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In times of war or uncertainty there is a special breed of warrior ready to answer our Nation’s call. Common citizens with uncommon desire to succeed. Forged by adversity, they stand alongside America’s finest special operations forces to serve their country, the American people, and protect their way of life. I am that warrior.


My Trident is a symbol of honor and heritage. Bestowed upon me by the heroes that have gone before, it embodies the trust of those I have sworn to protect. By wearing the Trident I accept the responsibility of my chosen profession and way of life. It is a privilege that I must earn every day.


My loyalty to Country and Team is beyond reproach. I humbly serve as a guardian to my fellow Americans always ready to defend those who are unable to defend themselves. I do not advertise the nature of my work, nor seek recognition for my actions. I voluntarily accept the inherent hazards of my profession, placing the welfare and security of others before my own.


I serve with honor on and off the battlefield. The ability to control my emotions and my actions, regardless of circumstance, sets me apart from others. Uncompromising integrity is my standard. My character and honor are steadfast. My word is my bond.


—Excerpt from the US Navy SEAL Ethos















PROLOGUE



May 24, 2018—The White House


Britt Slabinski entered trailing a step behind President Donald J. Trump as a four-piece brass band made its way through a cheerless “Hail to the Chief.” The retired Navy SEAL master chief petty officer strode past a collection of family and colleagues standing in the audience, across the room’s parquet floors and wool rugs, to a small podium. The ceremony took place in the East Room. This is where Presidents Dwight Eisenhower and Gerald Ford took their oaths of office and where Abraham Lincoln and John F. Kennedy lay in repose after their assassinations. This place holds a distinct significance for members of the military: it is where the commander in chief presents the highest award for battlefield valor, the Medal of Honor. That was the occasion that brought Master Chief Slabinski to the East Room that day. But as he took his place on the dais, standing between portraits of George Washington and Martha Washington, his expression didn’t register whether he was there for a coronation or a funeral.


Slabinski stood off to the side of the president and faced the now seated audience. The forty-eight-year-old was still boyishly handsome with placid blue eyes, the only evidence of his age the slight receding of his brown hair combed to one side. Six feet tall and lean, Slabinski wore a pressed, all-white Navy dress uniform with a stiff tunic collar, closed and adorned with two brass pins indicating his rank as a noncommissioned officer. His left breast displayed twenty-five different military service ribbons, including a Navy Cross; just beneath his collarbone his treasured gold Navy SEAL Trident remained pinned in place, as it had when he passed the group’s brutal BUD/S training program twenty-eight years earlier. For the son of a retired Navy “frogman”—the precursor to the SEALs—and a former Eagle Scout from central Massachusetts who enlisted in the Navy after graduating from high school, the White House ceremony must have been awe-inspiring. Yet, as he stood in front of senior Pentagon officials, Navy admirals both active and retired, and several living Medal of Honor recipients, Slabinski appeared humble. He smiled sheepishly as President Trump introduced him and his family, including his son, who sat just across from him in the first row. Slabinski looked every part the American hero.


Slabinski’s distinguished career in the SEALs came to an end four years earlier, when he retired as a command master chief, a rank of E-9. He spent much of his career with the Naval Special Warfare Development Group, called DEVGRU and known by everyone as SEAL Team 6, where he’d been a sniper, before rising to become a senior leader. In that time, he completed fifteen combat tours and took home five Bronze Stars with a “V” device for valor, denoting heroism on the battlefield. He was a charismatic leader whose stature at SEAL Team 6 and the broader SEAL community led to his helping write the SEAL ethos that codified the Navy SEAL culture. His email signature read, “Strength and Honor.”


“Today we pay tribute to Britt’s heroic service,” President Trump said, “and proudly present him with our nation’s highest military honor. I would go so far and say our nation’s highest honor.”


The Medal of Honor is, in fact, the highest award for military service. Initially established by the Navy during the Civil War, the award was quickly adopted by the Army to honor the battlefield bravery of enlisted and volunteer soldiers who fought for the Union. Signed into law by President Lincoln, the Medal of Honor could be awarded to officers as well. More than 40 percent of the almost thirty-five hundred awards come from the Civil War, and more than half of the awards since World War II have gone to service members who died on a battlefield. Some view awards with skepticism in the military—as imperfect artifacts of a culture that does not know how to value their labor. But when it comes to the Medal of Honor, most Americans have reached something of a consensus: the recipients are the closest thing our society has to heroes.


President Trump continued his remarks, addressing Slabinski and his surviving teammates, some of whom looked on from the audience.


“You waged a fierce fight against the enemies,” the president said. “Through your actions, you demonstrated that there is no love more pure and no courage more great than the love and courage that burns in the hearts of American patriots. We are free because warriors like you are willing to give their sweat, their blood, and if they have to, their lives for our great nation.”


Slabinski stood silently in front of a framed Medal of Honor flag, blue with thirteen white stars; the president spoke for him. “Britt wants the country to know that for him the recognition he is about to receive is an honor that falls on the whole team, on every American warrior who fought the forces of terror on that snowy Afghan ridge. Each of them has entered the eternal chronicle of American valor and American bravery.


“Britt, we salute you, we thank you, we thank God for making you a United States SEAL, we love our Navy SEALs.”1


Slabinski looked out at the audience, his blue eyes frequently coming back to his son just in front of him. A military aide to the president read the citation aloud. It credited Slabinski for “conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty” while serving in Afghanistan.


“In the early morning of 4 March 2002,” the citation reads, Slabinski led a SEAL Team 6 reconnaissance element “to its assigned area atop a 10,000-foot snow-covered mountain. Their insertion helicopter was suddenly riddled with rocket-propelled grenades and small arms fire from previously undetected enemy positions. The crippled helicopter lurched violently and ejected one teammate onto the mountain before the pilots were forced to crash land in the valley far below.”


Slabinski then led his remaining team on a rescue mission for their missing teammate back on top of the mountain. Despite facing more enemy fire as the group exited their helicopter, one teammate jumped off the aircraft, charging uphill toward enemy fire.


Slabinski, known as Slab by his SEAL Team 6 teammates, looked unsteady as the citation retold the events in 2002. His head nodded slightly, and his eyes appeared to water.


“Without regard for his own safety,” the citation read, Slabinski charged uphill in thigh-high snow to join one of his teammates. Together, they assaulted and cleared the first of three bunkers. Machine-gun fire from another hardened position poured out from twenty meters away at the two Americans. Slabinski “repeatedly exposed himself to deadly fire” to attack the second bunker as his teammate was struck down by enemy fire. Slabinski and team were too close to the enemy to call in air support, and after three casualties, “the situation became untenable.” Slabinski moved his team into a better defensive position and called in air strikes as well as reinforcements. The enemy forced Slabinski and his other wounded teammates down the mountainside with mortar fire. Slabinski led his team down an almost sheer, snow-covered mountainside, where they were finally rescued fourteen hours later.


“By his undaunted courage, bold initiative, leadership, and devotion to duty, Senior Chief Slabinski reflected great credit upon himself and upheld the highest traditions of the United States Naval Service.”2


After the announcer completed the citation, Trump placed the light-blue silk ribbon around Slabinski’s neck, the medal hanging near his Trident.


For Slabinski, the award secured his integrity and honor. For the crowd gathered, it was a solemn, proud moment. For a few men who knew Slabinski well, it was a disgrace.



March 4, 2002—Takur Ghar, Eastern Afghanistan


Slabinski charged off the Chinook’s rear ramp first as machine-gun fire crackled all around him. His first steps landed in heavy snow and he quickly fell over. His five teammates, including John Chapman, an Air Force combat controller known as Chappy, followed, fanning out in practiced formations. Enemy fire rattled from three positions above the men, forcing them to scramble for cover. The SEAL Team 6 reconnaissance element had lost the one tactical advantage they valued most: the element of surprise.


The team had tried to land on the 10,200-foot mountaintop three hours earlier to establish an observation post. As their helicopter began to set down, they flew directly into an ambush. A force of foreign al Qaeda fighters had successfully hidden their position before the mission started, and the moment the Chinook entered the kill zone, the fighters opened up. As the helicopter shook and rattled from RPGs and small arms fire, one of the SEALs, Neil Roberts, slipped off the open ramp and tumbled ten feet into the snow. The helicopter continued its descent to two thousand feet beneath the summit where it was forced to make an emergency landing, to wait for rescue by another helicopter and evacuation back to the SEALs’ base.


When the rescue helicopter arrived, Slabinski ordered the Chinook pilot to bring his team of six remaining SEALs back up to the top of the mountain, where entrenched fighters would be waiting, in the hope of recovering Roberts. They would have to fight uphill against an enemy force that was mostly hidden, and whose strength was unknown.


The team was, by design, part of the most elite fighting force in the US military. SEAL Team 6 was a small unit of so-called Tier 1 operators trained as a counterterrorism and hostage rescue force. If any group of US servicemen was going to jump out of the back of a helicopter at an altitude of ten thousand feet, at night, in the snow, and fight uphill to recover a teammate, Slabinski and his men were the ones you would want on the job.


Even so, few at the command had seen combat. There had been missions and small deployments, and a few older members remembered the Black Hawk Down incident in Somalia ten years earlier. The 9/11 attacks had galvanized and motivated the unit to take down Osama bin Laden, al Qaeda, and the Taliban, but few would enter Afghanistan with any experience fighting terrorists and insurgents. The firefight unfolding on the mountaintop that night finally gave them that opportunity.


As Chapman ran uphill to try to establish radio communications with air support, Slabinski picked himself up and followed. The two other teams of two quickly sought cover behind a cropping of small boulders, but they were all downhill and at a severe tactical disadvantage. Automatic-weapons fire cracked through the trees and ricocheted off the boulders. Chapman fired a three-round burst from his M4 into a hidden bunker, suppressing one of the three sources of enemy attack.


Within minutes of exiting the helicopter, Chapman was hit by enemy fire. Slabinski was closest to him when it happened. He could see Chapman through night-vision goggles on the ground, silent and still, but breathing. Slabinski kept firing while trying to direct the other two teams to the nearest enemy bunker. Shortly after Slabinski led a failed assault of the bunker, two more of the SEALs fell wounded, including one whose leg had been nearly severed by gunfire.


With half of his force unable to fight, Slabinski had few choices to continue the assault. The team was effectively pinned down under descending fire. He scanned the mountaintop and looked for the best exit route. To get out of his position, Slabinski would later claim he passed closely over Chapman’s body, looked at him, and saw no visual signs of life, and that his only choice to save the rest of his team was to retreat. Slabinski had lost one teammate, and now another in an attempt to save the first. Two others were injured, one critically. The only rational decision was to escape down the mountainside and keep his remaining men alive. Slabinski continued past Chapman without checking his pulse or confirming that his fellow operator had died.


But the day’s losses were only beginning. The battle lasted for another fourteen hours. Two other quick reaction forces had landed on the mountaintop as well, calling in air strikes as they made their retreat, and another five US servicemen were killed in action.


By the time Slabinski and his team landed back at the SEAL Team 6 headquarters at Bagram Air Base, outside the Afghan capital of Kabul, several hours later, a fuller picture of what had occurred on the top of Takur Ghar emerged. A drone flying above the mountain captured the unfolding chaos. After the initial failed helicopter assault, Roberts was discovered quickly by an al Qaeda fighter. The video showed the enemy fighter firing a round through Roberts’s head; the fighter then taking out a knife, bending down over Roberts’s body, and attempting to behead the dead SEAL. The fighter was unable to finish the job; he gave up and dragged the body toward the bunkers. Although there was no way for his teammates to know at the time, Roberts had died more than thirty minutes before the SEALs returned to attempt a rescue.


The video also captured the team’s thwarted attempt to take the mountaintop. More than eleven hundred miles away in Masirah, Oman, a group of officers from the Joint Special Operations Command, known as JSOC, watched live, real-time video of Slabinski’s firefight from a drone high above Takur Ghar. The drone’s video revealed a strange scene after Slabinski’s team egressed off the mountaintop. The footage appeared to show a single man maneuvering and firing toward positions held by enemy fighters for almost an hour. For the JSOC commanders far removed from the battlefield, it wasn’t quite clear yet who was fighting. There was no communication from the mountaintop to the operations center. Had an internal battle broken out between the al Qaeda fighters? Or could the enemy forces have mistaken their own forces for the Americans? The JSOC officers didn’t know, for example, that an Air Force combat controller in Gardez heard John Chapman calling on an emergency radio frequency using a unique call-sign identifier. Nor did the video at the time clearly show the same lone fighter exposing himself, coming out of one of the bunkers to lay down suppressing fire as the first of the rescue helicopters landed nearby.


Only years later, when an Air Force intelligence analyst began reviewing the video footage with technology that didn’t exist in 2002, did it become clear who that fighter was. It was Chapman; he had survived. After his team retreated, he regained consciousness and resumed fighting, alone and badly outnumbered, for nearly an hour. Moments after the Army Rangers exited their Chinooks to come save him and Neil Roberts, Chapman was killed. The video memorialized an unthinkable act: SEALs had left a man for dead behind enemy lines.


But Slabinski would never fully accept that. Nor would SEAL Team 6 admit that on a day filled with heroism, tragedy, and sacrifice, the man leading the mission violated one of special operations’ most fundamental codes: never leave a man behind. Facing an unwinnable scenario, Slabinski made a decision to preserve the lives of his remaining teammates. But SEAL Team 6 did not fashion its reputation based on tactical retreats. After the events of Takur Ghar, Slabinski and the command had created a template that members of SEAL Team 6 would follow in the decades of fighting to come. When faced with a mistake or transgression that brought dishonor to the team, and thus dishonor to the country, the best path was to disregard the truth and sell a myth of heroism.


The Battle of Roberts Ridge, as it came to be known, had a devastating, though unspoken, effect on SEAL Team 6—akin to a dark family secret. And, like any painful secret, it created its own unique pathologies. The events of that day would set off a cascade of extraordinary violence. Roberts’s mutilation and Chapman’s abandonment and heroics became two separate features of the psychology within the team. These events haunted America’s most elite military unit and set off a culture of rogue violence and cover-ups, a corrupt culture that is still active today.


The legend of SEAL Team 6 grew as the War on Terror expanded beyond Afghanistan to Iraq, Somalia, and Yemen. And with it, the team’s rogue culture continued to spread, operating outside the Navy’s established mechanisms for command and investigation. A segment of SEAL Team 6 began acting with an air of impunity that disturbed observers within the command. Some senior members of SEAL Team 6 believed the pattern of brutality was not only illegal but rose to the level of war crimes.


“To understand the violence, you have to begin at Roberts Ridge,” a SEAL Team 6 operator who deployed several times to Afghanistan told me. “When you see your friend killed, recover his body, and find that the enemy mutilated him? It’s a schoolyard mentality. ‘You guys want to play with those rules? OK.’” Although this former SEAL acknowledged that war crimes are wrong, he understood how they happen. “You ask me to go living with the pigs, but I can’t go live with pigs and then not get dirty.”


Whether by intent or neglect, Slabinski’s award served to rewrite SEAL Team 6’s troubled post-9/11 history, including the corruption, cover-ups, and crimes, all of which originated at Roberts Ridge, to not just claim honor that had been lost but to insulate the unit from accountability. By putting the Medal of Honor silk ribbon around Slabinski’s neck, Trump ignored SEAL Team 6’s dark secrets.


“By giving Slab the award, you close the door on our criminal history,” a former SEAL Team 6 officer told me. “The cover-up wins. You’ve closed this ugly part of our command’s history, and everyone gets away with it. What everyone learns from this is that cover-ups work. ‘Don’t say anything bad about your teammates, keep quiet and we’ll get through it.’ It’s disgraceful.”


Slabinski’s conduct wasn’t an aberration at SEAL Team 6; the unit’s moral collapse was not his responsibility, even if he contributed to it. He was not an officer, and just one of many SEALs. In fact, in the East Room audience were current and retired SEAL Team 6 admirals who’d enabled this. Together, these senior officers helped build the myth of SEAL Team 6 and the Navy SEALs. Among themselves, these Naval Academy graduates would encourage fellow SEAL officers to “protect the brand.” The leadership made a Faustian bargain: they could champion enemy kills and ride their SEALs’ successes to promotions and post-retirement wealth in exchange for allowing the enlisted inside the unit to establish their own rules—and a code that sought to protect the command at all costs.


The myth of SEAL Team 6 had secured the unit’s place in America’s imagination as the unambiguous heroes of the War on Terror—silent, deadly, professional. Still, Slabinski’s medal served to whitewash the image of the unit well-known within its ranks, which had been defined by two decades of failed leadership, shameless propaganda, criminal activity, cover-ups, and war crimes. That day the nation’s highest military honor served as a coda for the tragedy that became SEAL Team 6 after 9/11. It hid the consequences for the men who served in the unit, men who had experienced an unprecedented amount of war. Indeed, during no previous American conflict had the military faced as much battlefield exposure as the post-9/11 wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere. As first described by journalist Dexter Filkins, these have indeed been Forever Wars. At twenty years and counting, the wars have tallied scores of tactical successes but delivered no strategic victories.


The Navy SEAL Ethos, which Slabinski helped write, states, in part:


“I serve with honor on and off the battlefield. The ability to control my emotions and my actions, regardless of circumstance, sets me apart from others. Uncompromising integrity is my standard. My character and honor are steadfast. My word is my bond.”


For many at SEAL Team 6, little of that is true. Their Ethos is indeed noble, but the SEALs were not, in fact, built to live up to it. From the first days of the frogmen and combat swimmers of World War II, the Navy sought men to do a job that was necessary, but which few wanted. What the service never reckoned with is that the qualities that draw men to be SEALs are the same qualities that undermine their effectiveness.


There’s an inherent challenge that comes with writing a book about the Navy SEALs and, in particular, SEAL Team 6. It isn’t that SEALs are unwilling to share stories. In fact, there’s an industry built around this. A cursory glance at the military section of your local bookstore will feature any number of bestsellers authored by the quiet professionals of the SEALs. But the stories these select SEALs are willing to share are too often embellished and fabricated for a purpose: to enhance the author’s profile and burnish the SEAL myth.


This book serves a different purpose. It focuses on the stories that the SEALs have not been willing to share—at least until now. Many of these stories testify to the bravery and the singular capabilities of these men, but also identify failings—and the consequences that follow from them. That is the project of this book: to investigate the history of the military’s most elite—and secretive—fighting force. And to do so without fear or favor. With this in mind, the reader should note two considerations about what follows.


First, much of the reporting in the book will be denied and denounced by the Department of Defense and the US government. This is not because the facts in this book are not true, but because the government is not yet required to acknowledge their truth. Many of the people, places, and events covered in these pages remain classified as Top Secret by the US government. The military has been consistent in responding to the stream of accusations against SEAL Team 6, saying that allegations are either unsubstantiated or there is no record of the events described. Both are dishonest. This book details these crimes—and the cover-ups that followed—to offer substantiation and to create a record that cannot be so glibly denied.


Second, few sources have gone on the record or chosen to be named in these pages. This reflects the reporting environment: the classified world of national security and tribal culture of the very few chosen and trained by the government to conduct clandestine war. There is rigor behind this anonymity. I have conducted hundreds of interviews with dozens of current or former Navy SEALs, most of whom served in SEAL Team 6. I understand their biases and have challenged them when appropriate to ensure the information reflects the closest proximity to an authoritative rendering. Where possible, I have also relied on documents. For the reader’s ease, I have placed all attribution details about the sourcing in the endnotes.


Most reporting about covert operations conducted by the United States examines events and facts that the government has gone to great lengths to conceal—and resists mightily any effort by journalists to make public. Journalists must rely, then, on those who are willing to come forward. As the distance in time from the events grows, more people will appear with more facts, and newer details about these events will emerge. All of history is a work in progress. But Code Over Country presents the closest public accounting of the events to date. I hope the reporting and history here will lead to more public accountability about the wars this country fights, and the heroes we claim.
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PART I



A Special Breed of Warrior: Naval Special Warfare


[1943–2001]















CHAPTER 1



FROGMEN


In the early hours of November 20, 1943, more than five thousand Marines from the 2nd Marine Division pushed toward the beach of a palm-tree-covered Central Pacific island at a speed of four knots in small landing craft, ready to establish a beachhead and bring the offensive closer to the Japanese mainland.


For more than a hundred years, American military power has been built on its dominant Navy. The modern Navy grew to reflect America’s geographic reality: two oceans necessitated two stand-alone fleets capable of fighting at least two wars across the globe simultaneously. By the Second World War, the American Navy was a modern marvel that reflected military strength, industrial output, and economic dominance. Fleets of gunships, destroyers, aircraft carriers, and submarines could navigate the world’s oceans to protect shipping lanes, reinforce American military strength, and project America’s rising stature as a global power.


The landing craft, called “alligators,” were rudimentary, no more than a metal rectangle box with caterpillar tracks on either side and a gasoline motor. Two platoons in the initial Alligator made it over the reef and through the shoaling waters and onto the beach. Now the bulk of the force headed in behind them from the line of departure roughly two miles from shore.


The small vessels made it into the reef, only five hundred yards from the shore, when they began catching the coral and rocks just beneath the surface.1


The Alligators opened their front gates, and Marines spilled out onto the reef, trudging through waist-high water, weighed down by their gear. Entrenched Japanese soldiers opened up. Mortars exploded across the reef and machine-gun fire cut through the Marines as the line of landing craft began to stack up at the reef’s edge. The boats got stuck in the reef as the tide effectively stopped their forward movement to land. Behind them, a row of tank-laden landing craft started dumping the vehicles because there was no way to turn back. Many sank or became permanently stuck. The Marines who successfully made it to shore were quickly cut down by Japanese soldiers in sand-dune bunkers farther inland.


By the time the 2nd Marine Division was done storming Betio Island in the Tarawa Atoll, almost a third of their five thousand were dead or wounded. The reef and the beach were littered with American bodies. An update back to the Marine command reported, “Issue at doubt.”


A Marine filming the landing captured the human devastation on the beach that day. He documented gruesome images of Marines bobbing in the water, their bodies floating in and out of the surf with each small wave that crashed on the beach. The images were considered so disturbing that President Franklin D. Roosevelt had to personally approve their release to the public. The human toll at Tarawa became the first images of American dead in the war.


The American forces would eventually clear the Japanese forces from the tiny atoll in the Gilbert Islands, but the US Navy had learned a brutal and lethal lesson. The multiple failures at Tarawa crystallized the need for dedicated reconnaissance and demolition units in future operations. It wasn’t a failure of equipment or personnel, it was of not knowing the tides.


If the United States were to win the war in the Pacific, the Navy would have to ensure they never found themselves stuck in a coral reef again. Fortunately, the Navy quickly identified their flaw. All the guns, mortars, rockets, and steel were useless if military planners were ignorant of the local tides. Although various Navy elements interviewed local fishermen as well as British sailors who warned of a unique tidal phenomenon called neap tides, the information did not make it to the planners of the amphibious assault. A neap tide happens when, during the lunar cycle, the moon and the sun are ninety degrees from each other from the earth’s vantage point. The sun’s tidal pull inhibits much of the lunar tide pull, leaving the sea essentially flat. The failure to know the precise tidal schedule led to a mass backup at the shoreline, where entrenched Japanese snipers and mortars killed scores of Marines in the surf. “It became apparent that estimates were not enough,” wrote a naval officer, who would help create a new force of naval special operations warriors, about the lessons learned in Tarawa. “Men must go in ahead of the troops to measure the depths exactly, and to search under water for mines and obstructions.”2


What was needed were unarmed men who could slip off a small boat a mile or two from land, swim to the shoreline, and examine up close the depth of coral and inspect enemy defenses and even the quality of the sand on the beach, all while facing enemy fire if they were spotted. The admiral in command of the amphibious forces during Tarawa requested a new unit of combat swimmers who would help conduct shoreline reconnaissance and guide soldiers and Marines to shore from their line of departure.3


As it happened, part of the blueprint for the modern SEALs had already begun a few months before the Tarawa invasion. A group of volunteers from the Seabees, the Navy’s construction branch, men from underwater salvage and demolition units, assembled in secret in Fort Pierce, Florida, a military installation on a twenty-five-mile stretch of a barrier island on the Atlantic, for an “indoctrination” training for one of the Navy’s new underwater units. Much of what became SEAL Team 6 can be traced to the weeklong training for the Naval Combat Demolition Unit (NCDU). The concept was unique at the time. The volunteers, both officers and enlisted, would go through water and beach training designed to bring them to mental and physical exhaustion. The officers had to be just as competent as the enlisted—even as they held command responsibilities. This ensured that each man who survived training had suffered equally. They swam, ran, and worked with inflatable boats. They learned to build explosives and operate both on land and in the water—while withstanding the impact of blasts and detonations. The week of training culminated with the men forced into a trench on the Atlantic beach while explosives were set off nearby for an hour. The goal was to ensure that each man they would send into enemy water had proved they could handle the stress. Many couldn’t. Between 60 and 75 percent dropped out by the end of the week.4


Still, Hell Week forged a bond for the frogmen, as they would come to be known. The compact size of the inflatable boat created the template for SEAL Teams operating as a small unit. Each boat could fit six men—one officer and five enlisted—plus explosives, and the number has remained the starting point for a team or squad through the years. For swimming, each man had a buddy, and so as the recruits progressed through Hell Week, they did so by forming close ties to a partner and a small team. The men who graduated were physically fit, tough, and considered impervious to the concussive forces of explosions. The officer leading the training, Lt. Cdr. Draper Kauffman, recognized the beginnings of a new class of naval warriors. The top-secret classification of the new unit combined with the sheer difficulty of completing training had created a group outside the Navy’s “spit and polish” regulations, one that saw themselves as special and above. Kauffman and his officers were concerned that elitism would pervade their ranks. But there was a war to win—and this new unit could help the Navy do that.5


Within six months of Tarawa, Kauffman was transferred from Florida to a makeshift training camp in Hawaii, where the Navy had a second unit under development. In Maui, not far from the Navy’s Pacific Fleet headquarters at Pearl Harbor, Kauffman and others refined the combat swimming and demolition skills in preparation for the next major amphibious assault at Saipan. These were named the Underwater Demolition Teams, or UDTs. During the next month, Kauffman, who was now leading a UDT, used small assaults in the Pacific theater to prepare and hone his unit’s skills for Saipan.6 Where his men at Fort Pierce had trained with bulky suits and oversized helmets to help them dive, in Maui he increased the swim training, while bulky underwater demolition gear was out. The men of the Underwater Demolition Teams would operate wearing swim trunks, sneakers, swim fins, a mask, gloves, a sheathed knife, and waterproofed explosive satchels. As they began operating in the Pacific, they added plexiglass slates along with waterproof lead pencils for underwater surveys.


When it came time for the landing at Saipan in June 1944, the underwater reconnaissance and demolition units had evolved into one of the Navy’s closely held secrets. They’d expanded in size in an effort to “fleet up” and shipped off to help the 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions land. Kauffman and his team led a successful mission, losing only one man during the operation while scouting underwater, helping the Marines advance onto land with none of the difficulty or death that transpired in Tarawa. For the rest of the war, the UDT was used for every major amphibious landing: at Saipan, Guam, Okinawa, Iwo Jima, and Borneo, among others. Navy swimmers would survey and destroy underwater defenses, measure reefs and the tides, and take sand samples to help determine which US track-wheeled vehicles could move up the beach.


Men trained at Fort Pierce also deployed to Europe, where they took part in the Normandy invasion. The Navy Combat Demolition Unit participation in the storming of Omaha and Utah Beaches in France didn’t go as well.7 In what would be the worst day in Naval Special Warfare until after 9/11, the NCDU lost thirty-seven men and suffered seventy-one additional casualties at Omaha, a casualty rate of over 50 percent.8 Eight days later Kauffman would lead a more successful UDT operation in Saipan. The frogmen helped the Navy learn from its mistakes and showed that a small unit of highly trained men could influence the battle as much as an armada of naval warships.


For special warfare, it was the dawn of a new era, that of the “naked swimmer,” “naked warrior,” “combat swimmer,” and frogmen. During the war, the various units would be attached to a ship for the duration of their deployment. Sailors would see these early special operators on the deck camouflaged in blue paint, with black stripes painted in one-foot intervals on their bodies to measure depth underwater.9 The color contributed to the coining of the name “frogmen” for the UDT during the war, but the men stood out among a ship’s crew for their attitude and presence as much as they did for their appearance.10 One of the first Navy SEALs, Roy Boehm, would later describe the frogmen he saw as “chiseled, hard-muscled young specimens, they carried themselves with a reckless, special air.”11


During World War II, several secret units of combat swimmers would conduct special underwater missions throughout the Pacific, in Europe, and in North Africa. Some scouted Normandy’s landings, helping lead the invasions of Omaha and Utah Beaches for D-day in France. Others used early versions of scuba gear to conduct underwater explosives missions. Still more attached limpet mines to enemy vessels or navigated waterways by disarming enemy mines. The units, all predecessors to the Navy SEALs, included Scouts and Raiders, Naval Combat Demolition Units, and the Underwater Demolition Teams.12 The units each had an underwater reconnaissance or demolition role but varied in tactics. Eventually, they would all evolve into UDTs, but together they were all part of a capability the Navy would come to call Naval Special Warfare, colloquially known as Navy frogmen.


Less than two months after World War II ended, the Navy let the public in on its new secret unit. An article in the Saturday Evening Post, titled “They Hit the Beach in Swim Trunks,” described the UDT mission in Saipan. The article would start a long tradition of revealing secret Naval Special Warfare operations to the public, combining facts with an irresistible addition of myth. At the time, the Saturday Evening Post was one of the bestselling magazines in the country and helped establish the new unit’s brand. Calling the UDT the Navy’s “human secret weapon” and describing them as “heathen idols” and “Battling Mermen” who moved in the water “like a porpoise,” the article bolstered the image of the combat swimmers who had fought bravely during the war.


The Navy helped produce a Hollywood film demonstrating their new elite unit’s unambiguous heroism—in what would become a standard after-action information campaign. As was typical for the time, the film, titled The Frogmen, starring Richard Widmark and released in 1951, lacked subtlety. In the opening scene, the men of the UDT introduce themselves to the enlisted sailors on a ship in the Pacific as both special and consequential, the “fearless, red-blooded, death-defying, He-men.” Despite the heavy-handed script and depiction of World War II UDT swimmers, the film accurately captured the unit’s own mythology of bravery and what distinguished frogmen from the average sailor.


The UDT even adopted a fight song that memorialized this view:


When the Navy gets into a jam


They always call on me


To pack a case of dynamite


And put right out to sea.…


Like every honest sailor


I drink my whiskey clear.


I’m a shootin’, fightin’, dynamitin’


De-mo-li-tion-eer.


Out in front of the Navy


Where you really get the heat


There’s a bunch of crazy bastards


Pulling off some crazy feat.13


Within three years of World War II’s end, the Navy drastically shrank the UDT from thirty-five hundred men and thirty-four teams to roughly two hundred frogmen assigned to four teams. They would remain split between the Pacific and Atlantic Fleets, one based on Coronado Island, and the other at Little Creek, on an inlet at the Chesapeake Bay’s mouth in Virginia Beach, Virginia. In those lean years, a few officers contemplated how to move the naked swimmers into water-based commandos. The SEAL forebears helped develop underwater breathing devices and conducted training in small arms, land warfare, and small units.14 The intention was to create a commando force that could do more than just lead amphibious landings: they were meant to reach land and secretly search and destroy.


The foresight and training paid off when the UDT expanded for the Korean War in 1950. Although the frogmen were again attached to an amphibious fleet, small teams conducted inland raids on the Korean Peninsula, infiltrating from the sea, using their explosives expertise to conduct sabotage operations. During and after the Korean War, UDT officers also began experimenting with using helicopters to insert and exfiltrate combat swimmers from the shoreline to expand Naval Special Warfare forces’ capabilities and uses. But as they had when they began, the Teams remained outside the broader Navy culture. The distinction from the Big Navy and its early corporate culture of strict adherence to rules and regulations freed UDT officers to experiment with and evolve their tactics without being forced into the Navy’s doctrine. The frogmen were allowed to improvise, and as they had in World War II, they worked to develop solutions to different combat problems. But the freedom to experiment came with a downside: UDT officers had no chance at real career advancement or promotion. Rising in the Navy still required being the skipper of a ship, commanding a piece of hardware and all the men needed to run it.


By the time John F. Kennedy was sworn in as the thirty-fifth president, that began to change. By 1961, the Cold War was under way and had changed the military’s strategic calculus. Mutually assured destruction between the United States and the Soviet Union, the world’s two superpowers with nuclear arsenals, reduced the likelihood of the massive multicountry conventional land-and-sea warfare of the two world wars. Instead, the young president, who had served in the Navy as a PT boat commander, looked to unconventional forces to fight communism worldwide. Less than a month after taking office, Kennedy authorized the Pentagon to “examine means of placing more emphasis on the development of counter guerilla forces.”15 The Navy soon sought to “augment present naval capabilities in restricted waters and rivers with particular reference to the conduct and support of paramilitary operations. It is desirable to establish Special Operations Teams as separate components within Underwater Demolition Units One and Two.”16 The Pentagon issued a directive to build a new force, as President Kennedy requested, to the men already working on the Navy’s commando capability: Southeast Asia and Cuba.


In May 1961, four months into his presidency and just a month after the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, President Kennedy delivered a special address to Congress. In it, he declared his intention for the United States to land men on the moon and described a new world conflict that required new kinds of forces. Kennedy announced that the United States had to respond to the reality of the Cold War. Communist countries, he explained, were forgoing large-scale conventional battles. Conflict was now proxy wars throughout the world in the form of “guerillas striking at night, by assassins striking alone—assassins who have taken the lives of thousands of civil officers in the last twelve months in Vietnam alone.…


“I am directing the Secretary of Defense to expand rapidly and substantially, in cooperation with our allies, the orientation of existing forces for the conduct of non-nuclear war, paramilitary operations and sub-limited or unconventional wars. In addition, our special forces and unconventional warfare units will be increased and reoriented.”17


Kennedy’s intention to escalate the conflict in Southeast Asia required a new breed of frogman. This unit would be detached from a Navy fleet and operate in small boats and insert into the deltas, marshes, and jungles of Vietnam. Capt. William H. Hamilton Jr., a UDT veteran of the Second World War who had helped advance UDT training and tactics in the intervening years, was assigned the task of creating the new Navy special operations unit. Hamilton and a few other frogmen went about selecting from the Underwater Demolition Teams for the new group. Hamilton would later describe the explicit vision of the type of men who would compose the unit:


We knew what we wanted for our unit. Swift, deadly, like a shark. Capable of infiltrating or striking from the air by parachute or helicopter, from overland, from the surface of the sea, or from underneath the sea.


They had to be more than killers, all muscle and neck and attack-dog mentality. I wanted—demanded—creative men who operated with their brains as well as with their muscles. Men of courage, dedication to duty, sacrifice, personal dexterity, and intelligence. Team and mission must come first. At the same time, they must be individuals, near rogues in fact. Rough men, tough men who could kick ass and operate outside protocol.18


Hamilton sent his men to prisons to learn from criminals—thieves in particular—how to break into safes, pick locks, and hot-wire cars. He wanted men who were comfortable as part soldier, part criminal, but who served the government. In the context of a military unit, they were to be engineers to tackle tactical problems on a battlefield.


Less than a year after Kennedy’s address, in January 1962, the Navy commissioned a new unit. Two teams would comprise the group, one based at Coronado and the other at Little Creek in Virginia Beach, each alongside existing UDT units. Although Hamilton pulled the first recruits from UDT teams, this new unit developed its own training program, which would feed new members to both groups. The division of teams to each coast harkened back to World War II and the desire to attach the commandos to both the Pacific and Atlantic Fleets, as the Navy had done with Underwater Demolition Teams. Ten officers and fifty enlisted men made up each team, with a basic unit structure of one officer with five men, just as the first small boat training at Fort Pierce had dictated. The Navy identified the unit by the environments operators would be experts at infiltrating—the Sea, Air, and Land—which gave this force its name: the SEALs.


Their insignia was the Trident, also known as the Budweiser, because of its faint resemblance to the Anheuser-Busch logo. It featured an eagle, a trident, and a flintlock pistol, which represented their areas of expertise: the sky, the sea, and land warfare.


Shortly after the Navy commissioned the SEALs, members of SEAL Team 1 were sent to Vietnam to conduct assessments and figure out how they could be used in the growing conflict. Even more than the Pacific theater during World War II, the Vietnam War forged Naval Special Warfare as a unit and a culture. Besides training South Vietnamese forces and conducting deep reconnaissance, the first SEALs engaged in a new Navy warfare. A standard operation might have a SEAL squad driving a small boat up the rivers and estuaries in the Mekong Delta, quietly slipping into the water and swimming or wading to shore to conduct an ambush operation. Their faces painted with green-and-black camouflage, the squad would make its way into mangrove and other jungle, walking through mud, often in bare feet to keep silent, and set up. There, they would sit for hours or even several days, sleeping in shifts, waiting for Vietcong movements, which would lead to an ambush. The SEALs conducted what the military euphemistically called “direct action”—raids where they would kill or capture enemies. SEAL kidnappings and interrogations of Vietcong agents produced intelligence, which the SEALs then used to generate combat operations. The SEALs developed a successful cycle of guerilla and counterinsurgency tactics during the war that would have echoes in the SEALs’, and SEAL Team 6’s, tactics decades later.


Brutality distinguished the type of violence the unit experienced—both what was inflicted on the SEALs and what the SEALs inflicted on the enemy. Even among their own, they recognized a lust for killing that had developed after several years of fighting in Vietnam. The New York Times reported that at one base in the Mekong, the SEALs hung a sign above their bar that read, “People who kill for money are professionals. People who kill for fun are sadists. People who kill for money and fun are Seals.”19 The slogan reflected the macabre machismo of the era before the fall of Saigon—and before the humbling of US military power. It was also an unintentional premonition of the developing SEAL culture. But at the time, it showed something else: these men were exactly what Capt. Hamilton and Naval Special Warfare wanted.


The regular Navy was less enthusiastic about these small groups of assassins who were entirely separate from the fleet. SEAL Capt. Ted Grabowsky described to an author how the service viewed the SEALs during the war: “We had no status, no standing in the regular navy. Some part of the navy saw us as some sort of quasi-criminal element, not a respected profession, that should only be used in desperate circumstances. And when you were through using it, you would stop forever. Like it was some sort of immoral activity.”20


The SEALs were good at tracking and killing in Vietnam. The SEALs, when compared to the non-special operations elements, were disciplined and effective fighters. Their abilities to track, ambush, gather intelligence, and kill led to their involvement with the Central Intelligence Agency. The CIA oversaw the project PHOENIX, which targeted what they believed was a shadow Vietcong government infrastructure throughout allied South Vietnam. The Phoenix Program became little more than a highly classified US government assassination program, and SEALs frequently served as the assassins. The SEALs were assigned to lead what were called provincial reconnaissance units, or PRUs, composed of irregular Vietnamese forces to gather intelligence and hunt the enemy hidden within a civilian population. For these SEALs in particular, the war was up close and visceral. They carried silenced weapons and collected knife kills—the idea being that they could sneak into a target at night, kill, and leave without alerting any unintended party that they were there. Although the war allowed the new unit to demonstrate their operation skills and lethal capability, they made no discernable impact on the conflict. They were simply too small, fighting in an unwinnable war. The SEALs’ success in Vietnam also revealed their limitations: violence for the sake of violence would not win the war. They could be effective and lethal, and they had proved themselves tactically. But, as one RAND military analyst who spent a few days observing the SEALs in Vietnam later said, “SEALs were a tactic in search of a strategy.”21
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CHAPTER 2



ENSIGN PENNEY


Late April 1979


Naval Amphibious Base Little Creek, where the frogmen had completed their training since World War II, sits on an inlet at the Chesapeake Bay’s mouth in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Just to its east is the southern tip of land where the Chesapeake meets the Atlantic and where, in 1607, the English settlers who established Jamestown first touched the North American shore. For many years, this would be home to SEALs training on the East Coast.


On an uneventful day in the spring of 1979, Ralph Stanley Penney reported for duty to begin his first assignment in the Teams. Penney arrived almost a month early, eager to join Underwater Demolition Team 21. He had left Coronado, California, having just graduated from SEAL training, and driven across the country, stopping in Georgia to visit his sister before arriving in Virginia Beach. As an ensign, Penney, then twenty-three years old, was the picture of an ambitious young man dedicated to serving his country.


Penney showed up to UDT-21 prepared to demonstrate his bravery, and he had big shoes to fill. As a child, Penney revered his father, a highly decorated Air Force fighter pilot who flew over two hundred combat missions in the Vietnam War in the notoriously vulnerable F-105—an aircraft that suffered nearly 40 percent losses during the conflict.1 The younger Penney had never wavered on his goal to follow his father’s career in the cockpit. Bright, determined, and patriotic, Penney won a commission to the Air Force Academy in 1974 and quickly set about making his mark. He was well liked and easy to get along with, according to his classmates. Penney was small, not much taller than five feet six inches, and slight but very fit. He carried with him a “small man’s syndrome,” one of his classmates recalled, often trying to prove himself in physical challenges. Boxing gave him an arena in which to test himself, and he was better than most in his weight class. Unfortunately, despite an excellent academic record, the younger Penney failed to qualify as a pilot. Poor eyesight, which required thick corrective lenses, dashed Penney’s dream. Some of Penney’s academy classmates saw his decision to join the Navy as the extension of his determination to prove his toughness and worth. “He had a chip on his shoulder because he couldn’t be a pilot,” one of his classmates recalled. By the time Penney graduated in 1978, he had already enrolled in the Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs training program, also known as BUD/S. Rebecca Penney, Stanley’s younger sister, would later say that her brother decided that if he couldn’t be a pilot, he would choose the single most challenging unit in the military, the Navy SEALs.


Penney’s decision to enroll in BUD/S didn’t sit well with his parents, especially his father, Col. Ralph Stanley Penney Sr., known as Stan and Stanley’s namesake. Stanley Jr. grew up in a strict Baptist home with no alcohol and addressed his mother and father as ma’am and sir. When Stanley informed his father that he wanted to go to BUD/S after graduating from the academy, Col. Penney tried to forbid him. This wasn’t simply a matter of branch-of-service rivalries. The elder Penney had developed a dim view of the SEALs and frogmen in Vietnam. SEALs were “drinkers and killers,” Col. Penney told his son, immoral men who had done distasteful things during the war in Vietnam.2


One of Penney’s BUD/S classmates who also went to UDT-21, but served in a different platoon, described the environment they entered with the Vietnam SEALs:


Those guys from that time were pretty fucked up by Vietnam. My first platoon officer Fred Keener.… We had a platoon party, a pool party at his house. We all brought our wives and our girlfriends. I brought my wife, who’s liberal. Everyone’s wives and girlfriends show up at Keener’s house. Keener’s wife didn’t show up, I didn’t know at the time but they were having problems. Everybody of course got drunk, a little stoned, and then he brings out the camera and he brings out those old screens and then he brought out these little slides. Had those set up in a tray. These were his Vietnam kill shots so he took pictures of everybody he could that he killed. His claim to fame was that he killed more people by the time he turned twenty-one than Jesse James did. These were pretty grotesque pictures. Of course, I didn’t complain or anything, I’m the new guy. The older guys are being tough and hootin’ and hollerin’. One guy was a sniper that he shot with a shotgun. He snuck up on the guy—the guy was in a tree—and [Keener] hit him in the head, blew his cranium off, then the guy was hanging upside down because his foot was caught in a V in a branch, so he’s hanging upside down—and Fred’s loving this, he just thinks this is the best thing he’s ever done, and you could see his brains, and I didn’t know this but the brains are all connected like an intestine they were hanging all the way down. And a bunch of other shots like that. When we were leaving, my wife said, “Who the fuck have you got involved with?”3


Col. Penney and his wife refused to discuss their son’s intention to join the SEALs after Stanley brought it up while still in the Air Force Academy. Nevertheless, in September 1978, the colonel’s son began the SEAL training program. BUD/S was a six-month training, headquartered at the West Coast SEAL and UDT base on Coronado Island off San Diego. It was the most demanding military training in the United States and arguably the world, and remains so today. Penney’s experience there perfectly illustrated how the training course drew the most dedicated and determined volunteers, even as it frequently weeded out the strongest.


There has never been a secret formula to determine who will graduate from BUD/S. Even in Penney’s time, the program had an attrition rate that often oscillated between 50 and 80 percent. Statistically, the program is inefficient. The Navy isn’t simply seeking the strongest, most fit men physically capable of completing a brutal training course; it wants those who would rather die than give up on their assigned task. The SEALs refer to this willingness to give their life as “putting out.” Although there is a physical fitness requirement to be selected for the training, the initial phase’s purpose is to find these strong-willed men who can complete their mission despite extreme stress, pain, and fatigue.


The goal of BUD/S hasn’t changed since the first combat swimmers went through the original Naval Combat Demolition Unit training in Fort Pierce during the Second World War: to find a man’s breaking point and demonstrate that he can go past it. But it has since become much longer and even more challenging than the program Lt. Cdr. Kauffman conducted. Trainees spend the first weeks in physical training combined with forced deprivations intended to test a SEAL hopeful’s resolve. This includes open-ocean swimming, timed seven-mile runs on the sand, and physically punishing tasks like hoisting boats and telephone poles above one’s head and transporting them along the beach or in the cold Pacific surf. Four weeks into this first phase, Hell Week begins. It is considered the single most grueling portion of BUD/S. The volunteers must operate with no more than eight hours of total sleep (over five days) and often less, none of it for longer than fifteen-minute increments.


“The three things that make BUD/S hard are lack of food, lack of sleep, and cold,” said a retired SEAL who spent three decades in the Teams. “What you see happen over a period of time, and it has to be a week or longer for sleep or food, is if you have any physical weakness, it breaks you down mentally. If you’re mentally weak, you break down immediately, and anything will weed you out. If you are good mentally and good physically, how do you break them down? The easiest way to break someone down is to deprive them of sleep or freeze their balls off.… Because your mind has to go toward taking care of yourself, you start focusing on ‘I’m tired, I hurt, I’m cold,’ and you start to break down mentally. And then you start questioning, why am I doing this? Do I really want to do this? It’s going to tear at your resolve. Do I really want to be here? Do I really want to do this? And that’s really what it comes down to. What you see people do is through cold and sleep and physical abuse, like running [and swimming] forever, people will decide that they don’t really want to do it. That’s what you’re trying to weed out at BUD/S. You’re trying to weed out that no matter how bad anything ever gets, once you’ve made a decision that you’re going to do it, no matter what happens, you will finish it. Period.”


The purpose of this is not to create the world’s single hardest military program, according to this SEAL, but to simulate the rigors of combat. “It gets your brain to that point where a three-day combat operation where you’re taking fire, and you’ve got wounded, where the odds are against you; you’re getting crushed, but you never fucking quit, that’s how you get to that point, and you get to that point quickly in Hell Week. That’s why it works. You tear down a human being all the way to his resolve, very fast.… You cannot have someone’s resolve get broken in combat. We put them to the point where we are testing that resolve beyond, almost, the stress of combat to make sure their resolve never breaks in combat. That’s the genius of BUD/S.”4


As it was in the first generation of frogmen, officers and the enlisted go through the same training; officers are also tasked with planning and leading some of the training exercises in later phases. After the physical activity and tests, prospective SEALs learn hydro reconnaissance, scuba diving, land warfare, and weapons. BUD/S trainees average 2 miles of ocean swimming per week to go along with running 50 miles. Before a trainee graduates, he has to complete a timed 5.5-mile open-ocean swim and a 15-mile run.


By the time Penney graduated from the six months of BUD/S, he had proved himself. According to several people in his class, many much bigger, stronger young men quit in the first phase, in particular during Hell Week. Penney not only demonstrated he had the resolve to become a SEAL, but he also excelled during training and ended up as the only officer to graduate from his class. “He totally took control of the class,” said one of his BUD/S classmates. “You had confidence in him. There was no ‘if’ about him. It was almost like he’d been through BUD/S before. I had total confidence in Penney.”5


Several of Penney’s classmates would later remark that he was a natural leader who took care of his men. “He always made sure his men ate first,” said Michael Reiter, who attended BUD/S with Penney. “He ate last and not until we finished. He was a leader from the front. He was demanding, not a perfectionist, but he made sure we kept military bearing and [he] took no nonsense.” “He was a really good guy,” another classmate said. “He never cut corners. He was never afraid to take responsibility to lead. He did everything the right way.”6


After graduation, most of BUD/S class 101 headed to Fort Benning, Georgia, for the Army Airborne School to become qualified in skydiving. Penney’s time at the Air Force Academy had given him one advantage over his BUD/S classmates: he’d already completed Jump School. Penney showed up to Underwater Demolition Team 21 at Little Creek ready to serve, but also still needing to prove his toughness. He may have been the leader of his BUD/S class, but in April 1979, he was UDT-21’s FNG, the Fucking New Guy. Back then, BUD/S graduates didn’t get their SEAL Trident designator pin until they had completed six months in a platoon. BUD/S only qualified you to join a SEAL team or UDT and prove your worth once again, in part by going through more advanced training. Like BUD/S, there was a purpose to the engineering of a SEAL or frogman’s development. You weren’t really a SEAL or a frogman until you got your Trident, and only SEALs could deploy overseas.


As it happened, a platoon from UDT-21 was scheduled for dive training in Vieques, Puerto Rico. The command sent Penney to a platoon led by Lt. Joseph Maguire. Penney didn’t yet have formal orders, so he would likely switch platoons afterward, but the trip would allow him to get a head start on the advanced training he’d need to earn his pin.


“He was new and we thought it would be good to go down to Puerto Rico to get worked up before he joined his own platoon,” retired admiral Thomas Richards said. “He was an ensign and we wanted him to have a leg up.” At the time, Richards was the executive officer of UDT-21 and paired Penney with Maguire’s platoon.


Even during peacetime, SEAL training is serious business. It is said that a SEAL doesn’t rise to an occasion but falls back on his training. Shooting multiple weapons, skydiving, scuba diving, reconnaissance, and survival are the tools each SEAL craftsman has to rely on during a deployment and so must be mastered. The dive training at the Roosevelt Roads naval base in Vieques, an islet off the main island of Puerto Rico, was rigorous work. SEALs would spend hours underwater, testing equipment and operating in the turquoise Caribbean Sea. They might practice getting in and out of a submarine at depth, or conduct reconnaissance exercises for hours.


After training, though, the SEALs and frogmen liked to drink. Drinking was an integral part of SEAL culture. On weekend liberty in Vieques, they commandeered an old landing craft utility boat from World War II, which was converted for offshore diving. They’d use the ship to ferry from Vieques to St. Thomas in the US Virgin Islands, a two- to three-hour trip east in good seas.


During the May 1979 training trip, Ens. Penney joined his dive-training officer in charge, Petty Officer 1st Class George Edward Leasure, and a few other men from the platoon on the trip to St. Thomas. Known as “Fast Eddie” because he was a pool hustler and had an easy time picking up women, Leasure had served several tours of duty in Vietnam with SEAL Team 2. He was a popular SEAL who’d earned several nicknames during BUD/S, including “Skill” for his hand-eye dexterity.7 In Vietnam he’d developed a reputation as an excellent operator who’d run an intelligence collection network assigned to the PRU, part of the CIA’s Phoenix Program. For the Fucking New Guy, having the thirty-five-year-old enlisted Leasure on your first liberty weekend in St. Thomas was ideal. “He wasn’t good-looking, but he had a personality [that] attracted people to him,” said retired SEAL master chief Thomas Keith, who served with Leasure in Vietnam. Another SEAL officer who served with Leasure put it another way: “Eddie Leasure was the devil. He had a sense of humor, was full of piss and vinegar and a hell of an operator.”8


“There was probably between 1973 and 1979… twenty-five Eddie Leasures—wartime SEALs, they didn’t want the war to stop,” retired captain Tom Coulter said. “I worked with several of them. The other hundreds of SEALs were in Vietnam—they were able to let it go. But there were twenty to twenty-five Eddie Leasures that had a very black-and-white outlook at people—you either commanded their respect or you didn’t.”


The SEALs moored the ship in the main harbor and began their young-men’s prowl through town. They checked into the Windward Passage Hotel, on the harbor, with a view across Cay Bay. That evening, Leasure took Penney and several others out for a night of drinking. In St. Thomas, every bar but one closed at midnight. In order to keep the night going, Leasure led Penney to the island’s gay bar, called Fannies. SEALs and frogmen from UDT-21 drank in Fannies frequently over the years. St. Thomas had once been the winter base for UDT-21, and trade secrets such as where you could drink all night were passed down through the different eras of Naval Special Warfare. In 1979, the gay men who frequented Fannies were called “Benny Boys” by the SEALs, a derogatory term that referred to their female dress and appearance. Some were cross-dressers; others were what are now known as preoperative transgender women. It was not uncommon for the veteran SEALs to take the younger guys to Fannies and buy them enough drinks that they would become unconscious. Once blacked out, the SEALs would then “auction” the passed-out man to one of the gay patrons. Sometimes they’d put him up on the bar; other times they would strip him down, sit him in a chair, and parade him around the bar, according to a veteran SEAL who participated in and witnessed the hazing. The hazing was part of the Teams’ culture then, with much of it perpetrated by the Vietnam War veterans on the younger SEALs, according to interviews with a dozen SEALs and UDT frogmen from that era.


“After training all day you go up to the bar, any bar, and drinks were twenty-five cents. Well, you get shit-faced on five dollars,” one SEAL officer recalled. “St. Thomas was very liberal and well known for the gay community. Being hard-muscled, hard-charging warm bodies, the guys were certainly targets and it was common for us, when we ran out of our twenty-five-cent chits, to see who we could get shit-faced and sell him to a gay guy so we had more money to drink. Is that hazing? Do I know that it worked? Enough that they’d wake up in a strange place without knowing what happened.”


The policy the next day, he said, was the SEAL version of “don’t ask, don’t tell.”9


Leasure set Penney up with one of the cross-dressers and plied the ensign with drinks. Penney continued to drink and was unaware that he was flirting with a man. Then Penney went back to his room at the Windward Passage Hotel with his guest. Leasure eventually visited the hotel room to check up on the ensign.


The next day, when Penney recovered, Leasure informed the young officer that he’d had sex with a man, not a woman. Leasure told others in the platoon when the two returned to Roosevelt Roads that he’d set Penney up with a Benny Boy and that the ensign went home with a man. Leasure had told several men in Lt. Maguire’s platoon that Penney had been “sold to a fag.”10 Penney, who was too intoxicated to consent, was sexually assaulted by a man, on his first professional trip in the Teams, arranged by his training chief.11


“Eddie Leasure orchestrated the whole thing,” said one UDT-21 operator who learned of the hazing from his teammates. “You didn’t want to be around that guy.”


On the flight back to the mainland, Penney was upset, a teammate would later tell his family. Penney and the rest of UDT-21 returned to Little Creek during the week before Memorial Day. Shortly after they returned to Virginia Beach, Penney left the base and purchased a .22-caliber revolver and ammunition. On Saturday that weekend, Penney got his car inspected at the DMV so he could register for Virginia plates and, later, paid bills in his officer’s quarters. In the afternoon, Penney sat on his bed, pointed the gun at his head, and fired. Unfortunately, the round was small, and Penney did not immediately die. He stood up from his bed, took several steps, lost a shoe, and collapsed facedown.


Col. Stanley Penney and his wife, Ann Penney, drove from Athens, Georgia, to Little Creek shortly after Naval Special Warfare notified them of their son’s death. Col. Penney asked that Penney’s room not be cleaned or cleared, and that besides his son’s body, everything remain in place. The command agreed. By the time Penney’s parents arrived, however, Penney’s quarters had been cleaned. Lt. Joe Maguire, the platoon commander and officer in charge on the training trip, and his wife, Kathy, insisted on having Penney’s parents stay with them rather than in Penney’s quarters. Maguire said nothing to the Penneys about their son’s liberty trip to St. Thomas, or about Fast Eddie Leasure.


“I don’t think there was anything Joe could [do] to fix this,” said retired captain Tom Coulter, who served at UDT-21 during Vietnam and who later became the executive officer of SEAL Team 6. “Nothing he said to the parents was going to do anything to bring their son back.” Coulter acknowledged that the SEALs have a way of finding a teammate’s weakness, and pushing him to see if he will break is part of the SEAL culture. “If it’s determined that Penney had a problem, the commands are relatively ruthless. That’s part of our group mentality.”


Another retired SEAL officer, who spent twenty-five years in the Teams, described the internal team dynamics this way: “Whatever chip in the armor you have, we’re going to exploit it—immediately. If you’re a homophobe, we’ll grab your ass. If you don’t like fish, we’ll make you eat fish. We get under your skin—that’s what the guys do.”


When the news of Penney’s death got out to the others in UDT-21 and SEAL Team 2, Penney’s classmates from BUD/S were devastated. “He was just a solid officer,” said one of Penney’s teammates. “So for him to get fucked over like that, I could see why he blew his brains out. He couldn’t live with that disgust.”


Two of Penney’s classmates from BUD/S, who were also assigned to UDT-21, said Penney’s hazing and suicide were among the reasons they left the Teams rather than reenlist. The hazing culture then could be unforgiving. “It was sad that he killed himself, but it was also kind of a joke around UDT-21 after that,” said Jimmy Rowland, who didn’t know Penney but was at Little Creek when he died. “Guys would take the command microphone and announce, ‘Ensign Penney, come to the armory and clean your weapon.’ It was some sick shit.”


Rebecca Penney, now sixty-two years old, remembers vividly her brother’s final visit in April 1979 as he made his way from California to Virginia Beach. “He was happy,” Rebecca Penney said. “We went out one night with my friend. We had a great time.” Penney recalled how thrilled her brother was to be going to his first command and—despite his father’s admonition—the pride he felt with becoming a SEAL. “He was so excited,” she said.


The Naval Investigative Service (now the Naval Criminal Investigative Service) conducted an investigation into Penney’s death. After several weeks, they completed a report, which they refused to release under the Freedom of Information Act, that found no foul play. The report concluded that Penney took his life because he was depressed. Although investigators interviewed Fast Eddie Leasure, the report made no mention of a liberty weekend in St. Thomas, no mention of a night of drinking at Fannies gay bar, and had no details about the hazing. Penney’s parents and sister found the report’s conclusion that Stanley was depressed to be unbelievable.


“It didn’t make sense,” Rebecca Penney said forty years later. After reading the report and sifting through the photos of her brother’s quarters, she believed he must have been murdered. She had no reason to believe that except that the Navy’s story never added up.


Capt. Tom Coulter said Naval Special Warfare would never admit to hazing Penney. “What was the command going to say?” Coulter asked. “We drove your son to his death? Penney wasn’t even the tip of the iceberg in terms of hazing in the Teams.” He said he understands the Penney family’s pain. “No one wants to lose a son,” he said. But Coulter also suggested the possibility that Eddie Leasure saw some weakness in the young officer that might have hurt the accomplishment of a mission in which he was in command. “I want to know who Penney’s instructors were at BUD/S,” Coulter said. “What did they miss? They should be looking at a young officer’s fitness to lead men.”


The other more significant question the NIS report left unanswered was what command knew about the events leading up to Penney’s death. At a moment early in his career, Maguire was faced with a difficult situation: a junior officer assigned to his platoon was sexually assaulted, orchestrated by a senior enlisted SEAL with far more experience and credibility in the Teams. The junior officer killed himself as a result. Years later, Maguire, through a spokeswoman, denied that he knew about the hazing. “He has never knowingly condoned, tolerated, or permitted the mistreatment of anyone under his command. The death of Ens. Penney was tragic, and then Lt. Maguire and his wife Kathy mourned alongside Ens. Penney’s family, friends and fellow service members.”12 Members of Maguire’s platoon, as well as other SEALs, questioned how an officer in charge could not know that his newest ensign had been “sold to a fag” during a training trip, which ultimately resulted in his suicide.


Rebecca Penney has spent the last forty-one years dealing with the questions surrounding her brother’s death. She never believed the Navy’s conclusion, and it was clear to her that there had been a cover-up of some kind, but of what she didn’t know. She filled in the absence of information from the Navy with her own suspicions, including that her brother may have been murdered.


For those inside the Teams who knew of the sexual hazing and how it led to Penney’s suicide, Ens. Penney’s tragic end served as a reminder that in the post-Vietnam era, what made SEALs excellent on the battlefield could also make them dangerous even to their own.
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