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To the victims of 9/11 and their families who never asked to be in the fight, but were and are.


It was in memory of you that I fought.




To the reader: The author has blacked out selected text in this book to comply with the Department of Defense Prepublication and Security Review.





AUTHOR’S NOTE


    Over the past forty years, I’ve had much to be grateful for, including the support of two wonderful parents and the gift of my special daughters. But it was as a member of SEAL Team **** that I learned how deep friendships can be. With the ************** Squadrons, I found a level of trust that, I believe, far exceeds anything that is possible in civilian life. When in the middle of a pitch-black night on the other side of the world you’re about to breach a building jammed with AK-47-wielding terrorists, you have your SEAL brothers—and no one else.


For a long time, I wrestled with whether to write about my four hundred missions as a SEAL. I didn’t want the book to be just about me. If that’s all the story was, I wouldn’t write it. Could I capture the incredible refusal to quit of my SEAL brothers? Describe what it’s like to be part of a team that functions as a single organism, trained by thousands of repetitions to act as one? Explain that when any of us succeed we all succeed?


Those are the questions that kept me awake at night.


When SEALs put their lives on the line for their country, sometimes it’s in obscurity and sometimes it’s in the media spotlight. When the latter happens, the media often get it wrong. One SEAL never returns a hostage to her loved ones. One SEAL never liberates a town from torturers. One SEAL never rescues a man behind enemy lines. One SEAL never kills the bad guy everyone has been searching for.


When the gun fires, it’s as if we all fire it. I decided, finally, to write this book to bring that truth to readers.


There are those who believe that what SEALs do should remain in the shadows. But part of what drove me as a young, in-over-his-head kid in BUD/S training were the books I’d read about this awesome military organization. My humble hope is that more than a few young men—and women (it’s going to happen eventually!)—will put down The Operator with a renewed determination to do the hard things that will get them their SEAL trident. And I also hope that the rest of you who read this book will honor the service of SEALs around the world—guys who, even now, are risking everything to keep our country safe.


In telling this story, I relied on memory to reconstruct words of courage, frustration, and, yes, outrageously profane humor that I heard over the course of hundreds of missions. I’ve tried my best to render dialogue and events with absolute accuracy, but of course any errors are entirely my own. For security and privacy reasons, the following names in this book are pseudonyms: Kris, Nicole, Cole Sterling, Jonny Savio, Tracy Longmire, Matthew Parris, Mack, Eric Roth, Cruz, Leo, Ralph, Decker, Adam, Harp, and Karen.





TIME LINE




    

        	APRIL 10, 1976


        	Robert “Rob” O’Neill born in Butte, Montana


    


    

        	FALL 1988


        	Rob shoots first deer on hunting trip with his father


    


    

        	SUMMER 1995


        	Rob enlists in the US Navy


    


    

        	DECEMBER 1996


        	Rob graduates from BUD/S—the world’s most difficult military course


    


    

        	SUMMER 1998


        	Rob’s first deployment with SEAL Team Two


    


    

        	MARCH 2004


        	Rob joins the SEALs’ ***************************************


    


    

        	JUNE 2005


        	Rob joins the search for “Lone Survivor” Marcus Luttrell


    


    

        	JANUARY 2006


        	Rob has first combat kill in Iraq


    


    

        	SUMMER 2008


        	Rob earns first Silver Star for action in Afghanistan


    


    

        	APRIL 2009


        	Rob is part of the team rescuing Captain Richard Phillips from Somali pirates


    


    

        	MAY 2011


        	Rob kills the world’s most wanted terrorist, Osama bin Laden


    


    

        	AUGUST 2012


        	Rob is honorably discharged from the US Navy, having participated in more than four hundred combat missions for which he was decorated more than fifty-two times


    








CHAPTER ONE


I owe my career as a Navy SEAL to a girl. I’m not the first, and I doubt I’ll be the last.


She was younger than I was, a brunette with the face of a supermodel, great dance moves, and—key to my heart—a quick sense of humor. The first time I tried to kiss her, I closed my eyes too soon and I heard her say, “Uh, what are you doing?”


“I’m gonna kiss you.”


“Not before you ask me out, you’re not,” she said.


“Will you go out with me tomorrow then?”


“Pick me up at seven o’clock,” she said, then gave me a better kiss than I deserved and went home.


The next evening I picked her up at 7:00 sharp and, big spender that I was, drove her to Taco Bell. She ate a large order of Nachos Bellgrande and three soft Tacos Supreme.


Gorgeous girl, perfect figure, and the appetite of a lumberjack. I knew nothing about life, but I thought I was in love.


When I graduated high school in Butte, Montana—the same school my grandfather and father had graduated from—and enrolled at Montana Tech, the local college, this girl was still a junior. It’s just one of those things; you’re not going to date a high school girl when you’re in college. So I stayed away, but I couldn’t keep my mind off her. She went on doing her high school thing, dating and going to dances, which she damn well should have been doing. But I wanted it both ways, me having my fun and her staying on hold. I simmered miserably for weeks, then finally snapped when I heard she’d spent the day with some high school boy. With a couple drinks in me I went to her house to find out what was going on, and promptly made a complete ass out of myself.


Her father, a massive Italian with black hair, a burly mustache, and a square jaw, was famous around Butte for being tough. He owned a company that jacked up entire houses and moved them whole. I was certain he would have no problem moving me. But he took pity. Instead of knocking me flat, which would have been more than justified, he gently but firmly escorted me out the door.


That kindness provoked something of an out-of-body experience. After he released his iron grip from my elbow and sent me reeling into the night, I glimpsed myself as if from a distance. It wasn’t an attractive sight. I realized that if I was acting like this now, it would only get worse. I’d end up as one of those guys who hang around Butte forever, whining about the good old days.


So I knew. I had to go.


In my very limited experience, the way people got out of Butte was by joining the military. Though I’d never really considered it before, in that instant I was committed. The future, or fate, or whatever, kicked into high gear.


*  *  *


THESE DAYS SOME PEOPLE MIGHT call my childhood “free range.” Saturday mornings I was out the door after breakfast and back only when the streetlights amped up. Kids ran in packs in my neighborhood. We ambushed each other with toy guns and played ninja warriors, leaping off rooftops and doing a bunch of other harebrained stuff I’d kill my kids for doing. We all went to see Rambo at the Butte Plaza Mall. That was pretty cool. Everybody wanted to be that guy blowing away evildoers with his M60. But to me, it was all fantasy, no more real than the increasingly sophisticated shooter video games that competed for our attention. The actual military was never huge in my life. I was never going to be in it, so I didn’t think much about it. I just wanted to play, put on camouflage, and pretend to shoot my friends.


At first glance, Butte might not seem like an idyllic place to grow up. It’s a mining town whose best years were in the early twentieth century, when every bullet in every rifle sent Over There during World War I was made of copper—most of it mined in Butte. The population hit a peak of 100,000 in 1920 and by the time I came along had dipped by about two-thirds. The residential areas mingled with pit mines, and the entire town was built on a plateau next to the biggest pit of all, Berkeley Pit, an immense, defunct, open-pit copper mine a mile wide and a third of a mile deep. Between the time it opened in 1955 and its closure on Earth Day 1982, a billion tons of ore and waste rock had been wrenched out of its depths. When the sump pumps shut off for the last time, ground water began a slow rise, leaching acids and heavy metals from the gaping wound in the earth. The water that filled the pit was toxic enough to kill any geese that possessed the poor judgment to splash down there. Eventually, the Berkeley Pit was declared the largest Superfund toxic waste site in the country.


But I was more focused on other features of Butte, specifically metal hoops that hung ten feet above gymnasium floors, and the deer, elk, and antelope that sprinted through the wild Rockies, which rose up like a frozen tsunami on the other side of town.


My dad, the son of a miner, was a stockbroker and my mom was a math teacher (I took her class three times—in seventh and eighth grades and again in high school). My parents divorced when I was six or seven. To me, having two parents who lived apart seemed almost natural. I don’t remember their living together. My dad was always close by and around whenever we needed him, but the usual setup was to go with him every other weekend. That was fine with my siblings and me; all of our friends were near my mom’s house and we liked to have weekends to play outside: kick the can, war, ninjas, or climbing and roof-jumping. We all played together, except the climbing and jumping. Kris, my elder sister, wanted none of that. But I could force my sister Kelley, younger than me by three years, to come along. She desperately wanted to fit in. So up we went on the roof, and off we jumped. These days I’d give my son an earful if he pulled that shit, but being a kid, I didn’t think about the risk. It was just fun. Kelley was my best friend for years; I even made her sign a contract binding her to being my teammate for two-on-two football on the church lawn. She was a damn good receiver and one hell of an athlete all through college.


My older brother, Tom, was a complete dick up until he was in high school. Then some switch flipped and he became awesome. Or maybe I just stopped being so annoying. Whatever. Some magic happened and he became the funniest person I knew, and All-State in cross-country. He taught himself guitar and his first band was called The Fake ID’s. That’s how young they were. He still plays and has his own morning show on a local radio station.


Kris was always the most levelheaded of us, but my mom will disagree. Maybe they were too much alike, and sometimes sparks flew. Kris was always tolerant of me, easy to talk to, and the best laugher I’ve ever known. She was meticulous, got straight A’s forever, and was gentle—when she wasn’t kicking my ass, which she could do up to my junior year in high school . . . possibly longer.


My mom and dad maintained a cooperative, cordial relationship throughout my childhood. If they had any big problems with each other, they never let my siblings or me see it. The split living was actually good for my parents. My mom worked at the junior high, which was next to the high school so she could get us to school and home. She loved being a mom, but she got every other weekend off to go out on the town with her crazy, fun, and hot friends Lynn and Sue. I remember them sitting at my mom’s kitchen table, sipping daiquiris and talking about what went down on Saturday night. It was too much for my tender junior high ears. I was in the next room and I had to low crawl my ass out the front door because I couldn’t take it. My first mission.


We loved hanging out with Dad on those alternate weekends. He was a total bachelor but we didn’t realize it. We should have guessed because our first stop on Friday was always to Buttreys . . . a local grocery store. We needed food because he had none! He went out for most meals. So we’d go down every aisle and grab stuff we needed, going heavy on the junk food and making sure to grab ingredients for Dad’s “Famous Breakfast.” His scrambled eggs were and still are incredible. Cheese, mayo, butter, basil, and some secret stuff. One time we forgot milk so he added Amaretto Coffee-mate. Don’t try it! We’d always end the weekend at Grampa Tom and Gramma Audrey’s. She cooked like a champ; everything you can imagine. And this is where I learned my dad’s trick: potato mountain and gravy lake!


As I was growing into adolescence, my dad and I developed an unusual father–son relationship, becoming more like best friends. It began when my mom moved us from up on the “hill”—where all my neighborhood buddies lived—to a place downtown, not far from the Berkeley Pit, where I didn’t know anybody. I was looking for something to replace all those ninja hijinks with my friends when I saw a video—Michael Jordan’s first, Come Fly with Me. I was instantly captivated. It begins with Jordan all alone, shooting baskets in a completely empty gym. His voice-over says, “I could never stop working on it. Each day I feel I have to improve.” And then of course there are endless scenes of Air Jordan, defying gravity, cutting through defenders as if they’re no more substantial than the atmosphere itself.


I was awed, inspired. I wasn’t the biggest kid, or the best-looking, or the smartest or most athletic, but something inside me connected with that obsessive drive to keep striving. Looking back, I guess I had that all along. My favorite subject was English, and my favorite book was The Old Man and the Sea. I liked the way Santiago, the old fisherman, is drawn into a titanic battle of wills with the huge fish. His hands are shredded by the fishing line, he’s so hungry he’s eating slices of raw bait, he hasn’t slept, his muscles are cramping there in his crappy little boat, but he’ll die before he quits. That attitude appealed to me.


I wasn’t going to hook any giant marlins in Butte, Montana, but I could aspire to be like Mike. There was a school right next to my new house, Greeley Elementary, with an outdoor basketball hoop. So I asked my mom to get me a basketball and she did. I would go over there every day and play by myself, hours at a time, just seeing how many free throws in a row I could make, working on my jump shot, driving left, driving right. My dad, who was about forty then, had played some at the University of Montana. He was a damn good basketball player. He found out what I was doing and he said, “Hey, do you want to start playing?”


We played at a sports club in downtown Butte. I’d still shoot by myself at the elementary school, and then he’d pick me up and we’d hit the club. I was spending four hours a day, seven days a week with a basketball in—or flying out of—my hands. When I made the school team I practiced with my teammates during the season, and when it ended, Dad’s and my private season began. Dad picked me up after school and took me to the indoor court. We’d practice two or three hours; dribbling, layup drills, one on one, wildly raucous pickup games. He tried to teach me everything he’d learned, head fakes, little tricks he’d picked up on how to beat your man.


When we were finally exhausted, my dad would say, “We can’t leave until one of us sinks twenty free throws in a row.” He would feed me—I’d get pissed if he made me move my feet even an inch off the line—and I’d shoot till I missed. Then he’d take over. The first time it took about twenty minutes for one of us to make twenty in a row. Then we went out for a steak dinner to celebrate. The next day my dad said, “We can leave when one of us gets twenty, but we need twenty-five for the steak.” Once we hit twenty-five, it went up to thirty, then thirty-five, forty. We got to where we had to make seventy free throws in a row for a dinner, and we almost always did it. I think my dad’s record was ninety in a row. Mine is still 105. We were making a lot of free throws.


When I was twelve, my dad got divorced from his second wife, and my uncle Jack, his brother, persuaded him to give hunting a try on weekends to get his mind off failed marriages. There was no question I’d come with him. We went driving up the mountain in Jack’s Nissan. We didn’t know what we were doing at first. There are vast plains up there with magnificent animals sprinting all over at warp speed—antelope are pretty much the fastest animal in North America. Guys in trucks and four-wheelers chase them and people shoot in every direction. If I were to see it today from the perspective of a range officer at Naval Special Warfare Development Group, I’d recognize how insanely unsafe it is. But it was thrilling, and eventually we got good at it, climbing on foot to a place no trucks could go, a place where we knew the animals would retreat at the end of the night. You take up a position out of the wind and let them come to you, take them by surprise. The animals expect to be chased, not ambushed.


My first kill was a mule deer, a big buck. I remember driving up these terrible dirt roads in the dark, climbing the edge of a valley as far as we could, then walking steeply uphill as the sun rose. After about an hour, we hit the summit, which descended into a hay-colored bowl. That’s where we hoped to run into the deer. There weren’t any. We hung out for a while and the disappointment of not finding anything to shoot at faded. It was late fall, chilly but not bone-numbing, patches of snow here and there, and I thought: Not bad to be sitting up on this mountaintop at the break of day, just me and my dad, as if this amazing place had been waiting for us to arrive.


Eventually we got hungry. As we were walking back down the hill for lunch, a doe and a buck burst out of the trees into a clearing a hundred yards to our right. We were shuffling along, making a sound the buck didn’t recognize. He froze right in the middle of the clearing. My dad was in front of me, right in the line of fire. He dropped to the ground and said, “Take it!” I was fortunate I didn’t have time to think about it. I knew I needed to take the shot now or he was gone. The adrenaline took over. Still standing, I raised my .300 Winchester Magnum to my shoulder and barely glimpsed the buck in my scope before I pulled the trigger. My father had told me to aim for his chest, right behind his shoulder. You want to try to hit him in the lungs for a quick kill. I missed high, a lucky shot. The bullet severed his spine. That worked. The buck dropped right where he stood. We approached carefully. These big bucks can play dead. You don’t want them to hop up and trample you. I stuck out my foot and gave him a nudge. The flesh of his haunch quivered, but otherwise he stayed put. I took another step toward his big antlered head, and raised the muzzle of my rifle—the same kind of rifle I’d eventually use as a SEAL sniper—to his big staring eyeball. Dead all right.


It was a bit surreal for me. He looked the same as he had just a moment ago when he was alive: pretty colors and noble antlers. But he was dead, and I’d killed him. I felt a tug of remorse. He was a beautiful animal, gone now thanks to me. But I was also proud. This was Montana. Deer were for shooting. Everybody did it. Now I was part of the club.


In the hunting seasons that followed, any residual remorse fell away. Soon it was a competition at junior high every Monday. “So and so got a buck.” The real prize was the bull elk. It always seemed that someone’s mythical uncle, or a miraculous shot from someone’s dad, had brought down a “six point” elk. (We score different out West—you count one side of the antlers, not both. A “six point” bull has twelve points total.) That’s an immense, swift, and elusive creature. They can stand five-feet high at the shoulder, and weigh almost nine hundred pounds. None of us had been good enough to kill such a bull. Some hunters had never even seen one.


When I was lucky enough to see one and shoot one before I turned eighteen, I felt only pride.


*  *  *


IN THE FALL OF 1994, the year I turned eighteen, my dad introduced me to the first Navy SEAL I ever met. His name was Jim and I was impressed with him the moment I saw him. He wasn’t as big as I thought a Navy SEAL would be—an observation people make about SEALs all the time—but he was obviously in great shape. He had a clean haircut and a military bearing. What I noticed first, though, was his positive confidence. The second thing I noticed was that he always put on his seat belt. Here was this tough Navy SEAL who wasn’t afraid of anything, but safety always came first. He’d never been to Montana before but figured: Guns, mountains, how hard can it be? He embraced the challenge in typical SEAL fashion—got someone to drop him off in the outback, then stayed there for three days. He walked all over hell, never seeing so much as a mule deer. I found out about that and told him, “That’s not the way to do it. I got a spot.”


The hike was only a little under a mile, but it was pretty much straight uphill and still pitch dark. Normally I’d take it slow, pause for a couple of breathers. Toward the top, every breath felt like sandpaper rasping my lungs, but I was thinking, This guy’s a SEAL. I can’t be a pussy. I need to walk, no breaks.


He was on my heels the whole way.


We got up there and got right into the elk—about forty of them right where I’d said they’d be. We didn’t get any, but when we got back down the mountain Jim said, “You ought to consider becoming a SEAL, the way you climbed that hill in the dark.”


I was flattered, but I didn’t seriously consider it.


Until my ex-girlfriend’s dad sent me not so gently into the night.


*  *  *


THE SUMMER AFTER I GRADUATED from high school I spent twelve hours a day, four days a week, shoveling crushed rock onto a huge conveyor belt in a copper mine facility, the almost total darkness relieved only by the beams of two little lamps on my helmet. I thought that would be good work for building my somewhat scrawny upper body, and I was right. But I hadn’t counted on breathing in metric tons of rock dust, or scaring the crap out of myself thinking of all the workers before me who’d slipped into the conveyor belt and been converted to human pulp. My night job delivering pizzas was like a vacation by comparison.


I did think, briefly, about going out of town to college, though my idea of out of town was the University of Montana in Missoula, less than two hours down the highway. When it came to it, I just didn’t have the desire. Or maybe I didn’t have the courage. When you’re a small-town kid from Montana, there’s this sense that venturing into the big, scary outside world might pulp you as surely as that conveyor belt. Montana Tech was the safe alternative. I also had a better chance of making the basketball team there. I was a good high school player, but at 6'1" I wasn’t high enough off the floor to impress at the college level. I figured I’d play my ass off on the practice team and work my way in. It went well. I had a great time, got in great shape. Physically. Mentally, well there was the girl.


I know now it wasn’t just that. I’d just finished my first year of college basketball and was feeling burned-out. Not with playing but with the concept of practice, practice, school, and practice. The grind probably wouldn’t have gotten to me if it hadn’t been for the girl. I couldn’t seem to get over her, and she was still in town—I could bump into her anywhere. I knew I didn’t want to find myself on a barstool at Maloney’s every night drinking to forget. I could already imagine the rut I could dig. It was time to do something.


My first thought was of Ben and Jim, two somewhat older guys I’d known my entire life. They’d joined the Marines and gone to boot camp together when I was still in high school. Coming home on leave, they were confidence-radiating supernovas, showing off spit-shined boots and uniforms so crisp the creases could slice cheese. I remember thinking, These guys could kick anybody’s ass in town.


I wanted to be just like that.


I didn’t even think about the possibility of combat, much less getting killed. As a freshman in high school, I saw guys who’d graduated and joined the military come back to say goodbye to their teachers before going off to fight in Desert Storm. As a fourteen-year-old, I didn’t know any better so I thought the war would be a high-casualty conflict like Vietnam and they’d all die. Then I watched the war on CNN . . . piece of cake. Besides, as I weighed the idea of signing up, we weren’t at war, and there wasn’t one looming. I thought it would be cool to wear the uniform and sing the cadences.


Plus, I’d only be gone for a few years . . . and then I’d be back at Maloney’s with a few war stories to impress the regulars.


One day in April 1995, I went to the Marine recruitment office, but the recruiter wasn’t there. I remembered a funny line my Marine friends told me: “The Marine Corps is actually part of the Department of the Navy. The men’s department.” Which is why I thought of walking into the Navy office. I reasoned that if anyone would know where this missing Marine was, this Navy recruiter would.


He was nothing special physically, but he was very clever. Had it been years later, I would have recognized why immediately: He was wearing khakis and had anchors on his collar. He was a Navy Chief. No matter what anyone says, Chiefs make the Navy work. They do this with intelligence, loyalty, and experience. They can also be mean as hell. This Chief had quotas to fill and that is not an easy task in Butte, Montana. Especially when your office is right next to the Marines.


He looked me over skeptically and said, “Why do you want to be a Marine?”


I said, “Because Marines have the best snipers in the world. I want to be a sniper because I grew up hunting.” He just nodded and said, “Look no further. We have snipers in the Navy. All you need to do is become a Navy SEAL.”


I didn’t even know how to swim. But the way I thought about it was, “Hey, I’m kind of naïve, but this guy’s a professional recruiter. Why’s he going to lie to me?”


And it wasn’t a lie. Exactly. Just a rather large omission. A kid off a hick-town street had about the same chance of making it as a SEAL as this recruiter had of becoming an admiral. So in almost complete ignorance, I signed on the dotted line. It was a deferred enrollment, which meant that I had six months before I went to boot camp.


Which was a good thing. I could keep myself alive in the water but not swim. I’d never attempted a pull-up. A brochure that had been thoughtfully provided in the recruitment paperwork revealed that to even qualify for a SEAL tryout you had to be able to do a minimum of eight pull-ups. And that’s after you swim five hundred yards, and do forty-two push-ups and fifty sit-ups. And before you run.


Right then I decided to quit my job shoveling crushed rock and devote myself full-time to getting in shape for the SEAL screening test.


I’d been shoveling that rock for months, building my strength. How hard could this be? Full of can-do fervor, I ran down to a park near my mom’s house that had a rusted old pull-up bar to see how many pull-ups beyond the eight minimum I could do. I sprang easily from the dirt depression beneath, grabbed the pull-up bar with confidence, and heaved. One!


Gravity rudely yanked my arms back to full extension. It took all my will to keep my grip on the bar from releasing. My brain frantically signaled my biceps to fire and pull me back up. My biceps replied, “Fuck you.”


Words formed so clearly in my mind that I may have said them out loud. “Oh, my God, these are hard. I need to get better at pull-ups!”


Still, my optimism wasn’t entirely crushed. Yet. Next I went up to the college pool—fortunately, I still had my student ID. I figured I’d start with a quick 1,000 meters, which is forty lengths of the pool. By the end of the second length my arms ached and my legs felt like they were about to cramp. I could barely lift myself out of the pool.


Okay, I was pathetic. But I wasn’t defeated. Every day I worked at getting better. One day at the pool, I was lucky enough to run into a friend from high school who was getting ready to swim at Notre Dame for four years. When he saw me struggling through the water he said, “What are you doing in here?”


“I just joined the Navy,” I said. “I’m going to SEAL school. You know they swim like a mile a day there.”


He looked at me and shook his head. “Dude, you have no idea what you’re getting into. There’s a thousand percent chance you’re not going to make it. Get back into the pool.”


He showed me some basic swimming techniques and I worked hard to master them. My stepfather built me a pull-up bar in the basement of my mom’s house. I would go down there, queue up Guns N’ Roses’ Use Your Illusion I and II, crank the volume to “liquefy,” then just do pull-up after pull-up.


I didn’t realize how appropriate that title was until later, but I was definitely using my illusion that I could become a SEAL to motivate myself. I began to understand something important: If you want to get better at pull-ups, do more pull-ups. That’s it. And that’s what I did.


One thing I had going for me was that I’d always been a good runner. I had a route that I ran, a straight shot down the street from my mom’s house, past my best friend’s house and my cousin’s house, to a stoplight that was exactly a mile away. I always wanted to run it in no more than six minutes. At the light I’d take a thirty-second breather, then run back.


Every single morning, seven days a week, I’d get up and go down to the pool to swim for a few hours, come home, chill out and eat breakfast, knock out pull-ups, go for the run. For six months, this was my full-time job. At night I delivered pizzas.


I was really enjoying myself. And I got a lot stronger.


*  *  *


ON SUNDAY, JANUARY 28, 1996, I arrived at the Butte military enlistment processing center to officially join up. There was a Problem.


It had been some time since I’d signed my papers to enlist, and I’d nearly forgotten that in the initial flurry of paperwork I’d elected to tell the US Navy that I’d experimented with marijuana. It’s true that I only tried it a handful of times, and, to be honest, I didn’t even like it, but, man, did they make me feel like a sinner who needed to repent. If the me from today could give the me from nineteen years ago advice it would be, “Relax, kid. It’s been about a year since you tried it; you’re good. Tell them nothing. It’s gonna save us all a bunch of time and nonsense. Pee in the cup, sign the fucking papers, and let’s get on with the adventure.”


But I hadn’t been given that advice, so I found myself having a long and painful conversation with a man identified as “The Commander,” promising that I would cut out my liver and eat it raw before I ever smoked the devil weed again. I’m sure he had better things to do, too, than talk to some eighteen-year-old punk from Butte. Like go and smoke a bowl of his own. Anyway, we both got through the day and I was allowed to join this man’s Navy.


I still have a picture of me swearing to defend this nation against all enemies, foreign and domestic. I was wearing a red T-shirt, very classy for an official event.


For some reason the Navy had booked me a hotel room near the processing center. They were going to drive me to the airport the next day. Possibly, they wanted to keep an eye on me, make sure I wasn’t going to get cold feet. It was the first time I’d ever been in a hotel room by myself. I was sitting alone in this tiny, bleak little room, my duffel bag tossed across the bed, thinking, Why would I stay here my last night in town when I could just go down to my mom’s house?


So that night, with my family and my best friend beside me, I watched the Steelers lose to the Cowboys in Super Bowl XXX. The next morning the entire crew came out to Butte’s Bert Mooney Airport to wave me off. I was relieved to discover another recruit on the same flight, a fellow by the name of Tracy Longmire. He’d played football at the same college where I’d played basketball, and he was one of those badasses who played both offense and defense. He looked the part, too: big and mean-looking with a bald head and piercing eyes. But he was far from mean. He was a calm, reassuring presence from the moment I saw him. Even though he was only two years older, he seemed like a wise elder, humble when he could have lorded his cool over a naïve kid like me, and generous with good advice. It seemed as if he’d been there, done that already, and I was very happy he was around. As we walked out to the plane together I looked back at my family. No one said anything, they just watched me leave. Finally, I saw my brother, Tom, lean his head out and yell, “Good luck, Rob!!” I’ll never forget it. He was thinking, Good luck leaving this town and going away on your own.


None of us could have imagined, dreamed, or even hallucinated then that fifteen years later I would confront a madman, the world’s most wanted man, on the third floor of an ultrasecret compound in a country I’d yet to hear of, and that as a result people would fill the streets of D.C. and New York City to cheer.


Good luck, Rob, indeed. Good luck.





CHAPTER TWO


Tracy and I got off the plane in Chicago and boarded a bus filled with future sailors, all of whom had joined to be SEALs . . . except Tracy, who had joined to be a firefighter. He probably would have made the best SEAL on the damn bus.


Anyway, to hear the recruits talk, 99 percent of them were going to become SEALs. They’d read all of the books and thought they knew everything about being a SEAL, and they were loud as hell about it. Most of these guys could bench-press five hundred pounds, too. At least that’s what they said. There wasn’t a weight room in sight, so no one could prove them wrong. I heard more than one express absolute certainty he’d make it through the famously tough SEAL selection process. The worst part: I was buying it. I thought I’d prepared myself with my self-designed fitness program, but now here were these big city guys who knew so much more and were clearly better prepared.


I started to wonder, Why did I even bother? I’m only from Butte, Montana. I’m not as good or prepared as these guys from Denver or Seattle or wherever. . . .


At that age, it takes something special to realize this bravado is 100 percent BS. It’s easy to follow the other sheep and just lie down and quit. Lie down and die. Die of shame and nothing more.


It turns out that this is exactly what the SEAL recruiters are watching for. They want the person who can recognize adversity, understand why his peers are folding, but have the will to say “No. I’m better than this; I’m not following the status quo. Nothing is scary, stress is a choice, I’m moving forward to see what is next.”


It took me quite a while to realize this, though. The guys on the bus were scared, I was scared. Tracy was nervous, a curious nervousness, but he wasn’t scared.


After rolling up to the check-in center at Naval Station Great Lakes, Illinois, we filed off while being screamed at by the Recruit Division Commanders (RDCs). Feel free to read that as “boot camp drill instructors.” They were good, losing no opportunity to impress upon us what stinking maggots we were, but, to be honest, I’d seen Full Metal Jacket and other films about military training so many times I wasn’t that scared of them. Don’t get me wrong, I respected them and they were consummate professionals . . . it was just that Gunny Highway, Gunny Foley, or Gunny Hartman didn’t show up.


Still . . . I was in a bus full of strangers watching people get yelled at by nasty guys in Dixie cup hats. I thought, What a horrible decision I’ve made. I can’t believe I did this.


For a typical, small-town white guy like me, boot camp was like the bar in Star Wars. Everybody (except for me) talked funny. There were typical southern rednecks—the way they said “canteen” cracked me up. There were noticeable differences in accents from West Virginia, South Carolina, and Texas. We had a few guys from the Philippines, one of whom didn’t speak a word of English, who spoke Tagalog or Filipino when among themselves. They may as well have been speaking Wookiee as far as I could tell. The two guys from Brooklyn were nearly as difficult to understand. We also had several black dudes from different parts of the country. The dude from Mississippi was probably the nicest guy in the division, and smooth—a total southern James Bond. And we had a couple guys from the inner city. Very cool guys, all joined up to get out of the neighborhood for a while. We all had one thing in common: What the fuck did I just get myself into?


The movies made me expect boot camp to consist of endless push-ups in the mud and running everywhere, unless you were crawling under barbed wire. But Navy boot camp isn’t like that. We spent our days in the classroom learning Navy customs and courtesies, getting yelled at and cleaning up and folding—clothes, sheets, flags, anything that bends. Folding is huge in the Navy. Sailors live in tiny quarters so we needed to know how to keep our stuff tight and thin. It’s amazing, the amount of folding we did. I still fold my towels the same way.


There was a cool week in which we were taught how to fight fires and what the different classes of fires are. Total Navy stuff, but I loved it. I was always big into Navy traditions. I still call people “Shipmate” . . . Love that word. I think I’m going to open a bar and call it “Shipmate’s.” I’ll require all of the bouncers to end every sentence with that word. I can imagine them kicking a drunk out, “Get the hell out of Shipmate’s . . . shipmate!”


But mostly we folded, and when we weren’t learning how to fold, we were learning how to march. It turns out that it takes weeks to teach people how to walk. And walking was about the only exercise we got. They didn’t let us work out at all. Here I’d spent six months getting in shape for the SEAL test, and now we were eating this unhealthy food and sitting around all day folding shit. “We’re going to get fat,” I’d tell anyone who’d listen. “We’re going to get out of shape. We’re not running. We’re not doing anything. And everything we eat is covered in fucking gravy.”


I was desperate to take the SEAL screening test before I turned into a 298-pound weakling. The tests happened on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I signed up for the first possible test. A bad mistake. It happened to be the day after we got all our immunizations. The Navy is famous for giving you a shit ton of shots. I woke up the next morning feeling sick as hell, bumps and bruises all over my body, my tongue twice its normal size and covered in felt. I forced myself out of my bunk and discovered I was barely strong enough to stand. I doubted I could do a single pull-up much less the eight you needed to pass.


Brushing my teeth that morning was a challenge. The test seemed somewhere north of impossible: Swim twenty lengths (five hundred yards), rest ten minutes; pump forty-two push-ups, rest two minutes; break off fifty sit-ups, rest two minutes; do those dreaded eight pull-ups, rest ten minutes; run 1.5 miles in eleven and a half minutes. In boots.


I dragged myself out to the Olympic-size indoor pool where a set of bleachers had been set up. A huge SEAL flag hung on a wall. The SEAL insignia is an eagle (representing our ability to fight from the air) perched on an anchor (representing our naval heritage) grasping Neptune’s barbed trident in one talon (testifying to our ability to kick ass on the ocean) and a flintlock pistol (reminding people that we can also kick ass on land) in the other. It’s one kick-ass eagle.


I stumbled up high into the bleachers and sat down facing the pool. A SEAL came out to look over the new lot. He was wearing blue trunks with the “SEAL Team Three” logo on them and nothing else. The only thing more obvious than my horrible decision to join the Navy was this man’s eight-pack abs. He proceeded to walk the length of the bleachers, look us each in the eye, strut to the high dive, climb majestically, knock out a dive that Greg Louganis would have admired for more than one reason, and knife into the water like a thin blade. With almost unworldly powerful strokes he swam away, vaulted over the edge of the pool, and walked into the dressing room without a backward glance, as if he knew that not one of us deserved a second look.


I considered the five hundred bald recruit heads descending in rows before me. They turned as one to a second SEAL on the near side of the pool giving test instructions. I suddenly felt foolish. Every one of these five hundred wannabe heroes thought he could become a SEAL, along with every other guy who joins the Navy. What made me stand out?


The one non-lame move I made when I enlisted—and only because my Marine friend urged me to do it—was to insist that the recruiter put in writing that I’d get three attempts to pass the SEAL screening test. I was lucky I did.


Somehow I passed the swim. But as soon as I started doing the push-ups, which must be form perfect or they don’t count, I knew I wouldn’t be able to make the forty-two minimum. I was the failure I feared. I had nothing.


Except . . . I did have that signed guarantee of two more attempts.


By Thursday, whatever poison they’d shot into my veins the previous Monday had drained away, and I felt like a different man up in those poolside bleachers. I was once again the guy who’d spent six months preparing for this very moment. As it turned out, I was one of the few who had been. This would be my first glimpse of the truth that would be pounded into me in years to come: Preparation is everything.


We did the five-hundred-yard swim in heats. Of the five hundred recruits, I was one of only ten to pass.


We had a ten-minute break to change back into our uniforms, then went back out to do the push-ups. Two more fell away. All the survivors passed the sit-ups. The final leg of the test—each of the exercises for some reason is called an “evolution”—was the 1.5-mile run in boots. The minimum time was eleven and a half minutes. We lost four more.


Five hundred men who’d all convinced themselves they had what it took to become SEALs were now down to four. And this was just to qualify to attempt, and most likely fail, the twenty-eight-week SEAL tryout—Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL, which makes the screening test look like slurping piña coladas while swinging on a shady hammock.


But I was elated. Now I knew I’d be going to BUD/S for sure. Just the thought of it excited me: I’d get to go to Coronado—a naval base that shares an island on San Diego Bay with what travel brochures call “a quaint, affluent resort city.” So. Beaches, babes, beer—and I’d get to actually wear the green uniform of SEAL trainees.


*  *  *


AFTER I ENLISTED, I’D WATCHED all kinds of SEAL movies and read every book that I could find. I finally learned that SEAL does not refer to the aquatic mammal, but to Sea, Air, and Land. Clearly, someone wanted to reference the sleek and speedy animals, because they grabbed the “E” they needed from the second letter of “Sea.” By rights, the correct acronym ought to be the SAL, but where’s the fun in that?


SEAL teams evolved from units of Navy frogmen in World War II, who were specially trained in underwater survey and demolition. They were counted on to map approaches to beach landing sites and destroy obstacles in the path of an invading force. In the Korean War, these UDTs—Underwater Demolition Teams—were so stealthy and effective that their role expanded to include land combat operations aimed at destroying enemy railroad tunnels and bridges. As one of the UDT officers, Lt. Ted Fielding, famously explained, this expansion of duties came about because, “We were ready to do what nobody else could do, and what nobody else wanted to do.”


It was for just that reason that in 1961, recognizing the changing nature of warfare, the Navy decided to turn the UDT forces into guerilla and counter-guerilla units, not limited to operating in the water and on beaches. That’s where the SEa, Air, and Land came in. The first two SEAL teams were formed in 1962. Team One was stationed in Coronado and Team Two in Virginia Beach. SEALs have played a particularly dramatic role in every war and American military action since.


“Know your history, gents!” is a common phrase we use: Know from where you came. I recall being at a SEAL reunion in Virginia Beach some years ago and running into a frogman wearing a WWII veteran ball cap. He looked pretty good for being ninety-something. Trying to be smart, I asked him, “When did you go through Hell Week?”


“June 6, 1944,” he said.


I replied, “There was no BUD/S in 1944,” thinking I was smart.


“There was on Omaha Beach, son. Know your heritage.”


Now I was going to be a part of it.


*  *  *


OR AT LEAST I WOULD be if I didn’t screw up retaking the BUD/S test over and over. I’d noticed something the first time I took it: There were phones in the pool area, and with all the personnel concentrating on the test-takers, I could slip away and call home—a rare opportunity in boot camp. I also wanted to stay in as good shape as I could to prepare for Coronado, and folding and marching wasn’t going to cut it. So retaking the test was also my best chance to work out.


Every Tuesday and Thursday I’d go down to the pool and go through it all again, get in my reps, and call home. It was a sweet deal, except that if I slipped up, had a bad day, and failed even one of the evolutions on the test, my trip to the beach at Coronado would be canceled.


I must have taken the test ten times, and, fortunately, my scores just kept improving.


One of my closest friends in boot camp was Matthew Parris. I met him the very first day in the makeshift barracks where we were divided into divisions of about seventy recruits each. Matthew and I were in the same division. I instantly looked up to him because he seemed to have his military bearing down. He was so Army that he had the Drill Sergeant “This We’ll Defend” badge tattooed on his chest. Not surprising, since he’d been an Army Drill Sergeant who decided to start over from the bottom in the Navy because . . . you guessed it, he wanted to be a SEAL. When his enlistment in the Army was up, he walked into the Navy recruiting office dressed all in black with shined combat boots, trying to look tough, bandanna and all, and said to the recruiter: “Make me a SEAL.” The recruiter regarded him with a steely-eyed squint. “Not looking like that,” he said.


Matthew liked to brag, but he loved humor more, even when the joke was on him.


Matthew failed the BUD/S qualifying test the first time he took it, the day I passed. I was back out there taking the test as a workout the next week and this time we both passed. Despite the big talk, only about a half dozen guys in our division even took the test, and only the two of us passed it. We celebrated Matthew’s success together and immediately became tight friends, going so far as to work out after lights went out and the Recruit Division Commanders were gone. We’d do pull-ups in the stalls in the head, sit-ups on the floor, and dips using two sinks. There were times where we’d see if we could sneak in a thousand push-ups over the course of a day.


When basic ended, we put our bald heads together and decided to choose the Aircrew Survival Equipmentman school in Millington, Tennessee, for our required post–boot camp training. You wouldn’t know it from its fancy name, but the school taught those who attended how to rig parachutes, which involves sewing. A bona fide graduate of this training earns the right to be called a “stitch bitch” by his shipmates. Matthew and I didn’t join the Navy to be stitch bitches. We joined to be SEALs. But we took the course because it was the shortest in duration. This would get us to Coronado the fastest and we didn’t give a damn what we were called.


It turned out, anyway, that Aircrew Survival Equipmentman school was pretty cool. I had a new rack (“bed” to you non-swabbies), a bigger closet, and a pool close by that Matthew and I used every day.


And I really did learn to sew. An African-American Marine staff sergeant who was a mountain of a man taught me. Huge. I thought he quite possibly could be the toughest man on Earth. This school would be my first experience with the US Marine Corps, and this guy should have been on a poster. His cammie top had sleeves that were perfectly rolled to the middle of his huge biceps. To this day I have no idea how he fit into that. His pants were perfectly bloused into mirror-shined boots. “Eat barbed-wire and shit napalm” would have described him. His trap muscles were so big it almost looked like he had no neck and I am positive he was afraid of nothing. One time Matthew referred to him as “Sergeant,” something that’s acceptable in the Army. Not in the Marine Corps. It’s Staff Sergeant. “Oh, my God, you’re so fucked,” one of our Marine classmates whispered when he heard that. Matthew was genuinely scared shitless as the Staff Sergeant clenched his mighty jaws, nostrils flaring, staring him down. He said nothing. He didn’t need to. The man was a beast!


I’ll never forget him teaching me how to wind a bobbin, something my grandma might have done.


On our first weekend pass, Matthew and I took a road trip to Memphis where we split a hotel room and proceeded to hit Beale Street. I remember coming to on a bench near a few restaurants, so drunk. We had been pounding shots. Matthew was sitting next to me with his head in his hands. A couple of waiters on break from a nearby restaurant were standing nearby, laughing about how shit-faced we were.


I heard one guy say to the other, “. . . and they’re just sitting there.”


Matthew took that as his cue to puke up a little in his mouth, hold it for a second, then spit it on his shoes.


Waiter No. 2: “Oh, that was nice.”


We cleaned up Matthew’s footwear, beat it back to Millington, and knocked out the school in just under three weeks. I invited Matthew to fly to Butte with me for a bit of leave and then we could drive my truck to Coronado. I had a great experience on the flight home: For the first time someone recognized my service. A gentleman, probably a vet, noticed that Matthew and I were in the Navy. He bought us each two beers. I thought that was very cool for two reasons: 1) I was recognized as a sailor (even though I hadn’t done anything yet); and 2) beer is seven dollars on a plane.


Matthew met my family and a bunch of my friends and managed to keep his shoes dry. It was such a pleasure to be away from the Navy for a week. I didn’t realize how homesick I was and how much I loved Butte. I missed getting together with my friends. I missed my sister and basketball. I missed Club 13, where you didn’t need an ID to drink. I missed “The Animal House,” a huge green house that my brother and a bunch of friends rented and turned into a perpetual party. I missed the bar next door called the Chaparral where we’d go to sing karaoke. I missed Wop Chops from The Freeway; regular chops at John’s Pork Chops; a Welsh meat pie covered in gravy that was the specialty of Joe’s Pasty Shop; and a garbage omelet served at the M&M, an old miner’s bar/diner that hadn’t locked its doors in more than a hundred years—seriously. I was still just a child myself, so leaving again was hard. I had no idea what I was getting into, and was scared shitless of BUD/S. But Matthew and I got in my truck and drove. On the way out of town we made one last stop, my sister Kris’s apartment. I wanted to say goodbye to her and my nephew, Kolton. He was only two so he didn’t know what was going on. I remember picking him up and hugging him and saying goodbye with tears in my eyes. I didn’t know that the hardest goodbyes would come years later. I can’t pick up Kolton now, either. He’s bigger than I am.


*  *  *


FAREWELLS IN OUR REARVIEW MIRROR, we headed south on I-15 through Salt Lake City and didn’t stop until we hit Las Vegas. We stayed in the Circus Circus hotel, but I wasn’t able to do anything fun; I was still only twenty. Yes, I’d managed to get served alcohol prior to this, but that had been on airplanes and in Butte. In a pinch, I’d always used my brother, Tom’s, ID. It was expired, and we look nothing alike. So I wisely decided not to try such weak shit in a place like Circus Circus. I didn’t want to wake up with a horse’s head in my bed.


We got McDonald’s for breakfast and hit the road early. I’d been reading Rogue Warrior by Richard Marcinko the entire time when it wasn’t my turn to drive. Marcinko was the SEAL who’d been assigned in 1979 to create an elite special operations force specifically designed to respond to terrorism and provide a way to use surgical military force when the threats come not from a foreign government, but from small, mobile networks of terrorists who can blend almost seamlessly into civilian populations. The lack of that capability had become painfully apparent earlier that year during the Iranian hostage crisis, when more than sixty Americans were held hostage for 444 days in Tehran by supporters of the Islamist revolution, only to be released at the whim of Iran’s leader. An early attempt to send US commandos to free the hostages ended in disaster. The mission had been poorly conceived, prepared, and executed, and it had to be aborted due to helicopter failures before the commandos even reached their target. On retreat, one of the still operational choppers crashed into a transport plane loaded with jet fuel, igniting a huge explosion that killed eight servicemen.


Marcinko, who’d won a trunkful of medals for his valor and success in Vietnam combat actions, conceived of an elite strike force that would be like a regular SEAL team on steroids: cohesive, highly mobile, superbly equipped, and obsessively prepared. It would also be highly secret. At the time, the only two SEAL teams were One and Two, so Marcinko and the other planners settled on the name SEAL Team **** to confuse the Soviets and make them wonder where Teams Three, Four, and Five were.


Marcinko fulfilled his orders, and then some. To be maximally effective, the new force would have to stomp all over those customs and courtesies the Navy was so fond of. SEAL Team **** would be a brotherhood of equals called “operators,” each fully involved and fully informed, and having an equal voice in the design and execution of missions, as well as maximum latitude in behavior and comportment. In practice, this created a cadre of fighters who looked more like the blue-faced warriors in Braveheart than anyone’s idea of regular Navy. I read a great anecdote in a New York Times story that really captured it: A Team **** officer was showing an admiral around during a hostage rescue simulation on a cruise ship. After hours, he took the admiral down to one of the bars where the operators were hanging out. The officer told the Times, “When we opened the door, it reminded me of Pirates of the Caribbean.” It wasn’t an after-action analysis, it was a riot. The rowdy behavior, long hair, bushy beards, earrings, and regulation-be-damned uniforms hit the admiral like the shock wave from a concussion grenade. He kept saying, “These guys are in my Navy?”


    After Marcinko retired in 1989, he became a private consultant. The next year he was charged with government contract fraud, convicted, and sent to prison for fifteen months. He claimed his prosecution was bogus, payback for the embarrassment he’d caused security officials with his ******** activities. He’d have the last laugh, though: He sold a ton of books and earned big fees as a motivational speaker.


I can’t judge the things Marcinko did that got him sent to prison—I wasn’t around—but I think his heart and mind were both in the right place. At the end of the day his primary focus was his mission and his men.


*  *  *


MATTHEW AND I FINALLY ARRIVED in Coronado at dusk and went straight to the beach. We checked into a shady motel—or the shadiest one we could find in this ritzy resort area—and decided to wait until the next day to check into BUD/S. Since we were staying on the beach, Matthew and I decided to get our masks and go for our first swim in the Pacific. We’d been out there for about an hour when we noticed, off on the horizon, a bunch of inflatable boats with green “chem-lights” attached to the sides. There must have been about seven of them. They were rowing to the north and it looked as though they were attempting to row around the entire island. It was Thursday at sunset.


The boats were full of men from BUD/S Class 207. There are four classes a year, numbered consecutively from Class 1 a half century earlier. This 207th group to go through the training was completing the last evolution of their last night of Hell Week. It’s called “Around the World,” a complete circumnavigation of Coronado Island in these inflatable rowboats. The men had been awake since Sunday but would be done soon. Matthew and I looked at this and were in awe. Holy shit. This is real, there they are.


We checked in the next day to BUD/S. Class 208.





CHAPTER THREE


Matthew and I might have been ready for BUD/S, or at least thought we were, but BUD/S wasn’t ready for us. Class 205 hadn’t quite graduated yet, so we were sent to the other side of the base to live in the barracks that housed the guys who had quit BUD/S or been kicked out. They called it “X Division.” These guys were miserable. Their dream of becoming Navy SEALs had cratered. Now, instead of wearing the green uniforms of SEAL trainees, these guys wore dungarees and boondockers and spent the day picking up trash and swabbing the decks. They lived in limbo, not knowing where their next duty station would be. Most likely they’d end up assigned to the fleet where they’d spend the next four years doing more trash picking and deck swabbing. It was a bleak prospect, and their attitude sucked accordingly. But they were still total know-it-alls.


You only had to be around them for a few minutes before you learned that their sorry position was everyone’s fault but theirs. The training was designed to make you fail, the instructors were vindictive sociopaths, I’d be better off to just quit now before the assholes beat me down and made me embarrass myself. I remember seeing groups of eighteen-year-old dudes crowding around these quitters, hanging on every word. Despite having failed to master the challenge of Phase One, they maintained their pose as experts, expounding on everything: from where to stand in formation to where to go on the weekends. The young dudes treated it like gospel. Living with those folks was a total downer and I’m positive that more than one good guy has quit just from being exposed to the negativity of X Division. They even had T-shirts made, sort of a tongue-in-cheek shot at BUD/S. Instead of the eagle, anchor, pistol, and trident on the SEAL insignia, the shirts showed a turkey, bell, and mop. They read, “BUD/S X Division. The only easy day was every day. Ya-Hoo.” At least someone kept his sense of humor.


Lucky for Matthew and me, we were reassigned after a few days to a BUD/S barracks, building 602, right in the heart of the BUD/S compound. From the air, Coronado Island looks like a giant sperm cell—a long, curving tail attached to a teardrop-shaped head. The SEAL base is like a big dash mark where the tail meets the head, projecting into the bay toward San Diego. Building 602 sits in the middle of the dash, sandwiched between SEAL Team One on one side and SEAL Teams Three and Five on the other.


But even in our new digs, Matthew and I were still in limbo. SEAL training consists of three phases. The first, which is the one in which most trainees quit or wash out, is the physical training part that ends a few weeks after the infamous Hell Week. Phase Two is diving and Phase Three is land warfare and demolition.


Before actual training begins, all newcomers tread water in a holding pattern called PTRR, which stands for physical training rehabilitation and remediation. This is also where trainees go if they get “rolled back” from one of the three phases—giving them a chance to recover from injuries or just maintain physical shape while they wait to join the next class once that class reaches the point where the student was rolled. Guys get rolled for all types of reasons: getting hurt, failing a test too many times, general sub-par performance. It’s a way to keep people around while they recover from injury (rehabilitation) or get better at whichever skill they lack (remediation). There’s no limit on how often a guy can get rolled; it’s all about how much the instructors like you.


For new guys like us who hadn’t yet been assigned to a class—or “classed-up”—there were a few weeks of preliminary training to get us ready physically and mentally for the grueling trial of Phase One. The training was also a chance for instructors to identify guys who never should have gotten into SEAL training to begin with, and focus the kind of highly unpleasant attention on them that would ensure they didn’t make it further.


I remember the first time I ever saw a BUD/S instructor go off on a student. I had heard RDCs yell at boot camp and thought that was bad. This was next-level stuff. It was one of the Chief Petty Officer instructors, they were gods to me, and he found a guy lazily running his mouth about BUD/S. He was talking loudly about how he wasn’t worried about the BUD/S hype, saying he wasn’t scared at all. He’d been through Army boot camp and was even a Drill Sergeant himself. He knew what to expect and had already been through the worst the military could dish out.


Unfortunately, the guy happened to be Matthew. He found out right then that his prior military experience didn’t matter here. Going nose to nose, this guy with a picture-perfect black mustache—like something out of the 1890s: the style preferred by the frogmen of the UDT (Underwater Demolition Team), the SEAL predecessor—laid into Matthew to the point where it scared the shit out of the entire class. I don’t remember what the Chief said, but imagine the instructor as a nine-hundred-pound grizzly and Matthew as the dude who just kicked the bear’s cubs. I will never forget Matthew repeating, “Yes, Chief, yes, Chief, no, Chief . . .” He may have peed his pants. I’m pretty sure I did.


We soon discovered that this chewing out was more the rule than the exception. The instructors were loud and mean as hell day in and day out. I quickly realized that the absolute worst thing a trainee could do was make an excuse. That reality might seem glaringly obvious, but there are some complete boneheads out there who have a reason for everything. They get beat the worst and they never learn. Lucky for me, I was a fast learner. As long as I accepted that I was always wrong and they were always right, it wasn’t that bad. Whenever an instructor asked why I did something he obviously didn’t like, I responded with, “Because I am an idiot!” Deflate the situation, take your lumps, get on with life.


When we weren’t eating crow served up by the instructor, we were doing conditioning runs and spending hours in the pool swimming. They were saving the real beatdowns for Phase One, week one, day one. But we didn’t know that yet. BUD/S instructors like to surprise the students. At the conclusion of the PTRR training cycle, we only had to successfully complete the initial test we’d passed at boot camp: five-hundred-yard swim, no fins, sidestroke or breaststroke, in twelve and a half minutes; eight pull-ups, dead hang; forty-two push-ups, perfect form; fifty sit-ups, perfect form; 1.5-mile run in eleven and a half minutes in boots. You would think that everyone would be ready for this by now. Some guys failed. Matthew was one of them.


This was not good for him. I remember being right there as he struggled on the pull-ups. They’re not as easy as they look when you do them properly, which means extending arms full out and hanging from the pole before pulling back up, and guys do lose some strength after the swim. Still, Matthew had managed six in boot camp, and they should have been a cakewalk after a few weeks here. The pressure of everyone watching is surprisingly intense, but that usually adds adrenaline, which boosts the number. Bottom line: Matthew was starting to lose belief that he had what it takes, and in BUD/S nothing is more fatal.
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