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PART I

IDENTIFYING YOUR FEARS

 

In October of 1983, a dispute between two factions of the People’s Revolutionary Army broke out on the tiny island nation of Grenada. The PRA had ruled the country for more than four years, but over that time disagreements had arisen within the party over who was best equipped to govern the nation moving forward. Those disagreements eventually led to violent clashes that resulted in dozens of deaths, including the ritual execution of the former party leader and seven of his closest allies.

As the turmoil continued to escalate, the streets of the Caribbean nation became a battleground, with members of the PRA waging war against each other. Innocent civilians found themselves caught in the crossfire as the situation went from bad to worse. What started as an internal struggle within the leading political party quickly shifted to a dangerous situation that endangered the lives of hundreds of people.

Amongst those living on the island at the time were 600 American medical students who attended St. George’s University. As Grenada descended into chaos, fear over the safety and whereabouts of those students began to grow back home in the US. With the Iran Hostage Crisis of 1980 still fresh in the minds of many Americans, President Ronald Reagan authorized military action in the Caribbean. The goal was to both quell the fighting and ensure the safety of the students and their families.

On October 25, the US military launched Operation Urgent Fury using forces from the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. The plan was to launch a multi-pronged assault on the island, overwhelming the local forces as quickly as possible, while capturing strategic targets along the way. Naturally, the Navy SEALs were tasked with some of the most challenging and risky objectives of the entire mission.

Prior to the start of the military action, members of SEAL Team Six were ordered to perform reconnaissance on a strategic beach that would play an instrumental role in the invasion. The first of those recon missions ended in tragedy with four members of the team drowning after being airdropped at sea. A second attempt to survey the island was also scrubbed due to poor weather conditions. Ultimately, that meant that the US forces were going in blind without having a real sense of the resistance they might face.

Eventually it was time for Operation Urgent Fury to get underway with US Rangers dropping from the sky onto the island. The Army units were charged with securing Grenada’s two airports and the campus where the American students were housed. While they went to work on those objectives, however, Navy SEALs were given two very important tasks that were best suited for their particular training and skills.

The two missions that were assigned to the SEALs included securing the extraction of Paul Scoon, Grenada’s governor general, and capturing a radio tower on the island. To accomplish those goals, the SEALs broke into two teams and set off to achieve the objectives they had been assigned.

Like their Army counterparts, the SEALs didn’t have much intel to go on before they launched their respective missions. They knew the locations of the governor general’s home and the radio tower, of course, but they weren’t sure how large of an enemy force they would face, nor how well armed they might be. Still, they had their orders and as usual they were determined to accomplish the tasks at hand.

The first order of business was capturing the radio tower, which was used by the People’s Revolutionary Army to spread leftist propaganda to the people of Grenada. The plan was for the SEALs to take control of the tower and convert it for use as a tool for psychological warfare. If the SEALs found that that wasn’t possible, their secondary objective was to destroy the antenna altogether.

The mission began with a Blackhawk helicopter flying members of SEAL Team Six to the radio station, which was captured quickly and without resistance. Enemy forces soon got wind of the SEAL presence, however, and launched a counterattack on the station using armored personnel carriers and heavily-armed troops.

Poorly equipped to deal with that kind of firepower, the SEALs knew it was imperative that they complete their objectives and vacate the area as quickly as possible. The team destroyed the radio transmitter and made a hasty retreat, cutting their way through a nearby fence while under heavy fire. Eventually they eluded the PRA forces by escaping into the ocean and in true frogman fashion, swam out to US ships that were waiting just offshore.

Meanwhile, the SEAL unit charged with securing Paul Scoon also captured the governor general’s mansion almost completely unopposed. The team fast-roped from a hovering Army helicopter and soon found themselves inside the building, securing their target in a matter of minutes. But like their teammates at the radio tower, they soon found themselves under heavy fire as a fierce counterattack came their way. Before they had time to respond, enemy armored personnel carriers took up strategic positions, trapping the SEALs inside.

To make matters worse, in their haste to get to the battlefield the SEALs inadvertently left their back-up communications system behind. With the batteries on their primary comms unit running low, the team found themselves without a way to call for support. In a moment of quick thinking, one of the SEALs used the governor general’s home phone to place a call to the central command post and before long the team received some much-needed air support in the form AC-130 gunships and AH-1 Cobra helicopters.

Despite those airstrikes the Grenadian forces held their ground, laying siege to the mansion for more than twenty-four hours. During that time, the twenty-two SEALs who had embarked on the mission were forced to hold their position and wait for help to arrive. That made for a long, tense night with heavy weapons fire being exchanged by both sides. Eventually however, US forces closed in on the mansion, defeated the enemy forces outside, and liberated the Navy SEALs, as well as Governor General Scoon.

All told, Operation Urgent Fury lasted just three days, but during that time US forces eliminated not only the leftist forces that controlled Grenada, but a cadre of Cuban troops and advisors that were stationed there, too. All of the American medical students were eventually accounted for and secured as well, with the overthrow of the PRA eventually leading to the installation of a democratically-elected government.
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The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.”

—Nelson Mandela

 

While the invasion of Grenada involved every branch of the US military, Navy SEALs served at the tip of the spear from the outset. The elite warriors were called upon to conduct early reconnaissance missions to determine enemy troop strength and positioning. Later they were given the most daring and dangerous objectives of any of the American troops, as well, being tasked with completing highly specialized objectives.

As with any large-scale military operation, things didn’t always go as planned. But thanks to their top-notch training and high level of professionalism, the SEALs that were a part of Operation Urgent Fury were able to maintain their focus and complete the missions they were assigned. Even as heavily-armed enemy forces closed in on their positions, the SEALs remained disciplined and determined, achieving their objectives despite unexpected challenges.

That isn’t to say that the SEALs didn’t experience moments of uncertainty and fear. The members of Team Six who had captured the radio tower were vastly outgunned and heavily outnumbered, which would be enough to give even the most experienced and well-trained operatives a reason to take pause. But their training allowed them to control that fear and constructively channel it towards completing their mission. After destroying the communications antenna, they were also able to make good on their escape, slipping away into the ocean and leaving their pursuers behind.

Similarly, the SEALs that found themselves trapped inside the governor general’s mansion for more than twenty-four hours faced moments of fear and uncertainty as well. They were up against overwhelming enemy forces, lacked a method of communicating with central command, and weren’t sure when they could expect support to arrive. Yet they too held their ground, creating a stalemate with PRA soldiers while patiently waiting for reinforcements.

There is a common misconception that Navy SEALs don’t experience fear. In fact, quite the contrary is true, as fear is a normal, rational human emotion that most of us experience at various times throughout our lives. How we rationalize and control that fear plays an important role in how we react to it, however. For some individuals, fear can be so paralyzing that they are unable to collect their thoughts or even make a move. For others, that same feeling of fear can create an adrenaline rush that spurs them into action, although the results of those actions aren’t necessarily positive.

Whether you’re a Navy SEAL or a civilian, identifying and acknowledging your fears, and learning to maintain focus and control, can be important skills to master. By understanding the impact that fear can have on you as a person, you can also examine the ways that you can manage it, channel your emotions, and potentially overcome it altogether.

Before identifying the fears that you have in your life, it is important to understand exactly what fear is. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines fear as an unpleasant or upsetting emotion that is brought on by the belief that someone—or something—is dangerous and could cause us pain or harm. This describes the feelings that we might get when encountering a stranger after dark or coming across a snake on the trail while out for a hike. Those types of fears are brought on by something tangible, however, while many of our fears can end up being more abstract and harder to actually pinpoint.

For example, one of the most common fears amongst both men and women is public speaking. Many of us shudder at the idea of actually getting up in front of a group of people and giving a speech or presentation. This can elicit very real and visceral feelings, causing our hands to sweat, our hearts to palpitate wildly, and an uncomfortable pit to form in our stomachs. But there is no real threat or danger that comes with public speaking, so what is it about that particular activity that makes us feel this way?

Studies show that other common fears include a mix of both the real and intangible. For instance, many people list fear of heights, darkness, and flying on their list of phobias. Others rank insects, needles, and sharks. Some of those things do indeed pose an actual threat of physical harm, while others aren’t especially threatening at all. Darkness, for example, isn’t particularly dangerous in and of itself, but it does provide the ability to mask something that could potentially cause harm. An overactive imagination can automatically fill in the details, stirring up thoughts and feelings that induce fear, even when there isn’t necessarily any reason to be afraid.

Often times the fears that we identify are not necessarily the same as the ones that we actually feel. In the case of public speaking, for instance, the sense of dread that we get isn’t about standing up in front of a group of people and talking to them about a certain subject but is instead deeply rooted in something else. We might worry that we’ll end up looking foolish or not come across as knowledgeable as we’d like. We might be self-conscious about how we look or worry about boring our audience. The point is, the actual act of public speaking isn’t probably what we fear at all, but instead we worry about the potential consequences of what could happen while we’re standing in front of others.
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Being brave isn’t the absence of fear. Being brave is having fear but finding a way through it.”

—Bear Grylls

 

Fear is often generated simply by thinking about all the possibilities of things that might happen to us, even if they aren’t all that likely to actually happen. For example, we’re afraid of flying because we have images of airplane crashes seared into our psyche. Similarly, many of us are afraid of sharks because we’ve seen the movie Jaws. Director Stephen Spielberg used tension—not to mention the film’s iconic soundtrack—to create a sense of dread that managed to jump off the screen and stay with us in a very real way.

The truth of the matter is that statistically speaking flying remains the safest way to travel and only a handful of people actually experience a shark attack at any point in their lives. Unfortunately, we aren’t always rational beings when it comes to our fears. Even though we can read numerous articles and reports that assure us that air travel and swimming in the ocean are completely safe, it can be difficult to convince our brains otherwise.

Learning to identify and acknowledge the things that we are afraid of is typically the first step in learning how to manage those fears. By taking ownership of the things that make us fearful, we’re acknowledging that those fears, rational or not, do indeed exist. This can often be harder than we might expect in part because of yet another fear—the fear of appearing weak.

Deep, overwhelming fear can often leave us feeling helpless and vulnerable. Conversely, admitting that certain fears exist can result in similar feelings as well. By simply acknowledging that something strikes fear into our hearts, we often feel that we are not as strong, self-assured, or talented as we think we should be. That can be hard to admit to others and even more difficult to admit to ourselves.

The reality is that everyone has fears, including Navy SEALs. In fact, we’re all born with a few instinctual fears already firmly in place. Loud noises will scare an infant, and a fear of heights seems to be instilled in most of us at birth, too. Those fears are meant to keep us safe at a young age when we’re still learning about the dangers of the world around us. These natural fears provide us with a healthy dose of caution that keeps our innate curiosity in check for a time.

Most of the other fears that we come to know are learned or developed as we grow up. An encounter with an aggressive dog at a young age for example can cause us to avoid canines altogether as we get older. A fear of confined spaces—a.k.a. claustrophobia—may be the result of getting accidentally locked in a closet as a child. Those types of phobias are actually more common than you might expect and since their origins are directly related to very real events, they are often understandable and relatable.

While these types of fears can be terrifying and absolutely paralyzing at times, due to their unique nature, they don’t tend to hold us back from achieving our goals in life. If you’re afraid of dogs, you simply avoid encountering them whenever possible. If you find small spaces to be scary and suffocating, you’ll usually go to great lengths to avoid those types of places. These phobias don’t tend to have an impact on our day-to-day lives, and we learn to live with them as best we can. They may unexpectedly turn up from time to time, but for most of us, they don’t impact us in a meaningful way when it comes to pursuing our larger goals.

However, there are still plenty of other fears that can get in the way of us finding success and achieving everything that we want out of life. These types of fears can be just as paralyzing in their own way, bringing on stress, indecision, and anxiety. Worst of all, we may not even consciously know that these fears even exist, which makes them even larger stumbling blocks than the ones that we already recognize and have learned to avoid.

One of the most common fears is the fear of failure. Most of us have goals for ourselves both professionally and personally, but often we end up stifling those dreams out of a fear of never being able to attain them. We’re so afraid of failing that we don’t even try to achieve the things we want, preferring to stay safely inside our comfort zones where we never have to risk anything at all. By playing it safe we do avoid the possibility of failure, but we also eliminate the chance of success at the same time.

There are few professions that face as high of stakes as that of a Navy SEAL. These men take part in some of the most dangerous and difficult military operations imaginable and more often than not, failure simply isn’t an option. This drives a SEAL to train harder, plan and prepare more diligently, and bring precision and discipline to every aspect of his life. Fear of failure pushes these elite warriors to be the absolute best operators that they can possibly be. By constantly honing their skills and talents, a SEAL reduces the chances of failure in everything they do, be it training or conducting a raid.
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