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FOREWORD

Next to BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL Training), SEAL sniper training was the hardest school I ever went through. The stress and pressure the instructors put on us during our training was intense—but necessary. There are some great sniper programs in the U.S. military, like the USMC’s Scout Sniper Course and the army’s Special Operations Target Interdiction Course (SOTIC), but the SEAL Sniper Course is a very different animal. It is one of the world’s best programs.

Never has the sniper been more relevant to our military than it is today in the twenty-first century. As I describe at some length in my own book, the threats, environments, and missions modern snipers face in the course of the Global War on Terror are very challenging. And that’s putting it mildly.

As Brandon and Glen mention, few books on sniping are written by actual snipers, and it’s about damn time that changed. These guys have been through the training and done the work in combat. They do a great job of giving you a glimpse of the sniper’s world: history, weapons, gear, great pictures, and a personal perspective. Even better, they tell it in plain and simple English.

In American Sniper I shed some light on the sniper community and tell the greater story of sacrifice and teamwork involving all warfighters on the battlefield. After all, it’s about teamwork and working toward a common objective. The lone sniper can deal a massive blow to the enemy’s psyche, but a sniper cannot win the war alone. It takes a team, and these guys understand that.

Enjoy a peek behind the curtain.

—Chris Kyle

Navy SEAL sniper and bestselling author of American Sniper


 

 

 

FOREWORD TO THE 2016 EDITION

In today’s Global War on Terror, snipers are more relevant than in any other time in our nation’s history. Glen Doherty, one of the four Americans tragically killed in the Benghazi Consulate attack on September 11, 2012, and Brandon Webb provide a unique and very exciting glimpse of the brutal physical and mental training and missions that todays Navy SEAL Snipers endure.

From the moment I checked into my first SEAL Team, (ST-1), I quickly gained an appreciation of just how hard our SEAL snipers worked, how meticulous they were not only in shooting but in everything we did as SEALs. They were quiet, intense, and always so very professional. Our snipers were as skilled as every other SEAL in all other aspects of the duties of a SEAL but, in addition, they were the snipers for the team, the over-watch and the “eyes from above.”

Snipers are routinely tasked with making life or death decisions for unsuspecting men, woman and children. These snipers have to process a great deal of information before making the decision of pressing that trigger back and launching a round that would take the life from another human being.

All SEALs and other warriors are trained for combat, trained to kill, et cetera, but it is somewhat a different story for a sniper when he can clearly see the expressions on his victim’s face as he fires his lethal round.

The selection process of becoming a SEAL sniper is incredibly challenging. Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL (BUD/s) is known as the most difficult military training in the world and produces the finest warriors on the planet. It has always impressed me just how frequently so many highly trained SEALs do not pass the arduous three-month SEAL sniper course.

Selection as a SEAL sniper is based on a multitude of factors including: marksmanship and stalking abilities; proficiency in the arts of stealth and concealment; an exceptionally high degree of mental focus and concentration, intelligence, and decision making abilities; and the mental and physical capacity to crawl through and set up on target for hours or sometimes days through jungle, desert, mountain, arctic, and urban war-zone terrain.

But, to put it all in perspective, the sniper selection and training process does not compare to the realities that a SEAL sniper faces when operating in a war zone. Training is just the beginning. The test is combat. No matter how proficient our SEAL sniper instructors are in making training realistic, there is no way to train a person for actually making the shoot—no-shoot decisions and dealing with the consequences of those decisions.

It is very difficult for most people to comprehend the scope of dealing with the life and death decisions these snipers routinely make. How do they cope with taking the shot without having 100 percent assurance the person was a threat? What happens to the psyche of a sniper after he has killed a person, ten people, or one hundred or more people?

Snipers generally have a similar mindset regarding the taking of lives. Chris Kyle, the “Devil of Ramadi,” who served four tours of Iraq and has 160 confirmed kills and 255 probable kills, is the most accomplished sniper in US history. Chris stated that “every person I killed, I strongly believe that they were bad.” Chris claimed to have no regrets and referred to the people he killed as “savages.” He stated that, “When I do go face God there is going to be lots of things I will have to account for but killing any of those people is not one of them.”

In 2003, during Chris’s first tour as a sniper, he was tasked with being the over-watch for Marine battalion in a terrorist-rich Iraqi town. As locals gathered around the Marines during their movement, Chris observed a woman with a child approach the Marines. She had a grenade in her hand. This was the first of many life and death decisions Chris faced as a sniper and was his first kill of many more to follow. He was forced to make a quick decision, but in Chris’s view, “She made the decision for me, it was either my fellow Americans die or I take her out.”

There have been countless studies that show that snipers tend to empathize with their victims as real people and are less likely than other soldiers to dehumanize their enemy. Most soldiers in today’s wars refer to the enemy as “terrorists,” but snipers generally referred to them as human beings or even as legitimate warriors.

This might be because snipers often see their victims with great visual clarity and often observe them for hours and sometimes days. Although a sniper shot is often made from a distance it can become more personal than killing in typical combat.

“Here is someone whose friends love him and I am sure he is a good person because he does this out of ideology,” said a sniper who watched through his scope as a family screamed and cried over the man he had just killed. “But we from our side have prevented the killing of innocents, so we are not sorry about it.”

Contrary to what one might think, studies repeatedly show that snipers are well-adjusted, and score lower on tests for PTSD and higher on tests for job satisfaction than other military personnel. But at the same time these studies reveal that snipers are not immune from PTSD and that they could experience emotional problems in years to come.

The US Department of Veterans defines three sources of war-related trauma:

•      being at risk of death or injury,

•      seeing others hurt or killed,

•      and having to kill or wound others.

Snipers suffer less of the first but more from the latter two.

When Soviet sniper Ilya Abishev fought in Afghanistan he believed that he was doing the right thing. His regrets came much later. “We believed we were defending the Afghan people,” he says. “Now I am not proud, I am ashamed of my behavior.”

One thing for certain is that only another sniper can understand what snipers experience.

Navy SEAL Sniper does an outstanding job of illustrating the life of a Navy SEAL sniper and helping the reader understand just what these brave warriors sacrifice both physically and mentally in defending our great nation.

Don D. Mann

author of the New York Times bestseller, Inside SEAL Team SIX


 

 

 

INTRODUCTION

Glen Doherty, my best friend and coauthor, former U.S. Navy SEAL, and perpetual adventure hound, was killed in action on September 11, 2012, in Benghazi, Libya. Glen, known to his friends as “Bub,” was working as a Special Operations contractor in support of U.S. interests in the region. His unit came to the aid of Ambassador Stevens and his staff as their compound came under heavy attack. Glen’s team fought against overwhelming odds to rescue the ambassador and over twenty State Department personnel. After transporting everyone to another compound, his team came under additional enemy rocket and mortar fire, and it was here that Glen gave his life in the defense of his fellow Americans. His operational excellence and aggressive fighting spirit ensured that the remaining team and Department of State personnel were evacuated safely. Glen’s extraordinary heroism reflected the highest traditions of the United States Special Operations Forces.

Glen and I first met as new guys at SEAL Team 3 when we were both assigned to GOLF platoon. Like everyone who ever met Glen, I took an immediate liking to him. You couldn’t help but like him; he just had that way about him.

Near the end of an eighteen-month platoon training cycle, Glen and I were called into the platoon office, both terrified that we’d done something wrong. In fact, it was quite the opposite. Our chief explained to us that the platoon was short on snipers and that we would both be given the opportunity to go through the Navy SEAL sniper training program, if we wanted to. We were both terrified—we knew how incredibly difficult it is to graduate from that program—and thrilled. Of course, we said yes.

[image: image]

A great example of a twenty-first-century shooter/spotter pair on display; this is a long-distance and applied-technology configuration.

The two of us were paired up together during the intensely stressful three-month-long Navy SEAL sniper program. We both agreed that it was also one of the most valuable training experiences a SEAL could have and that learning the sniper tradecraft makes you a better all-around operator. Our lifelong friendship was cemented during the long and painstaking hours we suffered through together during Naval Special Warfare sniper school.

After completing the course, we both deployed to the Middle East with GOLF platoon. The highlight of that deployment was when Glen and I were stationed as a sniper pair on board the U.S.S. Cole in October 2000, just hours after a suicide boat had blasted a hole in the hull and killed seventeen U.S. Navy sailors.

Our job was to set up on the bridge and ensure that perimeter security was not breached. This was accomplished by utilizing two MK11 RHIBs operated by the Special Boat Team and having trained snipers observe near and far with high-powered optics. Glen and I had a .50 cal each and several LAW rockets at our disposal. The Cole remained unharmed and was eventually returned to its home port.

We went our separate ways after that first deployment, but our close friendship continued both inside and outside the SEAL teams. Glen and I would often grab our mixed bag of friends and go on some crazy adventure. His friends were mine and vice versa, whether it was surfing Baja, flying (both of us were avid pilots), fishing for marlin in Cabo, skiing fresh powder, or writing this book together. It was always fun and never lacking in excitement.

I had just started my writing career and found myself having a book to deliver while raising a family and trying to hold down a day job. I needed help. When I asked Glen if he would help, he gave me a funny look and said, “What the hell, let’s do it.”

Glen and I were both frustrated with what was on the shelf in the way of sniper books. Most were written by non-snipers or self-proclaimed experts on sniping. These authors would opine at length about the art of sniping without ever having known firsthand what it’s like to pull the trigger or call in close air support ordnance and drop it danger-close from a sniper hide.

Navy SEAL Sniper provides you with a plain-language look at the sniper craft from a Navy SEAL perspective—a sneak-peek look behind the curtain at what makes up a sniper’s DNA. This book covers sniper history, current weapons, optics, gear, and missions and goes on to predict what the future of sniping will hold.

Our goal in writing Navy SEAL Sniper is to make you feel as if you’re swapping stories with Glen and me over a shared campfire. After all, everyone was a friend to Glen, and he wouldn’t want it any other way.

Glen is a true American hero and will be greatly missed by all. Still, I’m comforted knowing that a bit of him lives on forever in the pages of this book.

So, friend, pull up a chair, grab a cold drink, and join us as we take you into the world of the Navy SEAL sniper.

—Brandon Webb, October 2012
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THE HISTORY OF SNIPERS

“Certainly there is no hunting like the hunting of man, and those who have hunted armed men long enough and liked it, never really care for anything else thereafter.”
—Earnest Hemingway, from “On the Blue Water,” Esquire, April 1936

Bring up the topic of snipers at your next dinner party and see where the conversation goes. It is a topic full of controversy and mystery, conjuring up a range of attitudes and images.

Hollywood has done its share to contribute to this fascination. An entire generation has grown up playing hyperrealistic video games that simulate combat sniper operations. Ask a middle-aged mother from New England and you might get a recap of an old Cheers episode where Sam Malone and his friends lure Dr. Crane out to the woods for an old-fashioned “snipe hunt,” an old-school practical joke that leaves the mark deep in the woods with a sack, making clucking noises and hoping the elusive snipe will come jumping into the bag.

Darker connections to the term may remind some of the so-called Beltway Snipers, John Allen Muhammad and Lee Boyd Malvo, who terrorized the D.C. area in 2002, shooting innocent victims, and were eventually caught after one of the largest manhunts in modern history. Veterans of the armed forces may remember quiet men who kept mostly to themselves, carried scoped weapons, and often disappeared into the night, sometimes not returning for days on end.

The term sniper has a long history. In this chapter we will trace its roots back to the early days of marksmen, riflemen, sharpshooters, and hunters who well understood the power and potential that one well-aimed shot can have.

The projectile—an object propelled with great force—has played an important role in warfare since the beginning of time. Slings, spears, bows and arrows, crossbows, then later muskets and rifles, are all tools with specific applications, relevant for their particular time periods.

The bow begat the crossbow, which dominated the battlefield during the Middle Ages and was so effective that Pope Innocent II decreed the weapon “unfit for combat amongst Christians.” This edict did not apply to combat with Muslims, however, so when King Richard the Lionheart took his army toward Jerusalem during the Third Crusade, he was well equipped with crossbowmen. His smaller force held off many attacks from Saladin’s larger forces, thanks to their ability to maintain an accurate and rapid rate of fire.

Ironically, it was as King Richard was returning home from his failed crusade in 1199 that he was struck down by the very weapon his pope had sought to ban: Hit by a crossbow bolt from the ramparts of a castle he had under siege in Limousin, France, he later died of the wound. King Richard’s death was the result of a medieval sniper conducting what would later become common practice on the battlefield: directly targeting leadership to affect command and control and demoralize those still alive.

[image: image]

King Richard was felled by a sniper’s crossbow bolt.

The Chinese began using gunpowder in the ninth century, but it didn’t become important to European superpowers until much later, entering Europe in the thirteenth century, most likely through Arab trading routes. At first it was employed mostly in large cannons and siege engines, monstrous machines that hurled massive balls designed to knock down walls.

Over the next several hundred years technological improvements were made both to the powder and to the weapons in which it was used, developed from knowledge gained in the field by those who fought around the continent and throughout the world.

The flintlock musket eventually became a mainstay of the British and European armies, followed by the matchlock and then the wheel-lock mechanism, a development some believe was invented by Leonardo da Vinci.

[image: image]

Early seventeenth-century wheel-lock pistol from England

The difference between a rifle and a musket is that a musket has a smooth bore, whereas in a rifle, spiral grooves or “rifling” are cut into the inside of the barrel, imparting a spinning motion to the projectile, stabilizing its flight and allowing it to fly farther and with much greater accuracy. This gyroscopic stability of a spinning projectile had been known since the time of the bow and arrow; fins or vanes made of feathers or other materials, called fletching, were added onto arrows and crossbow bolts on a cant to impart spin and improve accuracy and range. It didn’t take long for gunsmiths to apply this same knowledge to modern weapons.

[image: image]

Rifling in the barrel of a 105mm tank gun

In their early stages, the musket and rifle had separate and specific applications. The smoothbore musket remained the primary weapon for infantry because of its capacity to provide a trained soldier with a faster rate of fire. The ammunition for a musket was made to be slightly smaller than the diameter of the barrel, so the accurate range was most likely less than ninety meters. In a rifle, the ball had to be large enough to span the entire diameter of the barrel in order to engage the barrel’s rifled grooves; because of this, the rifle took longer to load than the musket. In addition, the rifled grooves were prone to fouling from the gunpowder, so the barrel would often have to be cleaned between shots.

Fortunately for military tacticians of the time, the shooting style of the day was volley fire, that is, engaging large numbers of massed troops in a line shooting into other massed troops, one line firing while the other was reloading. In other words, it wasn’t necessary to aim at any specific individual but simply at a mass of soldiers who would remain visible at close range even through all the smoke. After several rounds of volley fire, a bayonet charge could be expected.

Put yourself there for a moment:

You’re shoulder to shoulder, wearing a wool jacket and hat, sweating like a pig under the hot sun. Your heavy musket is loaded, your hands are sweaty from nerves and the heat, and your mouth is dry. Cannons fire from your front and rear, and as you march forward, lines to your left and right are decimated by artillery fire. Smoke hovers over the field, fires burn in the distance, and men can be heard screaming in pain in all directions. Your ears are ringing, yet you maintain your cadence as you have been trained to do, taking direction from the officer to your flank.

Soon a blur of color appears through the haze, and a halt is called. You hear the command to “make ready!” and you cock your weapon and stand at the high port (weapon held aloft with both hands) as you hear a similar call shouted across the field.

At “Take aim!” you point your weapon toward the mass of troops.

“Fire!”

Loud claps of thunder seem to engulf the entire area as flashes from the gunpowder ignite in the muskets’ pans, barrels erupt, and smoke fills the air. Men drop to your right and your left. Blood is everywhere, covering you as you seek to remember the natural rhythm of the reload. You measure the powder down the barrel, a different amount to the flash pan, place your ball and wadding in, ram it home, recock, and ready again.

To a modern soldier, especially a well-trained sniper, these tactics seem insane. How could anyone stand at such close range, receiving round after round of fire from the enemy, without seeking some sort of cover, or at the very least lowering his profile by getting down in the prone position?

The discipline of these troops, their dedication to duty and their fellow soldiers, and their pride and love of country truly must have been incredible. It is hard to imagine, if not impossible. A modern military expression comes to mind: “If you’re going to be stupid, you’d better be tough.” Sounds about right.

While rifles were also common at the time, they were usually more expensive and were typically used in the countryside for hunting and by marksmen for sport and competition. With the discovery of the New World and the rapid colonization of new land by the European superpowers, the rifle soon proved invaluable for settling new and inhospitable country and forced old-world military tacticians to reevaluate their methods.
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Volley fire

The Germans developed the leading rifle of the day, commonly called the Jaeger (hunter) rifle. Its short barrel fired a .50-caliber round or larger and was quite accurate for its day. Many of these weapons found their way to the colonies with German settlers, and in the heavily German area of Pennsylvania the Jaeger rifle evolved into what is now called the Pennsylvania long rifle, later called the Kentucky rifle when they were used by Kentucky sharpshooters against the British at the Battle of New Orleans during the War of 1812.

Life in the New World was hard. There was more land and more open space, which meant it took longer and more accurate shots to put meat on the table. The hunters and woodsmen of the day also had to adapt to and blend in with their environment, learn the art of camouflage, and develop stalking skills, patience, and the ability to make a successful kill with a single shot. All these skills would come into play in the wars to come and are still used today by the modern military sniper.

[image: image]

Top: a Jaeger rifle made by Andreas Staarman in late-seventeenth-century Berlin, with a 26-inch barrel and .75-caliber bore. Middle: a new-world hybrid owned by Pennsylvanian Edward Marshall in 1737; like the Jaeger, it has a patch box with a sliding wooden cover. Bottom: an early example of a fully evolved American long rifle; its 44.5-inch barrel made it more accurate than the heavy Jaeger, and its .44-caliber bore made it more efficient in its use of lead and powder. (University of Virginia archives)

Prior to the American Revolution, several conflicts in the New World gave rise to evolving tactics and weapons as well as a new type of soldier—the ranger.

Rangers were woodsmen and hunters who operated in small units outside the safe confines of villages and forts. They engaged both hostile Native Americans and European forces that encroached on the new colonies. These men traveled light and fast, shedding weight and excess gear wherever possible, and adopted the fighting and raiding tactics of the Indians they fought against—guerrilla warfare in its earliest forms.
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Major Robert Rogers, founder of Rogers’ Rangers
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June 21, 1759: Major Robert Rogers and his men scout the forest ahead of General Jeffrey Amherst’s army on their way to capture Fort Carillon at Ticonderoga and other French posts on Lake Champlain (artist’s rendering based on primary source descriptions). (2010 Fort at No. 4, Educational Archive)

The skills inherent to the success of these units were passed on to the next generation, prior to the onset of the American Revolution. One early student who received the skills of these early Indian hunters was a man named Robert Rogers, who later became Major Rogers and led the famous Rogers’ Rangers, formed in 1756 during the French and Indian War. His 1757 Rogers’ Rules of Ranging is an illuminating read that vividly reveals the tactics of the conventional troops of the day. A fictionalized version of Rogers’ Rules appeared in Kenneth Roberts’s 1937 novel Northwest Passage, as explained to the narrator by Sergeant McNott, one of Rogers’s men:


All you need to know, I can tell you in ten minutes. I aint going to tell you twice, so listen to what I say, and remember it! Don’t forget nothing! …

Have your musket clean as a whistle, hatchet scoured, sixty rounds powder and ball, and be ready to march at a minute’s warning.

When you’re on the march, act the way you would if you was sneaking up on a deer. Just remember the deer you’re hunting now ain’t going to run away if … he sees you first. You’ll feel better afterwards if you see them first.

You got to tell the truth about what you see and what you do. You can lie all you please when you tell other folks about the Rangers, but don’t never lie to a Ranger or officer. There’s an army depending on us for correct information.

Always be careful! Don’t never take a chance you don’t have to.

When we’re on the march we march single file, far enough apart so one shot can’t go through two men. If we strike swamps, or soft ground, we spread out abreast, so it’s hard to track us. When we march, we keep moving till dark, so to give the enemy the least possible chance at us. When we camp, half the party stays awake while the other half sleeps. If we take prisoners, we keep ’em separate till we’ve had time to examine ’em, so they can’t cook up a story between ’em.

Don’t never march home the same way. Take a different route so you won’t be ambushed.

No matter whether we travel in big parties or little ones, each party has to keep a scout twenty meters ahead, twenty meters on each flank, and twenty meters in the rear, so the main body can’t be surprised and wiped out.

Every night, when you’re on the march, you’ll be told where to meet in case we’re surrounded [and] we have to scatter.

Don’t sit down to eat without posting sentries. Don’t sleep beyond dawn. Dawn’s when French and Indians attack. Don’t cross a river by a regular ford, because if anybody’s laying out for you, that’s where he’ll lay. If you find out somebody’s trailing you, make a circle, come back onto your own tracks, and ambush the folks that aim to ambush you. Don’t stand up when the enemy’s coming against you. Kneel down. Lie down. Hide behind a tree. Let him come till he’s almost close enough to touch. Then let him have it, and jump out and finish him up with your hatchet.

That’s simple enough, ain’t it?



Many of the principles above are still very much in practice by SEAL snipers today.

If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

The American Revolution

During the American Revolution, British regulars were armed with what was called the Brown Bess, a smoothbore flintlock rifle, while the Hessian mercenaries carried short-barreled Jaeger rifles. The colonists used an assortment of weapons, including the Brown Bess and the very accurate Pennsylvania, or Kentucky, rifle. It was the first conflict in which sharpshooters were widely used, and it marked the beginning of the deliberate, systematic targeting of officers and other high-value targets.

Two parallel stories embody the outcome of the war and the role of snipers during that war—the famous “shot that was never taken” and a shot that was.
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Open-breech Ferguson rifle

In the first, an inventor and marksman from Britain named Patrick Ferguson, then the captain of a unit of sharpshooters, was armed with his namesake, the breech-loading Ferguson rifle. Compared to the smoothbore musket, this rifle could maintain the same or greater rate of fire but without the common problems with fouling and reloading (it could be reloaded while on the move) that had plagued earlier attempts, and with amazing accuracy.

Prior to the Battle of Brandywine in September 1777, while in a hide site by a river, Ferguson and several of his soldiers witnessed an American officer and his French hussar cavalry companion ride within ninety meters, stop, and take into account the surrounding area.

Ferguson ordered his men to dispatch the two—easy shots with the Ferguson rifle—but then rescinded the order, considering it ungentlemanly to deliberately target fellow officers who were not directly bearing arms against them. In the pitched battle that followed, Ferguson was injured, and while recovering he learned that the target he had so chivalrously allowed to pass was none other than General George Washington.

In direct counterpoint to Ferguson, the Colonials had Daniel Morgan, a talented tactician and marksman (rumored to be a distant cousin of Daniel Boone, the famous frontiersman and Indian fighter), who led specialized groups of shooters.
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One of Morgan’s Sharpshooters armed with a Pennsylvania long rifle, later known as the Kentucky rifle (Legacy Journal)

During the initial stages of the war, Morgan’s Sharpshooters made a 950-kilometer forced march from Pennsylvania to Boston to engage the British.

Armed with Pennsylvania long rifles, Morgan’s Eleventh Virginia Regiment of four hundred engaged in fierce fighting in October 1777 at the second battle of Saratoga. A British flanking unit led by General Simon Fraser was under heavy fire from Morgan’s rifle corps, suffering devastating casualties and the disintegration of order and discipline.

As General Fraser galloped along in front of his lines to bolster his troops’ morale and direct a counteroffensive, the American general Benedict Arnold gave Colonel Morgan the command to target Fraser and bring him down immediately.
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