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Athletes—Always

By Russell Berger CrossFit Huntsville November 2010

Russell Berger explains how a company called 9Line works  
to support wounded warriors in their fight to recover from injury.

In April 2008, an operational detachment of 3rd Special Forces Group was moving by foot through the notorious 
Shok Valley of Afghanistan, closing in on a high-value insurgent commander. Staff Sgt. Dillon Behr, a communications 
specialist attached to the commander of the assaulting force, recalls what happened next:
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“We started making our way to the target, moving through 
the valley, when we were ambushed by an overwhelming 
force on top of the mountains. There were between 150 
to 200 insurgents, dug in deep. Shots were fired, and I 
was injured right in the beginning … . The firefight lasted 
around seven hours.”

Behr’s recollection of the firefight no doubt went far past 
what he shared in our short interview, but that’s all he 
gave me. I didn’t ask anything more of him, but it took 
little effort to find out the rest of the story. After all, Behr’s 
selfless account of his experience is exacty what you 
would expect from the recipient of the Army’s Silver Star 
for valorous actions in combat. 

The official citation for his award gives a slightly better 
picture of Behr’s role in that firefight:

Sergeant Behr was serving as the Detachment 
Commander’s radio operator. While he climbed a 
60-foot near vertical cliff with a rucksack weighing 
more than 60 pounds, Insurgent forces initiated 
an unprecedented volume of coordinated sniper, 
machine gun, and Rocket Propelled Grenade fire from 
the surrounding high ground. Within seconds several 
Commandos were wounded, and an interpreter was 
killed. 

With total disregard for his own safety, Sergeant Behr 
held his position as bullets impacted within inches of 
him, even after sustaining a life-threatening wound 
to his leg. Sergeant Behr courageously continued to 
engage multiple Insurgent fighting positions despite 
being critically wounded a second time. 

Sergeant Behr’s suppressive fire allowed wounded 
US and Afghan Soldiers to be evacuated to covered 
positions. Throughout the duration of the six and a half 
hour battle, Sergeant Behr continued to fight and kill 
the enemy, until he was physically incapable of holding 
his weapon. His absolute refusal to quit and poise 
under fire was a testament to his bravery, inspiring 
the other members of the patrol to fight on. Sergeant 
Behr’s actions allowed US and Afghan Soldiers to move 
to covered positions and undoubtedly saved countless 
lives.

What Behr did goes beyond what most of us can even 
imagine, and yet his battle had only just begun.

“I know there is a mental 
piece and a luck piece to 

recovering from an injury, 
but it had to have helped me 
that I was in the best shape 

of my life.” 

—Staff Sgt. Dillon Behr

With assistance from 9Line, wounded warriors are 
overcoming their injuries and getting back into competition.
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The Road to Recovery—and Fitness
“I was shot in the hip,” Behr recalled.“ I had three other guys 
in my team seriously wounded, and two of them are now 
amputees.”  

The severity of the team’s injuries required all of them to 
be moved to Bagram Airfield, then to Germany, and finally 
to intensive care at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center 
in Washington, D.C., where Behr spent more than a week. 

After two months of hospitalization followed by a 
six-month period with virtually no physical activity, 
Behr remained relatively healthy, strong and stable. He 
remembers his doctors showing surprise at his physical 
fortitude and ability to resist infection. Behr attributes this 
to one thing.

“Four months before I got injured, I started CrossFit,” he 
recalled. During that four-month period, Behr had tasted 
the Kool-Aid, and having liked it, he turned to the workout 
of the day for the strength and conditioning his job 
required.

Behr is quick to point out the many factors that go into 
recovering from a serious injury, but he can’t shake the idea 
that CrossFit had something to do with his relatively quick 
return to health.

“I know there is a mental piece and a luck piece to recov-
ering from an injury, but it had to have helped me that I 
was in the best shape of my life,” he said.

By February 2009, nearly nine months after he was 
wounded, and now equipped with a new prosthetic hip, 
Behr was finally able to walk without assistance. While 
working under the guidance of his physical therapist, he 
began working CrossFit back into his routine.

“I wasn’t really thinking about it being able to help me in 
rehabilitation. I just wanted to do it (CrossFit) again,” he said.

Working for Warriors
Enter Juan Valentin. In 2006, Valentin was badly injured by 
an IED explosion while serving overseas. The process of his 
recovery, not unlike Behr’s, gave him a unique knowledge 
and understanding of just how difficult it could be to go 
from an elite warrior to having little or no ability to train as 
an athlete.  

“I was a very active person,” Juan recalled, “but after I was 
injured, I had no training system that could allow me to 
stay active and healthy until I found CrossFit.”

The Bionic Warriors are proof that you can overcome just about anything.
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After a medical retirement from the military, Juan brought 
his own experience and love of the CrossFit program to 
a company called 9Line LLC. 9Line is a disabled-veteran-
owned small business created for one specific purpose: 
to assist in the advocacy and support of our nation’s 
wounded Special Operations Forces warriors. By the nature 
of their jobs, Special Operators are statistically more likely 
to become injured while serving our country than the 
members of any other community within the Department 
of Defense (DOD). Realizing the need for an effective care 
network within the community, 9Line was created and 
funded under the guidance of the United States Special 
Operations Command (USSOCOM) Care Coalition.

Shortly after the creation of the company, the DOD 
issued 9Line a grant to create something truly unique. In 
partnership with the United States Olympic Committee 
Paralympic Program, Valentin developed the Wounded 
Warrior Athlete Program (WWAP) and called the team of 
wounded veterans he recruited “The Bionic Warriors.”

The program is simple. 

“Any wounded SOF warrior that shows interest in partici-
pating in a sport receives instant support and the best 
training we can give them,” Valentin explained. “It has 
been shown time and time again that the quickest way 
to progress a wounded soldier’s recovery is through sport.”

Soldiering On
During his slow return to CrossFit, Behr fell in love with the 
program all over again. Working through 9Line, Valentin 
offered Behr something he had always wanted to do: 
attend a CrossFit Level 1 Certification.

“When the sports-grants program came up, I was jumping 
all over it,” Behr explained.

The WWAP even provided Behr with funding to train at an 
affiliate, Potomac CrossFit, and the opportunity to attend a 
CrossFit Olympic Lifting Certification, giving him invaluable 
help working through some of the movements he found 
difficult to accomplish on his own with a prosthetic hip.

Valentin is quick to attribute the success of his program to 
the effectiveness of CrossFit, but he also has a big-picture 
view of what the Bionic Warriors do for the community as 
a whole. 

“Having a program like this and getting awareness of these 
guys pushed out to the masses can give others going 
through their own injuries someone to look up to,” he said. 

Valentin may be more right than he knows. For the average 
CrossFitter, success stories from guys like Behr do more 
than inspire us to work harder; they put our own problems 
into perspective. 

“We gripe about our injuries,” Valentin explains, “but I 
actually saw a Paralympic competitor do a biathlon with 
no arms.” 

9Line is a disabled-veteran-
owned small business 

created for one specific 
purpose: to assist in the 

advocacy and support of our 
nation’s wounded Special 

Operations Forces warriors.

After being injured in 2006, Juan Valentin used CrossFit  
to get back in shape. Then he decided to bring the program  

to other wounded warriors.

http://journal.crossfit.com
mailto:feedback@crossfit.com
http://www.westside-barbell.com/


Athletes ...  (continued)

5 of 5

Copyright © 2010 CrossFit, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
CrossFit is a registered trademark ® of CrossFit, Inc. 

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

Visit CrossFit.com

And while Valentin’s program is an athletic dream come 
true for the wounded SOF warrior, it is also a reality check. 
One of the men from program that I had the chance to 
interview was Senior Master Sgt. Mark Hurst. Hurst was 
injured by a rocket-propelled grenade in an ambush while 
on a mission with 1st Ranger Battalion in Afghanistan. He 
took severe shrapnel wounds to the left side of body, face, 
neck and back, and he lost his left eye.  

The very first words Hurst used to describe his injuries were 
“not really serious.” He wanted me to be sure I understood 
that in the grand scheme of things and compared to the 
other guys who work with 9Line, the loss of his eye was 
small change. Hurst now spends his time using CrossFit to 
train for marathons, which he runs in honor of Air Force 
Capt. Eric Das, who was killed when his F-16 went down 
in 2003 in Iraq.

Hurst and Behr are the kind of men Valentin’s program 
attracts. These men do more than motivate guys like me, 
who are prone to mindlessly complain about a tight Achilles 
or a pulled hamstring. They help mentor and inspire those 
who need it most—other wounded warriors—and that is 
what the Bionic Warrior program is truly about. 

Valentin explained to me that no matter what new program, 
scholarships or grants they offer their Bionic athletes, each 
is always hesitant to accept anything, because none feels 
he or she is the most disadvantaged by injury.

“The guy with one arm will always want us to give support 
first to the guy with no arms, and he first wants us to 
support the guy with no leg. That’s just the kind of guys 
they are,” Valentin explained. 

What Juan’s program has created is more than an oppor-
tunity to train his Bionic Warriors. It’s a way to inspire the 
wounded and injured veterans of every branch of the 
military to view themselves as what they already are: 
athletes. That’s a title that can’t be taken away by loss of 
limb, sight or ability. The Bionic Warriors serve as a very 
important reminder to all of us—especially those who are 
dealing with the emotional and physical pain of debili-
tating injury—that human potential goes far past the 
physical realm.
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About the Author

Raised in Atlanta, Russell Berger spent four years in 1st 
Ranger Battalion and saw numerous combat deployments. 
After leaving the military in 2008, he moved to Alabama 
and opened CrossFit Huntsville. He currently splits his time 
between running his gym, training for the CrossFit Games, 
writing for CrossFit, and spending time with his family.

These men do more than 
motivate … . They help 

mentor and inspire those 
who need it most—other 

wounded warriors.

Bionic Warrior Dean Wagner participated in  
the Race Across America competition this year.
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