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FOREWORD


I FIRST CAME TO know of Kevin “Dauber” Lacz when I was working on writing American Sniper in 2009 with Chris Kyle. Chris let me know that Kevin was someone who knew the details of what Chris had done in Iraq and could be trusted. More importantly, Chris told me that he was a close friend. In turn, Kevin became one of the very few men who were interviewed while writing Chris’s book. Many, like myself, knew some of Chris’s story; few, like Kevin, knew virtually all of it.


A few years later, American Sniper was brought to the screen, and Kevin lent his expertise to the filmmakers. Not only was Kevin the only SEAL on the set advising the film’s star, Bradley Cooper, and director, Clint Eastwood, he was the only person on the set who had known Chris in any capacity. Without Kevin Lacz, American Sniper could never have been as authentic or successful as it ultimately became. Through war, fame, fortune, and death, Kevin has remained true to his friend and brother Chris Kyle.


My initial approach to The Last Punisher was that I might read it and learn some new information about Chris. After all, Kevin served two combat deployments with him and certainly has his share of stories about the man we call “The Legend.” As I read it, however, I became engrossed in how complex this book is, and how much more to it there is than a collection of war stories, some of which feature Chris Kyle. But this is not simply a book about Chris. This is an important memoir by a man with a capacity for violence.


Devoid of politics, and with unsparing honesty, The Last Punisher delves deeply into the psyche of an operator with an unrelenting desire to eliminate his country’s enemies. From the very first chapter, when we learn of Kevin’s motivation behind joining the military, to the last, we witness the maturity of a SEAL who cut his teeth in one of the Iraq War’s bloodiest summers. It is raw, unforgivingly honest, and unique to contemporary war literature. It is historically important not only for its subject matter, but also for taking a new approach to delivering a military memoir in an engaging and unforgettable way.


Knowing Kevin in the capacity that I do now, and knowing he devotes a substantial amount of his time helping others in his chosen medical profession, I believe this book illustrates a particularly important lesson: one can participate fully in combat and still participate fully in society. Kevin gives a new voice to a substantial group of veterans being largely ignored—those who have served, who survived, and who now thrive. His experiences overseas, while gruesome and shocking to some, have not impeded him from reintegrating seamlessly into the civilian world and experiencing success. I applaud him for bringing attention to these men and women who have served with honor, even witnessing and committing acts of violence in combat, and come home to do great things.


This book is about the amazing true grit of SEAL Team THREE Charlie Platoon, in some of the worst days of battle in the history of the U.S. SEAL Teams (and the United States). I was obviously already well-versed in Chris Kyle’s story and knew a little of Kevin’s. As I read more, I saw that each of these men is incredibly special, and that each has his own unique story of sacrifice and courage. I appreciated Kevin’s willingness to share the pages with his brothers and tell their stories as well, because these men are truly the best of what America has to offer. This is not one man’s tribute to himself; it is one man’s tribute to his TEAM. The epitome of the SEAL attitude of “never quit” runs through Kevin’s veins and this book’s pages.


Many people change their view of the world once they are thrust into the limelight of Hollywood and acting, but Kevin did not. He remained true to his friends, his family, the TEAMs and the code by which he lives his life. For that I respect him greatly, and am proud to call him my friend.


—Scott McEwen


#1 New York Times bestselling coauthor of American Sniper and the nationally bestselling Sniper Elite series of novels


May 9, 2016





PREFACE


THIS MEMOIR CONTAINS my true account of the Battle of Ramadi as I experienced it as a newguy with Task Unit Bruiser-Charlie platoon, SEAL Team THREE. In 2006, western Iraq was embroiled in sectarian violence, morale was low, and a deadly insurgency threatened the coalition mission. As a result, SEAL Team THREE was deployed to fight in the pivotal Battle of Ramadi in an effort to aid in securing Anbar Province’s capital city. While much has been discussed and written about our work over that summer, Ramadi was not won by SEALs and special operators alone. There was no single commander who brought the enemy to its knees. Rather, it was the combined effort of the Army, Marines, Navy, and Air Force that turned the tide of the battle against the insurgency. This story is reflective of that cooperation.


Now the work we conducted in Ramadi during the spring, summer, and fall of 2006 is merely a piece of history. The peace we secured block by block, alley by alley, and room by room does not exist today. Those of us who fought there, who bled there, and who lost brothers there can only hope that the many lessons learned in Ramadi may one day serve as guidelines for how conventional units and special operations can work together and win on future battlefields. To that end, I offer this piece of history as a sort of primary source for those who would look into the recent past and wonder what combat looked like at the height of Operation Iraqi Freedom. Peace in Ramadi no longer exists. Our story, however, does.


My decision to join the SEAL Teams was swift and final. The road to earning my trident was long and arduous. During my preparation, I consumed as many firsthand accounts of BUD/S, the SEAL Teams, and combat operations as I could. It was my hope when I took on this endeavor that my story might help inspire the next generation of warriors. I know that somewhere there are special young men reading everything they can about Special Forces, and some of them will wear the trident with pride and continue to serve the Teams, the brotherhood, and our country. In a small way, this story is for them.


One of the basic principles of the SEAL Teams is “Earn Your Trident Every Day.” As SEALs, we strive to continually earn our reputation as dependable operators who get the job done. We pride ourselves on our violence of action and our ability to neutralize an aggressive enemy. We are not robotic, nor are we lemmings. Each operator is an individual fighting machine, capable of leading at any level, striving for nothing less than mission success. We are relentless. I tried to convey the dynamic nature of the men I knew in these pages. Together, we formed one lethal task unit, and still as individuals they were brothers, husbands, fathers, and sons.


I have an enormous amount of respect for human life. At a very young age I decided to pursue a career in medicine, and today I serve as a physician assistant. When I joined the Navy in response to terrorism, I knew that eventually I would meet the enemy on the battlefield. As a SEAL, it was my job to engage the enemy and deliver the proper amount of force to disable them. Most people will never understand the simplicity of that concept and violence of action. Most people are not SEALs. I believe that SEALs are born, not made, and that I was fortunate enough to be born with the ability to go downrange and do the job. Many of my fellow warriors who have carried the battle flag understand. For these reasons, no matter how long I live, I will never match the vitality I shared within the brotherhood, among family.


During my career in the Teams, I witnessed feats of heroism and bravery from my Teammates, many of whom are no longer living. This is a written contribution to their legacy, as it is to the entire SEAL Teams. My only hope is that it meets the expectations of the brothers who helped make me the Teamguy I am, and whom I admire and respect.


The decision to write this book was a weighty one, and several other SEALs have asked why I chose to. Some would not. I respect other operators’ codes of silence. However, I believe I have a different perspective than a career SEAL with twenty years in the Teams. My eight years in the Navy were relatively brief, compared to many others. I joined in response to 9/11, gave my time and expertise, and then moved on. This is one thing I have done in my life, not the only thing. Many guys I was in the Teams with joined the Teams before the war. I joined the Teams for the war. This is my story.


During my time in Ramadi, I kept a journal of my experiences. I hoped primarily to keep a record so I would have something tangible to reflect upon when my memory began to fade in old age. I never anticipated its value when I wrote in it, over poor lighting, as a young Frogman in 2006. It proved to be tremendously useful in writing this memoir. In regard to spoken dialogue, I made my best attempt to capture the spirit of words that passed between men when my memory failed. Unfortunately, nearly ten years later, it’s simply not possible for me to remember many of the words that were spoken between us. The actual events that are described, in particular the events described on target, are written as I remember them, and according to the recollection of others who were there and whom I consulted with while writing.


It is important to mention that no classified information was used in the preparation of this memoir. I enlisted some of my closest friends at various stages for clarification and detail. I thank them for their assistance. The manuscript was submitted to and approved by the Pentagon’s Security Review process in accordance with the Department of Defense and Naval Special Warfare. In addition, the members of the platoon, as well as other Navy personnel who appear in the memoir, were contacted during its preparation. An overwhelming majority were supportive and willing to be represented. They are described by either first name or nickname. I thank them for their unwavering support. Occasionally, I assigned aliases to protect the identity of certain service members.


My time in the Teams shaped who I am today. I would not change either my positive or my negative experiences. In life, I believe you never move on from a life-changing experience, but you can move forward. The SEAL Teams helped me discover my own potential, especially when I least expected it. When I completed my enlistment, I took my lessons learned and deployed them toward my bachelor of arts at the University of Connecticut in political science and then earned a master’s of medical science at Wake Forest University, where I graduated as a physician assistant. I am currently a partner at Lifestyle & Performance Medicine powered by Regenesis, where I help people achieve their potential in a medical setting.


My military experience has allowed me to give back to the people I served with. Inspired by my wife, Lindsey, we launched Hunting for Healing to work with service-disabled veterans and their spouses through outdoor, hunting, and fishing excursions. I believe that stronger individuals make stronger teams. I am not a self-made man. I am merely a product of the company I have been fortunate enough to keep. I do not dwell in Ramadi, the Teams, or my past experiences. I do, however, utilize them to help shape each environment I engage in. For them, I am forever grateful.
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PROLOGUE


GET YOUR SHIT! All hands to the roof of Shark House!” Marc Lee’s breathless bark snapped me out of sleep.


I didn’t think as I jolted off my cot, stuck my bare feet in my Oakley boots, and grabbed my web gear, machine gun, helmet, and night-vision goggles (NVGs). I ran hot on Marc’s heels, in nothing but a pair of PT shorts and some assault gear, as we raced the hundred yards to the roof like sharks toward blood in the water.


Impending violence permeated the Euphrates’s musty breeze.


“Muj swimmers trying to attack Blue Diamond,” Marc called over his shoulder as we hit the ground-floor entrance to the house. Camp Blue Diamond was the Marine base across the river to our east. We bounded up the stairs, untied boot laces whipping our bare shins. On the roof, we joined about twenty other Teamguys, most of us in PT shorts and bare chested, the unofficial uniform for middle-of-the-night, just-out-of-your-rack muj hunting. I saw an occasional T-shirt and had to stifle a chuckle when I noticed Guy, one of our officers, and his perfect uniform. A hodgepodge of support guys intermixed among us. When Marc said all hands, he had meant all hands. Everybody wanted to get his war on.


The muj had sent a sorry contingent of maritime fighters to attack the Marine base. Blue Diamond had alerted our tactical operations center (TOC), who in turn had coordinated the perfect L-shaped ambush. We stood poised, waiting for the green light from our base defense operations center on Camp Ramadi. Our mismatched uniforms and patchwork appearance belied our deadly potential. We stood, silently, vipers waiting to strike.


Somebody was going to have a bad night.


Guy was on my left. Marc Lee and Ryan Job fell in alongside him. JP was to my right. We were new to war, but our brotherhood spanned many generations and was forged by a proud warrior tradition. We were ready.


A few spots to my right, a support guy named Neal was armed to the teeth. I stifled another chuckle. His gear was an arsenal of grenades, M4 mags, and trinkets. He had no NVGs. I turned my attention back across the quiet river. My night vision infiltrated the darkness, and I could see movement. I pushed the safety off on my gun and turned on my infrared laser.


Then the command came.


Three, two, one. Execute.


Together, we unleashed hell on the river below and the unsuspecting muj lurking in its waters. It was euphoric. I methodically delivered 150 rounds in precise eight-to-ten-round bursts. The tracers screamed across the water. Some hit and stuck; others deflected and fizzled into the night. The intense energy of American ordnance and thunder of machine guns singing all around left no doubt in my mind: I was born for this.


I looked around me at every other man doing exactly the same thing and realized that this is how it had always been. Since the first man threw a rock, to when a man chucked a spear, to when another man aimed his rifle, it has come down to a man, his weapon, and the brothers who will fight with him. At that moment, everyone who mattered to me was on that rooftop. Nothing existed beyond Ramadi. These were the men who would bring me out alive, as I would them. I had literally nothing but my gun and my brothers. I hope it will always be like this.


I didn’t notice my scalding-hot shell casing ejecting toward JP’s exposed leg to my right. I didn’t care. When the abrupt call to cease fire finally came, my ears rang, my hands tingled, and the enemy was dead or dying. I felt alive.


Someone was yelling at Neal for firing six mags at the enemy with no night vision on. We called him Shadow Stalker for the rest of the deployment. A gunner’s mate tech asked sheepishly, “Hey, man, am I going to get my Combat Action Ribbon for this?”


“Sure, man,” I said, deciding to let him revel in his glory for a little while.


I checked my left flank. Guy, Marc, and Ryan had the familiar look of satisfaction that operating a powerful weapon delivers. JP cussed the burns on his left calf from my brass. I shrugged and took a deep breath. The smell of cordite from hundreds of spent rounds mixed with a breeze from the Euphrates’s ancient waters. I put my gun on safe and hit the pressure pad for the laser. I grabbed my gear and began the walk back to my tent, wondering how many similar opportunities I’d have like this over the next seven months. I didn’t want it to change me, or us—any of us. I didn’t think ahead to the future—where I’d be as a man or a husband or father a decade later. It didn’t matter at the time. I just needed to clean my gun. I was in Ramadi, and I’d be back in my rack before the flies found the meat we’d left for them in the reeds.


Later, I lay awake for only a moment before falling into a satisfied sleep, confident in the work I’d done with the others.


I hope it will always be like this.





FEBRUARY 2, 2013


The bar had a typical college feel to it. The slight touch of hippie made it the type of place that, in my past life, I would have tried to avoid. It was early and the Winston-Salem, North Carolina, night was just getting going. I settled into a much-needed night off from studying and routine grad school life as the opening snap of a cue ball breaking the rack cut into my conversation with my wife, Lindsey. I took a pull from the Coors Light bottle. Some things never change.


My phone vibrated in my pocket. For a moment, I considered ignoring it. I was enjoying a rare night out at a friend’s birthday party and I really didn’t need a distraction. Then again, I wasn’t the average physician assistant student. I had a kid at home with a babysitter, and I had a job outside of school. I checked the phone. The last thing I needed was to miss an important call.


The screen read STEVEN YOUNG—CRAFT CEO.


I thought it strange for the boss to call at 8 p.m. on a weekend. I answered, figuring it had to be important.


“Hey, Steven,” I said, my phone held tight to my right ear and my fingers plugging my left to block out the noise of the bar. “What’s up?”


I immediately realized something was very wrong from the tone of Steven’s voice. The words tumbled out at me and I collected what I could. “Dauber . . . something bad happened earlier . . . Chris is gone . . . shot earlier today with Chad . . . Murder . . . I’m so sorry . . .”


The phone stayed fixed at my ear, but I didn’t hear the rest of what he said. I felt like I’d just been punched in the face. I guess you could call it shock. I shot a look across the bar at Lindsey, whose eyes were glued on me. She knew something was wrong.


I mumbled a thanks to Steven and a request to keep me posted, then hung up the phone.


I walked over to Lindsey. I didn’t want to tell her. Since we’d met nearly seven years earlier, we’d grown accustomed to breaking this kind of news to each other. More often it was me who broke it to her, sometimes over the phone when I learned of the death of someone I’d served with, sometimes even via text, other times face-to-face, like this.


I didn’t want to tell her.


She was happy, standing there, enjoying a night out. Reluctantly, I grabbed her hand and led her out of the bar. I looked at her face in the streetlight. I thought of the news I’d broken to her over the years, and how she’d taken it on with me, because they were my losses. Each time she had mourned with me, respectfully paying tribute to the men I called brothers. This was going to be different. The longer I’d been out of the Teams, the more my core group of friends had dwindled. Chris had remained constant. I knew this news was going to hurt.


When we were still dating and living in Imperial Beach, California, I took her along on a sniper shoot east of San Diego. All the snipers in the task unit came and a couple of us brought our girlfriends. Chris was solo that day, so we spent the afternoon sighting in the guns and teaching the chicks to shoot. Lindsey had never shot a rifle before, but I could tell she was happy, especially after I watched her hit a head plate target at 500 meters. Chris was the first to praise her with a “Hell yeah!” With praise coming from the Legend, she was especially proud of her shooting.


I thought about the fun we’d all had together over the years. This time it was her loss, too.


As I told her, I watched her crumble. A mixture of disbelief and confusion contorted her face for a few moments before the tears came. She hugged me briefly and silently, obviously in the same state of shock that I was in. As we walked the short block to the car she stopped suddenly, hunched over, and vomited in an alley. Without a word, she straightened back up and got in the car to go home. I felt nothing but unsettled behind the wheel. I had just spoken to Chris the day before about a work project. He texted me hours before his murder. We’d planned to talk the next day. The abruptness left me at a loss for words.


There is an inherent danger to being a Teamguy. Before I took my oath to join the Navy, I realized that I might get hurt doing the job. I understood that I or someone I knew might get killed along the way. There’s nothing morbid about it. It’s just business. I guess that realization helped condition or prepare me for the bad news, which has come steadily. I was on a beach in Jacksonville, Florida, when I heard the news of Extortion 17 (a helicopter mission in Afghanistan in 2011) and the fate of Jon Tumilson and Darrik “D-Rock” Benson, guys whom I had worked with at Team THREE. I was shocked, but quietly at ease with the fact they died doing a job they wanted. They were fighting alongside brothers. Chris was different.


I called Guy, our old LT, as I drove through the silent streets of Winston-Salem. Voice mail. “LT, this is Dauber, give me a call when you get this.”


The texts from other Teamguys began to pour in, but I really didn’t want to read them.


U HEAR ABOUT CHRIS? . . . WTF . . .


When I got back to the house, I grabbed the bottle of bourbon and stared at the computer screen. Murder. I let the burn of the liquor resonate as I felt the sting of the word on my soul. I couldn’t shake the dirtiness of it. Murdered. Chris and Chad. I poured myself another glass and closed my eyes.


I had just visited Dallas a few months earlier for a work trip and sat across from Chris in his Midlothian living room. My belly ached from the jokes we told and the incessant wisecracks that were traded. He was bandaged from his knees down due to an unfortunate sunburn sustained on the Gulf of Mexico. For all the years in the Teams that I spent with Chris, I rarely saw him in shorts. His most recent fishing trip on a flat-bottom boat left him burned and his ego bruised. We sat, joked, drank, and chewed as the Rangers game hummed in the background.


We had been to Iraq together, the place where tough guys go and come out even tougher. We transitioned out of the Teams to the other side comfortably and now worked at his company. For all the experiences shared, we didn’t talk about war. I saw the same smile he left us with in Iraq in 2006 when he headed home to be with his kids. We swapped stories about our kids—he couldn’t wait for football season to start. I promised to call him when the Patriots won and the Cowboys lost. He told me that I wouldn’t have many calls to make. . . . All that would change now.


I opened my eyes as Lindsey cracked open the office door. I had no idea how long I’d been thinking. I looked up at her and then glanced at my phone. She could tell I didn’t want to talk. Lindsey is my rock, but there are some things that I just deal with on my own. She knows that. She closed the door as my phone rang again.


I passed along all the information I had to Guy. He was incredulous. Guy served as our officer in 2008 and the three of us had kept in close contact in the years after leaving the Teams. The silence on the phone lingered like a long-range desert patrol in Iraq. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Daubs. Let me know what else you hear. I’m there for ya.” I relayed the same and poured another drink.


I sat alone in the room and reminisced about the good times. My transition out of the military changed my affiliation with the Teams. Once I was out, I became a former action guy, a guy who used to do cool things but has moved on. It’s not the most glorious self-realization, but it is reality. My departure from the Teams changed my direction. I was on the path to becoming a physician assistant, I had earned a bachelor’s in political science, I had a wife and a son and a house and a whole life that separated me from who I was when I was a Teamguy. Yet, somehow, I’ve always felt drawn back to the Teams. Especially in times like those, at the death of a brother, I realize that a Teamguy is never really out. The brotherhood binds us for longer than a deployment, longer than a platoon, longer than a work-up.


I recalled the phone call Chris made to me to tell me that Ryan “Biggles” Job had passed in 2009. It was my first introduction to loss outside the Teams, and it was raw. I could make sense of dying on the battlefield, but Ryan had overcome his injuries and lived a full life for several years before succumbing to complications from a reconstructive surgery. When Chris called and told me, I felt angry, like we’d been cheated. There was no goodbye. Just a few days before his death, Ryan had called to tell me his wife was pregnant. He was so happy. Then he was gone. I regretted that I hadn’t told him more. I hadn’t told him how proud I was of him. I didn’t say how much of an inspiration he was to others—and the Teamguys—around him. There was no going back. Only memories to relive.


Ryan was the beginning of a cycle. There would be more phone calls and bad news. More anger and memories, and more of the feeling that I am always connected to the brotherhood, no matter how long it’s been since I’ve worn the uniform. Pat Feeks. Nick Checque. Matt Leathers. Tim Martin. The list goes on. Each time the loss brings me back.


And now Chris had left us just as suddenly as Biggles and the others, with nothing but memories to relive.


Each time, the news incites the same rage. The rage is not directed toward any individual, but rage that the world lost a favored son. The memories I had of these individuals strengthen this claim. These were giants among men, and they will no longer walk among us. I feel sorrow for the future that will not know them. I felt the rage boil in me when I thought about Chris.


I downed the last of my bourbon. There is only one place to go when you lose a close friend. A Teammate. A brother. You have to go back. My time in the Teams constantly intersects with the present. It is unavoidable. Each time I suffer a loss, I go back to better times when I knew him living. I go back to the genesis—the beginning of my Frogman days. There is comfort in this journey. It takes me back to the brotherhood, to the blood, the sweat, and the tears endured to earn the beloved burden. It helps me not to lament the passing of a Teammate, but rather to relish in the luxury I was afforded to live and fight next to him.


Many people search their entire lives for meaning or for a single memorable experience. My time in the Teams with the Punishers, with Chris, was my holy grail.


I slid my glass to the side and opened a file on the computer. I stared at the picture of Chris and me at our 2007 awards ceremony. A wave of energy shot through my veins. We had all gone to Danny’s Island Bar for the drink-up afterward. My dad had been there, along with Lindsey, Momma Lee, and the hundred or so Frogmen from Team THREE. I laughed out loud as I remembered catching my dad’s eye at the bar. We had captured some unsuspecting BUD/S trainees and voluntold them to participate in some “team-building” exercises. I let my mind drift to the following drink-up and after party at Ty Woods’s bar, the Far East Rock. The memories were clear. They would always be clear. I smiled as I thought about my progression as a Frog.


I opened a CD case and put on my platoon’s video from 2006. I used to watch it religiously after I got out of the Teams, but as the years had gone by the frequency had decreased. Tonight, it felt right to watch it. As the sound came to life and the images appeared, they were as vivid as my memory.


All the way back. I felt drawn to the experiences, the men I fought with, and the memories shared. I felt life lived at its fullest. Although someone had taken Chris’s life on that February day, they couldn’t take my memories of him. The same is true of Biggles, Marc Lee, D-Rock, JT, and the others who helped shape who I am. I was being drawn to another life. I was back to where I’d started again. Back to the Teams.





ONE


TADPOLE


“It pays to be a winner.”


—unofficial motto of the SEAL Teams


WHEN I WAS a child, I was sometimes described as “tenacious,” which is really just a euphemism for stubborn. Whatever the case, I’ve always been one to travel my own path, even when it meant making decisions that didn’t make much sense to others around me. At times, I refused to give up on things that no one saw much merit in. Other times, I changed course abruptly when it seemed to make sense to stay put.


My tenacity littered my central Connecticut childhood with a strange dichotomy of accomplishments and incompletions: I pitched on a Little League baseball team that nearly won the New England title, then quit the next year to focus on soccer, a sport I wasn’t nearly the same standout in. I was a Boy Scout for more than ten years and then quit before making Eagle Scout because the idea of the project was too tedious to me. Similarly, I quit my high school golf team when I got bored with the sport, despite excelling at it. Instead, I took up swimming and competed at the state level by my senior year.


I was in possession of one of the worst things a teenager lacking real motivation can have: God-given talent. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be good. I did, and I toed the line. I went to class and stayed on the honors list, but nothing challenged me enough to feel invested. I consistently earned high marks and praise without ever feeling truly tested. At my all-boys Catholic prep school, the stakes were never high enough for me to commit 100 percent of my effort to securing my future.


At eighteen, I saw college mostly as an opportunity to get out on my own. I stumbled through two semesters at James Madison University in Virginia, failing spectacularly with about a 0.7 GPA. By the fall of 2001, I was a nineteen-year-old undergrad with a Mohawk, any number of bruises or shiners acquired in brawls and fistfights, and a general ambivalence toward just about everything that wasn’t girls, booze, or rugby.


Although I couldn’t make it to class or turn in my assignments, my first attempt at college wasn’t a complete loss. Early in my first semester, I stumbled into the Rugby House on Harrison Street, and it quickly became my home away from home. The rugby team took me under their collective wing. They were young men with names like Blumpkin (RIP), Strapper, Spidey, Beardo, Reeper, Snorty, Metal Head Nick, Dirty Dustin, AY, and Weird Jason. On Bastard Wednesdays we finished a keg while listening to metal, playing beer pong, and lifting weights. Chicks dared not enter. We hosted theme parties. We brawled with fraternity boys. We crushed it on the pitch against a large portion of our opponents.


I embraced the lifestyle, some might say a little too much. My parents were not impressed when they showed up at Parents’ Weekend and I had a black eye I’d gotten in a match. They didn’t love my Mohawk. I found my niche in the team, however, and I did well for myself. If my stint as a young college student taught me anything, it’s that I am a pack animal.





I woke up in the Rugby House on September 11, 2001, and logged on to AOL Instant Messenger. The scrolling ticker disclosed the same awful news the rest of the world was learning. For whatever reason, the magnitude of the situation didn’t really register at first. It seemed surreal. I brushed my teeth, got dressed, and casually answered my mom’s call when my phone rang. As she relayed the details of the two planes hitting the World Trade Center, only two hours from where I grew up, the gravity of it sank in.


I went to the house next door and watched on television the dark clouds of billowing smoke, the people jumping to avoid the searing flames, the pancaking collapse into the massive fog of dust and rubble. I was overcome with the same feeling of anger that gripped the American consciousness.


Later that day, I heard about Bruce Eagleson, a close family friend who had been a mentor to me growing up in Middlefield, Connecticut. Bruce worked for the Westfield Corporation, and he called his son from one of the twin towers that morning. “I’ve got employees up there,” Bruce told him. “I have to go back in and check on them.”


They never found his body.


At Bruce’s memorial service, I found myself at a crossroads. I was not doing enough with my life. Evil men murdered my friend, and what could I do about it? Playing rugby and beer pong until I puked had suddenly lost its allure. I wanted to kill the men who planned the mass murder of nearly three thousand Americans. It was my generation’s Pearl Harbor, and I thought about my family’s connection to the Navy in World War II. My grandfather was a machinist’s mate on a ship in the South Pacific, and my great-uncle flew a biplane, hunting Japanese in the Pacific, where he was shot down and spent four days floating on the open sea before being rescued by U.S. forces.


At the Navy recruiting station, I was drawn to an old poster for the SEALs. Five gun-wielding Frogmen in face paint, web gear, and caterpillar mustaches were climbing out of the water. They looked ready to make somebody’s day. The poster read simply “SEALs,” and I vaguely knew of their reputation. I was interested, and after a little research, it didn’t take long to decide I wanted to become one. I was done living a life of mediocrity. It was the first real risk I’d ever taken—the moment I decided to step up and be a man.


When I told my parents, it went over like a turd in a punch bowl. I’m the oldest of three brothers in a proud working-class family from Connecticut. My maternal great-grandparents and my paternal grandparents emigrated from Poland in the early twentieth century. My paternal grandfather was a factory worker and farmer. My mom’s dad worked in a factory until he went into business with die molds. My parents have spent their entire lives in central Connecticut in a small, tight-knit community, and they felt I was putting my future on hold by joining the Navy.


I scored high on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery test, and my recruiter tried to convince me to sign up for the Navy’s nuclear operations program. Qualifying test scores like mine are hard to come by, and he talked up the technical training and skills, the cash bonuses and college money. I wanted none of it. My goal was to go into combat and shoot terrorists.


In March 2002, I went off to Navy boot camp at Recruit Training Command Great Lakes, or “Great Mistakes.” Boot camp was mostly a giant disappointment in terms of the challenge it provided. The Navy used to have a saying: our ships are made of wood, and our men are made of steel. Based on my boot-camp experience, it seemed more like the modern Navy’s ships are made of steel and its sailors are made of sausage. The vast majority of sailors I encountered were not preparing themselves for SEAL training.


After Great Mistakes, I went on to sixteen weeks of training at hospital corpsman school. All I did was work out, study, and think about the challenge ahead. I worked hard, found some time to blow off some steam with my friends, and graduated near the top of my class.


In January 2003, a buddy of mine picked me up from the airport and drove me across the San Diego–Coronado Bridge to report for Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/S) training on Coronado Island. Driving across the bridge in my dress blues, I felt like I’d finally arrived.





Some guys will tell you that SEALs are made. They’ll describe BUD/S, tell you about the approximately 80 percent attrition rate, and attempt to illustrate all the ways that Naval Special Warfare takes the toughest men and turns them into SEALs.


I say that’s bullshit.


SEALs aren’t made. They’re born. From the moment a candidate steps onto the beach in Coronado, he either has what it takes or he doesn’t. In spite of the Navy’s best efforts, there is no real way to identify what that “it factor” is. Men join the ranks from all walks of life, from all regions of the country, of varying heights and sizes. The fastest, strongest, and leanest aren’t guaranteed to make it through training. What guarantees success cannot be measured in minutes or pounds. The men who do graduate from BUD/S and SEAL Qualification Training and go on to join the Teams all possess an intangible drive and resilience worth more than thousands of hours of preparation on any track or in any pool.


The Teams don’t “make” SEALs, but they do sharpen those abilities a man already possesses. They peel away the layers covering up the killer instinct lying dormant somewhere inside and show him how to be useful. The Teams chip away the excess.


We call it a brotherhood because we forge bonds through our experiences, but also because we are a family of men separate from all others. Our innate warrior spirit unites us. On the most basic, most primal level we are cut from the same cloth.


I was twenty-one when I started BUD/S with Class 245 in early 2003. I completed five weeks of Indoctrination and Pre-Training before starting the first and most challenging phase of BUD/S. Day one started on the BUD/S Grinder, the big asphalt courtyard where students muster in the morning. I looked around at the more than two hundred men who started the six-month course with me. Most of them would be gone by week six. The group was full of guys with beastlike physiques and I-belong-here looks projected with varying degrees of certainty. At six foot three and around 200 pounds, I fit right in. I knew that my “unfuckwithable” expression was authentic, and I knew that the vast majority of the others’ weren’t.


The first quitter DOR’d (drop on request) before PT even started on the first day. In order to quit, you have to ring “the Bell” three times to announce to your classmates that you’re not Teamguy material. Quitting becomes extra humiliating when a guy has to cross in front of a formation of 150 of his peers gutting out their three hundredth four-count flutter kick. The Bell goes everywhere the class goes, whether it’s to the O-Course, or the beach, or anywhere else. Ringing it promises hot coffee, donuts, and a lifetime of regret.


I quickly found brothers. Meat eaters sense each other. Boat crews are chosen by height, and mine was the six tallest men in 245. As such, we probably should have been the slowest, but Tim Martin pushed us to keep up the pace. Tim was a physical freak of nature from Wisconsin with unreal speed and a persistent positive attitude. No matter how shitty the evolution, he’d flash the same wide, goofy grin and utter some encouragement. His constant reminders that “you got this” got me through more than one of the coldest moments of Hell Week.


When we got fatigued and hypothermic, we turned to Matz. He was a quiet New Englander from New Hampshire with dark hair and a darker sense of humor. During the worst moments, he would unleash some pseudophilosophical babble to distract us. We laughed, when normal people would probably cry. It fed us. BUD/S is the beginning of a bond forged by adversity and strengthened by sacrifice.


The first eight-week phase of BUD/S is an endless physical conditioning exercise and is easily the toughest of the phases. It’s push-ups and flutter kicks as infinite as the Coronado Beach sand and as constant as the cold and wet that gets blasted by waves and hoses and seeps into your bones and drenches your spirit in discomfort and misery. It’s sleep deprivation and log PT and sadistic instructors determined to weed out those who don’t belong. It’s beach runs and calves on fire and instructors who keep running you faster to try to make you quit. It’s two-mile ocean swims and time limits and unforgiving currents and was-that-a-fucking-shark moments. It’s timed obstacle courses and artillery simulators and looking out for your brothers and your brothers looking out for you. It’s carrying a 110-pound rubber raft over your head with five other guys until your arms burn and quiver and buckle and then digging deeper and hoisting it up again. It’s throwing your boat in the ocean and cherishing the fleeting moment of relief before jumping inside and paddling out past the breakers and back with an impossible time limit looming. It’s your instructor saying you didn’t make it back in time and that this time around the beach you have to load your boat with sand. It’s the constant reminder that “it pays to be a winner.” It’s the sun setting after a day that started before sunrise and the cold creeping in and the painful awareness that this is just the beginning.


BUD/S wasn’t JV soccer or club rugby. The stakes were far higher than they’d ever been for me, and I continuously pushed myself past my limits. For the first time in my life, I wanted something so badly I was willing to give everything I had and more. When we had timed runs, I was a fixture on the “Goon Squad,” which is an honor reserved for guys who miss cutoff times. Every time I was “gooned” for running too slowly, I took my punishment and came back for more. I suffered through the extra flutter kicks, surf torture, and the perpetual chafing from wet sand sticking to every inch of you. I kept my head down and pushed on, fed by the knowledge that every man who rang the Bell and quit was weaker than I was.


A few weeks into training, the United States invaded Iraq. The fact that we were at war on two fronts weighed heavily on my mind. “There’s a war going on right now, and I’m stuck here teaching you motherfuckers,” Instructor Torsen yelled at my boat crew during Hell Week. “You can’t even hold up a boat!” It made me dig deeper. Whenever a guy rang the Bell to quit, it reinforced my resolve and motivation. I was always mentally separating myself from the guys who didn’t make it. They had been worried about getting through BUD/S. I was worrying about getting to a platoon and into combat.


Hell Week is week four of First Phase, and it’s designed to be one prolonged period of stress, in every sense of the word. From the moment breakout starts on Sunday night to when the class is secured on Friday afternoon, students are put through constant physical, mental, and emotional stress, all on an accumulated three hours of sleep through the course of the week.


Breakout is chaos. As darkness falls, instructors light fires in trash cans, shoot overhead, and begin the week of yelling that continues mercilessly while the students scramble to complete tasks in times designed to be unreachable.


My Hell Week was in April. A couple of days in, we were cold, wet, and miserable, and my boat team had pitched our boat up on the beach to block the hail and rain while we ate Meals, Ready to Eat (MREs). One of our instructors, Dale, stood over me and watched as I tried to eat cold jambalaya from a green rectangular pouch that I struggled to open with my hypothermia-blue hands. My entire body jackhammered with violent shivers. Every inch of me was miserably chafed and sore. At that moment, cold jambalaya was my happy place, and Dale knew it. He grabbed a paddle, scooped up a little mountain of sand, and poured it into my jambalaya. Imagine the most ruthless kick to the dick possible. That’s what Dale’s paddle full of sand felt like. Choking down the sandy jambalaya was brutal, but I can say with certainty that having eaten it made that first bite of pizza on Friday morning better than it would have been if I hadn’t.


I learned why Teamguys love the phrase “If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter.” BUD/S is mostly a mental challenge. It’s not just being cold and tired. It’s being cold and tired and mentally preparing yourself to do it continuously with no end in sight, while in competition with a bunch of other men, while still more men who have already been through these tasks taunt and berate you. It’s intimidating. I watched my roommate ring out before the 50-meter underwater swim, just because he got psyched out. I don’t think it was the actual swim, which any of us were physically capable of. It was the entire environment. You have to attack BUD/S, or BUD/S will eat you.


In Second Phase, I suffered a back injury and was rolled back to Class 246 after a brief recovery period. I found a new group of brothers: Tanner, B-Dub, Mikey, Maro, Bito, Gilby, Biggs, KPM, and Clark, aka Billy, among others. For seventeen weeks, we toiled through evolution after evolution on the Obstacle Course, in the pool, and in the sands of Coronado. “The Shady Squad” (as we called ourselves) was motley to say the least. We came from every corner of the United States and ranged from five foot six to my six foot three, from a fresh-faced nineteen-year-old to a ripe old thirty. We illustrated the Teams’ most basic truth perfectly: there is no physical trait or indicator for success in BUD/S or becoming a SEAL. Of the more than two hundred men who began with Class 246, forty-four made it through all three phases to graduate. On paper, our differences were vast, but our most vital commonality was the innate resilience and tenacious spirit that a warrior is born with and must cultivate. We learned to recognize it in ourselves and in each other. We learned to call each other brother, and together we made it through.


On graduation day, we mustered early on the beach for our final run with our commanding officer. Our CO was tall and wiry with brown hair and a matching mustache. He was an old-school Frogman and hard as woodpecker lips. He could have easily run most of us into the ground if he’d wanted to. Instead, he led us on a leisurely three-mile run under the rising sun on Coronado Beach, stopping periodically to deliver a thoroughly inspiring oration about the history and legacy of Naval Special Warfare. He told us that we were now part of a proud tradition of elite warriors and a brotherhood that goes back to World War II, from the Navy’s original Frogmen to Underwater Demolition Teams to SEALs. I felt every bit of what I’d earned with those forty-three other men.


Later, I stood in dress blues, formed up on the Grinder where I’d started on day one more than six months earlier. My mom, dad, and two younger brothers watched my graduation ceremony with proud astonishment. The only thing I’d ever cared enough to give all of myself to was the Teams. I guess they just hadn’t seen that coming. My final day at BUD/S remains one of the most satisfying days of my life.





Graduating from BUD/S is a major accomplishment, but it isn’t even close to the end of the road to becoming a SEAL. Checking that graduation box is mostly a mental thing because the worst of the physical torture is over.


From BUD/S I headed to Basic Airborne Jump School at Fort Benning, Georgia, in January 2004. While it’s not an elite training course by any stretch of the imagination, Airborne School wasn’t exactly enjoyable, either. Some guys love jumping out of airplanes. I am not that guy. Nonetheless, I got my basic-airborne qualification and moved on to SEAL Qualification Training (SQT) in February 2004.


SQT is the four-month course where SEALs start learning the myriad skills and tactics that make them elite special operators. At SQT I learned mission planning and intelligence gathering, communications, reconnaissance, ocean and land navigation, and about a million other things. I did day and nighttime static-line jumps, chased a Zodiac boat out the back of a C-130 airplane and into the ocean, fast-roped from hovering helicopters, and dangled like a dog’s balls beneath a helo for Special Insertion/Extraction (SPIE) rigging. I trained with and qualified on the best weapons systems in the world, from the M4 to the Mk 48 to the 84 mm Carl Gustav recoilless rifle. I practiced patrolling, stalking, and military demolition, and learned how to improvise booby traps. And I got a heavy dose of combat conditioning during intense live-fire exercises designed to simulate combat and the fog of war. By the end of SQT, I was officially a SEAL, and I finally felt ready to join a platoon.


Most people assume that graduating from BUD/S must be the biggest accomplishment in a SEAL’s life, but it isn’t the one that we look forward to most. You don’t even get your trident after BUD/S. I relished the end of BUD/S like every other man because it meant no more surf torture, no more getting wet and sandy, no more log PT. But what I looked forward to more than anything was my graduation from SQT, when I would be a certified SEAL with a trident on my chest.


In those days, SQT graduation was a private affair in a hangar with only other Teamguys present. We had a formal ceremony with the awards and certificates doled out, and the CO of BUD/S and Command Master Chief Bro pinned each of us solemnly and welcomed us into the brotherhood we’d fought tooth and nail to join. In a similar fashion to the way he’d spoken to us on our final day of BUD/S, the CO delivered some words of wisdom. He told us we could wear the trident, because we had earned that much. But we weren’t Frogmen yet. We weren’t Teamguys; not until we’d been tested and done what we’d trained for.


“There are SEALs, and then there are Frogmen,” he told us. “Today, you are all SEALs, but Frogmen are warriors. When you go downrange and do what you’re made to do, that’s when you will truly earn your bird.”


Later on at the drink-up, much more primitively, we were stripped bare from the waist up and our newly acquired tridents were stamped into our bare flesh, just over our hearts.


The older Teamguys who pinned us this second time meant something to each of us. My friend Mikey’s older brother tagged him. When it was my turn, Ty Woods approached me. Ty was my BUD/S instructor and had helped me get out of some trouble resulting from one of the bar fights I got in while under his care. He was smaller than me, but a true barrel-chested Frogman. He was the type to dole out a punishment with a vengeance and then turn around and slap you on the back a moment later. We stayed in touch for the duration of my career, and his fate on that rooftop in Benghazi, Libya, on September 11, 2012, at the hands of terrorists crushed me.


Before he pinned me, Ty looked me in the eye and I knew he was proud of me. That was what mattered. I wanted to make my brothers proud. We wore our tridents, protruding barbarically from our bleeding flesh, for the rest of the night.


I have a small scar from the pinning over my heart. As I grow older, the hair on my chest thickens, and the scar fades.


But it remains.





We were finally SEALs, but training wasn’t over. Truthfully, an operator never stops training. Our class had one more block of training to conduct together before scattering to our respective platoons and starting careers in the Teams.


We spent three weeks in Kodiak, Alaska, learning the ins and outs of winter warfare. Everyone had heard a lot about this evolution because of the twenty-four hours we had to spend in pairs surviving after submerging ourselves completely in the frigid waters of the bay. We were told to grab our “Bolt Bags,” which contained a few bare necessities, and to jump in the water just long enough to fully submerge and then go out into the wilderness for the next twenty-four hours. As the saying goes, it’s the most fun you never want to have again.


On one of the last nights in Kodiak, I was camped with my squad of about ten guys when Matz had the watch. He shook me awake. “Lacz,” he hissed, “bear!”


“Bullshit,” I answered, still half-asleep.


“No bullshit,” he whispered. “Bear!”


I opened my eyes and looked in the direction he was pointing. Sure enough, a large grizzly sow was making her way into our camp. I sat up cautiously and began alerting the others. Bito had already climbed about fifteen feet up a tree and was tossing the bear our freeze-dried Mountain House meals.


“What the fuck,” I muttered. I grasped on to a branch and began climbing another tree nearby. I thought we were all safely in the limbs overhead when a flash went off. KPM, a Golden Gloves boxer from Philly, stood about ten feet from the bear with a disposable Kodak camera. He was frantically snapping pictures of her, pausing after each one to wind the film. The clicking sound of his thumb turning the little gear was audible even to me up in my tree. The sow stood up on her hind legs and KPM snapped one last shot before running away. He found a tree of his own and we all waited in silence while the bear rummaged through our camp for a few minutes and then wandered away.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE LAST
PUNISHER

A SEAL Team THREE
SNIPER’S TRUE ACCOUNT OF
THE BATTLE OF RAMADI

Kevin Lacz
with Ethan E. Rocke and Lindsey Lacz

THRESHOLD EDITIONS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi













OEBPS/images/9781501127250.jpg
KEVIN LACZ

WITH ETHAN E. ROCKE AND LINDSEY LACZ

THE LAST
PUNISHER

A

SEAL TEAM THREE
SNIPER’S TRUE ACCOUNT
OF THE BATTLE
OF RAMADI

o A |1 :, ﬁ et %

e & | f el

“One of the very best books to '5?2

~ come out of the war in Iraq .[; 2
an instant classic.”

== —|T. COL. DAVE GROSSMAN,
-“;hestselling author of On Killing










OEBPS/images/f0xvi-01.jpg
IRAQ

Al Tagaddum
Air Base

Ramadi@ o o Baghdad
= Fallujah
ANBAR :

PROVINCE

SAUDI ARABIA

200

250 300 km

150

200 mi






OEBPS/images/f0xvii-01.jpg
o
ey
e

Sharkbase /
Camp Marc Lee

Camp Ramadi

Camp
Hurricane Point

Chinese
Apartments

Line Muj

o

T
ettt

e

"
o it
iy,
s,

1.5-Kilo

Ramadi Districts
10. Al Andols

2.Ta'Meem 11. Hay Al Dhobat Thanya / 2nd Officer's

3. Al Warar
4. Al Hawz
5. Hay Al D
6.Thaylat

12. Sina‘a Industrial
13. Al Iskan

hobot / 1st Officer's  14. Al Mala‘ab
15. Albu Jabar

7. Al Mualemeen 16. Sufia

8. Al Shirik
9. Qatana

ah 17. Zeraa Agrictultural

[H]
8  saddam
Hospital

o OP Firecracker

@© Government Center

10

Ramadi

1 Kilometer

1 Mile

Camp
Corregidor

[©)
COP Hawk
Soccer 14

Stadium

Marc Lee-r
13

Baseline Rd.






