
Hello and welcome to 
Contact’s fi rst fi tness column. 
In this column I’ll be covering 
a range of topics relating to 
military fi tness in the barracks 
and in the fi eld.  

My aim is to provide 
information that will assist both 
current and prospective military 
personnel develop a high 
level of fi tness and resistance 
to injuries. This column will at 
times push the boundaries of 
conventional fi tness wisdom 
but I assure you all the advice I 
give has been tested by military 
personnel both in Australia 
and overseas and I never 
recommend a training program 
or method without trialing it on 
myself fi rst!

In this edition we’ll take a 
look at a number of common 
(and not so common) fi tness 
programs and see how they 
shape up against the fi tness 
needs of military personnel.

Fitness needs of military 
personnel

Unlike the average exerciser, 
military personnel have a 
highly specifi c set of fi tness 
requirements that are rarely 
met by mainstream fi tness 
programs. Where the average 
gym user will be happy with 
looking good on the beach, a 
soldier, sailor or airman can’t 
afford to let vanity guide their 
fi tness program.

The demands of military 
training and operations require 
a set of fi tness goals that are 
far removed from the common 
goals of Herculean muscle mass, 
marathon aerobic capacity and 
yoga-level fl exibility. Military 
operations offer a randomized 
mix of challenges which are 
largely anaerobic, involve the 
whole body and which are 
often carried out under load 
and repeated rapidly in a short 
time frame.

Military tasks seldom demand 
long aerobic efforts or isolation 
of specifi c muscle groups! 
Therefore the goals of a military 
fi tness program in order of 
importance are:

• Injury prevention – posterior 
chain strength, core strength 
and fl exibility;

• Work capacity – the ability 
to perform as much work as 
possible in a given time;

• Maximal strength – the ability 
to handle heavy loads;

• Speed and power – the ability 
to move fast and with force; 
and,

• Cardiovascular endurance – a 
low priority.

Pitfalls of common training 
programs

Having outlined the demands 
of military fi tness and defi ned 
the goals of a military fi tness 
program it should be fairly 

obvious to see that many 
popular fi tness programs fail 
to address the unique needs of 
military personnel.

Listed below are some 
common training methods and 
the reasons they aren’t suitable 
for military personnel. Most 
personnel use a combination of 
these methods in varying forms.

Bodybuilding programs 
– Bodybuilding programs are 
a very poor choice for military 
personnel. Combat does not 
offer up sets, reps and rest 
intervals and the enemy is not 
interested in how big your 
biceps are.  

The fundamental problem of 
bodybuilding is an emphasis 
on looks over functionality and 
a complete disregard for injury 
prevention. Bodybuilding aims 
to build up the individual parts 
of the body without regard 
to strengthening the core 
and posterior chain (glutes, 
hamstrings, lower back) and it 
is these areas that are placed 
under the most stress by 
military tasks.

Long-distance running 
– While everyone would agree 
that running is an important 
military skill, the pursuit of 
aerobic capacity is often taken 
too far. The reality is that most 
running in combat is carried 
out over short distances and in 

In 1940, a British offi cer, 
Lieutenant Colonel J.C. 
Mawhood, arrived in 
Australia with a team of British 
commandoes to assist in the 
establishment of special-forces 
units, which were initially 
known as independent 
companies, but in late 
1943 were redesignated 
commando squadrons. 
Initially, professional boxers 
and wrestlers had been used 
to train the troops, however, 
after the fi rst exchanges of 
hand-to-hand combat with the 
Japanese, it became obvious 
that drastic changes to the 
techniques and methods 
of unarmed combat were 
necessary. There was only 
limited knowledge and 
expertise in the martial arts 
within Australia, but personnel 
with the required knowledge 
were found and these new 
techniques were incorporated 
into the unarmed-combat 
training of the day.

Immediately after WWII, 
in the euphoria of a return 
to peace, the haste to 
demobilise saw many well 
developed fi ghting skills, 
including unarmed combat, 
dispensed with. It was not 
until the formation of the 
Commonwealth Military 
Forces (CMF) Commando 
Companies in 1956 that 
unarmed-combat training 
experienced a revival under 
the leadership of instructors 
such as Ken ‘Blue’ Curran 
and  his like. A number of 
the original commandos, 
who had WWII experience, 
retained the rudiments of 
unarmed combat, but outside 
expertise was also gained 
from exponents of Judo, 
Jiujutsu and Karate. Unarmed 
combat was taught during 
the period of the mid 1960s 
and early 1970s by physical 

training instructors within 
units and formations to all 
infantry soldiers in preparation 
for the confl icts in Malaya, 
Borneo and South Vietnam. 
Interested individuals gained 
a greater knowledge of 
unarmed combat techniques 
through this exposure and 
the interaction between allied 
armed forces. But with the end 
of the Vietnam War, unarmed 
combat training began to 
decline and by the 1980s only 
a few interested personnel 
maintained the skill.

In 1984, an unarmed-
combat training package was 
developed by 1 Commando 
Regiment. During this period, 
training was restricted 
principally to special-forces 
soldiers, although a number 
of unarmed-combat courses 
were also conducted in 
north-Queensland units from 
1986 to the early 1990s. These 
courses, and those personnel 
that participated in them, 
helped to retain the skill 
within the Army.

In 1992 the then Army Chief 
of General Staff directed that 
the conduct of self-defence 
training be investigated. 
This led to the raising of the 
Military Unarmed Combat 
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• Deployed fi tness programming – stay fi t even on operations;
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Military fi tness – are 
you combat fi t?
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repeated bouts. To train for these 
repeated sprints, long distance 
running just will not do the job.

Circuit training and unit PT –  
These types of training come a lot 
closer to achieving the goals 
described above. Circuits and PT 
generally develop work capacity 
and endurance but more often 
than not there is little variation in 
load or intensity from week to 
week and therefore they miss out 
on developing maximal strength.

So what’s the solution?

Recently there have emerged 
a number of fi tness programs 
which are ideally suited to the 
needs of military personnel 
and which address all of the 
requirements described above. 
I’ll briefl y describe these 
programs here and over the next 
few editions of CONTACT I’ll be 
bringing you more information 
on each one.

Each of these methods has 
been used extensively overseas 
and adopted by units such as the 
US SEALS, Rangers, SWAT teams 
and Marines.

Kettlebell training

Using a weight shaped like a 
cannonball with a handle on 
top, kettlebell training has been 
used in the Russian army for 
years and is now being used in 
the US and Australia by people 

Wing at 11 Training Brigade. 
The primary driving force 
for the redevelopment and 
modernisation of military 
unarmed combat during this 
period was Major John Whipp 
AM (since retired). 

In 2000 the Special Forces 
Training Centre developed 
a Close-Quarter Fighting 
Exponent and Supervisor 
Course after an operational 
need for CQF skills was 
identifi ed during operations in 
East Timor. 

Close-quarter fi ghting 
uses lethal and non-lethal 
techniques to capture and 
control an enemy combatant. 

The Chief of Army 
directed that CQF training 
was only to be delivered 
to arms corps and units 
or personal deploying on 
operational service. However 
non-arms corps and the 
wider Australian Defence 
Force retained a training 
requirement to be taught 
personal self-defence. Major 
Travis  Faure, Captain David 
Bradley, Warrant Offi cer Class 
Two Shane Cassidy (since 
retired) and Corporal John 
Badman developed and 
conducted the fi rst Military 
Self Defence Course at the 
Australian Defence Force 
Academy that focussed 
on non-lethal control and 
capturing techniques 
suitable for employment to 
wider ADF members. 

The present training 
packages are a result 
of continuous study and 
validation over the years 
and incorporate new training 
methods adopted from the 
previous Military Unarmed 
Combat Course. Increased 
study of the various martial 
arts, defensive tactics, 
security training, personal 
experiences, and the study of 
other armies methods have 
helped refi ne the package to 
its present form.

■  Major Travis Faure is a 
serving RASIGs offi cer 
with 15 years experience 
instructing unarmed combat 
within the ADF.

‘Into the warren of dark 
tunnels the men leapt, 
followed by wave on 
wave of reinforcements 
until the trenches were 
choked with dead and 
wounded men. No bombs 
were used. The fi ghting 
was too close for this. 
Rifl es, but mostly bayonets 
and, at times, hands did 
the killing. By 6pm Lone 
Pine had been taken’

Lone Pine, The ANZACS
Patsy Adam-Smith, 1978

The Australian soldier is renowned throughout the world as a 
fi erce and determined exponent of close-quarter fi ghting. This 
deserved accolade is a legacy of consistent success against 
formidable odds under the most arduous conditions. Originally, 
this type of training was called unarmed combat and was 
introduced in conjunction with the formation and training of 
commandos during WWII. 

who need to develop extreme 
levels of fi tness in minimum 
possible time.

Kettlebell training is divided 
into two main areas:

• Pressing and core drills, which 
develop maximal strength, 
injury resistance and core 
stability; and,

• Ballistic drills, which develop 
work capacity, endurance, 
speed and power.

This powerful combination 
prepares kettlebell users for a 
wide range of situations and, 
as an added bonus, instead of a 
room full of equipment, all you 
need is a single kettlebell to 
achieve all these benefi ts. This 
makes kettlebells an ideal way 
to stay fi t while deployed.

Crossfi t workouts

Crossfi t is another unique 
training program that has 
proved to be far superior 
than traditional methods for 
developing combat fi tness. 
Numerous police, fi refi ghters 
and military personnel from the 
US have adopted crossfi t over 
the past few years and all of 
them attest to its effi cacy.

Crossfi t takes a huge range of 
exercises from Olympic weight 
lifting to running to gymnastics 
to bodyweight exercises, and 
distills them into a series of 
potent workouts that develop 
all of the components of fi tness.

Crossfi t uses a lot of 
common gym equipment and 
is therefore a good choice for 
training while in barracks or 
in preparation for joining the 
Australian Defence Force.

Conclusion

The demands of military fi tness 
are highly specifi c and are 
poorly served by common 
training programs found in 
commercial gyms or men’s 
magazines. For developing 
optimal combat fi tness you 
need a program that more 
closely relates to the demands 
of operations and training.

For more information on 
military fi tness programs, 
kettlebells and crossfi t, visit 
my website at www.octogen.
com.au or send me an email to 
fi tness@octogen.com.au
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