
1 of 8

SWAT Shapes Up

Louis Hayes

‰ CrossFit is a registered trademark of CrossFit, Inc.
© 2009 All rights reserved.

Subscription info at http://journal.crossfit.com
Feedback to feedback@crossfit.com

predicted. I watched the second officer rip out 28 as 
fast as he could and stop before any single repetition 
looked even remotely challenging. Then, I jumped up 
there and, after some ugly twists and convoluted turns, 
finally managed to get my chin over the bar. It was pretty 
embarrassing for me, a SWAT operator and the police 
department’s physical fitness coordinator. 

One pull-up!

It all started with some trash-talk in a police locker room. 
Three officers were discussing their pull-up abilities. I 
conservatively guessed I could do two or three. Another 
officer said he could do seven or eight. Another bragged 
he could do over 20. 

So into the workout room we went. I watched the first 
officer hang there, unable to kick his way up to a single 
pull-up—not the seven or eight he had so arrogantly 

For this Illinois cop, it was a long road from one-pull-up wonder to Fran-tastic fitness
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SWAT Shapes Up  (continued)

The O-Course Wake-Up Call

In 2005, I was selected to a squad of officers representing 
my tactical team in a regional SWAT competition. The 
Indiana SWAT Challenge was a balanced competition. 
Many team events required sprinting 75-to-100 yards 
down the firearms range, sometimes in full-face 
respirators. Some of the courses included a 4-story 
rappel tower, requiring multiple climbs and rappels, 
sprints, and scaling 4-foot walls with weapons, rescue 
dummies, and battering rams. And most events involved 
shooting weapons. Snipers had to hit small 3-inch circles 
at 100 yards after getting through an exertion course. 
Tactical Officers had to shoot pistols, rifles, shotguns, or 
gas launchers at various targets. Missed shots resulted 
in strict time penalties. Few of the events took more 
than five or six minutes for even the slowest of teams. 

The last event of the last day brought the highlight 
of the Challenge: The O-Course—the 20-element 
obstacle course. I cannot think of a single competitor 
who began the O-Course in peak shape; we were all 
beat-up after several days of fierce competition. The O 
demanded technical skills while negotiating obstacles 
that included a rope climb, a cargo net climb, 4-foot 
walls, a 10-foot wall with a hanging knotted rope, an 
inclined monkey bar, and a 20-foot A-frame made of 
telephone poles.

I knew that the toughest elements of the O-Course for 
me would be the commando line, where the competitor 
had to slink across a horizontal rope with hands and 

That was about five years ago, in 2004. I wish I knew the 
exact date, for as I now look back at that pitiful episode, 
I recognize it as a crease in my life’s tickertape. It was 
one of several events sculpting my newfound approach 
to physical fitness.

Go, Team, Go

Just before I entered into the police academy in 1998, I 
played college rugby. I always liked the team atmosphere, 
being a part of something bigger than me in a sport 
which has a small, cultish following in the U.S. But after 
playing on a Chicago Super League team and finding my 
6-foot-2, 230-pound frame bumped and bruised week 
after week by (believe it or not) players who dwarfed 
me, I hung up my rugby career.

I got back my sense of belonging to a team in 
2000, when I was selected for a position on a multi-
jurisdictional SWAT unit, something I’d always longed 
for since becoming a police officer. SWAT was regarded 
as the pinnacle of policing—reserved for those with the 
highest standards of fitness, firearms proficiency, and 
professionalism. SWAT meant working alongside people 
who pushed themselves to the highest performance 
levels, going against the toughest challenges: hostage 
rescues, high-risk search warrants, dignitary protection, 
barricaded gunmen, and suicide interventions. These 
were missions that would test every facet of a man. 

As the years progressed, I immersed myself in the 
SWAT culture. I learned that many regional teams did 
not actually keep to their own standards of fitness. On 
paper, they had policy standards, and to be selected to 
the team one must meet them. But why didn’t veteran 
SWAT Operators have to maintain this level of physical 
fitness? Why were team commanders willing to overlook 
these failures? I was disheartened by this revelation, 
especially since my team had strictly adhered to the 
retention policy that veterans must pass the regular 
fitness testing to stay on the team. I saw respected and 
experienced senior Operators asked to leave due to 
slacking fitness.

I promised myself I would not become a fitness 
tragedy on my team. Some of us younger Operators 
decided to maintain our fitness by entering into SWAT 
team competitions.
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SWAT Shapes Up  (continued)

The SWAT games were a resounding wake-up call. More 
than merely bruising my ego in a sporting contest, it had 
proven that my hours and hours of training simply had 
not prepared me for the O-Course job simulation tasks. 
And that meant that I was not adequately ready for some 
of the tasks that might be asked of me as an Operator.

As a veteran SWAT competitor, I had participated for 
three years in team challenges. However, none up 
to this point required this new type of short-duration, 
high-intensity, all-out-sprinting fitness demanded in 
the O-Course. I analyzed my fitness routine: circuit 
program weight-lifting two to three times per week, 
including bench press, leg extensions, cable rows, 
seated dumbbell shoulder presses, leg curls, bicep 
curls, and sit-ups. I ran a half-marathon every spring. I 
regularly climbed stairs in a local high-rise. I competed 
in adventure races lasting six to ten hours. But the 
O-course destroyed me nonetheless. 

ankles, and the Attic Entry, an 8-foot elevated deck 
with a 2-by-4-foot cutout simulating the entry of an 
attic. You had to jump up, grab through the hole, and 
lift your feet into the hole, and get your body into “the 
attic.” To be competitive, you’d have to be technically 
proficient and in great physical shape. 

Hard, yes, but I wasn’t really worried. After all, I ran 
and lifted weights. Despite my 1-pull-up resume, I still 
figured that my workout program was above what most 
police officers did. 

Well, my wake-up call came quickly. While other 
competitors were effortlessly scaling the varied hurdles, 
mastering the rope climb and acrobatically flipping 
through the Attic Entry, I lagged and struggled from the 
very first practice session. I failed miserably during the 
event. Worse, how could I so inadequately represent 
my entire SWAT team back home? 
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SWAT Shapes Up  (continued)

And it was working. After the 12 weeks, I felt great—
much stronger in my shoulders and core, more spring 
in my step. As I added more advanced movements, I 
felt as if I was working muscles completely neglected 
by the isolated and singular movements of my circuit 
training. My body had morphed into a complete 
package, not groups of muscles separated by joints. So 
I kept kettlebelling, running, climbing stairs and hills, 
and ignored most of the cable and weight machines. 
My running times were dropping, and my strength was 
increasing. My appetite was craving more information 
about functional training.

The next SWAT competition came, and I did noticeably 
better during the nasty O-Course, especially at the 
obstacles struggled with before. I was now one of the 
competitors who could hurl himself into that attic! I was 
even almost able to get up that rope by myself. 

Bottom line: My plan worked! Resistance exercises that 
replicated reality had pushed my performance to a new 
level. In the words of a true friend: I didn’t suck as much. 
I knew my kettlebelling sessions, plus some changes in 
my lat-pulldown and abdominal exercises, had been the 
root of the achievements. But I knew I still had barely 
seen the tip of the iceberg of functional fitness.

How did I deal with it? Of course, at first I blamed 
someone else, not me. How dare this course be so 
difficult for someone in such good shape! I thought 
indignantly. I simply wrote-off the rope climb as “not my 
thing.” At 230 pounds, I told myself these O-Courses 
were skewed to the little guys. The problem couldn’t be 
that my current program was not very results-driven.

When I got over my denial, I decided be logical. To 
prepare for a regional competition a couple months away, 
I focused heavily on several of the O-course elements. I 
analyzed the movement patterns required for each of 
the 20 obstacles. I practiced the weighted exercises 
that mimicked those movements. While still not doing 
pull-ups, I did start to increase my time spent on the 
lat-pulldown station, the seated row station, and other 

“pulling” exercises. I did cable pull-downs at higher loads 
and kept that motivating image of the rope climb in my 
mind during each of those repetitions. I also added more 
weighted and bodyweight abdominal exercises to help 
with that Attic Entry (if only I had known about hanging 
knees-to-elbows back then!)

Enter the Kettlebell

In January 2006, at my police/fire department gym, I 
stumbled across what I later learned to be a kettlebell. A 
firefighter demonstrated two or three exercises blending 
weightlifting and anaerobics. Sure, the swing and Turkish 
getup are goofy-looking, but I was gradually selling 
myself on the concept of blurring the lines between 
strength and cardio training. 

Kettlebells were tough for me—physically and mentally! 
My body felt the same as when I struggled through that 
O-Course in Indiana. My mindset clicked with the idea 
of complete, functional, practical fitness—the type cops 
and firemen need.

I blindly jumped into the water, abandoning all other 
resistance training (except a few abdominal exercises) 
for that single KB at the firehouse. No more dumbbells, 
barbells, machines, or cables. I promised myself I would 
spend a 12-week shift rotation doing the couple of KB 
exercises I learned. I did them 3-to-4 times per week, 
as the winter cold kept me from outside activities. I 
was working out inside a room filled with thousands of 
dollars worth of top-notch equipment, but only using 
one $50 iron ball!
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SWAT Shapes Up  (continued)

By March ’08, I dropped my Fran time to 13:59. And in 
April, I did a sub-hour Murph. 

I was so proud of myself, knowing that 12 months prior 
I couldn’t imagine getting my chin over the bar even a 
second time! Here I was completing 100 pull-ups!

An unexpected treat came next: Enormous gains in my 
running times. My 3-mile dropped from 29 minutes to 
sub-22. I was stunned. With so much time dedicated 
to preparing for Murph and other WODs, I hadn’t run 
nearly as frequently as before. When I looked down 
at my stopwatch at one 3-mile run and saw 21:23, I 
thought for a second that I’d inadvertently hit the stop 
button a couple minutes early. But the numbers were 
still moving. It was real.

Another example is less dramatic, but maybe even more 
telling. Even as a younger SWAT operator entering my 
30’s, I began experiencing some lower back pain from 
wearing all the extra weight. A typical load-bearing vest 
can tip the scales at 40 pounds. During and after 8-hour 
training drills, my back and shoulder girdle would be 
aching. However, after months of kettlebelling and 
CrossFitting, my aches nearly went away. I had much 
more energy and “spring in my step” when moving 
around in my gear, especially getting up off the ground 
from kneeling or prone shooting positions.

Of course, these are but selected personal examples of 
my successes with CrossFit.

Little by little, more and more of my teammates began 
to take notice of the rising performances by those 
participating in CrossFit. And because of a few up-close 
anecdotal successes, the CrossFit infection has spread 
within my team. 

My team has plenty of officers who might be seen by 
outsiders as “physically fit” — as it should be. Three 
times a year, we must pass fitness tests regular cops 
could not —with some standards more stringent than 
those imposed on young academy recruits. This is one 
reason why SWAT officers maintain our “academy 
physiques” well into our careers. 

Historically, my team was composed of specialized 
athletes— marathoners, adventure racers, triathletes, 
and bodybuilders. Many lift-and-run, much like I did 

CrossFit, Faster Frans, Rapid Running

Within a few months, I got bombarded by CrossFit from 
all angles. 

First, my teammate Brian Melvin gave me a copy of 
“What is Fitness,” the introductory CrossFit Journal 
article. It contained much of the theory I loosely believed 
in already due to preparing for my SWAT competitions. 
I soaked up all I could, cherry-picking WODs, learning 
the new language, method, and philosophy.

Secondly, I met with a friend and respected police 
trainer George Demetriou, who was simultaneously 
retiring and opening CrossFit Suffolk in New York 
(http://spartanperformance.typepad.com). Ka-boom! If 
George believed in CrossFit, it had to be the next step 
for me. He listened to my SWAT tales of victory and 
pushed me in the right direction.

Thirdly, my state’s SWAT organization published two 
journal articles by Coach TJ Cooper of CrossFit EAST 
(http://www.crossfiteast.com). After a few more of 
these creases in the tickertape, the functional fitness 
fire was raging. 

It was clear: CrossFit was the next step in functional 
fitness. After learning more WODs, new movements 
and exercises, scaling and partitioning tricks, I set goals 
for some of the benchmarks— like Fran.  

Fran was a problem. I handled the 95-pound thrusters 
alright, but was still stuck at that 1-pull-up plateau. It 
was embarrassing. Fran took me 45 minutes. 

In early 2007, I scaled Fran by using a pull-up counter-
balance station. By that summer, I was up to half-assisted, 
and half-unassisted pull-ups. This was a huge motivator. 
I got up to six or eight straight pull-ups—major progress. 
That winter, I finally finished a real Fran in 23 minutes.  

This was a true accomplishment—another crease in 
my tickertape.

When an acquaintance of mine, Army Sergeant Rob 
Miller, was killed in Afghanistan, some friends decided 
to host a Murph in his honor. The 100 pull-ups was no 
longer an unattainable pipe dream. I was going to do it 
if it took all day.
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SWAT Shapes Up  (continued)

stamina, strength, speed, agility, balance, and 
coordination— aspects of fitness rarely addressed 
in non-CrossFit programs. Randy likes CrossFit 
because CrossFitters tend to be the best rescuers! 
And CrossFitters like Randy, because he gives them 
an opportunity to test their true fitness: the ability to 
perform a physical function on demand, such as the 
immediate rescue of a downed teammate.

In addition to Randy, my team frequently finds itself 
mitigating other obstacles and tasks: heavy bags, 
sandbags, walls, ammo cans, fences, breaching tools, 
stairs, kettlebells, and the occasional real-live teammate 
in a medical litter. These simulated tasks realistically 
test for shortcomings in any of the 10 general physical 
skills addressed by CrossFit. 

After conquering all these physical tasks, there is 
weapons shooting. My team takes every advantage to 
integrate firearms drills into job simulation tasks. There 
are two main factors that get tested. The first is whether 
or not an Operator can distinguish “threats” and 
accurately fire with an elevated heart rate. The second 
is how quickly the Operator can recover or lower a heart 
rate after physical exertion, and then fire a weapon.  

when I incorrectly assumed I was fit. Others, merely 
blessed with good genetics, do little to stay “in shape.” 
But recently, I see fewer specialists and more well-
rounded athletes. Specialties do not fare well in the new 
climate of physical fitness.

Randy the Operator

Our team mascot is Randy, a drag dummy dressed as 
a SWAT Operator, complete with helmet, uniform, and 
load-bearing vest. He demands the highest of well-
rounded, fully integrated physical fitness. Randy comes 
out with us on most every training day. He serves as 
a reminder why we keep ourselves in a top level of 
preparedness. He is our brother and sister in law 
enforcement. With a quick change of clothes, he is the 
citizen or hostage we have promised to protect. 

Randy is heavy. He is awkward. He is realistic. And 
for brief moments in time, he becomes any of those 
men who stand next to me on a SWAT mission. Randy 
always finds himself in need, in the line of fire. He must 
be carried or dragged to safety, sometimes over great 
distances and over or through obstacles. Whether 
Randy is out on the firearms range with us, or in some 
abandoned building we’re using for training, he has the 
worst luck. He always needs to be rescued.

New team members quickly learn that unless they 
subscribe to a functional fitness program, Randy is 
a burden. Regardless of Randy’s predicament, the 
simulated rescue tasks demand abilities in anaerobic, 
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SWAT Shapes Up  (continued)

Lastly, my team has a new culture and a new climate. 
My team commander has us participate in regular 
fitness sessions after tactical or firearms training that 
typically include something similar to Cindy, Murph, or 
The 300. Other times, he leads sessions of gymnastics 
including burpees, push-ups, pull-ups, sit-ups, air 
squats, tuck jumps, mountain climbers, and running. I 
cannot overstate the influence of a commander who 
regularly scores at the top and leads from the front. His 
performance sets the standard.

While my team has not officially endorsed CrossFit, 
a vast majority of the team members participate 
in CrossFit-inspired workouts. Like me, they have 
seen drops in their running times, completed Fran 
or Murph despite poor initial pull-up abilities, lost 
fatty weight, made their bodies leaner and more 
efficient, and seen lower-back pain (from wearing the 
protective equipment) disappear. New recruits enter 
a CrossFit culture steeped in functional fitness. Fueled 
by testimonials left and right, they immediately jump 
on board. 

There has been a dramatic increase in participation and 
enthusiasm for physical fitness since CrossFit-style 
high-intensity, high-variety, minimal-equipment, short-
duration workouts became the norm.

Our current commander is committed to increasing 
team fitness. He pledges to raise the fitness standards 
for selection and retention. Our current SWAT standards 
require operators run 1.5 miles in 12:51, do 32 unbroken 
push-ups, do 37 sit-ups in one minute, and bench press 
89% of bodyweight for one repetition. This battery 
of tests is far easier than what most of us Operators 
desire, but we accept there are a lot of outside-the-
team factors that go into the testing procedure. These 
are our minimums, not our goals. (Much like firearms 
testing, qualification is merely a piece of paper, not the 
goal. Our weapons training brings us well beyond a 
mediocre O-course.) We acknowledge these physical 
standards to be far from what many CrossFitters might 
seem as respectable. However, as a team, we must not 
lose sight that there are still many traits of a balanced 
top-rated Operator, with physical fitness being just one. 
Elevating more exclusive benchmarks will cause any 
team to lose solid, dedicated men and women, who for 
one reason or another cannot meet them. 

We use both live fire and simulated fire (using realistic 
paint munitions) depending on the environment. This 
meshing of physical exertion and firearms is a true test 
for what can be asked in the reality of a SWAT mission. 
Failure can literally mean death.

Since Randy the drag dummy “joined” the team, less of 
my teammates have struggled with maintaining physical 
fitness levels required to pass our regular fitness tests. 
Those team members who used to barely meet the 
standards are now passing almost effortlessly. They 
have identified deficiencies in their previous training 
and conditioning methods and turned to something 
more practical. Each has changed “something” within 
their personal systems; and that “something” looks a lot 
like CrossFit. 

Randy has forced members to examine their fitness 
programs. The changes have allowed those older 
operators with marginal fitness levels to continue 
to use their knowledge, training, and experience into 
the upper years when many of them have to consider 
leaving that assignment.
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The fact remains that, for the first time in team 
history, a majority of operators do not oppose raising 
standards. Many Operators ask for a test that includes 
more functional movement and gauges work capacity. 
CrossFit has given those operators the tools to break 
from their teetering position on the edge of pass-fail. 

Conclusion

After a few creases in my life’s tickertape, my personal 
fitness has changed forever. Along with it, so has the 
fitness climate within my SWAT team. The infection is 
even beginning to spread into the ranks of our police 
departments. Due to the performance increases 
of CrossFit, police officers cannot argue against its 
efficiency and practicality. 

My personal graduation into CrossFit was a slow one. 
So was my team’s shift. But I can already see the future 
when all policing units fully accept and support functional 
fitness as their model. Momentum is gaining within the 
law enforcement community. CrossFit has produced too 
many positive results to be ignored. My team continues 
to send squads of Operators around the region and 
country to participate in SWAT competitions. And my 
team’s representatives succeed time and time again.

F

Yes, SWAT competitions are sport. But SWAT missions 
are life. In preparing for sport, we are honing our skills 
to protect those we have sworn to protect, rescue those 
who need rescuing, and dominate those who need 
dominating. CrossFit is a critical component of reaching 
a constant state of readiness.

Louis Hayes (pictured below, center) is a 
Police Officer with the Hinsdale, Illinois, Police 
Department, assigned to the FIAT SWAT 
Taskforce as Team Leader and Primary Firearms 
Instructor. His formal education has absolutely 
nothing to do with physical fitness, and he takes 
a smidgen of pride in not having any capital 
letters to post after his name. Louis sits on 
the Board of Directors for the Illinois Tactical 
Officers Association. He is a Bears fan by birth, 
an adventure racer by choice, and a Christian 
by both. He also contributes to a for-the-good-
of-mankind blog called Trinity Training Group 
at http://trinitytraining.blogspot.com. Louis can 
also be reached at louis.hayes@comcast.net or 
through the CrossFit message board.
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