit. Not content with completely changing the accepted paradigms of mountaineering however, Messner would return two years later to do it again, this time completely on his own. That expedition would become the first ever solo summit of Everest, a feat that has yet to be truly matched to this day.

No one question’s Messner’s physical gifts. In his prime, he was a mountaineer without equal. But, in addition to having incredible strength and stamina, he was also as mentally tough as they come. He could endure the harshest weather conditions imaginable, sometimes spending days confined to a tent while he waited for conditions to improve. Through it all, he remained focused and determined, which is what often truly set him apart from his peers. His unwavering faith in his own abilities and his willingness to push through his personal boundaries were the traits that enabled him to go to great heights, both literally and figuratively.

The Italian alpinist was a master at setting seemingly-impossible goals and then figuring out ways to make them a reality. Often he would imagine every detail of an expedition ahead of time, planning and plotting his approach, overcoming some of the biggest obstacles long before he ever set foot on a mountain. This mental preparation was an important part of Messner’s process, and a major key to his success. He could visualize every stage of the journey, breaking it down into smaller, more manageable segments, then he would put all the pieces together so that he could successfully reach the summit. The goal was always to climb the mountain, but it was a series of smaller objectives, much more manageable on an individual level, that allowed him to eventually achieve the larger one.

I refer to this as macro- and micro-goal setting and it is an important aspect of pushing beyond our personal boundaries. Throughout this book, we’ll discuss such topics as setting monumental challenges (macro goals) for ourselves, and then finding smaller objectives (micro goals) that can serve as the stepping stones to success. We’ll discuss how to get yourself into the right mindset to take on a challenge and overcome adversity when it inevitably rears its ugly head. We’ll look at the ways that we can learn from both our successes and failures, and we’ll talk about what it takes to eliminate excuses and keep moving forward, no matter what life throws our way.

We’ll also examine the value of constantly learning new things and finding new adventures to pursue, no matter what stage of our lives we are in. As the old saying goes, complacency is the enemy of success, and I believe that there is no better way to stay young than challenging yourself in new and interesting ways. Having objectives to pursue can help keep your mind and body sharp, and when you start to realize all of the things that you can accomplish, you’ll begin to set your sights even higher. Confidence can play a big role in achieving your goals and it can lead to even bigger things down the line when it is mixed with experience.

Perhaps most importantly of all, we’ll even discuss how to identify when you are pushing yourself too hard and how to back off, allowing yourself time to recover and regroup. This can help you to avoid burnout, stay focused, and keep connected with the important people in your life too. After all, what good is achieving the big goals that you set for yourself if you have to give up everything else along the way? We’re here to talk about how to build an adventurous, successful life, not destroy it.

Over the course of the following chapters I’ll share more stories from my own life and career as a Navy SEAL and endurance athlete. I’ll also provide some inspiring—and sometimes harrowing —tales of others who have been able to push beyond their own personal boundaries and literally redefine what we know humans beings are capable of achieving. Those stories will come from a variety of different areas, including adventure sports, mountaineering, exploration, and business. Hopefully these tales will prove equal parts entertaining and educational, serving as examples of the concepts and philosophies that we’ll be discussing.

Whether you’re looking for motivation to set some new goals and then go after them, or you already have some major objectives you’d like to achieve in mind, I hope to provide a blueprint that can help you get to where you want to go. I believe that we can accomplish just about anything that we set our minds to, provided we are in the right mindset, are willing to work hard, and are willing to push ourselves out of our comfort zone from time to time, too.

This book is a template for how to make that happen while getting to know yourself better along the way. Hopefully, by the end, you’ll have the tools you need to reach your goals and to achieve things you might not have even dreamed were possible. These are the tactics that have worked for me and I think they’ll work for you too.

REINHOLD MESSNER

Mountaineer

When it comes to high-altitude mountaineering, no one has been able to push himself further or to greater heights than Italian climber Reinhold Messner. Born and raised in the South Tyrol region of Italy back in 1944, Messner cut his teeth climbing in the Alps and the Dolomites at a very young age. What he learned there would not only allow him to go on to make history on the most demanding peaks on the planet, but also completely shift what we thought was possible in the mountains.

I first learned about Reinhold Messner while sitting in a dentist office at the Naval Regional Medical Center in Rhode Island. While there, I causally picked up an issue of Sports Illustrated and started thumbing through the articles. As I turned the pages, I came across a story about Messner, who the author called “the greatest mountaineer in history.” Up until that point, I had never heard of him, but later I would come to learn as much as I could about this enigmatic man, and he has inspired me every day since.

While reading the SI story I learned that in June of 1970 Reinhold Messner set out on his very first Himalayan expedition. But instead of proceeding in the usual “expedition style” using oxen, fixed ropes, and Sherpa guides, he decided to assault the world’s highest mountains in what is called “alpine style.” This meant he would be carrying everything he needed on his back and would do all of the work himself, a feat completely unheard of at the time. This mean, he would make his ascent without the use of Sherpa support or guides and in a lighter, faster fashion. He wanted to climb in what he called “the fairest means possible,” meaning he wouldn’t take any shortcuts or use outside assistance along the way.

And if that wasn’t challenging enough, his goal was to be the first man to summit the highest sheer rock face in the world—the 15,000-foot ice-covered Rupal Face on Nanga Parbat. The Italian’s plan was to make the first complete traverse of the mountain too, climbing to the summit along this impossibly difficult route, then descending along the Diamir Face, which at that time was virtually unexplored. It was a bold plan to say the least and most other professional mountaineers thought he was delusional.

Messner ended up proving them all wrong however, accomplishing everything he set out to do and more. But in doing so, he ended up paying a heavy price—losing his brother in an avalanche on the descent and suffering severe frostbite in his feet that ending up claim seven of his toes.

Prior to his Himalayan debut on Nanga Parbat, Messner had earned a reputation as an amazing climber in the Alps, making more than five hundred ascents throughout his younger years. It was there that he honed his skills and learned to push his boundaries, testing the limits of his physical and mental toughness. Those were things that would serve him well on later expeditions, where his already-impressive skills and endurance would be tested to their limits.

Eight years after his dramatic ascent of Nanga Parbat, Messner would make history in a completely new way. With just three toes remaining, he and his teammate Peter Habeler would become the first climbers to summit Mt. Everest without the use of oxygen tanks. Up until that point, nearly everyone thought that such a feat was impossible due to the severe lack of oxygen at such high altitudes.

Climbing anywhere above 26,000 feet is considered “the death zone” because the humans body begins to shut down and consume itself in the extremely thin air. All prior expeditions to such heights required climbers to wear oxygen masks and heavy tanks. But Messner and Habeler were able to prove that man could exist at such altitudes for a short time and return back down the mountain safely.

The ascent was a difficult one for the two men who struggled with every step. On more than one occasion, as they approached the summit, the duo collapsed to the ground, struggling to continue as their bodies tried to desperately take in air. But they continued upward nonetheless, putting one foot in front of the other, despite every fiber in their being begging them to stop, turn around, and head down. In the end, they were successful however, and the mountaineering world was changed forever.

Two years later, Messner would make history on Everest once again when he made the first solo ascent of that mountain. That meant that he climbed completely alone, without Sherpa support or even teammates to provide assistance. Once again, he didn’t use bottled oxygen, which added yet another element to this remarkable feat. He even arrived on the mountain fully acclimatized and ready to climb, making the ascent in just four days. Typically an Everest expedition requires more than a month to complete.

It is nearly impossible to express just how difficult a solo summit of Everest truly is, particularly back in 1980—well before commercial expedition companies opened the mountain to many more people. Messner’s expedition stands as perhaps the greatest feat in mountaineering history, but for the Italian climber it was just the next goal he had set for himself.

But Messner wasn’t finished leaving his mark on mountaineering just yet. Having conquered Everest and Nanga Parbat, along with several other major peaks, he decided to set yet another goal for himself. He wanted to become the first person to climb all of the world’s 8,000-meter peaks. In total, there are fourteen such mountains, and at that point in history no one had even come close to summiting all of them.

In 1986, Messner became the first person to accomplish that goal, knocking off most of the remaining mountains in alpine style and without the use of supplemental oxygen. That same year he would also complete a modified version of the Seven Summits, during which he climbed the highest mountain on each of the seven continents.

There is no denying Meener’s impact on mountaineering. He set the gold standard for all other climbers that have followed, while also proving that human beings could do things that no one had ever imagined before. In redefining our expectations, he continued to set the bar higher not only for every other climber on the planet, but for himself too. It was no longer enough to just go out and lay siege to a mountain, overcoming it with brute force. Messner introduced a more subtle, elegant approach to climbing, one where man and nature were on more equal terms and expeditions were undertaken in the purest style imaginable.

Messner is an individual who continually looked for new challenges; he didn’t just find them in the mountains. Throughout his illustrious career he also become the first person to cross Antarctica and Greenland without using a motorized vehicle or a dogsled. He also managed to trek the length of the Gobi Desert completely on his own as well, once again finding solace and inspiration in the most remote corners of the planet.

Reading about Messner’s exploits I was completely fascinated and inspired. The Italian is practically the human embodiment of the type of heroic individual I wanted to become—one who didn’t accept limitations and redefined the word “courage.” Someone who set goals most experts considered unreachable, and then went on to crush them. Over and over again he defied expectations, finding ways to dig deep within himself to accomplish great things on a continual basis.

Messner is pretty much the living example of what it means to push beyond boundaries. In his pursuit of mountaineering greatness he learned to ignore pain and suffering in order to achieve the objectives that he set for himself. Climbing the world’s toughest peaks without using oxygen was something that no one thought was possible, but he willed himself to the summit of Everest nonetheless, his lungs burning and legs aching the entire way. In doing so, he completed a paradigm shift that reverberated across the mountaineering community and continues to inspire climbers to this day.

When looking over Messner’s list of accomplishments it is nearly impossible not to be impressed. His achievements are unmatched in the mountaineering world and there will likely never be another climber of his caliber. It was his exploits on the highest peaks in the world that inspired me to start climbing as well, eventually leading to my own attempt on Everest. His mental toughness and physical endurance are practically unmatched, making him a role model to an entire generation of mountaineers who followed him, myself included.


Chapter 2

THE COMBAT MINDSET

“Once you learn to quit, it becomes a habit.”

—Vince Lombardi

I’ve quit twice in my life, and both times I felt absolutely miserable for a long period of time afterwards. In both cases, I also gained a deep understanding of myself and came away motivated to never feel that way again.

The first of those experiences came when I was still in high school, trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. I’d been racing motocross for a while and even though I had managed to seriously injure myself on more than one occasion, I was still pondering the idea of turning professional.

One day, my friend Dave Kelleher—who was a professional motocross rider—told me that if I wanted to get serious about racing, I needed to start training. I respected his opinion, but wasn’t sure what he was getting at.

“Training? What do you mean, Dave? I’m at the track all the time.” I asked a bit incredulously.

“I’m talking about physical training,” he answered. “Working out. I run ten miles, three times a week.”

At that point, I’d never run in my life. I hadn’t even considered it, or how it could help me with racing motorcycles. But, I eagerly agreed to join Dave for a workout and the next morning I met him at his house in New Haven, Connecticut. Dave had measured a one-mile loop in his neighborhood that he ran ten times. I completed the first mile with him at a leisurely pace, but really did not enjoy it. Throughout that first mile I was feeling a bit uncomfortable with my legs and lungs crying for relief. The second mile was worse than the first and by mile three, I was breathing harder than ever. I thought I was going to throw up so I just quit running, plopped down on the grass and I watched David push himself to complete the ten mile run. Every mile he looked more and more exhausted.

When Dave passed on his sixth mile, I said to myself, I’m watching a professional motocross racer get fitter and stronger, and I’m just sitting here on the grass because I’m a quitter and don’t know how to push myself. As I watched him complete the tenth, and final lap, I felt completely pathetic. I asked myself, how am I going to become good at anything if when I start to feel a little uncomfortable I just quit? It was a damn good question.

The next day, I started running and working out. It became my new mission in life to improve my physical conditioning and every night, I spent hours lifting weights in my bedroom with the Rolling Stones or Black Sabbath blaring through my headphones. I’d try to do a continuous set of a particular exercise—curls, bench presses, overhead presses, push-ups, or sit-ups to an individual song without stopping.

A couple of months later I went back to work out with Dave, and this time I was able to stay with him. It felt great, not only because I ran as fast as my friend who I respected so much, but because I had come so far in such a short period of time. I also learned that I loved exercising and pushing my body to its limits, which I was only just starting to discover.

Four months after that, I ran the Boston Marathon. It was painful as hell, but I promised myself that I wouldn’t stop running until I crossed the finish line. Bill Rodgers won the race that year with a time of two hours, nine minutes, and fifty-five seconds. I did cross the finish line, but in a time of three hours and forty-four minutes.

I told myself that at least I’d finished and just as I promised myself, I did not walk at any point throughout the race. I had run the entire length of one of the most prestigious marathons in the world. But I wasn’t content with my performance and knew I could get better. I was determined to get stronger and faster. I trained hard every day. A month later, when I ran a second marathon, my time was down to 3:33. By the time I ran my third marathon, I shaved an additional seventeen minutes off my time and finished in the top 20 percent. A month later, I clocked in at three hours and six minutes.

My next goal was to beat three hours. A couple weeks after that, I did, crossing the finish line at two hours, fifty minutes. I ended up running thirty marathons or ultra-marathons in just three years. That’s a blistering pace for any athlete. It was about then that I realized something very important: if you push yourself hard enough, you can accomplish things you didn’t think you were capable of. Maybe even great things.

I ended up putting my goal of becoming a professional motocross racer aside when I joined the Navy. My plan was to work out a lot and race motocross on the weekends I had free. My recruiter led me to believe I would have plenty of weekends off and I could do whatever I wished in my own off-duty time. Well, as it turned out, I traveled or worked most weekends and my hopes and chances of earning enough points at races to go pro were increasingly unlikely.

At that point in my life I was still working out every day and competing in marathons, bike races, and even my first Ironman competition in Hawaii. I was in the best shape of my life and constantly looking for new challenges. I’d get all the challenge I’d ever want, and then some, when I began my Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training. It was there that I’d also feel the sting of quitting once again too.

The first two months of the program (First Phase) consisted of timed runs in the sand, calisthenics, small boat seamanship, hydrographic surveys, and swimming. Our BUD/S instructors had a quick method of testing our fight or flight response. They’d tie our hands behind our backs, bind our feet, and then toss us in the pool.

Some of us figured out that the only way to avoid drowning was to relax, sink to the bottom of the pool, kick off powerfully towards the surface, get our lips above the water line, gasp for a bit of air, then drop to the bottom again.

Others panicked, swallowed water, coughed, choked, and even eventually passed out. Once divers retrieved those persons from the bottom of the pool, the unconscious trainees were rolled on their sides and were revived. Then, instructors screamed in their faces, “Are you gonna quit? Did you get uncomfortable? What are wasting time for, quitter? You want to quit now?”

They were given thirty seconds to answer before they were tossed out of the program. Lots of guys left voluntarily.

Those who said they wanted to keep going were thrown back in the pool. The ones who refused to give up, who could suppress the need to breathe, who trusted that they’d be rescued if something went wrong and were prepared to lose consciousness ultimately passed. The instructors called it drown-proofing.

During one exercise we had to stand on the side of the pool, do a forward flip into the water, then complete a 50-meter swim underwater without coming up for air.

When it came to my turn, I did my flip and swam 25 meters, reaching the far wall, and executed my flip-turn and started back. At that point it felt like an ice pick was going through my head as my lungs started to burn with the exertion. I wanted to breathe so badly. The feeling that I needed air became so intense, I just shot to the surface to suck in some oxygen. Almost immediately an instructor shouted, “You quitter! Get out of the pool and stand over there with the other quitters!”

Feeling about two inches tall, I got out and joined the majority of my classmates along the side of the pool. We stood there sheepishly, looking for a place to hide, as eight of our compatriots completed the swim as required. As they hauled themselves out of the water, the instructor shouted to the eight who had passed, “You see those losers over there? They quit. You want to go to war with those quitters? They were feeling a little uncomfortable and had to come up to breathe. The hell with them. We can’t allow lower than whale-shit quitters to continue on with training.”

As tough as the instructors were on us, I was even harder on myself. What the hell’s wrong with you? Just because you were a little uncomfortable you had to come up for air? That’s pathetic! All I did for the previous four years was to train for BUD/S. I wanted nothing else in life but to be a SEAL. I felt as though when I quit, my life was over. It had no meaning at all. I couldn’t believe I felt a little uncomfortable, a little bad for myself, and I just quit again.

Meanwhile, a couple of the instructors huddled together and were talking. One of them then said, “Alright, let’s give these quitters one more chance.”

I told myself, whatever happens, I’m not coming up for air. I don’t care if my head explodes. I’m not quitting this time. I jumped back into the water, swam to the far end, did my flip-turn, and started back. It wasn’t long into my return trip across the pool that my lungs started to scream once again. The feeling that there was an ice pick in my brain was even worse this time around as I struggled to make my way through the water.

Remembering how it felt to come up short on my previous attempt, I forced myself to press onward. By that point, my entire body was pleading with me to rise to the surface and suck in some air, but I ignored those instincts. You can do this, I told myself as the wall drew nearer. You have to do this.

Later in my training I would learn that while you might think that you need air, in reality your body isn’t lacking oxygen at all. Instead, it is the CO2 receptors in your brain telling you that it’s time to exhale and shed the carbon dioxide that has built up while you hold your breath. If you exhale just a little, you can easily last a minute or so longer.

But at that moment I hadn’t acquired that particular skill, and as a result I blacked out in the water. I don’t remember seeing or feeling the wall. All I know is that the safety divers pulled me out of the pool, and I heard one of the instructors say, “Okay, you passed.”

That’s all I wanted to hear. I wasn’t kicked out of BUD/S and I had learned another valuable lesson. Quitting is never an option in the Teams. In fact, it would never cross my mind again. Even when I was injured, about to drown, or captured by the enemy, I never gave up. I learned that it was better to be tortured or to die, then to disgrace myself, my country, or my teammates.

I also realized that I was lucky enough to get a second chance, and I made the most of it. Not everyone is so fortunate. It was a good reminder to make the most of the opportunities that we are given, because they may not come around again.

Armed with this knowledge and my “don’t ever quit” attitude, I went on to graduate from BUD/S. Of the 120 men that started with me, only twenty-three passed the course. It would be another six months before I was officially off probation and awarded my highly-coveted SEAL trident. That was one of the proudest days of my life. About four years after that came another proud day when I was selected for SEAL Team Six, the most elite of all the SEAL teams.

These experiences taught me that the most important weapon an individual can develop isn’t thickly-muscled arms, powerful legs, or top-notch physical stamina. Sure, those things can be a benefit when you’re in the thick of an intense situation. But it is a strong, positive, keenly focused, unwavering mental outlook—something we in the Teams call the Combat Mindset— will see you through the most difficult of challenges. It is something that highly successful people from all walks of life have, whether they are SEALs, endurance athletes, mountaineers, surgeons, accountants, or CEOs.

What is the Combat Mindset exactly? It’s a state of mental toughness that enables you to shield out all distractions—including fear, doubt, and pain—and perform to your maximum abilities under the most dangerous and high-stake circumstances. And it is nothing less than a prerequisite for success on the battlefield, in the boardroom, or any form of physical undertaking or competition. It is a quality that some people are lucky enough to be born with, but it is also something that the rest of us can learn through hard work, training, dedication, and experience.

For me, the Combat Mindset is a tool that can see you through the most challenging and demanding undertakings of your life, and I’m not alone in that assessment. Retired US Army Lt. Colonel Dave Grossman specializes in the study of the psychology of combat, and has instructed cadets at West Point on that very subject. He tells his students that while skill and training are important, more often than not a strong mindset is the most important thing they need to survive combat.

In other words, no matter how much training and preparation a soldier receives, his or her ability to stay calm and focused under fire is the most important factor not only to their survival, but their chances of successfully completing a mission. This is a sentiment that I wholeheartedly agree with. In my years as a Navy SEAL, I used the Combat Mindset to get me through more than a dozen near-death experiences, both in training and during operations. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was this mental toughness that helped me press on in the pool that day when every fiber of my body wanted to quit.
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