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INTRODUCTION


THE ROOTS OF LEARNING LEADERSHIP


When I reported to SEAL Team One after completing Basic Underwater Demolition / SEAL Training (BUD/S), there was no leadership course. New SEALs were issued no books or materials of any kind on the subject. We were expected to learn to lead the way SEALs had learned for our entire existence—through OJT, or on-the-job training.


Of course, there are some advantages to OJT. It is helpful to be coached and mentored by a solid leader who trains you as you go through the real challenges of your actual job. In the SEAL Teams, that means a leader telling you exactly what to do in various scenarios as you go through them. If your leader happens to be a good leader, is willing to invest in you, and if you are smart enough to pay attention, you will eventually learn something about leadership.


But there are some major shortfalls to this method of teaching leadership. First of all, not all leaders are good leaders, and the SEAL Teams are no exception. When I got into the SEAL Teams, it was 1991. There was no war going on. The first Gulf War had just been fought, but the ground war was over in just seventy-two hours. SEALs only conducted a small number of operations, and they were relatively easy. Almost all other deployments before that, for the better part of twenty years, had been peacetime deployments. SEALs’ primary task had been training other countries’ militaries. Actually engaging in combat seemed a far-off dream to me and to most of us in the military. The reality was, the SEAL Teams—and the rest of the U.S. military—had been in a peacetime mode since the end of the Vietnam War. That meant leaders weren’t really tested. A great leader in the SEAL Teams got pretty much the same assignments and advanced just as quickly as a bad leader.


There was no guarantee that the leader in a platoon who was supposed to be mentoring young SEALs was the type of leader who should be emulated. On top of that, not all leaders are looking to mentor their subordinates. Furthermore, even the best leaders can only truly invest their time and knowledge in a handful of their people. Even during peacetime, there is a ton of administrative work to be done, and there is a good chance that leadership coaching and mentorship will slide off the schedule.


For the junior SEALs, it was incumbent upon them to pay attention. But there were also plenty of distractions. Sometimes it was difficult for a junior member of the team to understand he would not always be a new guy—that one day he would be a leader in a SEAL platoon, and he needed to learn everything he could so he would be ready.


I was lucky. I had some truly great leaders who invested in me. They took the time to explain things to me. They talked me through strategies and tactics. Some of the Vietnam SEALs told stories that held important tactical leadership lessons. I listened. Those stories and lessons sank in. Eventually, I was able to put the leadership theories I had learned to the ultimate test—in combat. I then codified those lessons and passed them to the young SEALs entering the ranks. I tried to teach them how to lead.


The goal of leadership seems simple: to get people to do what they need to do to support the mission and the team. But the practice of leadership is different for everyone. There are nuances to leadership that everyone has to uncover for themselves. Leaders are different. Followers are different. Peers are different. Everyone has their own individual characteristics, personalities, and perspectives. I often tell leaders that what makes leadership so hard is dealing with people, and people are crazy. And the craziest person a leader has to deal with is themselves. That being said, even crazy has a pattern; there are patterns to human behavior. If you can recognize the patterns, you can predict the way things are likely to unfold and influence them.


When I retired from the military, I started teaching civilian leaders the same principles of combat leadership. Eventually, I partnered with my former SEAL teammate Leif Babin and started a leadership consultancy called Echelon Front. The principles from the battlefield applied to any leadership situation. We wrote about the tenets we had learned in combat in two books about our experience as combat leaders and how the principles of combat leadership apply to business and life. The books, Extreme Ownership and The Dichotomy of Leadership, explain the principles in clear language and showcase the principles in stories from combat and the business world. The feedback from leaders around the world has been incredibly powerful as they apply the principles from the books to their worlds.


But applying the principles can be more challenging than it might seem. While garnering an understanding of the concepts is fairly simple, sometimes it takes more. A leader must understand the strategies and tactics needed to actually implement these principles—how to pragmatically put the principles to work. He or she must understand the strategic foundations on which the principles are built and the core tenets that comprise those principles. Then the leader must understand the tactical skills, strategic maneuvers, and communication techniques used to employ the principles of leadership. That is what this book is about.


Like other books I’ve written, the experiences I describe are based on my memory, which isn’t perfect; the quotes are not verbatim, but approximations meant to convey the ideas that were spoken. Some details have been altered to protect the identities of the people involved or sensitive information.


This book does not need to be read only sequentially from cover to cover. It is written and organized to be used as a reference so that any leader can quickly understand and implement the strategies and tactics relevant to the situation he or she is facing. Leadership Strategy and Tactics is meant as a field companion to help leaders do what they are supposed to do: lead.


Who am I to try to teach leaders how to lead? Where did I learn leadership? Much of my leadership education was luck. I say it was luck because there were a few fortunate coincidences that gave me the right frame of mind, the right teachers, and the right opportunities to learn.


One of the ways I was lucky and that made me focus on leadership was the fact that I wasn’t really that naturally talented at anything in particular. As a little kid, I wasn’t the fastest or strongest or smartest. I was never great at shooting a basketball, kicking a soccer ball, or throwing a baseball. I didn’t win any races or have a shelf of trophies and ribbons from sports. My report card was never exceptional either. I might have done well in a class if I was interested, but I usually wasn’t, and my grades reflected that. I was average across the board.


Still, at the core of my personality, I wanted to do well. I wanted to leave an impression on people. I wanted to leave a mark, but my athletic and cognitive skills didn’t always allow it. So even from a young age, I needed to get others with more talent and more skill to do what I needed them to do. I needed to lead.


Of course, I didn’t think of it as leadership. I just thought I was making things happen and contributing by getting people to work together, to support one another, as we moved toward a common mission. Maybe that mission was building a fort in the woods or planning a mock military assault with squirt guns on another group of friends. Whatever the task was, I generally found myself giving direction to people who were stronger, faster, or otherwise more capable than I was. That seemed to be where I could help the most and the one area in which I could perform with a higher level of competency.


I’ve also always had a rebellious streak. Maybe it was another way for me to leave a mark; I wouldn’t conform to the way other kids acted. I acted differently, listened to hardcore and heavy metal music, and had a hardcore attitude about things. That attitude set me apart from the pack. Once on the outside of the “normal” kids, I was detached from them. So I observed. Looking in from the outside, I garnered a better understanding of the people I was watching. I saw their emotions, their cliques, and their drama unfold from a detached position. I learned.


My rebelliousness reached its pinnacle when I decided to join the navy. Many of the other kids in my small New England town were smoking pot, drinking, and listening to hippie music. After high school, many were heading away to college or going into a trade. Joining the military was one of the most radical things a kid from my town could do. I took it one step further: I tried for the SEAL Teams.


In the late ’80s and early ’90s, no one knew very much about the SEAL Teams. My navy recruiter had one bad copy of the SEAL recruiting video entitled Be Someone Special. While completely cheesy by today’s standards, at the time it provided me with a window into the SEAL Teams: machine guns, snipers, explosives, and high-speed operations. It was like a dream come true. I enlisted.


When I told my father I was joining the navy, he told me, “You are going to hate it.”


“Why?” I asked him.


“Because you don’t like authority, and you don’t like people telling you what to do.”


“But, Dad,” I responded confidently, “this is the SEAL Teams. It is a team. We don’t take orders. We work together.”


What a naïve kid I was. Actually, I was just plain stupid. I thought the SEAL Teams were just groups of guys who worked together, flat organizations where no one was really in charge. Not even close. I also had heard that the SEAL Teams had a 50 percent casualty rate and that almost no one made it to a twenty-year retirement because most SEALs were wounded or killed. Mind you, this was 1989, but other than the invasion of Panama, where combat operations lasted only about a month and a half, we weren’t at war. Looking back, I’m sure this idea of a 50 percent casualty rate was rooted in the fact that the predecessors to the SEAL Teams—the Naval Combat Demolition Units, or NCDUs—had suffered a 50 percent casualty rate during the D-day invasion of Normandy Beach. I didn’t know that at the time. I thought all SEALs had a 50 percent casualty rate, and I believed it. It made me even more eager to be a part of the SEAL Teams. Like I said, I was dumb. Tough, but dumb.


But joining the navy was still the best thing I could have done. It gave me a blank slate and clear direction. No one in the navy cared that I didn’t have the best grades in high school. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t the best athlete. No one was concerned about where I was from, what my parents did, or about anything else in my history. They shaved my head, gave me a uniform, and told me what I needed to do to be successful. Make your bed like this, fold your underwear like that, polish your boondockers until they look like mirrors. If you could follow the rules and do what you were told to do, you would be put into a leadership position. I did follow the rules, and I did what I was told to do, and it paid off. I was made a squad leader in boot camp. What does that mean? Technically, not much at all, but it meant a lot to me. I was successful. But more important, I had found a home.


BUD/S was the same way for me. I still wasn’t great at any particular skill. Not the best runner or swimmer. Not great at the obstacle course. But I could do what I was told. I could play the game. And I wasn’t going to quit. Some people say that everyone thinks about quitting during BUD/S. I never did. Not for a second. The thought never crossed my mind. Hell Week, a five-day block of continuous physical training with almost no sleep whatsoever and which causes the highest number of people to quit, was actually relaxing for me, because during Hell Week, nothing is timed. During all other facets of BUD/S, students are constantly on the clock. Timed runs, swims, and obstacle course evolutions take place every day. If you miss the time and fail one of them, you are “on the bubble.” If you fail again, you are out. It was stressful. But during Hell Week, nothing was timed. You just had to keep going. You just had to not quit. For me, that was the easy part.


When I got done with BUD/S, I checked into SEAL Team One. I was fired up, as all of us were who were checking into that sacred place of war heroes and legends. We were proud we had graduated BUD/S and were ready for life as SEALs. There was one problem. We weren’t SEALs yet. And we had no reason to be proud, as we soon found out.


The master chief of the command, the highest-ranking enlisted SEAL at Team One, welcomed us aboard. “No one here cares that you made it through BUD/S. We all did. It doesn’t mean anything here. You have to prove yourselves to earn your trident. So keep your mouths shut, your ears open, don’t forget anything, and be on time. Any questions?” The trident was the gold insignia worn on the uniform, which indicates you are a SEAL. To receive our tridents, we had to go through a six-month probationary period and then go through a written and oral review board with the senior enlisted personnel at the team. We were all nervous about that, and the master chief provided no comfort whatsoever.


None of us had any questions for the master chief. That was a humbling moment. Despite having been through BUD/S training, and despite being told that the training was “elite” and “special,” we realized very quickly that we weren’t. The rest of the new guys and I still had a lot to prove, and somehow, I knew I always would. That is one of the underlying themes of SEAL Team culture: you can never rest on what you have achieved in the past. You always have to improve.


In the early ’90s, when I got to SEAL Team One, the training progression was different from how it is now. Back then, once on board a team, you were eventually assigned to a SEAL platoon. This is where you would actually learn to be a SEAL. Up until that point, the training wasn’t tactical. In BUD/S, you don’t learn very much at all about the actual job of being a SEAL. You learn how to be cold, wet, tired, and miserable and not to complain about any of it. But you don’t learn any of the job skills that make you into a professional operator. Those skills were taught to you once you were in a SEAL platoon. There, you learned through a fire hose. There was so much knowledge you needed, so many skills to develop, so many tactics to understand, you felt you would never know it all. But like the rest of the new guys, I listened and I learned. Every single day.


In my first three platoons, I learned a few key concepts that stuck with me for the rest of my career, and they also were the base upon which I built most of the principles I ended up teaching to the rest of the SEAL Teams and, eventually, to companies, businesses, and organizations around the globe. These are examples of the lucky moments I referred to earlier. I was in the right place at the right time, with the right frame of mind to learn what I did. Then I was lucky enough to have other experiences to overlay what I had learned and slowly, subconsciously, begin to formulate a system of leadership that I was then lucky enough to apply on one of the most challenging battlefields in the world—the Battle of Ramadi in the summer of 2006. When I returned from that deployment, I took over the training for the West Coast SEAL Teams, where I formalized, codified, and transcribed what I had learned. But the roots of everything I eventually wrote down originated in a very nontraditional but highly effective learning environment: the SEAL platoon.










PART 1


Leadership Strategies










SECTION 1


FOUNDATIONS


FIRST PLATOON: DETACH


It was in my first platoon that I learned the power of being able to detach myself from the chaos and mayhem going on, take a step back, and see what was actually happening. I was lucky that it happened the way it did.


We were training to assault offshore oil platforms. In the Persian Gulf, oil platforms could be taken over by enemy forces for a variety of reasons, and we would need to be able to take them back. SEALs had participated in operations against Iranian-controlled oil rigs in the region in the 1980s, and the thought was that we might have to do it again. So we trained and prepared to execute that very specific mission.


We would spend time and do training exercises and mock operations on commercial oil platforms in various locations. It was great training, mainly because oil platforms are incredibly complex and dangerous structures. Many parts of an oil platform are highly flammable and under massive pressure, so we had to learn what to be cautious of in the event we ever did a real mission on an oil platform. During a real mission with live ammunition and explosive charges used to open doors, we would obviously need to make sure we understood the danger involved.


But what really makes an oil platform a challenging target is the complexity of the structure itself. It is a maze of stairwells and hallways and rooms and open areas covered with equipment. And, unlike any other target SEALs might encounter, it is a true three-dimensional problem because many of the floors are made of heavy metal grating that you can see through. So it is very difficult to conceal your movement, and the enemy threat is high because the enemy can see you from a great distance away—after all, they can see through the floors too.


As a new guy, I was doing my best, trying to make the right moves at the right time, listening to the tactical calls being made by the leadership, and trying to support those calls. At this point in our pre-deployment workup cycle, the platoon had already been through a lot together. We had completed a full cycle of land warfare training, done extensive close-quarters combat training, and executed urban training, reconnaissance training, and various air and maritime training. So while I was still a new guy, most of the other new guys and I had certainly begun to understand the tactics we were being taught. As usual for me, my individual skills were nothing special. I was not the best shot, not the fastest at reloading my weapon, and definitely not setting any records on the combat-swimmer training dives we conducted. But I did feel pretty good about the tactics we were shown, how they worked, and how they were applied. I paid close attention to my platoon leadership, watched them make their tactical decisions, and tried to understand why they made the choices they made.


But I was still a new guy. It certainly wasn’t my place to make tactical calls or tell people what to do.


Then, during one clearance of the oil rig, something happened that hadn’t happened before. As we were moving through the structure, the whole platoon entered an area of the rig and became overwhelmed with what was in front of them. It was a large level of the platform, covered with mechanical gear and equipment, which created numerous hiding areas for enemy personnel and presented a complex tactical problem. The whole platoon stood there, side by side, looking down the sites of our weapons at the potential enemy threats, like an old-fashioned skirmish line.


I stood there like the rest of the platoon, scanning for targets and trying to identify dangerous high-pressure or flammable areas while I waited for a call to be made directing us on our next move.


I waited a little longer, still scanning, thinking someone needed to make a call so we would know what to do next.


I waited even longer. Still nothing. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw the guys to my left and to my right, all doing the same thing I was: holding their weapons in the ready position, scanning for targets, and waiting for the call.


But the call still didn’t come. I waited a little longer, until finally, I had had enough. I elevated my weapon into the “high-port” position, meaning I pointed it in a safe direction toward the sky and away from the threats. Then I took a half step back off the firing line and looked to my left and to my right. It was plain to see: every person in the platoon—including the platoon commander, the platoon chief, the assistant platoon commander, and the leading petty officer—was pointing his weapon toward the threat, scanning for targets. But no one was looking anywhere else. They could only see the field of view down the sights of their weapons; no one had any situational awareness of anything else going on. Yet even as a lowly new guy, I could see the whole situation with complete clarity. When I was on the line looking down my gun, I was only seeing what was directly in my field of fire. Now that I had stepped back and looked around, I could see the entire deck, all its obstacles, and the simplest way to clear it. By stepping back, I had detached myself mentally and physically from the immediate problem, and now it was easy for me to see the solution, clearer than even the more experienced SEALs in my platoon.


I took a breath and paused another second to confirm no one else was going to move, look around, or make a call. No one was moving. The platoon was frozen. I had to do something.


“Hold left, move right!” I barked in as authoritative a voice as I could muster. Even as I said it, I half expected someone to look over, see it was me—a new guy trying to make a call—and tell me to shut my mouth.


Instead, each member of the platoon did what we are always trained to do when we hear a verbal command—they passed the word. “Hold left, move right!” “Hold left, move right!” the word repeated down the line. As the word was passed, it simultaneously turned into action. The guys on the left side of the deck held their position scanning for targets, covering the threats as the guys on the right began to move to push through and clear the area from the right flank. This was not a complex tactical call; it was a standard cover-and-move procedure that we had practiced and rehearsed countless times. And as soon as the guys heard it, they did it.


As they executed the movement, I realized something very powerful. I realized that by high porting my weapon, stepping back off the firing line, and looking around—by detaching physically, even if only by a few inches, and, more important, detaching mentally from the problem at hand—I was able to see infinitely more than anyone else in my platoon. And since I was able to see everything, I was able to make a good decision, which allowed me, a new guy and the most junior guy in the platoon, to lead. The cellar deck was soon cleared, and we continued moving through the rig, clearing the remaining levels. No one complained or objected to my decision, and once we’d completed the run, one of the more senior guys actually told me I had made a good call.


My platoon’s reaction reinforced this idea of detaching, and I began to do it as often as I could. It wasn’t easy. Sometimes, I would still get caught up focusing on the things immediately in front of me. But at a minimum, I became aware of it. Then I made it my goal to never be completely caught up in the minuscule tactical aspects of a problem; my goal was to get to a higher mental and physical altitude to see more. Just as it had worked on the oil rig, detachment worked in land warfare, in close-quarters combat, and in the urban training areas. It worked in every simulated combat environment we were put in. The more often I detached, the easier it became to see and understand the tactical picture, and the better I got at it.


As I got older, increased in rank, and was put into actual designated leadership positions, detaching became one of the foundations of my leadership style. Eventually, I realized that detaching not only worked in tactical scenarios, but in life. When having a conversation with someone, I realized that if I detached, I could better read their emotions and their reactions. I also realized that if I was able to detach, I could better assess and manage my own emotions and reactions. When I became an assistant platoon commander, platoon commander, and task unit commander, I learned to detach myself from the mission-planning process so I would not be caught up in the details and so I would be able to see the bigger picture and come across as the tactical genius that had all the answers.


Detachment is one of the most powerful tools a leader can have. The question is, pragmatically, how do you do it?


Step one is to be aware. Pay attention to yourself and what is happening around you. Make it a goal to avoid being fully absorbed in the minute details of any situation. Don’t let it happen. If you are staying aware, checking yourself, you will be likelier to avoid getting tunnel vision.


Listen to indicators like your breath, your voice. Are you breathing hard? Are you raising your voice? Be aware of your body. Are you clenching your teeth? Squeezing your fists?


All these reactions are signs of getting emotional about the situation. When that happens, or when a situation is becoming chaotic, step back. Physically take a step back. Lift your chin up, which elevates your vision and compels you to look around. Once you are physically detached from the situation, this cues you to do the same thing mentally. Take a deep breath and exhale. Look methodically from the left to the right and back again. This is another cue from your body to your mind to relax, look around, absorb what you are seeing, let go of your emotions, and make a dispassionate and accurate assessment of the situation so you can make a good decision.


When you begin to follow these steps and detach, you will see it is one of the most powerful tools a leader can have.


Of course, there is a dichotomy to detachment that must be balanced. You can take it too far; you can become so detached that you lose the connection to what is happening. This is unusual, but if it does happen—if you begin to lose touch with your scenario—don’t fret. Just take a step back in, get a little closer to the problem, and engage.


SECOND PLATOON: ARROGANCE AND HUMILITY


Once you finish your first deployment as a new guy, you aren’t a new guy anymore. As you are assigned to your second platoon, you graduate from “new guy” to a “one-cruise wonder,” which means you might not be a new guy anymore, but you still don’t know everything—although you think you might.


There was a solid contingent of one-cruise wonders in my second platoon at SEAL Team One. The team had kept a bunch of us together from our previous platoon and then added some of the other one-cruise wonders from some of the other platoons. Our platoon chief was actually a senior chief, who was very smart and experienced, as was our leading petty officer (LPO). We also happened to have an incredibly talented leader as our assistant platoon commander, the Navy Midshipmen record-setting quarterback Alton Lee Grizzard. Not only was he overflowing with natural leadership capability, he had deployed already and taken part in real-world operations in Somalia.


So the platoon leadership was very strong. All except for the actual platoon commander himself. He had done a lateral transfer from another occupational specialty in the navy to become a SEAL. This meant that even though he was a senior lieutenant, he was very inexperienced in the SEAL Teams. He had not done a SEAL Team workup or a deployment yet. He did not have the experience a platoon commander would normally have. And yet he was in charge of the platoon.


That alone is not a big deal; the military is set up to work that way. An inexperienced officer is surrounded by solid senior enlisted personnel who give the officer tactical guidance and keep things running smoothly. At least that is the way it is supposed to work. But in this platoon, it wasn’t working that way at all.


In this particular case, the platoon commander did not want to listen to advice from his senior enlisted leadership or from any of us. Even though he was the least experienced individual in the platoon besides the new guys, he wanted to make all the decisions. All the plans were his plans. All the decisions were his decisions. He didn’t want to listen to anyone.


Needless to say, this did not go over very well. Not only did it rub the senior enlisted leadership the wrong way, when the rest of us troops saw that he did not take input from the senior enlisted leadership, it made us nervous. If he wasn’t listening to the advice being offered from the most experienced guys in the platoon, we worried his plans might be suspect. We were right. The plans the platoon commander created and imposed on us were not good, and it showed. We had some issues out in the field. We didn’t accomplish our training missions at the level we should have.


But our subpar performance didn’t change the attitude of the platoon commander. When we failed a training mission, he blamed others. He would never recognize or admit that perhaps his plan wasn’t the best or maybe the decisions he’d made in the field weren’t good calls.


Looking back, it is obvious that what this officer lacked in experience, he made up for with a massive ego. I didn’t fully understand this at the time; I just didn’t have the experience to recognize what was going on. But it is clear now that he lacked any level of humility whatsoever.


I have to give credit to my senior chief and leading petty officer. We young enlisted guys watched as our senior enlisted leaders did their best to counsel, cajole, influence, and mentor. They spent extra time explaining how things worked. They tried to get him to put his ego in check and let some of them make some of the tactical decisions.


Unfortunately, they failed to change him. Months went by, and there was no improvement in the platoon commander’s behavior. Finally, one late night before an arduous training mission out in the desert, our LPO, the second most senior enlisted man in the platoon, had had enough. He disagreed with the platoon commander’s plan, and he let him know it. The disagreement escalated into an argument, then into a full-on yelling match, and finally, the platoon commander snapped and took a swing at the LPO. We all jumped in and separated the two, but it was a bad scene.


It should be known that there are certainly a fair share of friendly scraps in a healthy SEAL platoon. Verbal jousting often leads to a round of good-natured fisticuffs or a perhaps a lighthearted grappling match. But this fight was different. There was no playing around in this situation. And even worse, it was an officer taking a swing at an enlisted man.


Over the next few days, a dark mood fell over the platoon. We realized we had a real problem. Our officer was arrogant and not listening to anyone. That was bad enough. But now he had tried to hit our LPO. This was unacceptable. We wouldn’t stand for it. The grumblings about the situation turned into a roar, and our disorganized complaints became organized. We needed to make a stand.


We had some closed-door meetings among the enlisted men. We consulted our senior chief and LPO, and eventually we decided we would go to see our commanding officer and tell him we didn’t want to work for our platoon commander. We wanted him gone. This was a mutiny.


Now, I don’t want to make this sound more dramatic than it was, but according to the Uniform Code of Military Justice, which is the legal code by which military members must abide: “A person who is found guilty of attempted mutiny, mutiny, sedition, or failure to report a mutiny or sedition shall be punished by death.” And this is what we were doing—revolting against our leader. Of course, this was peacetime, and there was zero chance of the situation escalating into a criminal mutiny where we would be taken to court-martial, but it was a serious situation to have enlisted troops asking to have their platoon commander fired.


A couple of days later, we got back to the team from the desert training area. Our senior chief talked to the master chief of the command, the senior enlisted man at SEAL Team One, and explained the situation. He got us a meeting with the commanding officer of SEAL Team One.


Our commanding officer was a highly respected leader. He was down-to-earth and charismatic, with a great reputation as a tactical operator—a rare reputation for a senior officer to have.


When scheduled, the enlisted men of our platoon reported to the commanding officer’s office. He called us in and asked us individually to explain the situation. One by one, we told him our versions of what we had seen the night the platoon commander tried to hit our LPO, and we detailed the general atmosphere of the platoon. I told him, “The platoon commander doesn’t really listen to anyone else. It’s his way or the highway.”


The commanding officer listened intently. I thought he was on board with what we were saying, but after the last man had spoken, he looked up and down the line and said, “Listen up, boys. I get that the situation might not be ideal. It sounds like there are some personality conflicts. But this also sounds like a mutiny. And we don’t allow mutinies in the navy. So stop it. Go back to your platoon. Get to work. And figure this out. Understand?”


“Yes, sir,” we all replied.


It made sense. We had spoken our minds, and we were told to get back in line. We did. Because we had such respect for the commanding officer, we didn’t question what he said. He told us to get back in line, and we did. We went down to our platoon space and got back to work.


The commanding officer had squashed our rebellion. He was right; mutinies are not allowed in the navy, and he wasn’t going to have one at his SEAL Team.


But it turns out, he also wasn’t going to have a bad platoon commander. Over the next couple of days, the commanding officer consulted with the command master chief, talked more with our platoon senior chief, did a thorough assessment of the platoon commander’s leadership shortfalls, and, based on that assessment, called our platoon commander into the commanding officer’s office and relieved him of his duties as platoon commander. It wasn’t a mutiny from the troops; it was a decision by the commanding officer. The platoon commander was removed from his position and removed from SEAL Team One.


This alone might have been a good leadership lesson for me as a young SEAL: arrogance and throwing rank around does not work. But I’m not sure if I would have really understood that lesson had it not been for what happened next.


With the old platoon commander fired, we got a new platoon commander, and he was the complete opposite of his predecessor. Everyone in the SEAL Teams had heard of our new platoon commander. He went by his initials, but from the phonetic alphabet: Delta Charlie.


Delta Charlie had an incredible reputation as an officer and as an enlisted man. He had started his career as an enlisted man and risen through the ranks all the way to senior chief, the second from the top enlisted rank in the navy, just beneath master chief. He had then earned his commission and become an officer. In his career, he had been assigned to every job a SEAL could have. He had initially been at the old Underwater Demolition Team before they were decommissioned and turned into SEAL Teams. He had been a plank owner at Richard Marcinko’s SEAL Team. He was stationed at a regular SEAL Team, the Special Boat Team, served as an instructor at BUD/S, and even the SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team, home of Naval Special Warfare Command’s mini-submarines.


On top of all that, he had combat experience. He had participated in the invasion of Grenada as a member of the element tasked with taking control of the country’s main radio tower. We didn’t know much about that operation, but we knew one thing: it was real, and none of us had done anything real.


As I heard about Delta Charlie taking over, I was excited but also intimidated. After all, as a one-cruise wonder, I thought I had some knowledge, but I didn’t think that knowledge would stack up against that possessed by someone like Delta Charlie, who had infinitely more experience than I or anyone else in the platoon had. I also imagined that Delta Charlie was assigned this platoon to straighten us out, to ensure this young group of mutineers was put in its place. I figured we were in for some stern leadership and strict control after our rebellion. I braced for impact.


Then I met Delta Charlie for the first time. He was not what I’d expected at all. He was smaller than I’d imagined, standing about five foot seven or so, and had a fairly lean build, probably weighing in at around 165 pounds, give or take.


He also had a relaxed way about him. He seemed very calm, usually carrying a half smile on his face. When he spoke to us for the first time, he said, “I’m looking forward to working with all of you.”


That was the first indicator of what kind of a leader Delta Charlie was going to be. It was subtle, but I noticed it. He didn’t say, “I’m looking forward to leading you,” or “I’m glad to be taking over this platoon,” or “I run a tight ship,” or even “I’m honored to be taking over as your commander.” Instead, he said he was looking forward to working with us all—his use of the word with standing in stark contrast to what we had been hearing from the old platoon commander, who always separated himself from us in his speech. But Delta Charlie was different; he indicated not that he was above us or separate from us but that he was one of us.


But the contrast between Delta Charlie and his predecessor went way beyond that. These two men were diametrically opposed in every possible way, and this was lucky for me, because the contrast between these two leaders was so stark, it left an impression on me and impacted my actions as a leader for the rest of my life.


One of the biggest differences between Delta Charlie and his predecessor was that Delta Charlie had a massive amount of experience, while the former platoon commander had next to none, like the rest of the new guys. Delta Charlie had done everything; the former platoon commander had done nothing. Since Delta Charlie had so much experience, I expected him to tell us exactly how to do everything. After all, that is what the old platoon commander had done, despite his lack of experience and knowledge. The former platoon commander had always come up with his own plan, told us how he wanted us to execute it, and expected us to execute it based on those specific orders.


So I found it quite shocking, as did the rest of the enlisted men in the platoon, that Delta Charlie didn’t order us around at all. He didn’t come up with his own plans for everything. He didn’t tell us how he wanted us to do things. He executed classic Decentralized Command: he told us what needed to get done and then told us to go figure out how we wanted to do it. And when I say us, I am not only talking about the senior enlisted personnel; I am talking about us junior enlisted personnel as well. He would tell me or a few of the other junior guys, “Hey, here is the mission for tonight. Figure out how you think we should do it and let me know.”


We were nervous, but thrilled. We wanted to do a good job, and we put our utmost effort into coming up with a tactically sound plan. Once we had one, we would present it to Delta Charlie. Inevitably, he would find some mistakes in it, which he would point out to us. I was always impressed that we could spend four or five hours poring over the presumptive operation, staring at the map, discussing and poking holes in our ideas, and when we would finally present the plan to Delta Charlie, he would quickly assess it and point out a few problems. It was amazing. He seemed like a tactical genius. But what I realized later was that he was detached from the planning process, so he could see it from altitude and easily see where the holes were.


This is the exact opposite thing from what would happen when our former platoon commander would come up with a plan on his own and then force it down upon us. When that happened, we were the ones seeing the holes in his plan, and we couldn’t fathom how he could come up with such a horrible one.


On top of that, when Delta Charlie would allow us to come up with the plan, we would have complete ownership of it. Of course we did; it was our plan. He didn’t need to convince us to buy into it; we had already bought in. And when we would go into the field to execute the plan, since it was our plan, we were completely committed to making it a success. When we would hit an obstacle, we would find a way around it, over it, or through it. We would stop at nothing to execute the plan and accomplish the mission.


That attitude was totally contrary to how we felt about the former platoon commander’s plans. They were his plans, not ours, so we didn’t have ownership of them, and it was a struggle for him to get us to buy into them. After all, we are humans with our own ideas, and because of our egos, we often think our ideas are the best. When he imposed a plan on us, we would automatically think of how much better our own plan would be, and we kept that in the backs of our heads, especially when we went into the field. When we hit an obstacle, instead of trying to figure out a way to overcome it, we simply thought, The platoon commander didn’t think of this, did he? His plan is awful! My plan would have been much better. Without everyone buying into the plan, taking ownership, and making every possible effort to ensure it was carried out and the mission accomplished, there was a good chance it would fail.


There was another thing Delta Charlie did that made an impression on me: he took out the trash. This is no big deal, and I likely wouldn’t have thought too much about it, except for the fact that I never saw the former platoon commander do it. You see, the platoon office—or, as it is called in the SEAL Teams, the platoon hut—needs to be cleaned every day. This assignment usually goes to the new guys. At the end of every day, the new guys sweep up, dust off, and take out the trash. Cleaning is a menial but necessary task, and it keeps the new guys humble. As a one-cruise wonder, I felt like I was way above cleaning up; I didn’t need to do that anymore. And the higher up you went in the chain of command, it seemed to me the more distance there was from the menial task of cleaning up.


Unless you were Delta Charlie. At the end of each day, he would take out the trash. Maybe run a broom through the space. It was no big deal; it took him less than two minutes to push the broom, then consolidate the trash from the two or three garbage cans in the platoon space, take them outside, and throw them in the dumpster. But those two minutes left a mark on me. This was a tangible and physical action that represented pure humility. Delta Charlie was the most senior man in the platoon; he also had the most experience. But there he was, taking out the garbage. And yet I was too good to do it?


We only had to see that a couple of times before the other lower enlisted guys and I started preemptively taking out the trash and cleaning the space so Delta Charlie didn’t have to. We did it out of respect—respect that Delta Charlie didn’t demand, but earned.


The former platoon commander, on the other hand, had eschewed any kind of menial labor. It was below him. He was the almighty platoon commander, the officer in charge; he wasn’t going to take out garbage. And when he acted that way, well, we weren’t going to take out his garbage either. None of the lower enlisted guys did anything to help him out. He was on his own.


And while Delta Charlie was a phenomenal tactician, an incredible planner, and a gifted operator, it was his humility more than anything else that drove the platoon to want to do a good job for him. We didn’t want to let him down. We didn’t want to disappoint him in any way. And we certainly didn’t want to make him look anything less than perfect to our commanding officer. So we worked as hard as we could in everything we did. Everything. And this dedication showed in the way the platoon performed; it was the best platoon I was ever a part of.


That platoon changed the course of my life, and Delta Charlie had an immense impact on me, because when you are a young SEAL in a SEAL platoon, that SEAL platoon is your whole world. In that platoon, under the original platoon commander, our world was miserable. But when Delta Charlie came in and took over, almost instantly our whole world was good. That was one of the strongest displays of the impact of leadership I had ever seen. I thought at the time, Delta Charlie just made the world good for this whole platoon. One day, if I can, I am going to try to make the world good for sixteen SEALs in a platoon. And it was that thought right there that started me on the path to becoming an officer.


The core of what Delta Charlie taught me was the importance of humility. He had all that experience and all that knowledge and the rank and the position; he had every reason to elevate himself above us, every reason to look down on us, every reason to act as if he were better than everyone else, but he never looked down on us at all. The fact that he didn’t is what made us respect him and want, truly want, to follow him. I still try to follow his example to this day.



THIRD PLATOON: OVERSTEPPING MY BOUNDS


In my third platoon, our core group of guys stuck together once again. We knew one another well, trusted one another, and we operated together like a close-knit team. As happened with every platoon at that time, once we got back from deployment with Delta Charlie as our platoon commander, we got a new platoon commander. He was a solid guy with a good reputation, and we liked him a lot. Of course, he had big shoes to fill, and he knew that, but it didn’t bother him. He didn’t make any attempts to be Delta Charlie; instead, he just forged his own path and led with his strengths, which worked out fine. Even though he didn’t have the experience Delta Charlie did, by that point, we lower enlisted guys had learned so much from Delta Charlie that we could make a lot of things happen on our own. The new platoon commander knew that and was good with it.


We had a good workup, which is what we called our pre-deployment training cycle, and then we were sent on deployment overseas on board a U.S. Navy ship. There was no war going on, so we worked in other countries, either training the host nation military or finding training to do on our own.


At one point, we left the ship and went into the desert in a country in the Persian Gulf region to conduct unilateral training, meaning it was just us—no foreign counterparts or other American forces. We set up some land warfare training in the middle of the desert to run some refresher exercises for our immediate action drills—or IADs—for land warfare. IADs are the preplanned movements a SEAL platoon will execute when contacted by the enemy, almost like preplanned plays run by a football team. There are multiple predesignated calls that are used to give instructions to the members of the platoon for what maneuver is to be executed: flanking the enemy, breaking contact, getting on line, or moving forward, backward, left, or right. These calls are usually made by the platoon commander or the platoon chief, depending on where the enemy is located.


In this particular drill, we were patrolling when we were “attacked” by the enemy. All that actually meant was that we spotted some man-shaped silhouette targets that had been set up, and we started shooting at them. As the radioman, I was toward the front of the platoon, just behind the platoon commander, who follows behind the point man.


When the shooting started, we all dropped into our fields of fire, just as we had trained countless times before. I quickly scanned my field of fire, then mentally detached and started to swivel my head and look around to assess the situation. We were slightly behind a small sand berm, which provided most of us with good, solid cover. I was out of danger, so I elevated my head a bit to take a better look. I saw that the berm actually provided a good escape route, and we could simply peel behind it one man at a time.


I waited for the platoon commander to make the call, but he didn’t. I waited a little bit longer. Still no call. Because I was detached and out of “danger” behind the berm, I knew exactly what had to happen. The call needed to come out, but it still didn’t. Another second or two went by, and I finally shouted, “Peel right!” As we are trained, everyone passed the word, and we commenced the peel right maneuver.


It went smoothly; it was one of the most basic calls and simplest maneuvers we trained to do. A few minutes later, after we had put a couple of hundred meters between us and the “enemy contact,” we formed a hasty perimeter, set 360-degree security, redistributed ammunition, confirmed our head count, and then called cease-fire and ENDEX, which meant end of the exercise.


We did a quick debrief. The platoon commander seemed frustrated.


“What were you doing making that call?” he asked.


“No call was being made, so I just made it. ‘In the absence of orders, lead!’” I said, quoting an old military leadership maxim.


“There was no absence of orders. I was assessing. I wanted to assault through the enemy. You spoke too soon,” he told me. He didn’t make that big of a deal out of it, but I could certainly sense he wasn’t happy with what I had done.


It would have been easy for me to get defensive and attack the platoon commander. “You weren’t making a call, and someone had to!” I could have told him. But that was wrong. Instead, I realized I had made a mistake. It wasn’t a grievous error, but I had overstepped my bounds, and doing that had a negative effect on the situation because we hadn’t executed what the platoon commander had intended. But it had a positive effect on me because it taught me a lesson. From that moment on, I realized I didn’t always need to lead. I didn’t need to be at the center of decision-making. I realized it was my job to support the team and the mission, which meant supporting the boss.


I learned this lesson relatively painlessly, but as I continued in the SEAL Teams, I saw the same type of mistake manifest itself in awful ways as egos clashed over who was in charge, who made calls, who led, and who followed. I saw people throughout my career—and still see it today in the business world—jockeying for position and maneuvering against one another rather than maneuvering against the enemy.


I learned that day that even though I had to be ready to lead, I also had to know when to follow—and that to be a good leader, I had to be a good follower. I learned to subordinate my ego to the mission and to my boss. Does that mean I am weak? No, it means I put the team and the mission above myself so that we can win. And that simple lesson played out thousands of times throughout my career.


LAWS OF COMBAT AND PRINCIPLES OF LEADERSHIP


I learned countless other lessons along the way over the following years and deployments. The lessons were tested during my last deployment, where I led SEAL Team Three, Task Unit Bruiser, in the Battle of Ramadi. That deployment is where most of the combat examples Leif Babin and I wrote about in Extreme Ownership and The Dichotomy of Leadership come from. But the principles were not fully crystallized until I took over the tactical training for the West Coast SEAL Teams. That training is not individual training, where lone SEALs learn individual skills like sniping or combat trauma care, but collective training, where SEALs work together as platoons and task units to hash out their standard operating procedures and learn to integrate together to accomplish their missions. This is the training where SEALs learn to shoot, move, and communicate; where they learn to close with and destroy the enemy; and where they learn combat leadership.


The training I ran covers all tactical environments. There is work in rural terrain, such as deserts, forests, or mountains. There is work in urban environments like cities and villages, and close quarters inside buildings of all shapes and sizes. During this training, SEALs learn to transit great distances over the ocean in small boats, or under the ocean on rebreathing scuba gear. They jump out of airplanes, rappel from helicopters, and learn and rehearse the tactics of fighting with and from vehicles in formation. They do all these things together as a team.


The end of each block of training consists of what we call an FTX phase. FTX stands for field training exercise, and it consists of full-mission profiles, where the SEAL task units conduct the entire progression of mock operations—from planning to rehearsals, insertion, infiltration, and actions at the objective on the target itself, followed by exfiltration and extraction back to base. Once back at base, they will go through the drills of analyzing the intelligence they gathered and using that intelligence to plan and prepare for follow-on training operations.


The FTX phase usually consists of about five to seven days of continuous operations. Sleep is limited, and stress is high. The planning cycle is short and demands good foresight and organization. Once the platoons are in the field, stress is maximized.


The training cadre goes to great lengths to simulate combat. Platoons are loaded out with Simunition paintball rounds, or a multimillion-dollar laser tag system that mounts on the SEALs’ real weapons. The laser tag system also requires the SEALs to wear sensors that detect when they are being shot; when “hit,” the sensor vest also has small speakers that announce what type of wound the SEAL has suffered or if the SEAL has been killed. The speakers also provide sound effects of bullets snapping overhead or whizzing close by or explosions going off in the area.


The paintball and laser systems allow SEALs to actively fight against other SEALs who role-play as the bad guys—or as we call them, OPFOR—which is short for opposing force. The OPFOR are experienced SEAL-training cadre who know the SEAL tactics. Without questions, they are the toughest enemy the SEAL platoons and task units will ever face.


In addition to the OPFOR, who dress up in enemy garb, there are other things the training cadre does to make the training realistic. They use professional set designers to make the training areas look like Iraq, Afghanistan, or any other locale the SEALs might be fighting in. The buildings are given façades and other treatment to make them resemble the architecture and construction materials seen overseas. There are street signs and graffiti written in foreign languages. Even entire markets are assembled, complete with local goods ready to be bought or traded.


Also inserted into those scenes are other role-players besides the OPFOR, who do not play hostile insurgents or terrorists but innocent civilians. For those characters, the training cadre hires ethnic actors and actresses who not only look and dress the part but also speak the language, creating another obstacle for the SEALs going through the training.


The final component in creating stress is the use of special effects and pyrotechnics. Explosions, smoke, fire, rockets, grenades, and simulated improvised explosive devices are utilized to cause stress and add to the realism of the scenario.


With all these elements combined, the training is extremely realistic. Looking through night vision goggles and seeing the detail on the buildings, the people moving around, and the explosions going off, it isn’t hard to slip into the mind-set that you aren’t training at all—you are at war.


This was the training I took charge of when I came back from the Battle of Ramadi. Within a few days of taking over the training, fresh off the battlefield myself, I went out to the desert to observe a SEAL task unit going through its land warfare FTX phase.


It was an absolute disaster. A complete and utter failure.


I was apprehensive as I watched the members plan. The situation was extremely complex; they had been tasked with hitting a target in the desert that consisted of one large building in a small valley surrounded by six smaller buildings. They had broken their force into six different elements, each of which was approaching the target from a different direction. While it seemed like the best way to isolate the target and mitigate the opportunities for someone to escape from it, it was also very complicated. It minimized the ability of the teams to support or even communicate with one another. When teams are split apart, confusion can easily ensue. When teams are split into six different elements, that confusion is multiplied. Keep things simple is an ancient military maxim that holds true for any type of planning. This task unit was failing to keep things simple.
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