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“The FDA is here.” It was a simple text 

message sent to the phone of Robert 

Kunz the day LAVA showed up to visit 

one of the company’s production facilities in ear-

ly March. “See?” First Endurance Chief Research-

er and Co-founder Robert Kunz says. “People 

wonder if our industry is regulated? I guess this 

would be proof. We’re definitely regulated.” 

For us, it’s enlightenment. While we’ve seen 

how titanium bikes, carbon wheels and rubber 

tires are made, we’ve never seen how the fuel 

that we put in our bodies as athletes is pro-

duced—and how government-controlled, pro-

cedural and complicated it is. Until now. 

We traveled to Salt Lake City to visit First 

Endurance. The area’s dry climate makes nu-

trients stable, and has made the area a hotbed 

for nutrition production facilities. Because of 

this, it’s rife with renowned researchers and 

scientists. Co-founders Kunz and Michael Fog-

arty, both former cogs in the Weider Nutrition 

empire, and both triathletes and bike racers, 

departed a decade ago to get away from the 

muscle-building aspect of nutrition and focus 

on making products for people more like them-

selves: endurance athletes.

The endurance sport focus hasn’t stopped 

many from outside the sport from gaining inter-

est in the brand. “We’ve got rowers and mixed 

martial arts guys approaching us; even some 

NBA guys,” Fogarty says. “But you know the 

craziest request we’ve gotten? We had a guy 

request Optygen in bulk … for racehorses.” 

The company stands as a bit of a unique 

brand in multisport; it came into the triathlon and 

cycling segments nearly a decade ago and ac-

tually stayed there. While many big names have 

expanded with a product line that can be picked 

up at the local corner store, First Endurance is 

TOP FUEL
When it’s going into your body, you better be damn sure it’s pure and clean. LAVA toured 

the production facilities at First Endurance and learned that what goes into their nutrition 
is the real deal—nothing more, nothing less.
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First Endurance, based in Salt Lake City, continues to be one of the industry’s most innovative endurance nutrition brands.
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still only found at specialty retailers, earmarked 

for serious athletes. “There are a lot of nutrition 

companies that are going ‘oh, the weight-loss 

segment looks good, let’s get into that,’” Fogarty 

says. “That will never be us. We’ve held to our 

guns and stuck to what we know best.”

That’s a good thing for athletes. Despite be-

ing a two-man show, they’ve been remarkably 

effective in penetrating a very fickle multisport 

market by delivering good products with forth-

right data. Their very vertical access to some 

of the best suppliers is remarkably unique. Not 

only does First Endurance have total control of 

what it puts in its products, they are usually the 

first to gain access to it. They audit, check and 

verify their suppliers. They have the recipe to 

build their product, and ensure that it stays in 

the family. “I can go to suppliers and say ‘I need 

this, and I need the research, medical studies 

and clinical data about what strain of Cordy-

ceps you’re using to back that,” Kunz says. “I 

don’t know that a lot of other brands are look-

ing at things beyond ‘how much does this cost.’”

It’s labor-intensive, but in the end, the duo 

says the end product makes it worthwhile. 

“We prefer to do our homework up front,” Kunz 

says, “otherwise you’re chasing your tail, put-

ting out fires. It’s a lot of work, but it’s smooth 

sailing when it’s done.”

That tail chasing, or lack thereof, by some 

other nutrition brands made for some ugly 

headlines a few years ago. A 2008 legal pro-

ceeding brought three endurance athletes to-

gether in a legal battle with a popular nutrition 

company after tainted supplements apparently 

caused them to fail drug tests and landed each 

in suspension. But while the case was settled 

out of court, the World Anti-Doping Agency 

(WADA) rules on strict liability (which state the 

athlete is 100-percent responsible for anything 

found in their bodies, accidently ingested or 

not) meant the athletes were still found to be 

at fault. While they may have been innocent, 

they served suspensions and their reputations 

were sullied.

The general inference is that while the of-

fending nutrition company may have promoted 

its products as being free of banned substanc-

es, the likelihood was that the facility contracted 

by that company (which very likely served as 

production facility for other sports nutrition 

companies) simply didn’t clean WADA-banned 

substances from the production machinery be-

fore producing its WADA-sanctioned products. 

With a stable of top riders including Leop-

ard Trek riders Fabian Cancellara and Andy 

Schleck, and pro triathletes Jordan Rapp and 

Sarah Haskins—athletes who carry a high 

reputation for clean performance—First En-

durance wants no part of such a mess, so the 

company does it due diligence, to the “n’th” 

degree.

As a pro or top age grouper, that strict li-

ability rule means one of two things: avoid 

supplements altogether or ensure what you’re 

taking in is clean. The only way to know is 

if the product is produced in a Good Manu-

facturing Practice-approved (GMP) facility, a 

federal government-instituted process that 

effectively brings nutritional products to an 

approval level close to pharmaceutical grade. 

Few sports nutrition brands produce in a fac-

tory with the GMP stamp of approval. First 

Endurance is one of them. Furthermore, the 

FDA regularly visits—announced and unan-

nounced—to ensure the rules of supplement 

production are in force. 

At First Endurance’s facility, those rules are 

While many other nutrition companies can be found at your local market, First Endurance continues to be a niche product for discerning endurance athletes.
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in force times ten. While some brands choose 

to skirt the FDA for swifter processing or to 

save money, this facility serves as a standard-

bearer of how nutrition should be produced for 

endurance athletes. The facility even has a fully-

stocked laboratory staffed by scientists in order 

to test various product samples and iterations, 

on site. “This whole facility is designed the way 

it is because of the FDA, to adhere to its regula-

tions,” Kunz says. “It’s nerd lab porn.” That’s one 

way of putting it.

I was led into a room and told to don a full 

complement of sterile accoutrements—gown, 

hairnet, mask, gloves, booties—all appropri-

ate attire before headed into surgery. Last 

time I was in this type of sterile environment 

was high school career exploration at a hos-

pital, and doctors were prepping a patient for 

open-heart surgery by painting broad strokes 

of iodine across his chest. That day I nearly 

passed out. Thankfully, on this day I was more 

inquisitive than nervous. 

Before we began to see the manufacturing 

taking place and witnessed how Optygen and 
The entire First Endurance laboratory has been designed with FDA compliance and regulations in mind. 
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Multi-V are actually made, we had a lesson on the process of receiv-

ing raw materials. Before they are accepted into the building, raw 

ingredients—carted into the facility in big bags on pallets—undergo 

a batch sample, which is tested for compliance with U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration (FDA) regulations per GMP sport rules. Be-

cause the FDA subscribes to WADA protocol, that means not only 

does the facility test for WADA substances, but they don’t accept 

items on the WADA banned substance list into the facility. With raw 

materials accepted, every batch earns a proverbial birth certificate, 

such that if an athlete claimed impurity in a supplement they took, 

there are ways to backtrack a bottle’s very manufacture date and 

batch test findings.

We were ready to enter what is called GMP-protected space. It meant 

moving through a sealed-off corridor, through two airlocks, and into 

the production facility. Positive and negative airflow is neutralized. To 

ensure HEPA-filtrated air purity, the cinder block rooms have no dry-

wall, no false ceilings and no exposed ductwork or ventilation ports. 

Quite simply, it’s hospital-grade clean.

How a vitamin goes from raw powder to a tablet is quite an in-

volved process. Only after raw materials are discharged from a hop-

per through a screener to ensure uniform particle size, are they then 

loaded into blending bays designed to mix First Endurance’s own 

recipe of vitamin A, vitamin E, folate, omega-3s, iron and proprietary 

enzyme blends into what makes up Multi-V. The mixed goods are then 

are moved to tablet or encapsulation suites.

Each of the bays are sealed from one another, and each mixing 

station is thoroughly hosed, bleach-washed and dried to clean it of 

any particle residue for the next product mixing. Machinery is disas-

sembled, washed and shrink-wrapped after each production. There is 

precisely zero chance of carryover from product to product. 

Another room has a giant tumbler that looks like an open-door 

Kenmore dryer on steroids with thousands of tablets rolling about 

inside. A nozzle sprays First Endurance Multi-V tablets with a coat-

ing that helps them go down the gullet more easily. After ensuring 

samples from the batch meet a specific weight and have their dis-

solving rate tested in conditions meant to mimic stomach dissolution, 

the tablets or capsules are bottled. Watching the filling of bottles is 

hypnotizing; a rattling tray has tablets dancing down rows to a funnel, 

which shuttles them into a line of waiting bottles. Once bottled and 

sealed, the bottles are boxed, and the boxes are labeled as part of a lot 

that receives a Certificate of Analysis as a tested-clean supplement. 

And off to your store it goes.

The process repeats for the rest of the First Endurance line, with 

EFS Liquid Shot produced in a separate factory and Ultragen recov-

ery powder created in yet another facility. All with the same strin-

gent checks seen in the Multi-V and Optygen production facility. 

From our standpoint, it seems the bases are covered over and over 

and over again to the point that as a pro or top age grouper, you 

don’t have much to be worried about with what you’re ingesting. 

But while it may seem like overkill, Kunz and Fogarty say it’s easier 

than the alternative. “We’re responsible ultimately to our customers,” 

Fogarty says. “To do this legwork in advance, it means we’re earning 

their trust in giving them not only the best supplements available, 

but also the cleanest. It’s what our company was built upon.” LAVA


