MARINE WARRIOR PROJECT

Richard Heckler, Ph.D.

For fifteen years I have been doing projects with the U.S. Military, especially the Special Operations Groups – Army Green Berets, Navy SEALS, and Air Force ParaJumpers. Centered on building a warrior ethos in a technological age, these programs incorporate physical fitness, mental discipline, ethics, spiritual values, leadership training, and team cohesion within a martial context. Aikido, in practice and philosophy, has deeply informed all of these programs. For example, in the Trojan Warrior Project with the Army Green Berets we practiced aikido daily for six months with gis and in a formal dojo. The distinctions of the art – blending, center, extension, relaxation, irimi, musubi, shugyo, tenkan, hanmi, zanshin – were integrated into their professional military responsibilities, as well as their personal lives. In other programs we would work only with the principles, outside the dojo environment, in the field, on training operations, and in planning and briefing sessions. In all these instances, including the Marine Warrior Project, the distinctions of aikido produced an operational sensibility that permeated all their practices. 
In the mid-nineties I helped design and deliver a series of conferences entitled Marine Vision 21 for the Commandant of the Marine Corps and his General Officers Symposium. The idea was to look at what was required for the Marine Corps to be successful in the 21st Century. At that time I met General Jim Jones, who was captivated by the idea of developing a martial skill for the Marine Corps that was grounded in ethical, moral, and spiritual values. As a Battalion Commander at Camp Pendleton many years before, he had a retired Gunnery Sergeant teach martial arts. General Jones noticed that as his troops pursued their martial arts practice, morale picked up and incidents such as unauthorized absences, drug and alcohol abuse, and domestic violence decreased. He also noticed many of the Marines practicing on their own in a mood of passion and joy. At the conferences we enjoyed lively conversations about this topic. Later, when he became military advisor to Secretary of Defense Cohen, I would drop in when I was at the Pentagon, and we continued to formulate the idea of a martial arts program that would engage what he called "The Whole Marine." When he was named Commandant of the Marine Corps we began to focus on the possibility of designing a program to teach leadership values through a martial skill. From these conversations grew the Marine Warrior Project.

The Marine Warrior Project stems from a realization that the character of contemporary warfare is changing, and that a fundamental shift in thinking is necessary for the Marine Corps and the U.S. to act powerfully in this new world. In the age of Operations Other Than War (OOTW), traditional "phase-line" thinking simply does not apply. Non-combatant Evacuation Operations (NEO) and humanitarian aid place U.S. Marines directly in harm's way with a possibly aggressive populace. The traditional markers of combatants such as uniforms, a well-defined enemy, and ordered units are often absent, giving the man on the ground operational vertigo. The individual Marine may have to operate with unreasonable Rules of Engagement (ROE), in situations set by political agendas and viewed by the judgmental eye of the world media. Business as usual is clearly not good enough. Under these circumstances, how can the Marine successfully complete his mission and provide an exemplar for warrior conduct? 

This changing landscape of war, in addition to domestic pressures that challenge the moral conduct of the Armed Forces, has created a demand for a higher standard of character and leadership within the Marine Corps. Issues of values and right action on the battlefield, as well as at home, are of paramount concern to the future success of the Corps and its promise to the nation. These changes are exacerbated by a tight recruiting market and the fact that the type and quality of incoming recruit has changed radically over the past decade. 

The promise of high paying jobs, the accumulations of wealth, and a booming economy has lured many young people away from national service. Most of the services are not meeting their recruiting numbers and have shifted their standards for induction. In addition, many of the new recruits, raised in single parent homes, lack the discipline, morals, and ethics that are the hallmark of strong family values. Include the increased diversity of race, creed, and color and you have a complex challenge in educating the new Marine. The incentive for the creation of the Marine Warrior Project comes from the dilemma of how to train the 21st-century Marine to be physically and morally prepared for a combat environment that increasingly calls for non-lethal force, and to be an exemplar of ethical conduct at home and abroad. 

The Marine Warrior Project was commissioned by the Commandant of the Marine Corps to determine the feasibility of a martial arts program that would improve the combat capabilities of the Marine Rifleman, as well as developing character, warrior values, and team cohesion. The experiment took place from May 15 to June 16, 2000 at Camp Pendleton, California with members of the 1st Combat Engineer Battalion from Camp San Mateo. Forty-two Marines began the program and 40 Marines graduated. A Navy Corpsman was also part of the project. One Marine was removed from the Program because of drug use, and the other Marine failed the standards for graduation. Twenty-one Military Occupational Specialities (MOS) were represented. The average age of the Marine was 22 years. Marines from different units were brought together to test how quickly unit cohesion would develop, and in order to test improvement across a wide spectrum, Marines of varying levels of performance were included.

The Marine Warrior is defined as the individual Marine who defends, protects, and sustains the values of his family, community, Marine Corps and the Constitution of the United States of America. In order to do this the Marine Warrior must be physically fit, mentally disciplined, and he must live according to ethical, moral and spiritual values, as well as embody the combative skills to defend these values. Thus, the program integrated courses of study in physical fitness, combatives, and warrior values. 

Instruction began at 0530 and ended at 1600 hours. There was half a day instruction on Saturdays and Sundays were off. A 96-hour liberty during Memorial Day weekend took two days off the training time and the pre- and post-tests took another two days from the training. Total training time was 22 1/2 days. There were classes in Warrior Values, Combatives, Physical Fitness, and a three-day ropes course in the first week to build team cohesion. In addition, we offered a one-day relationship workshop for Marines and their wives or girlfriends. 

The Marine Warrior Project established linkages among the various program elements, then produced practices that manifested these connections on a daily basis. This methodology is significantly different from a check-list approach in which a subject is taught, checked off as completed, and then everyone moves on to the next subject to be checked off. For example, when we taught the warrior value of accountability, it didn’t begin and end with a lecture and definition of terms. At the beginning of the day during Physical Training (PT) we laid the foundations for each Marine’s personal accountability for his physical fitness. They carried the responsibility for their weight, body fat, endurance, strength, flexibility, and agility. From there we moved to breakfast and linked accountability with performance, health, and what the Marines ate. During combatives, accountability became a living concept in regards to how, where, why and with whom one trains to be combat ready. Accountability for the appropriate use of force, whether in a NEO operation or in a bar on Saturday night, became part of the Marine’s point of reference. Similarly, accountability became part of the element of team cohesion. We examined the sensibility and behaviors that are necessary for the Marine to be accountable for the mission of his platoon, for the success of his family, and for his and his teammates' career advancement. As the program unfolded, the element of accountability continued to resurface and blend with the other warrior values to become a coherent whole. The warrior character values lived not only in the realm of understanding but in consistent action. In this way accountability, and the other character traits, have become embodied values in word and action for the Marine Warrior on base, at home, on liberty, and when he is deployed.

Warrior Values Included:


• Awareness


• Attention 


• Choice


• Centering


• Accountability


• Honor


• Courage


• Commitment


• Integrity


• Honesty


• Trust


• Dignity


• Hanmi (Stand)


• Respect


• Ability vs. Willingness


• Blending


• Compassion


• Zanshin (On-going Awareness)


• Irimi (Entering)


• Extension


• Musubi (Connecting)


• Relaxation

At the heart of the Marine Warrior Program is the Combatives Section. Combative skills and the confidence to use them are a necessity for the modern Marine. Combatives must be part of his force options, not simply something to do if his rifle malfunctions or if he runs out of ammunition. Combative skills give him the ability to make composed decisions and access the correct option along the force continuum. However, this confidence doesn’t come from learning a hodgepodge of martial moves. It comes from disciplined, realistic, and intelligent training that results in an embodied skill that can be used in an appropriate way at the appropriate time. 

To understand what distinguishes the Marine Warrior Combative Program, it may help to look at how unit commanders have customarily viewed combatives. Senior officers have viewed combatives as either a way to develop aggressiveness or as a "last-ditch" option in the event that the primary weapon could not be used. These attitudes developed from conventional phase-line warfare thinking, which influenced the choice of techniques and doctrine. Leaders believed–correctly for the time–that if it came to hand-to-hand combat, things have gone horribly wrong, so that such training was either an annual motivational exercise or, at best, a casual afterthought. In the case of OOTW, however, this orientation is no longer useful. Moreover, even more important is that we managed to introduce a martial art practice that produces calmness and a capacity to take action which the trained individual holds 24 hours a day.

The methodology of this program is notably different, however, from what is followed in traditional martial arts programs. Most martial arts programs introduce numerous techniques in a short period of time. These techniques are linking moves that are complex and extremely difficult to employ in a combat situation. The complexity of these moves also requires a partner who is cooperative and exerts minimal resistance. In addition, these techniques are rarely practiced at full speed and full power. While one may learn qualities of movement, increased coordination and balance, connecting to a partner, and relaxation, the techniques are unlikely to be effective in a combat situation. This is because it requires much more time to embody moves this complex. Moreover, without training at full speed and full power one cannot experience the full effectiveness of a technique. This, in turn, makes the individual less confident in his capacity to make full use of his training.

In order to insure that the Marine learned both a martial skill and the ethical principles of traditional dojo training in a short period of time, the methodology of the Marine Warrior Combatives Program integrated three elements: Technique + Principle + Values = Competence.
Technique: The techniques were simple, easy to learn, and highly effective. The basic platform techniques were knee strikes, elbow strikes, and neck wrestling. These techniques were repeated over and over again in every class. They were included in the warm-up, the kata (practice form), at full speed and full power on pads, and with opponents constantly changing their attack and intent. The daily repetition of these moves made them an embodied part of the Marine’s capacity to fight and defend himself. On this foundation techniques for joint and restraining locks, choke holds, blocking, and throws were taught. 

Principles: To effectively employ these techniques the aiki principles of correct body placement dynamic relaxation, extension, balance, centering, reading your opponent, entering, fluidity of movement, blending, and power were folded into the training.

Warrior Values: . The warrior values section was the discipline of spirit within a Combatives context, and was the foundation on which the other elements of the program were built. It was realized early on that to learn combat skills without an ethical and spiritual foundation ran the risk of producing bullies, mercenaries, and mindless violence. At the same time it was made clear that to understand the warrior values only intellectually, without grounding in combat skills, would be useless when combative action was called for. 

The warrior values taught the Marines to differentiate between, and to respond properly to, perceived and real threats. It made the options of walking away, defusing, neutralizing, defending, and lethal force an embodied response instead of a reaction based in fear, machismo, or emotionality. The integration of the values aspect provided the Marines with an ethical basis for their decision-making in the use of force. This is particularly useful when our military is closely watched and held accountable by the world media. It trains the Marine to be able to think and speak coherently about why he took the actions he did. 
Skills: The result of the three preceding elements is a proven and effective combative skill that can be used in various environments against diverse opponents. It is the appropriate use of force at the appropriate time. This is radically different from training that requires that "one technique fit all."

As the program progressed the number of reports by Marines choosing to walk away from fights in the barracks and in weekend liberty significantly increased. They reported that they either saw that they were in the wrong, admitted so, and acted accountably, or else, confident that they could handle the situation, they decided it was unnecessary to injure the person and risk being involved with judicial consequences. In addition, those with reputations for engaging in physical confrontations had no incidents during the program. Those individuals reported that it just didn’t seem as important to fight any more. This anecdotal material supports the conclusion that the Marines acquired new choices for how to deal with potentially violent situations. What is important is that their decisions were based on an increased confidence in their martial ability and an increased self-esteem. Their psychological evaluations and remarkable improvement in their combatives test validate this.

In addition, we produced team cohesion from widely diverse elements in a very short period of time. The Marines came from different units and within a week the command staff, as well as the individual Marines, remarked how quickly they formed into a working team. Many of them observed that even in this short period of time they actually became a more cohesive team than the unit they came form.

Pre and post tests were administered in Combatives, Physical Fitness Test, Swim Qualifications, Psychological Evaluations, Body Fat, and Attention Testing. The following is a summary of the test results:

WARRIOR VALUES



Significant increase in self-worth and self-esteem


Significant increase in self-satisfaction


Significant increase in sense of well-being


Significant increase in positive affect (e.g. enthusiasm)


Significant increase in honesty in self-examination

ATTENTION TRAINING

Overall ability to concentrate and stay focused during distractions improved by 33%.

35% of the participants improved their ability to concentrate and stay focused during distractions.

COMBATIVES

98% of the participants increased their scores to 100%

38 out of 39 participants responded combat-effective during the Military Operations in Urban Terrain (MOUT) test

PHYSICAL FITNESS

97.5% of the individuals increased their PFT scores


74% of the individuals increased their # of pull ups


46% of the individuals increased their # sit ups


87% of the individuals increased their run time


69% of the individuals reduced their body weight 


87% of the individuals reduced their % of body fat.

	
	Body wt
	Body fat
	PFT
	Pull-up
	Sit-ups
	3 mile run

	% Group change
	-1.28%
	-17.48%
	+12.12%
	20.21%
	7.21%
	-5.33%

	Total group change
	-92 lbs.
	-134.5%
	+1045
	+96
	+260
	-48:32

	Greatest ind.

change
	-11 lbs.
	-10.4%
	+87
	+8
	+30
	-06:02

	Average change
	-2.3 lbs.
	-3.4%
	+25.3
	+2.5
	+6.7
	-01:09


The quantitative tests results, subjective material, and personal anecdotes all point to a Marine who is now more physically fit, transformed in his ability to defend himself, and has an increased ability to decide and choose his actions on a foundation of ethical considerations. The "buzz" at Battalion and the Command Staff in Washington is one of possibility and excitement about what this program could mean. I have just finished the After Action Report and sent it off to the Commandant. In September I will deliver a recommendations report to the General Officers Symposium (GOS) at the Pentagon. Already there is interest from the other branches. The Marine Warrior Project is a prototype program that demonstrates the possibility of producing an individual who embodies ethical, moral, and spiritual values, and has the capacity to defend, protect, and sustain these values in word and action–an example, truly, of what it might mean to be a warrior in the 21st century.


Co-founder and for many years co-instructor of Tamalpais Aikido in Mill Valley, California, Richard Heckler now teaches at Two Rock Dojo at his ranch near Petaluma,California. His Rancho Strozzi Institute offers a variety of public programs in Leadership and Professional Mastery, and consulting services to businesses, education, government, and military. For a description of his earlier project with the Green Berets, see In Search of the Warrior Spirit. His other publications include Anatomy of Change, Aikido and The New Warrior, and Holding the Center. For further information, see his listing in the AE web site. 
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