Adventure Racing and Mobilization Training

This past spring (May 31 – June 1) the 2nd Brigade conducted a unique military adventure race.  The Dagger Challenge was billed as “91 kilometers of intense back country experience, designed to push our brigade’s finest to the extreme in a 24 hr test of physical endurance and mental stamina set against the imposing terrain of the Colorado Rocky Mountains.”   It lived up to its billing.  

This race was an excellent tool for developing soldiers in a Training Support Brigade.  The physical fitness level demanded for this race compelled all wishing to compete to follow a strict workout regimen designed to improve their both strength and endurance.  Teams needed to employ full body workouts that would prepare them for the very long foot march as well as ascending and rowing.  Most teams who were not from the Colorado Springs area had to do this while becoming conditioned to the altitude of this area and in anticipation of a higher altitude for the actual race.  Many “old soldiers” were enticed to participate and found that with goal in mind and some time to prepare they were not nearly as old as they thought.  

In addition to the fitness, soldiers worked to harden their bodies for the strain of the race.  Toughening the feet was of primary importance given the distances to be covered in military style boots.  This, as well as the skill of caring for one’s feet, was new to many soldiers who had not participated in such an event before.  Soldiers also became reacquainted with the feel of a pack on their backs.   

Soldiers participating in the race also had to practice and show proficiency in the critical military skill of land navigation.  This, however, involved more that just using the standard 1/50,000 military map.  Soldiers were given USGS maps that covered most of the race, but also had to be skilled in working off of a 1/20,000 orienteering map.  While dead reckoning was used in some cases, terrain association was the preferred method for this type of event.  


Canoeing, climbing, and rappelling were additional skills that had to be learned.  While these are not as standard to military operations as land navigation, they are skills that build confidence and competence for soldiers operating in a field environment.  The climbing was done with the assistance of mechanical ascenders, something new for almost all of the participants. As with the land navigation, competence in climbing and rappelling had to be demonstrated before even beginning the race. 


While the train-up for this race had very obvious and real benefits for the participants in their level of fitness and skill, participation in the actual race was of even greater consequence.  While training for the race, soldiers prepared themselves for the race conditions and practiced working as a team.  When the actual race began the real individual challenge, leadership and teamwork began.



The positive affects of attempting something as physically and mentally challenging as the Dagger Challenge are tangible and yet difficult to describe to someone who has never undertaken such a challenge.  Participants in this race used their conditioning to carry them a certain distance along the race course, but somewhere along the way each participant had to reach further inside and see what could be accomplished on heart and desire.  This could have been half-way up a steep mountain that seemed to grow with every step taken, or in the cold rain looking for a control point that “has to be here” but isn’t, or in a time of personal pain or fatigue due to blistered feet, sleep deprivation or absolute physical exhaustion.  Whatever the cause or whenever it happened was unique for each individual.  The important thing is that when faced with the decision to quit or move on, the racers chose to move on.  While some did eventually succumb to injury or fatigue, all pushed themselves far past their comfort zone.   Each racer has a better idea of what he or she is made of, and each realized that they are tougher than they expected, and yet anticipates doing even better next time.  This combination of increased self-assurance and confidence in improved personal performance energizes and motivates the soldier more than three months worth of four day passes.  While this benefit is most strongly attained by the participants, it also transfers to those in the brigade who did not actually participate but were inspired by the racers or who felt the internal challenge to take part in the future.   


Finally, and perhaps overlooked, is the experience gained planning and preparing for this race.  This race was created from scratch.  The primary planners, Maj Hoffmeister and CPT Tschantz, started with nothing and had to find a location, route, logistical support, sponsorship, etc.  In doing this, they enlisted the help of up to 75 volunteers who gained real world experience in all aspects of race support including providing medical support and evacuation, creating a working communications network even while the assets available continued to change, providing racer support, and supporting all of the support staff.  This not only allowed soldiers to use their skills, it also required that different elements from the brigade work with each other to make the whole plan come together. 


By planning, coordinating, conducting and participating in the Dagger Challenge, members of the brigade enhanced their personal and soldier skills, and are better prepared to accomplish their mission, training soldiers.  The improved skill and fitness level of the soldiers involved makes them better role models for the soldiers they are training.  The confidence derived from creating the course and competing on it empower our trainers to say “I know what you are doing is difficult, but you can do it.” The coordination among members of the brigade builds lines of communication for more effective work in the future.

