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Author’s Note


The events in this book are all true.


Parts of my story have been retold publicly by third parties in books, in the Hollywood film Act of Valor, and in various media reports. Prior to the release of these books, media reports, and film, I was never consulted, nor did I provide any details about my story to any of these third-party reports. The complete firsthand account of what happened to me and my SEAL platoon on April 6 and 7, 2007, and the events before and after that time, have never been released until now. I have constructed the dialogue from various sources, including my own memory. Thus, the dialogue may not be exactly word for word; however, the meaning of what was said is accurate. Lastly, for security reasons I have changed the names of many of the key people and places in this story.














Foreword


If you’re really lucky in life, you will have an opportunity to meet someone like Mike Day. Someone who has overcome so many challenges, whose spirit seems unbreakable, whose heroism is matched only by their humility and whose compassion for their fellow warriors knows no limits.


I first met Mike in 1994, when I was the new commanding officer of SEAL Team 3 in Coronado, California. Every morning the entire team would muster for physical training (PT) on the grinder, a large patch of asphalt behind the headquarters building. Gathering in a circle, we would do our calisthenics for an hour and then go for a long run or tackle a grueling obstacle course. But the daily ritual on the grinder was much more than just doing PT. It was where the team came together to test one another—to find one another’s weaknesses and exploit them to the amusement of everyone else. It was a full-on, testosterone-raging alpha-male harassment session that left no one unscathed, including the commanding officer. It was also the place where I could measure the morale of the team. It was where you quickly assessed who were the leaders in the command and who were the followers—who was respected and who was left wanting.


It didn’t take me long to see that Mike Day was one of the leaders, and, even though quite junior at the time, he was highly respected by his fellow SEALs. Mike had a wicked sense of humor and a quick wit that he used to great effect on the other members of the team. But he was equally self-effacing and was more often to be the butt of his own jokes. Mike was the guy you wanted in your SEAL platoon. He always had a smile on his face, always laughing about something. Always willing to help. And always taking the jobs no one else wanted. He was the perfect SEAL swim buddy.


Mike eventually transferred to the Navy parachute team, and, just as he was regarded during his time at SEAL Team Three, he was universally liked and respected by the other SEALs. As I moved on and Mike transferred to another command, I lost track of him.


Fifteen years later, as I stood outside the Intensive Care Unit at the military hospital in Landsthul, Germany, I wondered how much Mike Day might have changed. He had just been AIREVACed from Iraq after having been shot twenty-seven times by al-Qaida fighters. As I walked into his room, struggling with what I might say to a man so badly injured, I heard Mike yell from his bedside, “Hey, Skipper! What the hell are you doing here?” A big smile came across his face, then he laughed and motioned me to his bedside. Looking down at his body, I was stunned at what I saw. Hardly an inch of his flesh wasn’t covered with bullet holes. In all my years of talking to wounded soldiers in the ICU, I had never seen anyone so badly shot up. He was as animated as always—harassing me about our time at SEAL Team Three and laughing about his current situation. I knew that morphine and life-saving drugs were pulsing through his veins and I guessed that he would never remember our conversation. He soon fell back to sleep, and I left him to rest.


Mike returned to the States and, over the years, I watched as he recovered from his wounds. Little did I know at the time that Mike’s trauma went much deeper than just the bullet holes in his body.


Perfectly Wounded is a raw, uncensored look at one man’s survival from a childhood of pain and unspeakable horrors to a life of service, a legacy of remarkable courage and unwavering commitment, and, above all, duty to others. Mike Day’s life will not be defined by his wounds, seen or unseen, but by how he coped with their aftermath. It will not be defined by that fateful day in Iraq, but by the life that followed and countless wounded warriors he helped. This book is for every man and woman who struggles in life and is looking for how best to overcome the challenges with dignity, honor, and compassion. This book is for everyone.


Admiral William H. McRaven


(U.S. Navy, Retired)














Preface


Recollections from Lt. Chris Tyll, Navy SEAL


I was a newly minted Navy SEAL officer when I arrived in Iraq and met Mike Day. He was the chief, the senior enlisted guy in Foxtrot platoon. I was assigned to Echo, our sister platoon. Chief Day was hard, even by Navy SEAL standards, and repetition was his brand: he would have us all do ball-busting training over and over again, and just when you thought you were done for the day, he would say, “Let’s do it again.”


It would be a big mistake to believe that Chief Day was not prepared for anything; to him, that mind-set seemed amateurish. Mike Day was prepared for everything, and he was going to be absolutely sure that you were prepared too. While others trained hard, Chief Day worked at a different level. He made us all raise our game, and he did so not with orders or yelling—it was far worse than that. He did it by example. This “old man” of thirty-eight years was out there grinding with all the young Navy SEAL studs; he was up at the front and he was pushing everyone far beyond their breaking points. Don’t misunderstand me—he did yell, but rarely, and only when you pissed him off, usually because you did something stupid. Then his blue eyes would light up like lasers and lock on their target, and then he’d tear into you. Everything stopped; there was silence, except for Chief Day, who seemed to be yelling at a frequency that shut out all other sounds, because we could all hear him loud and clear. A Chief Day berating was impactful because he was impactful; in that moment when he was a few feet from your face, there was nobody who could have been more influential than Mike Day. Not the president of the United States, not the secretary of defense, not even an admiral. Mike Day’s authority and credibility far exceeded his rank. He may not have known it, but we all did.


Of all my time in the military, I can say that Mike Day’s SEAL platoon was the best group of guys I ever worked with. They were total professionals, with a work ethic that was second to none. We had highly educated guys who could run, swim, and fight. They were all professional warfighters. The guys Mike Day trained with would later be assigned to other teams, and all of them would better their new teams with their presence. They would take care of their teammates just like Mike took care of us. They would stack up awards, and one would later earn the military’s highest recognition: the Medal of Honor. I believe Mike did it because he loved us—we were his “other” family. What he wanted most was for all of his teammates to get home—that’s why he hammered us. He was preparing us to face the demons that he already knew too well. After his war ended, his wounds not yet fully healed, he went straight back into the fight, taking care of his fellow warriors and their families as a case manager at the Special Operations Command (SOCOM) Care Coalition. He would battle the bureaucracy at the Veterans Administration and other agencies to ensure his fellow warriors received the best possible care. When Mike Day entered the fight, the odds changed, because he was willing and able to out-suffer, outfight, and outlast everyone. Even this story is Mike’s attempt to honor and care for others. Mike Day’s survival and his entire story are beyond belief—his experience and being with him during it marked a turning point in my own life.


In the Navy SEAL community, Mike Day is a legend, a giant who walks among giants.
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Part I


TESTED


There is no normal life that is free of pain. It’s the very wrestling with our problems that can be the impetus for our growth.


—Fred Rogers, The World According 
to Mister Rogers














CHAPTER 1


SEAL Team 4, Foxtrot Platoon


Modern warfare is impersonal and fought over long distances. Pilots who drop bombs and shoot guns from their aircraft seldom see their enemies up close. It’s a rare event when combatants fight each other so near that you can smell your enemy’s body odor. I have seen my enemies up close, in small rooms; I have seen their faces as we each did our best to kill each other. I have seen their final expressions frozen in time after bullets from my weapon struck their bodies.


I had been a Navy SEAL (Sea, Air, and Land) for nearly eighteen years when I arrived in Iraq in October 2006. I had already been on hundreds of missions with various SEAL platoons. This last platoon, SEAL Team 4, Foxtrot, was the best I’d ever worked with: a serious, disciplined, and highly skilled group of SEALs, all of us in great shape. We were at the top of the warrior food chain. Together we were lethal. We moved, communicated, and shot with the flawless precision of a symphony orchestra. We were a lethal war-fighting organism able to seek out, capture, and destroy the enemy, anywhere.


Second Iraq Deployment—SEAL Team 4, 3 Troop, Foxtrot Platoon


As a chief, and a senior guy on the team, one of my main responsibilities was to schedule, track, and coordinate our team’s pre-deployment work-ups. This process took about eighteen months. It’s broken into three phases and starts with a list of specific requirements of all the skills and equipment needed to deploy in order to follow through on our assignment. Not many people outside the SEAL community understand the volume and intensity of training that every SEAL undergoes during his career. BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL) training is very basic—it’s the lowest possible hurdle to cross to get onto the teams. Being a SEAL is a never-ending education. You are either fighting or training to fight.


This is where real training starts. There are three specific new layers of pre-deployment training. The first is professional development, then Unit Level Training, and finally Task Group Training. My role was to make sure all our guys were individually trained and cross-trained in various skill sets. Breachers, snipers, medics, drivers, radio operators, drone pilots, or whatever else the mission called for: I made sure our guys had the training. After everyone qualified and returned from training, I helped coordinate the six-month block of Unit Level Training and then the final six-month block of Task Group Training, where we brought everyone together to practice with all of the various pieces of the puzzle in place. Once all the training was complete, we loaded up and flew to Iraq to go to war.


Camp Fallujah, Iraq


There are very few times in life when the right group of people all meet at the right time. Most will never experience how it feels to be part of a team with exceptional people who are fully committed to each other and the mission. In all my years in the Navy, of all the platoons I’ve been a part of, SEAL Team 4, Foxtrot platoon was the best platoon I got to work with, hands down. The leadership was shrewd, mission-focused, and worked like animals alongside all the guys.


Our young SEALs—Clarkie, Micky, Jamie, and the others—were excellent operators, already seasoned well beyond their years. We had other guys assigned to us who were practically wizards—like Davidson, a Navy communications tech. This kid could make crazy sophisticated electronic tools using stuff like a broomstick and a piece of wire. He used his skills and tools to guide us through mazes of streets and alleys in the pitch dark, placing us directly on our targets within 95 percent accuracy.


When I arrived in Fallujah, the very first thing I did was figure out who owned the battle space. There is a process to war that includes extensive coordination and deconfliction between forces. We are all professional warfighters and as such we don’t just start driving around a war zone shooting off weapons. Iraq was broken up into big chunks, and different branches of the U.S. military controlled different areas. Our district of Fallujah was run by the Marines. I was rummaging through some papers in our command shed looking for a list of contacts for the various commands on our base when I came across an old two-page phone list stuffed in a plastic sleeve. War includes constant turnover of people, units, and commands. It requires constant communication and relationship building to keep current with everything happening in the battle space. I started making calls attempting to learn who was in control of our sector. Most of the numbers didn’t work, but I kept dialing, crossing them off as I went down the list. Finally, I dialed one that connected me to a Marine Corps colonel’s office. Bingo! I explained who I was and that my team was new in town and was here to support them. The colonel welcomed the help and provided details on how to get missions submitted and approved.


While marines and soldiers patrolled the streets during the day, the SEALs used a sophisticated system to develop and cross-check specific targets. We would get approval to go after high-value targets late at night to either capture or kill them. In most cases, we captured targets because they would give us more useful intel, and most were Sunni. Many of these detainees would offer us valuable intel if we promised not to turn them over to our Iraqi colleagues, most of whom were Shia and many of whose families had been murdered by Sunnis.


Iraq’s Al Anbar Province was Sunni turf: the Sunnis didn’t like us, as they believed we were allied with their Shia enemy. I guess I can understand why, as nearly all our Iraqi army scouts were Shia. The younger guys in Foxtrot seemed to understand that this was a critical time in history.


I remember the first day training our group of fifty new Iraqi army recruits. I asked them to do ten push-ups—and most of them quit in protest, reducing our group of fifty to ten in under a minute. We trained up the ones who stayed and took pretty good care of them.


We were operating in Fallujah, a city in the heart of the Sunni Triangle. The triangle is a densely populated region of Iraq inhabited mostly by Sunni Muslims that spans more than 2,700 miles, with boundaries extending from the densely populated cities of Baghdad to the east, Ramadi to the west, and Tikrit to the north. Fallujah, located about halfway between Baghdad and Ramadi, had recently seen an influx of Sunni foreign fighters and insurgents. These groups would launch attacks on us, Iraqi police stations, and on other targets under the cover of the local Sunni population. We didn’t care much about the Sunni–Shia scrap; we just wanted to get in, do the work, and get out.


Iraq was full of bad guys controlling different parts of the country. The military intelligence community came up with decks of cards containing the faces of the most wanted terrorists in each region. It was like a baseball card collection of evil players, ranked based on their priority of capture. We hunted for the fifty-two most wanted bad guys in Al Anbar Province. When we arrived in country, there were forty-eight still at large; four of them had been captured or killed before we got there. It took a couple weeks to figure out the Marines’ mission-approval process. The Marines had a different set of procedures for mission write-up requests: we once had a mission request denied because I used the wrong font in my PowerPoint. I’m sure that there were lots of good reasons for using a particular font, but I was not privy to any of them. I changed the font and the mission was approved.


The Marines are locked down, they are always good to go, they shoot straight, are excellent war fighters, and are disciplined. It was great working side by side with them. They take immense pride in everything that they do, including conditioning and appearance. Their officers would get upset with us for coming into their chow hall all dirty and bloody the morning after our night ops. War is already extremely stressful, and countless rules, regulations, and demands can add to the stress. From our standpoint, it seemed inconsequential that we walked into the chow hall hungry and tired in our dirty clothes after eight hours of risking our lives hunting and killing bad guys. However, from the Marines’ point of view, orders were orders, and it was not about our dirty uniforms—they didn’t want us setting a precedent and influencing their young marines. I had to continually balance this tension to defuse the stress. I’m more of a “creative thinker,” and while I always acknowledged the rules, I interpreted them a little differently, depending on the situation. It was fortunate that I landed in the Navy and the SEAL teams; they gave me just enough latitude to develop my leadership skills.


Early on in the deployment, we snatched up three or four bad guys and were driving back to the base with our cargo. It was well past the 11:00 p.m. curfew, and we were using our night-vision goggles instead of headlights to see. Our six vehicles were blacked out and moving fast down a narrow road when we rolled up on three guys armed with AK-47s strapped to their backs. That’s how the enemy operated most of the time—in three-man cells. One guy would plant the bomb while the other two acted as lookouts. One of the guys was planting an IED (improvised explosive device) in the road about twenty feet ahead of us. His two buddies bolted when they saw us, almost too late. They ran down an alley between some houses and melted back into the fabric of Fallujah. I let our 50-gunner open up on the remaining enemy IED planter. Our guy shot four rounds from his M2 Browning .50 caliber belt-fed machine gun. Every fourth round in the belt was a Raufoss Mk 211 multipurpose high-explosive incendiary round. This sucker packs a punch and will drill through tank armor. The fourth round hit the guy in the upper right leg and blew it clean off. I watched his leg fly off his body and cartwheel in the air. I didn’t see exactly where it landed, but it was far from where it came off. I decided that it was best to get us out of the area as fast as possible, but I do believe we neutralized that IED tech.


Our tempo was nearly nonstop. We only had time to go on missions, eat, try to get some sleep, and work out. It was a rare occasion when we had the time to “entertain” guests. We had one United Service Organizations (USO) celebrity visitor: the one and only Chuck Norris. Our higher-ups told us he was coming, and on the day of, he never showed. We all gave up and went to bed. I noticed that someone had written Chuck Norris was here in the portable toilet outside the chow hall. The Chuck Norris was here phrase is popular graffiti in dive bars, bathroom stalls, and elsewhere Chuck Norris has never been.


The next morning, someone came to wake me up and let me know that Chuck Norris was waiting in our team ready room. I was the first to arrive. I shook his hand and said, “You’re late.” We chatted for a few minutes; then I asked him if he had recently visited the toilet near the chow hall. He said no. When the other guys arrived, we took pictures, told some war stories, and he wrote Chuck Norris was here on our team room wall. He is a great guy and patriot, and he looked in great shape for a dude in his sixties. We all appreciated him visiting. The man is the epitome of “badass.” The guys I worked with actually embodied Chuck’s persona more than the man himself did.


An Army general also paid us a visit and gave us kudos for our work. Then he said, “If there’s anything you guys need, let me know.”


I raised my hand. “Yes, sir, we really could use some miniguns and a few RG-31s.” I remembered from my first deployment to Iraq how effective a minigun was and thought it would be a good idea to have a few now, just in case. And the RG-31 is a V-hull-shaped multipurpose IED-resistant beast of a vehicle. I saw one take an IED blast that would have made mulch out of our Humvees, and the RG-31 and all its occupants survived. I guess the general’s statement was more rhetorical, though, because everyone turned and looked at me, kind of stunned, and the general didn’t respond. I was totally serious—if I ever need to go back to war, it will be in an RG-31 with a few miniguns.


We had a very strong working relationship with our young Iraqi scouts. This was partly due to money. When we learned that our scouts were having problems getting paid, we took it upon ourselves to have a private chat with their commander to help clear up his confusion. After our informal “audit,” their payroll glitch was fixed. From that point forward, our Iraqi trainees trusted us more than their own command. In my experience, effective leadership is not about telling people what to do, or using people to achieve your own personal goals; this type of leadership backfires and people will either leave, find a way to leave, or do the opposite of what they are asked to do until they leave. I have come to learn that the most effective leaders build trust and legitimacy with everyone around them.


This is what our platoon did with our new Iraqi scouts. We spent hours training them. When we saw the condition of their barracks, the boys rallied together and helped the scouts do some much-needed renovations. Our platoon would hang out with them and drink tea. It was not forced: we took care of them because we cared about them. In their eyes, we became legitimate allies. Trust builds legitimacy, and trust is the currency of every effective leader. I could see the changes—over the course of a few months, these guys, who could have once been our enemies, trusted and liked us. Our young Iraqi scouts began emulating our guys, wearing wraparound sunglasses and their ball caps backward like we did. They came up with a unit name—Scorpions—and their own patch. It was cool. I wore their Iraqi flag on one arm and an American flag on the other; they loved it. Before we could lead, help, or teach them, they needed to trust us. They needed to feel safe with us. Trust and leadership work the same way in every workplace. However, I have come to learn that the most unfortunate part about trust is that some people in charge don’t realize that people don’t trust them.


12:10 AM


One night we received intel that guy number four in our Deck of Cards had been spotted. We told the guys to saddle up, then Jack and I drove across the base to spin up our Iraqi trainees. We all loaded into two choppers and took off after Number Four. It was a fifteen-minute flight to the target, and Davidson had us locked on to the location. We put down close to the house, the choppers doing a touch-and-go, and twenty of us bolted out and took up positions around the house. It was pitch-dark, and once the choppers departed, the only sounds were a few barking dogs.


I found a door, cracked it open, and peeked in. There were seven men all sleeping on floor mats. Some had their AKs beside them; others had the barrels of their guns resting on their leg or stomach. There were dogs barking and helicopters flying, and I could not believe that they were still sound asleep. I whispered into my radio, “Two guys on each one of them, then we’ll wake them up.” We filed in the room and set up over each one of the snoozers. One of our guys at the head, another at the feet, weapons ready.


We would wake them all simultaneously with a tap on the head. “On my barrel nod, wake ’em up,” I whispered.


CLONK. I poked my sleeping terrorist in the forehead with the tip of my M4 rifle. He was stunned; it took him a few seconds to realize he was awake and that I was now his living nightmare. He also knew that his career as a terrorist had abruptly ended; he was caught red-handed with his band of narcoleptic thugs. I would place their ages between nineteen and thirty; some of them were crying. But our target, the Number Four bad guy in Al Anbar, was not among them. We quickly learned his possible location after a couple brief discussions with his buddies. We cuffed our cargo and marched through the village to where they said our Deck of Cards target was held up. All of us just walked down the road under the glowing yellow streetlights while wild packs of dogs barked at us. That’s the odd thing about humans—we become desensitized to the familiar. I learned in Iraq that if we tried to shoot out streetlights or quiet the barking dogs, it would wake people up. Uncommon distractions, not familiar ones, are what alert humans.


We walked right to the front door. Once there, we set up security, opened the door, walked in, and there he was, sound asleep—the fourth-most-wanted guy in the Deck of Cards. He reeked of stale cigarettes, BO, and some cheap cologne he probably thought covered up his stench. We snatched him up, secured the area, and called in the birds for extraction. We quickly stuffed everyone into two choppers and took off. I’m not sure what happened to any of our detainees from that operation.


We had been in Fallujah for nearly six months and would end up conducting a total of 140 direct-action missions. In the first four months of the deployment, Clarkie, Micky, and Jamie would frequently ask, “Hey, Chief, we got anything going on tonight?” They were bangry—half bored, half angry. Guys like us would much rather be shot at than suffer boredom. We SEALs are all so alike. I wanted to quit Navy boot camp on a daily basis because of the mind-numbing boredom. If you are fortunate enough to have a long military career, it will condition you to accept all kinds of dullness, to the point where you end up finding other productive things to do while you’re hurrying up and waiting.


Target development is an iterative process. Over the course of the deployment, we worked hard to build a highly productive intelligence pipeline. We would gain useful information from our detainees. Some of our most productive information came about by simply asking “why”: Why did you plant the bomb? Why did you help the bad guys? We would use the information to gain an understanding of each detainee’s motivation. Our goal was to get the money men, the funders of insurgents, the kingpins and/or their kill teams. We would feed this and other information into a decision matrix to develop a set of new targets. Once a target was identified, we would create a mission to capture or kill our intended bad guys. We would then forward this plan to our command. Included with this plan were several options as to how we would go about executing the mission. After many layers of command evaluation, our plan would eventually be approved or denied. If accepted, the plan became a CONOP, or concept of operation; at that point all it needed was a trigger to be pulled and we loaded up and launched. A trigger is accurate and timely information on the specific location of our intended target. This entire process of identifying targets, building a network of “triggers,” and establishing relationships with other organizations—including the Marines, Army, Air Force, Iraqi police, and the civilian population—all required restraint, consistency, and trust. The most important in this trinity was trust. We were constantly developing new targets and had ten to fifteen preapproved; we just had to wait for one of our kingpins to pop up on the radar.


The pace became so feverish, some of the guys came to me to ask if we were intentionally doing missions to drive up the operation numbers. We weren’t—that’s not how our war worked. Every mission had a specific target, and that target had to be in a known location at night for us to move. Daylight patrols and missions in a city full of enemies was dangerous, hot, hard work. The Army and Marines shouldered this thankless task admirably.


War is fickle. The more potshots and IEDs that miss you and injure or kill someone else, the more you believe it’s only a matter of time before the roulette wheel of war stops on your number. I felt it but put it out of my mind and kept grinding away.














CHAPTER 2


God Get Me Home


Naval Special Warfare, Task Unit Fallujah April 2007, Al Anbar Province, Iraq


It was pitch dark when our Foxtrot platoon rolled out of the compound. The road leading us into the target was narrow, a dusty single-lane track. That road was our only way in and our only way out from the target. Jack and I sat up front in the lead Humvee, while five other Humvees tailed us. Clark “Clarkie” Schwedler—one of our go-to guys, who excelled at everything from navigation to shooting—brought up the rear, in the vehicle manning the 50-caliber machine gun.


We rumbled through the farming district with few homes and no streetlights. A few miles from our target, a blast shook the ground and rattled our Humvees. Clarkie and his crew had been hit by an IED. I’m not sure if they rolled over it or if it had been remotely detonated. There was no time to stop and figure it out, too risky. We sped through the area to a safe location, rallied up, and took inventory of personnel and equipment. The blast had rocked Clarkie’s Humvee and rang a few bells, but there were no serious injuries. We called off the operation and returned to base to come up with an alternative plan.


IEDs were a constant hazard. I experienced a total of six IED blasts on this deployment alone. We had a convoy hit while transporting guys to the airport to catch their flight home. One of our guys—who had made it through the entire deployment without a scratch—earned a Purple Heart on his ride to the airport to fly out of Iraq that day. We were hit twice on this ride. One blast was in Fallujah just before crossing the bridge from which U.S. contractors were hanged and burned during an attack in March 2004. The event made headlines across the globe. One of the contractors, Scott Helvenston, was one of my BUD/S instructors. The second blast happened a couple miles down the road in a rural area. The IED ripped through the vehicle and a piece of fragmentation slipped in between the gunner’s body armor. He was medevaced to Baghdad and came back to work a couple weeks later.


This was to be one of our last missions before rotating home. We were already in the process of bringing guys in from SEAL Team 10 and shipping out our guys from SEAL Team 4.


In less than two weeks, our entire team would rotate back to the United States. I knew that this mission was imminent, as our target was a hardcore al-Qaida terrorist who led an effective cell of fighters. This particular terrorist group had shot down four of our medevac helicopters, killing everyone onboard; they had stripped our dead of their weapons, clothes, and gear. Our new plan was to hit the same target again but arrive by helicopter to avoid the IEDs, then snatch up our terrorist targets before they could get out of their beds.


April 5, 2007


A few nights after the IED incident, our intel trigger was pulled on the same target. While the choppers readied and our guys geared up in our team’s ready room, Gary Blackwell and I rolled across Camp Fallujah to alert our Iraqi scouts to get ready. We never disclosed our target locations to the scouts; we just gave them a heads-up that we were rolling and to get jocked up. I always had to assume that there was an intel leak, even if there wasn’t.


I would be the assault force commander on this mission. We were a mixed group, a combination of twenty-two operators made up of Navy SEALs and our Iraqi scouts. This was a turnover operation, which meant our newly arrived SEAL teammates from Team 10 would be on the mission with us. For some of our newly arrived SEALs, this would be their first ever mission, and for others it would be their first operation of this deployment.


Meanwhile, Iraq’s Sunni–Shia factional violence was out of control; American troops were pouring into Iraq to quell the fighting in a strategy referred to as “the Surge.” Iran and other state actors were provoking and supporting the violence, and there was a mix of low- and high-level criminal activity, plus a steady stream of terrorists from across the globe coming into Iraq to fight. The violence was constant, and it was tearing the country apart, killing countless Iraqis as well as American service members.


Our mission on this particular night was to capture or kill an al-Qaida terrorist cell leader in a safe house under the cover of darkness, and by complete surprise. This cell leader knew how to move, hide, shoot, fight, and kill. He came with a loyal crew of fanatical bodyguards. Our enemy target in Fallujah had been shooting down medevac helicopters with our own ground-to-air missiles. These missiles, and other equipment, had been acquired by the enemy during an ambush of a U.S. Army convoy in Ramadi just west of our location. The helicopters that they shot down may have also given them access to our radios, weapons, and night-vision equipment. Being experts at target takedowns, none of that bothered us. We were so silent on missions, we could come up on our targets—terrorists, rapists, and murderers—still sound asleep in their beds, their weapons parked beside them.


We believed our terrorist target was holed up in a single-story, walled compound in northeast Fallujah. Iraqi compounds are a confusing jigsaw of small buildings with windowless rooms and multiple doors. The kit I wore on missions was always the same, except for this night. (A kit is what SEALs wear to work. It’s like a tool belt, and it’s customized to one’s role on the team and previous experience in gunfights.) I dressed and set up my kit the same way I had done for hundreds of other missions: my Kevlar helmet with Night Optic Devices (NODs) attached, cammies (my usual dark camouflage-colored cargo pants and shirt), Load Bearing Equipment (LBE) webbing over the body armor to carry extra pistol magazines, my radio, a tourniquet. A utility belt with pouches to carry a medical blowout kit, flash crashes, grenades and explosives for breaching doors. On this night I moved my pistol magazines from my left hip to the pocket located at the center of my vest. This was the first, last, and only time that I have moved my magazines. I’m not sure what prompted me to do it.
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