
very best, and we as a society, and certainly as teammates 
of the Marines in our civilian positions, need to think that 
way, and work to not settle for anything but the very best.” 

He continued, “So the HITT program brings the very 
best to the Marines, and the way we build the facilities, by 
catering to the highest denominator — the tactical operator 
who is in the line of fire, trying to accomplish the mission — 
then we are covering the entire community here. The days of 

creating gyms that just cater to an 
average-level denominator will not 
get to the high level of performer 
that we need in the Marine Corps.”

HITT PROGRAM
Brimhall noted that the HITT 

program represents a paradigm shift 
for military and first-responder 
training, one that has been em-
braced Marine Corps-wide. “For 
a long time it was largely based on 
muscular and cardiovascular en-
durance training, and what Ryan 
Massimo has done with HITT is put 
a greater emphasis on speed, power, 
strength, agility and mobility. It 
has taken a great deal of work and 
leadership to get us to where we 
are today with the HITT program, 
and we certainly are appreciative 
of the efforts of all at HQMC.”

For leadership aboard MCAGCC Twentynine Palms, Calif., 
‘readiness’ and ‘quality of life’ are two areas of constant 
focus, and providing top-notch facilities, equipment and 

programs is at the heart of every decision, because Marines 
and their family members stationed at this isolated base — in 
the heart of the desert — deserve nothing but the best. 

“What needs to be understood is, we believe the men and 
women of the Marine Corps are the most valuable athletes 
in the world,” said Semper Fit Director 
Brad Brimhall. “You can easily make the 
case that professional, college and Olym-
pic athletes are the best athletes in the 
world — they jump the highest, they run 
the fastest and the farthest in the short-
est amount of time — but the men and 
women of the Marine Corps are not giving 
up home runs or three-point baskets or 
trying to score goals or make first downs. 
What they are doing is defending our way 
of life in this country, and defending hu-
manitarian interests throughout the world, 
so these most valuable athletes — our 
tactical operators — need to have access 
to the same thinking, the same program-
ming, the same equipment, facilities and 
modalities that these best athletes have.” 

Brimhall pointed out that with the roll-
out of the High Intensity Tactical Training 
(HITT) program Marine Corps-wide, the 
Marine Corps has been able to bring in 
the same kind of elite training that the 
nation’s best athletes are provided.

“Our approach, especially in the 
last three years, and I am sure this is 
something that Ryan Massimo at head-
quarters focused on with the rollout 
of HITT, is we are trying to bring this 
same athletic-training model found in 
the best pro and collegiate programs and 
bring that to the Marines,” he explained. 
“So, as we set up our facilities, we are 
trying to move away from just creating 
a gym-type setting and move toward 
a human-performance and health-and-
wellness concept and setting. We want 
our Marines, and their families as well, 
to know that they have access to the 
elite-level facilities, because with what 
they sacrifice — in life and limb and in 
loss of normal body and mental function 
sometimes, as well as time lost from 
family members — they deserve the 

MCAGCC Twentynine Palms, Calif.Training Our Nation’s
Most Important Athletes

The newly surfaced West Gym.
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provides a fitness assessment for Marines using the Functional 
Movement Screen and the HITT performance test battery, 
which has a 25-yard dash, the shuttle run, 3-cone shuttle drill, 
medicine ball chest pass and standing broad jump, many of 
which are used at the NFL combine. 

“Marines really are tactical or warrior athletes, although 
unlike professional or collegiate athletes, they can’t run 100 
yards and then catch their breath,” noted Brimhall. “They 
have to sprint 100 yards and then use very expensive and 

many times complicated technology. So they have to integrate 
their gross motor skills, their fine motor skills, their com-
plex motor skills, either in a series or in parallel, as well as 
control their breathing and their emotions, and lock in their 
cognitive and psychological performance skills, either as a 
group or an individual.”

Brimhall explained that whereas a professional athlete 
may be training to improve his time running to first base, “for 
the Marines we are training, improving their performance 
by one step can be the difference between life and death, so 
the stakes are just so much higher, and we as a society need 
to understand that when we are talking about providing the 
best for them to train with.”

The HITT program has become such a part of the training 
fabric at Twentynine Palms that the base has been holding a 
HITT Ultimate Warrior competition for the past two years, 
which challenges Marines physically, cognitively and tacti-
cally, and in combination.

ON THE SURFACE
In an effort to better support the HITT program, the base 

recently completed numerous surfacing projects inside the 
fitness centers, as well as outside in numerous areas. 

“At the West Gym, we converted almost all of our floor-
ing to Mondo Flooring, which is a vulcanized flooring that is 
found in Olympic Sporting venues,” said Brimhall. “What it 
has done is create some diverse capability for us. Previously 
we had wood floors in our gym, but changing over to Mondo 

What is great about the HITT program, Brimhall pointed 
out, is that it brings an elite level of training to everyone on 
base, not just the Marines. 

“The idea is that you give them all the very best that you’ve 
got, and we are working to bring a civilian version of HITT 
to anyone who is interested in attending that class because we 
believe that this elite-level training — with certain modifica-
tions — can be great for everybody,” he said. “We also offer 
a wide range of group fitness classes for families, including 
Zumba, Spin, Kickboxing, Yoga 
and boot camp-style classes.”

The base also runs AMP-
IT, the aquatic partner to the 
HITT program, and numerous 
pool facilities are available on 
base, including a training tank; a 
family pool with children’s pool, 
splash park and shade structures; 
a multipurpose pool with shade 
structures; and a recently reno-
vated Officers’ Club pool that 
has a small kid’s pool as well.  

“Sherry Powell is the aquat-
ics director, and you may not 
find a bigger educator at heart 
than her,” noted Brimhall. “She 
genuinely cares about people 
and that translates into her 
programming. What we have 
found is the water is great for 
Marines, and provides a low-
impact setting for strength and 
power training, as well cadence 
and plyometric training. Because 
they are in the water, the load is decreased, so it helps and aids 
in recovery, as well as providing a different training environ-
ment, one that is welcomed, especially here where we get up 
to 113-degree days in the sand.”

Staff training is a priority at Twentynine Palms, as it is 
throughout the Marine Corps. According to Brimhall, all of 
the support from HQMC, in terms of providing relevant and 
needed training to support “excellence and professionalism 
in our fitness programs and HITT programming, has been 
unparalleled. HQMC has made a wide range of training avail-
able to us and they are to be commended for it. So for HITT, 
we have had training in kettlebell movements, TRX, Olympic 
lifting, tactical fitness — wherever there has been a need.” 

Semper Fit on base has also worked with the National 
Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), one of the 
leading organizations in the area of human performance and 
training in the industry. “The gold standard for the HITT 
program is obtaining or having the NSCA CSCS or ACSM 
certification,” noted Brimhall. “The Marine Corps has been 
able to connect us with the Tactical Strength and Conditioning 
(TSAC) facilitator courses, and made funds available for our 
staff to go down to [MCAS] Miramar and connect with other 
staffs of other installations to train, brainstorm and talk about 
best practices. NSCA is also offering the TSAC facilitator 
certification, which I believe the Marine Corps is working 
on trying to get us training for as well, so I will get as many 
of our staff certified in that as possible.”

Prior to them engaging in any program, staff members 

The West Gym upgraded equipment as well as 
surfacing as part of the overall effort to support 

HITT and other base programs. 
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for its size,” noted Brimhall. “At the community center, we 
recently added a Parent-Child Fitness Center, which allows 
parents and spouses to exercise while their children are safe 
behind a clear plexiglass barrier, inside a room where they 
can play games and watch TV.”

Also on base is the Del Valle outdoor tactical fitness area, 
which features different types of outdoor fitness equipment 
that provide “lots of different movement opportunities and 
challenges that have good transfer and relevance to tactical 
operations,” said Brihmall. “We have a couple of HITT lockers 
there from TRX, which are modified storage containers that 
come fully equipped with different types of fitness equipment, 
from barbells, bumper plates, kettlebells, TRX suspension 
trainers, medicine balls, as well as an external rack system 
that comes inside the container that you can bolt onto the 
outside. They are made to be deployable mini-gyms, but we 
are using them in the HITT program to enhance our training 
capacity as opposed to having to build an entirely new facility.” 

The tactical area also has a series of walls, including 4-, 5-, 
6- and 7-foot walls and three 8-foot walls, all of which provide 
varying climbing challenges. The area also has a modified 
CONEX called the Urban Agility Trainer, which has windows 
and hatches cut into it, and a rigging with multiple climbing 

challenges on the outside with 
12 ropes, two climbing walls, 
two cargo nets and some ver-
tical and horizontal poles and 
supports for low crawls. The 
walls and the Urban Agility 
Trainer were purchased from 
Light Hammer Fabrication.  

“We have a bunch of hori-
zontal supports that we call in-
verted bear crawler vault-jump 
standards, at different heights 
and diameters, so Marines can 
crawl underneath the pipes up-
side down, with both arms and 
legs, which makes them feel 
more aware and capable of 
their proprioceptive and mus-
cular force and coordination-
producing abilities. We also do 
explosive vault jumps over these 
as well, so the upper body is 

engaged statically while the lower body and hips are explod-
ing over the top of the horizontal bar. Our goal with any type 
of equipment is to have multiple uses.”

The idea behind choosing the different types of equip-
ment for the main gyms also included looking at what the 
best facilities in the industry are doing. 

For example, the base worked with Light Hammer, a com-
pany owned by a former Marine, for a number of functional 
fitness pieces of equipment. “They get what we are trying to 
do here, so in addition to the walls and Urban Agility Trainer, 
they built us a lot of strong-man equipment, such as two-way 
sleds and strong-man wheelbarrows that you can load over 
1,000 pounds on. They also built us some outdoor plyoboxes 
that withstand the elements here in the desert.”

The base also purchased push-up spheres, which help one 
engage the core and balance properly while doing a push-up. 

The HITT program utilizes many other functional fitness 

allowed us to have a gymnasium to play basketball and vol-
leyball when we need it, but also at a moment’s notice, we 
can convert that gym to a HITT training center, if needed, 
and do sprints and agility stuff, as well as bring in units for 
PT. That multipurpose and very durable and performance-
capable flooring has allowed us to do a lot of things, and we 
put that in the gym, the cardio center, the treadmill room, the 
high-tech fitness center. We are very happy with the quality 
of the product. It is important to have this programing flex-
ibility with these facilities.” 

The new Parent-Child Fitness Center at the Community 
Center features Mondo Sport Impact Flooring, and the gym-
nasium was converted to Mondo Advance.

Next to the West Gym, the base built an outdoor HITT 
Center featuring a 60-yard-long-by-20-yard-wide area with 
Mondo artificial turf and a covered patio to do functional 
exercises, such as Olympic lifting, kettle bell swings, strong 
man training and TRX training. “The area is getting a lot of 
use now that it is open,” noted Brimhall. “We also have a 
new Mondo all-weather track around the new multipurpose 
field, the same kind of surface used in the Olympics, as we 
feel we need to provide the best for the best.” 

In addition, the youth baseball fields were upgraded as 

well, providing state-of-the-art playing fields to help bolster 
an already strong youth sports program. 

“I know it doesn’t seem like a big deal, but we believe that 
our families, our youth deserve the best fields and facilities, 
which helps promote the programs and attract more youth 
to participate,” said Brimhall. “We are very happy with the 
fields and it sparked some interest in our programs. A lot of 
work went into this project, and our Athletic Director Daniel 
McKeever and Youth Sports Director James Burke really 
played a pivotal role in making that happen.”

FACILITIES AND EQUIPMENT
Twentynine Palms has two fitness centers on the main side 

of the base, including the West and East Gym fitness centers, 
while the Camp Wilson fitness center largely supports the 
troops either coming back in or getting ready to go out. “It is 
smaller in size to the East and West Gyms but fairly capable 

An outdoor training area with artificial 
turf was created outside the West Gym. 
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pieces, including small functional items, such as hurdles, 
Dballs, medicine balls, kettlebells, etc., the majority of which 
is purchased from Power Systems.

The main gyms also recently added a full complement 
of plate-loaded equipment from Life Fitness, including the 
Signature series, as well as a number of selectorized, cable 
crossover and functional fitness pieces and apparatus from 
the company. The fitness centers also have the latest cardio 
and strength pieces from companies including Life Fitness, 
Precor, Octane, Jacobs Ladder, Versaclimber, Marpo Kinetics, 
Samson, Power Lift, Keiser, Concept2 and TRX. 

The base worked with Samson to build some unique pieces 
that support the HITT program. “They built us some really 
heavy-duty equipment racks and a medicine ball wall, because 
we believe in plyometric and ballistic actions for the total 
body,” said Brimhall. “They build their stuff super durable.”

The base also worked with Entre-Prises USA to build a 
climbing wall room or “climbing cave” as it is known, with 
multiple walls and heights up to 20 feet, as well as 12 auto 
belays. “There is a bouldering section in the back with an 
overhang, and the walls provide for different skill levels. 
The climbing room is also used for family programming and 
events, such as climbing nights, for example.” 

Some other interesting pieces of equipment that were 
purchased in support of the HITT program include a Rogers 
Athletic Tread Sled, a self-powered treadmill that measures 
power output, as well as a Tuff Tread, a high-speed treadmill 
with overhead harness system for safety. “The high-speed 
treadmill goes up to 30 MPH and can be adjusted to a 40 

percent incline grade, so we can use that for some controlled 
training where we can look at gait or stride length. And you 
can get a good interval workout using the incline and speeds.” 

A Pneumex Vibration Platform is also available, and is 
“great for warming up and for those recovering from injuries 
to reduce the stress on certain movements,” noted Brimhall. 
“The vibration platform can help with flexibility and mobil-
ity and it guides your athletes into better athletic positions, 
getting them to bend their knees and straighten their back.”

For assessment purposes, the fitness centers use several 

pieces, taking advantage of the latest technology in the field. 
For example, the base has a Bod Pod that it uses for overall 
assessment purposes. “It is non-invasive and considered the 
gold standard for assessment,” said Brimhall. “Marines and 
family members can get a really accurate measurement of 
their body composition and metabolic function.”

Fitness centers also have access to the Cosmed/Fitmate 
and K4 assessment systems, which can analyze CO2 and O2 
and give anaerobic thresholds, test VO2 Max and metabolic 
function. Also available for assessment purposes is iWorx 
technology, which can test VO2 Max, as well as do EMG 
or muscle activity testing, and the Zephyr System, which 
can test up to 28 Marines at one time, giving leaders their 
breathing rate, their heart rate, posture, acceleration and body 
temperature. “It was designed for HAZMAT teams, but we 
use it for training, so we can tell who is operating at what 
levels, and it gives good feedback to our unit leaders.”

In the area of tactical training, the fitness center has some 
unique training equipment, including the VirTra shooting and 
reaction system for target and judgment testing. The facility 
also has vision performance training equipment, which al-
lows Marines to improve their eye function and strengthen 
the hand-eye response time.

Another unique piece that helps prepare Marines for any 
deployed setting is a Hypoxic Chamber and Summit Trainer 
from Hypoxico, which can simulate high altitudes. “We can 
hook a mask on the user on the treadmill with a high incline, 
and simulate different altitudes up to 20,000 feet,” Brimhall 
pointed out. “We are trying to bring all of these different types 
of technology into the facilities because we see it being used 
successfully in the athletic training arena.” 

According to Brimhall, Fitness Director Andrew Solo-
mon at the West Gym along with West Gym Manager Gisela 
Hench, HITT Coordinator Edmundo Rangel and Assistant Gym 
Manager Tommy Burke played a huge role in the equipment 
transition and acquisitions “because a lot of what we added 
was outside the box, but it was important that we add these 
high-level modalities to what was previously just a gym. The 
ability for them to see the vision and then add to the vision 
was huge for us.”   —GRF
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