

[image: image]





[image: image]





Portions of this text have been redacted at the request of the US Department of Defense.

Copyright © 2019 by Don Mann and Lance Burton

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Brian Peterson

ISBN: 978-1-5107-1655-1

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-1656-8

Printed in the United States of America





“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”

—Theodore Roosevelt
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 PREFACE 

When tasked with the formidable challenge of writing about the history of a unit as decorated as the Navy SEALs, of whom story after story of countless acts of heroism and valor are now etched into the minds of people all over the world, it becomes a matter of not just telling the story but also of something much more important: honoring the legacy of the men who have given their last full measure of devotion to the cause of freedom.

However, we also felt it necessary to attempt a slightly different style of book while still achieving our objective. Libraries are stacked full of history and textbooks that provide endless streams of facts, all of which are important, but do not always provide the full story of those facts. Moreover, it has been said that the victors of war write the histories, and therefore are perpetually written with an agenda of glamorizing their own side. With this book we have one agenda and one agenda only—to honor the men of the U.S. Navy SEALs by telling some of their stories in order to ensure that they will never be forgotten.

This is a narrative history; stories based on either direct experiences or exhaustive research. In order to make the narrative as readable as possible, as specified in the book’s notes, a few operations and action scenes were created to show how and why certain types of operations and actions played out. The men (and one woman) in those scenarios are not actual people but are representative of the types of SEALs or personnel who would be playing their parts in a particular situation. The symbol of a trident will be inserted at the start and end of these passages.

Each chapter gives an overview of the events during a particular era of the SEALs followed by narratives based upon direct experience or exhaustive research of historical accounts. In almost all cases we have changed the names of the men to preserve the SEAL tradition of selfless anonymity, but also have taken a small amount of literary license in the retelling. Our hope is that this mixture of styles will not only cover the genesis of the Teams, but also provide some inspiring stories that highlight the kind of missions the men have undertaken over the years.

This book is not encyclopedic in scope or intent but focuses on memorable events in SEAL history—and the men who made them memorable by their courage, skill, and discipline, which have become the hallmark of the SEAL Teams.

In writing this history we particularly had in mind the families of these brave warriors as well as those who aspire to become one of America’s best. This has been written for the families so that they may pass on the tales of what their loved ones have sacrificed and for Americans considering becoming SEALs so that they may begin to grasp the reality of what they are facing should they be successful. Also for the potential student, we have chosen to include a section on the current training pipeline along with a brief narrative highlighting some of the experiences faced going through Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL Training (BUD/S). There is no special secret to becoming a Navy SEAL beyond this: you must have a burning desire to earn the title beyond anything else in your life and be willing to die before you would quit.

Train hard to prepare, harder than you ever have in your life, but never forget that it is the inner fire and desire to become a SEAL that will push you past all boundaries and allow you to persevere during those moments when you are beyond cold, beyond tired, and have been wet and sandy hour after hour with no end in sight. Remember that in order for our citizens to remain able to live free there must be those brave souls who answer the call and be willing to fight to preserve it. You could be part of that next generation.

We would also like to honor and thank the families of these men who hold down the fort and provide the support for the men who live much of their life away from those they love, both in training and in war, which allows them to maintain the absolute focus and razor edge required to do the work they are called upon to do every day.

—Hooya,

Don Mann and Lance Burton





 INTRODUCTION 

A book about the combat history of the Navy SEALs is essentially one about the evolution of warfare. Since the dawn of civilization there has existed a special class of individual who is called upon to defend those with whom he loves and lives. As society has developed, each era of history has seen peoples and nations take a divergent path, often leading to conflict. At the core of such conflict are very fundamental elements of what it means to be human—we all have basic needs and desires, some as foundational as the need for food and water, and others as complicated as what bloodlines make up our ancestors or what religious or philosophical premises we hold dear. However, in each case, when conflict arises someone must take on the role of defender. In this way, the U.S. Navy SEALs are the result of thousands of years of lessons learned on the bloody battlefields of history.

In order to truly understand what makes a Navy SEAL what he is now, we must go back and take a closer look at the warriors from ages past who inspired them to do the things they have done in the pursuit of honor and skill on the battlefield. First and foremost, a Navy SEAL is a professional—he is neither conscript nor slave—and at the root of his being is a steadfast belief that the ultimate dishonor would be to fail to stand up with his brothers in the face of the enemy. To not fight when he is needed and called upon is tantamount to the one thing that is anathema to a SEAL: to quit.

Simply put, quitting is not an option.

The bond forged in training and on the field of battle has been an essential ingredient of the glue that holds men together when their lives are at stake. It has been said that there exists no greater bond than the one formed in battle as one willingly risks his life for the sake of something greater than himself. But, what is the true lineage of the Navy SEAL?

In recorded history, the lineage can be traced all the way from the first human beings on the planet through various major points along the way. In fact, the Assyrians are many times noted as bearing the title, “the first superpower of the world.” Although which ancient culture has a right to that title is debatable, the Assyrian army set the standard for warrior cultures that came after them in one important way: discipline.

Membership in the Assyrian military was an extremely disciplined affair. Regulations involving uniformity, order, and conduct were encoded in texts of which every solider was to be familiar. Refusal to follow “good order and discipline” was met with harsh punishment, offering strong motivation to toe the line. In this way, the Assyrian soldiers were one of the first to be held to such a uniform standard. From the tenth century B.C. until the seventh century B.C., the Assyrian culture dominated the far reaches of Mesopotamia and held the mantle as the most powerful army of its day, in part due to their harshly imposed discipline.

Following the Assyrians, from approximately the seventh century B.C. until the third century B.C. were the warriors of the steppes—the Scythians. If the Assyrians brought the notion of discipline and order to warfare, the Scythians instituted the concept of extreme skill. The horsemen of the Scythian tribes were masters of the bow, specifically the use of the bow from horseback. According to legends, a highly skilled Scythian rider could make incredible shots such as taking down a bird in flight while riding at full gallop, even if their prey was behind them.

During this time, the elite Spartans were also known as the dominant land power in their region and their exploits during the Peloponnesian War are legendary. Brutally hard and relentless training in the Agoge, the official training program of the Spartan warrior, began in the crucial early years of life and hardened the Spartans, imbuing them with a fanatical sense of duty to Sparta. Dying in service to their beloved land was considered the highest honor a man could achieve. The extreme regimentation of their training program along with the personal honor achievable only through combat is yet another thread tying together warrior cultures through the ages.

Next, the Roman Legions become the masters of the known world by imposing the Assyrian notion of extreme discipline, combined with a well-developed and strict code of laws, as well as the Spartan ideal of societal-driven honor. This unique combination made it appealing to become a soldier even if one hadn’t been destined and trained to be one as a young man. For example, a Roman soldier had to enlist for a full term of twenty-five years; however, at the end of his enlistment he could retire with a lifelong stipend and a plot of land granted to him by the emperor.

“For the glory of the Empire” was a common rallying cry for the Roman Legionnaire.

Moving forward, the Viking raiders brought the concept of amphibious assault to the battlefield. Launching raids from the sea became a primary method of conquest throughout their era in history. Along with this innovative approach, they perfected what was essentially an early version of shock combat. The idea was to attack with such ferocity that each individual raider would allow himself to enter into a deadly frenzy. When in this state of mind, the Vikings, and later, the Franks and other tribes of Northern Europe, were nearly unstoppable in combat. This barbaric approach was highly feared due to its unpredictable nature.

Centuries later, English knights and organizations such as the Knights Templar brought a religious element to warfare. Aside from the Jewish people, the gods of most other cultures were considered only vaguely and intermittently interested in human affairs and many (especially the Greek and Roman) gods had many “human” attributes such as a lust for power or prestige and envy of his or her fellows in the heavens. The Christian faith now weaved together the concept of fighting for a cause directly attributed to and based upon direction from the divine Creator. While previous cultures, again the Jewish peoples notwithstanding, might invoke the name of a particular god they would fancy, the Christians now also believed their Holy Scriptures revealed a singular God (a Trinity, in which God is made up of three distinct parts) who was holy and deeply involved in the direction of humanity.

Meanwhile, Japan experienced the development of a feudal society and the concept of a military professional was further implemented. A strict code of honor combined with training from birth in the art of warfare, in particular the “Way of the Sword,” became the dominant element of society and of political maneuvering. In a way, the Samurai devotion to the art of swordplay has been adopted by the Navy SEALs—the art or “Way of the Gun” being the new weapon of choice. Many other groups over the years could be identified, such as Roger’s Rangers or American Indian trackers, but even this cursory glance at the lineage has shown a direct chain of development—the discipline and order of the Assyrians, the extreme skill of the Scythians, the brutal training and sense of duty of the Spartans, the advanced code of law enacted by the Romans, the use of amphibious warfare by the Vikings, the religious element of the Knights, a total devotion to the art of war and the “Way of the Sword” from the Samurai, and the skills of tracking and of the hunt from the American Indian and early Rangers have all combined through accretion to help create those who have now become known as some of the deadliest warriors in history: the U.S. Navy SEALs.

The pivotal development of various technologies has also obviously contributed to the evolution of the SEALs, with each new major advance expanding the missions they are capable of carrying out. The modern Frogman, while spiritually kin to his many predecessors, has now morphed into something more—something greater—than ever before. The United States Navy along with its counterparts in the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, and U.S. Marine Corps, has continuously pushed the limits of how a modern special operations force can integrate high technology in order to make the SEALs even more effective and deadly. Partnerships with companies such as Northrop Grumman, Lockheed Martin, and many others have further pushed the envelope of what can be accomplished with equipment created through advanced technology.

In many ways, such technology does enhance the deadliness of any modern combat unit and also allows them to operate in ways inconceivable to those warriors from previous generations. Advances in aircraft, weaponry, optics, sensors, explosives, and other such fields give the modern Navy SEAL and his special operations counterparts the ability to engage targets and prosecute America’s wartime missions with precision and effectiveness.

Even so, we must not forget that no matter how much technology we may have access to in our current culture, it will always be the individual discipline and fighting spirit of the men who use it that will always make all the difference. Without that spirit the military professional is merely a shell of what he could become and of what missions he is capable.

Only time can tell us what the SEALs could eventually become. Nearly anything is possible, and it only takes a small amount of imagination to consider how this now legendary unit could develop. Perhaps the next step will be Navy SEAL assault Teams conducting raids on an enemy space station or assisting the Human Space Flight program by sending men like the SEALs to Mars and beyond.

Either way, it will be exciting to watch.

And so, now we will begin our quest to understand the modern evolution of the Teams, from the early Scouts and Raiders to the beaches of Normandy in World War II to the present Global War on Terror. This is ultimately an incredible story of men who have gone before and answered the call—men possessing the highest levels of honor, courage, and sacrifice. Please bear in mind that the goal of this book is to offer an extensive overview of the evolution of the Teams and detailed examples of many of the major milestones along the way.

For those brave souls—past, present, and future—and those who wish to honor them—their story is in the pages that follow.





1

FORGED IN FIRE—BECOMING A NAVY SEAL

Men don’t get assigned to a SEAL Team; they volunteer for this extreme and arduous duty. From World War II to the present, very exceptional men have volunteered for some very tough assignments, and many have made the ultimate sacrifice. But who are these men? What is their heritage? And what is it that separates them from all others?

A deep-seated desire to become one of the best warriors alive matched with the discipline to carry on through any adversity … the man who would rather die than quit. Intangible traits like these separate these men from the pack.

So then, what does it take to become an elite U.S. Navy SEAL commando? You might think the answer is simple; however the Naval Special Warfare Center (NSWC), the Navy SEAL training center located in Coronado, California, does not have a specific answer.

The fact is that there simply doesn’t exist a quick-and-easy answer to the question, “What makes a person a great SEAL candidate?”

This remains true despite the continual efforts of scores of social and biological scientists to identify those qualities most desirable in a candidate for SEAL training. For years, SEALs have striven to discover what some call the mysterious “golden key” to becoming a SEAL, but to no avail. There was simply no way to predict who had the guts to go through the six months of hell called BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training).

However, while many SEALs are convinced that such a golden key does not exist, there was one characteristic common to every BUD/S graduate: the trait SEAL instructors call “fire in the gut.”

While this attribute cannot be precisely defined, in the aggregate it includes courage, the ability to ignore pain, obedience, intelligence, and respect of fellow teammates.

You might have noticed that physical endowments are not listed as characteristic of the “fire in the gut.” While it’s obvious that a potential SEAL must be able to measure up in a physical sense, BUD/S doesn’t require superhuman strength or endurance. As a matter of fact, many times it is the most physically capable members of a particular class are first ones to “ring the bell,” or quit.

One might say those who quit simply had other priorities, while a successful trainee had only one—becoming a Navy SEAL.

One former Commanding Officer (CO) of the Naval Special Warfare Command (NSWC) was often asked during interviews what he looked for in a SEAL candidate. Typically, he would answer by telling the interviewer what he did not like to see in a trainee: being too self-centered, overly concerned with physical appearance, or excessively individualistic.

Still, knowing nothing else about a trainee, in many SEALs experience, they would prefer the kid of average build and physical ability who simply wants to be a SEAL most in life rather than the athletic superstar who has spent half his life in the gym, on the track, or in the pool. The harsh reality is that beyond the required minimum level of athletic ability and stamina, there is little or no relationship between physical prowess and success in BUD/S training.
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[image: images] BUD/S Students struggling through “Log PT”

As a somewhat fascinating sidelight to the business of predicting BUD/S success, there is the work of Dr. Rob Carlson, chairman of the Department of Physical Education at San Diego State University. Asked to be part of an effort by Naval Special Warfare to optimize the selection process for potential SEALs, Dr. Carlson was contracted to develop a testing instrument to predict failure for BUD/S training. At the end of his study, not only was Dr. Carlson able to do this with 95 percent accuracy, but he was also able to identify with 80 percent accuracy the 10 percent of class members most likely to graduate.

Interestingly, the key indicators in the latter assessment also included a strong sense of patriotism, deeply held religious beliefs, and a solid sense of traditional values. Conversely, a lack of these elements was a very important factor in predicting failure during his study of each man’s motivations.
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[image: images] Surf Passage: BUD/S students learning how to work as a team in adverse conditions

Today, the graduation rate hovers at around 33 percent and most instructors are convinced this rate or higher is sustainable only by a Herculean effort on the part of the BUD/S staff to keep good trainees in the program.

The key element in keeping graduation rates higher while retaining the training program’s integrity is what was initially informally referred to as the “Fourth Phase.” The original idea was conceived by Master Chief Boatswain’s Mate Rick Knepper. Fourth Phase is an “Intense Prep Phase” for those trainees who have either reported aboard in less-than-satisfactory physical condition or who have been injured during BUD/S training.

In years past, any trainee who could not pass the BUD/S physical training (PT) test shortly after reporting aboard got sent back to the fleet. Such also was the fate of a trainee who experienced an injury requiring treatment of more than a few days. Fourth Phase, now called BUD/S Orientation, was designed to salvage trainees who would otherwise leave the program without having had a chance to prove their mettle. This also allowed them to recoup and either start BUD/S at the proper level of physical conditioning, or reenter upon recovery from illness or injury.

While some of the old-line instructors objected to incorporating Fourth Phase into BUD/S, it is now viewed as a vital part of the constant effort to ensure that every qualified trainee has an opportunity to graduate. And for those trainees who enjoy life on Coronado’s “Silver Strand,” Fourth Phase gives them the opportunity to get to know that place intimately, with some of them being assigned to it for up to a year before reentering training.

In some ways, it took a special kind of guts to work through Fourth Phase’s tedium of physical therapy and conditioning exercise, only so a student can yet again subject himself to the rigors of BUD/S. It is sort of like practicing for the proverbial kick in the butt. Nevertheless, now all students go through Fourth Phase. And, it is not surprising that the winner of the “Fire in the Gut” trophy awarded to a deserving graduate of each BUD/S class was consistently an alumnus of Fourth Phase before the phase became mandatory—such a student would have had to show even more tenacity and desire than his compatriots, who have merely spent six months in the hell of BUD/S.
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An important note is that the last fifteen to twenty years, the path to become a Navy SEAL was only hinted at by a small amount of published material and numerous rumors, most of which were patently false. It was kept mysterious, and only those few who had endured the training knew what to expect. But popular media has begun to change all of that, and now books, movies, articles, podcasts, and almost all other means of communication and information have reported to varying degrees about the process and the training pipeline. In fact, you can get a pretty good overview straight from the official U.S. Navy website dedicated to the SEALs.

Still, there is nothing quite like going through it all yourself.

To become a Navy SEAL is to become one of America’s most elite warriors. This essential fact can’t be over emphasized; you are not preparing to become just an elite athlete—you are preparing to become a warrior forged in the fires of the hardest military training on the planet.

What, then, separates an elite athlete from a Navy SEAL? Isn’t becoming an Olympian or top pro in a demanding sport similar to becoming one of America’s greatest warriors? Yes and no. Yes, both must constantly push their limits and endure thousands of hours of hard training and conditioning. But one thing in particular stands out above all the rest: the willingness to risk everything to successfully carry out the most dangerous missions our brave warriors must endure. Failure is not an option. You must be prepared to sacrifice your life in the effort to complete your team’s mission. Athletes, even the toughest and most gifted of them, are not required to do the same.

This is the essence of a Navy SEAL warrior: My team and my mission come first—I will never quit and am never out of the fight while I am still breathing.

The path to becoming one of America’s elite warriors is long and each person called to that path may take a slightly different road.

NAVAL SPECIAL WARFARE CENTER

CORONADO, CALIFORNIA

BUD/S CLASS 239

The sun had yet to rise as the members of BUD/S Class 239 stood on the beach, preparing for yet another Monday morning and the first evolution of yet another week: a four-mile timed run in combat boots and camo trousers. It was cold, but we were still dry for the moment. We all knew that wouldn’t last long.

“IN-STRUC-TOR Rector!!” I yelled as the Class Leader, followed by the whole class repeating it in unison. As each of the First Phase instructors made their way over the berm, we repeated the drill until they were all present.

“Class Leader, what’s the count?” Instructor Burke, the lead First Phase instructor, asked sternly.

“One hundred and fifty-five present and accounted for Instructor Burke,” I said as I stepped up in front.

“Very well, line ’em up!”

We had started pre-training, called Fourth Phase, with 212 students. Just because of the timing of being a winter class, we ended up with an extended Fourth Phase, which the lead instructor for the phase, a then young SEAL named Rob, had taken advantage of nicely. He took our preparation for First Phase very seriously and figured the best way to do it was to mimic First Phase as much as possible by keeping us very cold, constantly wet and sandy, and busting our asses in PT every day. Later when training was over, Rob and I became best friends.

The cold already had taken a toll on our numbers early on, but most of the guys actually appreciated it. We wanted to become elite warriors and knew it was going to be hard. Everyone got up near the starting line and waited for the command to go. Every week we were under pressure to continue progressing and getting better at every evolution, whether it was the running, swimming, O-Course, pool skills, or whatever. Constant pressure and unrelenting expectations to improve were standard.

The instructors said go and started their timers. As the Class Leader, I was the only one allowed to wear a watch, which included wearing it on the runs and swims. We took off at a solid pace.

Going through BUD/S you will find that there is going to be someone in the class better than you at something … guaranteed. Someone will have been a track or cross-country star and will smoke you on the runs, or another guy will be a former water polo player and make the water evolutions look easy. But in Naval Special Warfare there are a couple rules of thumb you learn to live by that are absolute and contribute to the nature of the Teams: You are never done training, and you must “be the best at something and solid at everything else.”
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You need to be the go-to guy for something. The best shooter, best tactician, most knowledgeable about explosives, the best swimmer—whatever your best gift is, make it better and be the best. Then, continually shore up any weaknesses and keep learning. I’ll say that again—keep learning and always seek to improve.

This was etched into my brain early on, and I’ll never forget the day it hit home forever. My now close friend and early mentor, Johnny Heil, was sitting with me hanging out in the Training Department office at SEAL Team [redacted] when a conversation got started about an upcoming evolution to practice IADs (Immediate Action Drills) and somewhere along the way I said something like, “Johnny, you’ve been with the Teams for nearly fifteen years now—what do you have to prove at this point?”

He looked at me like I had three heads and gave me a stern glare, “I have to prove every single day that I still belong here, man.”

Damn. He was absolutely right and I was absolutely wrong. It was one of the best lessons I ever learned.

But, back to the four-mile run on the beach.

The four-mile timed run is a staple event that you will do over and over again almost every single week during training. The passing time for First Phase was Thirty-two minutes. Now, I know you runners out there are thinking, “Thirty-two minutes? That’s just a measly eight-minute mile pace!”

Yes, but until you do it on the beach in soft sand, wearing combat boots, camo trousers, and you have water sloshing up around your feet from the surf, you need to hold off on your judgment of how difficult it can be to accomplish.

However, by this point in training, most guys are beating the required time by a couple minutes at least and some by a whole lot more than that. Comparatively speaking, I was a slower runner and swimmer despite an exceptional overall PFT score on the screening test to get into BUD/S. Either way, I was still coming in well under the required time and eventually logged a 26:30 when at my best. One of my good friends, who later ended up [redacted], was also on the slower side and kept asking me how we were doing, since I got to wear a watch as the Class Leader.

As long as you passed, you were technically good to go, but you should never expect to just coast. First Phase is all about pushing your limits constantly to test your commitment to become a SEAL and somehow, some way, the Instructor Staff will find a way to increase the suck factor no matter what happens. You just have to take it all in stride and focus on the mission. It’s actually a lot of fun in its own twisted kind of way. For me, it was fun knowing that each day was a day closer to your goal, another day further along the warrior path, and every evolution was making you tougher and stronger than you were before. It is truly a special time in your life and although relatively short in the scheme of life, it is something you cannot forget.

During a typical day of First Phase, you’ll do your first evolution around 5:00 a.m., run to the chow hall to eat, and be back by 7:00 a.m. for the next evolution. On Monday’s, that usually meant PT on the Grinder for a couple hours. For those who don’t know, the Grinder is the big center concrete courtyard where you will spend many hours finding out what pain is all about.

Entering the Grinder for PT was somewhat of a formal affair. The squad leaders and I would organize the men and get ready to do our little jog from the holding area near the Fourth Phase barracks and chant the little song as we made our way onto the large concrete slab in the middle of the compound, yellow fins painted in rows to mark where to stand. I’d start the warm-up until the instructors arrived and got ready to take on yet another brutal PT session.

It is hard to convey the absolute volume of physical training you do while at BUD/S. There is nothing else like it, and in some ways I think it is partly what separates it from other special operations training pipelines. It is relentless and never lets up during the entire course. Obviously, the infamous Hellweek is also a separator, but that is another story altogether.

Hundreds of push-ups, pull-ups, dips, flutter kicks, mountain climbers, the dreaded 8-Count bodybuilders, and a myriad of other exercises are always on the menu and served up by the Instructor Staff in great portions. And, that doesn’t count the extra for beatdowns that you will undoubtedly earn somehow. Remember, this is a team evolution even if you are being evaluated individually, so if someone in the class does something stupid, expect to pay for it together. In the case of the Class Leader and Leading Petty Officer, expect to pay even more and often.

“Prepare to mount the bar! Mount the bar! Ready, Up … Down … Up … Down!”

You’ll hear those words a lot.

Other things you will hear a lot: “Drop!” or “Go get wet and sandy!” or “It pays to be a winner gentlemen!”

The pace is non-stop and brutal. I know I said that already, but for the prospective candidates out there reading this, you must get it through your head that you will do more than you have ever done before. Most students experience a certain amount of shock at the sheer volume of training you will do. After the Grinder, you might end up in the classroom discussing anything from basic SEAL history to understanding tide charts. You may be thinking, “Okay, so I’ll get a breather during classroom time.” You’d be wrong about that one.

Did I mention that someone inevitably is going to mess something up?

It might be the guy who simply cannot stay awake in the back of the room, or it is the joker of the class (every class and every team has at least one guy who is the team jokester) making a comment which, although funny, is undoubtedly made at the wrong time and it turns the classroom into yet another “smoke session.” In military parlance, that just means you get to do even more physical training designed to simply be painful. It isn’t uncommon to end up doing a whole academic class wet and sandy because of one of the aforementioned guys and their antics.

But, like I said, you must take it in stride.

Eventually, you’ll have a chance to go eat again and will run as a class to the chow hall (although currently that is no longer the case, as the dining facility was moved to the “water side” of Naval Amphibious Base Coronado). When you get the chance to eat, you better take advantage of it. As one of our instructors kept saying over and over throughout First Phase, “Feed the machine gents!”

After lunch you’ll have another evolution around 1:15 p.m. or so. It might be Surf Passage or the O-Course or Log PT (a real fan favorite) or pool skills (Drownproofing, underwater drills, etc.). No matter what, expect it to be cold, expect it to be wet, and expect it to be a competition between boat crews. The motto, “it pays to be a winner” is taken very seriously around the BUD/S compound.

Why? Because we want to instill in the student the absolute desire to win. None of this current cultural nonsense that says “everyone gets a trophy.” Fact: if you want to be a Navy SEAL, you should always want to win and always be trying to win.

If you don’t want to win, I don’t want you on my team.

That is because the business of a Navy SEAL is war—you win or die trying.

Hours become days and days become weeks, but the punishment continues. Some guys simply come to the realization that it really wasn’t for them. Others decide that it is simply too hard. Whatever the reason, a steady stream of men, many of whom you’d never think would do so, line up to ring the infamous bell. If you ring out, that’s it, you’re done. Your helmet will be placed in the row of other ones just like it in front of the First Phase office, right along the Grinder for everyone to see. It serves as a constant reminder as to the toughness of the training.

And that brings up an interesting phenomenon widely discussed over the years: what makes some guys quit and others stick it out?

When we first “classed up” there were already students taking about how tough this guy or that guy was and how they would never quit. One of the stories that always remains etched in my memory about this is one in which a certain student had grown up in an American Indian tribe with a reputation for making young men endure multiple “tests of manhood” and things like that while they were growing up. This particular guy had stories floating around about him sitting in a pit for days in the cold and stuff like that while he was a teenager. It gave him a reputation as some kind of super tough guy.

He quit in less than two weeks of First Phase.

Another story like that always comes to mind as well, but it’s about a particularly good swimmer. He was an NCAA Division I champion swimmer and way better than me and pretty much everyone else in the pool and not by just a little. When that guy was in the water he was amazing to watch—fast and smooth and could tread water seemingly forever without effort.

He quit after our first night swim in the ocean with full gear.

You didn’t read that wrong. The best swimmer in the class quit after a swim. It was early on in First Phase and we were about to do a familiarization swim out past the “surf zone” and back. Simple. All you had to do was get with your swim buddy and swim about 1,000 meters out and 1,000 meters back in full wet suit and combat swimmer gear at night with a little bit of surf, like maybe four feet or so.

Well, we got back to the beach and I’ll never forget what happened. He came jogging over to me looking white as a ghost, “Lieutenant Burton, that was really dangerous.”

Come again?

I wasn’t sure I heard him right and took a second to make sure I had registered his comment correctly. “Yeah, man, but what freaking job did you think you were signing up for exactly?” I mean, we were there to become Navy SEALs, some of the deadliest warriors in all of history, not join the Girl Scouts of America.

Less than an hour later the thought of it all overwhelmed him and he was gone.

Now it is important to understand something: he was much better in the water than me and everyone else. I had trained my whole life in martial arts, sprinting, PT, and had been through some great training at the U.S. Naval Academy (Class of 1996) before eventually getting to BUD/S, and so was in great shape, but I was still on the slow end of the totem pole in the water. As time went on I got better and faster, but this guy was a beast in the pool.

But, he didn’t want to be a SEAL bad enough.

And, that is what it will come down to 99.9 percent of the time. There are occasional anomalies here and there where a guy won’t quit no matter what but it just doesn’t work out for him. But, the overwhelming majority of guys who don’t make it simply don’t want it bad enough to put up with the pain of doing what it takes day in and day out to become a SEAL.

You have to have cultivated the “never quit” mentality and made up your mind that under NO circumstances will you quit … no matter what.


As the weeks go by, you will swim and run farther and faster, do more and more PT, and continue to improve both individually and as a team. During First Phase however, the “monster in the closet,” so to say, is the impending test that every man who wishes to become a SEAL must successfully complete—Hellweek.

Five and a half days of continuous training with no exact comparison in any other special operations training program. During that week, you will sleep less than four hours total and will remain cold, wet, and sandy the entire time. Just the thought of it crushes the spirit of most men. In the case of BUD/S Class 239, we would ultimately start the week with one hundred and one students still left.

Most of them quit.

By the end of our Hellweek, only thirty-seven remained. It was one of the coldest Hellweeks on record, with the air temperature at night dropping into the teens and the water hovering around fifty degrees. There was literally freezing rain, hail, and snow all week. It was so cold that one classic Hellweek evolution, the “steel pier” (an evolution where you strip down to your underwear and lay directly on a steel pier allowing the frigid cold to pierce through you in an utterly miserable manner), had to be canceled due to legitimate fear by the Instructor Staff of having students die.

When we heard the fateful and cherished words, “Hellweek Secure,” I heard someone yelling my name. As I looked over to my left, on top of the sand berm one of my best friends in the Teams, Johnny, and the SEAL Team FIVE Commanding Officer and Operations Officer stood there with an American flag unfurled and waving in the wind … for them to go out of their way to be there for me and seeing them with the flag made for a great moment.

I jogged over with the energy I had left, “Good job, man. Get that foot looked at and get some rest,” Johnny said as we shook hands (I had endured a small hairline fracture of my foot on Monday night but pushed through and ran on it all week). The Team FIVE Commanding Officer gave me a grin and nod of approval before giving me a hard slap on the shoulder. No words were needed.

We had done it—we passed the ultimate test of will and commitment to become a SEAL.

Hooya.
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THE BIRTH OF THE FROGMEN—SCOUTS AND RAIDERS, NCDU/UDT, AND THE HEROES OF D-DAY

The fires of war stand as burning embers of crackling light, poised to set aflame the righteous indignation residing within the souls of great men. In the early morning hours of December 7, 1941, 353 airplanes of the Imperial Japanese Navy flew over the skies of Pearl Harbor and launched the attack on the United States that marked it forever in the heart and soul of America as “the day that will live in infamy.” The unprecedented strike on American soil catapulted our great nation into one of the deadliest conflicts of all time.

Immediately following, while the smoke from the ships at Pearl Harbor still rolled into the sky, American commanders of the United States Army and Navy began plotting a strategy for retaliation against the Japanese that would carry our troops to the far reaches of the Pacific. Even the most cursory look at the geography of the region dictated the likely use of Amphibious Warfare as a primary means of putting American troops on the ground. And, although the United States Marine Corps had been developing amphibious tactics alongside the mighty United States Navy, the technology involved in this type of an assault was barely past its infancy and finding a way to ensure the success of such operations became a top priority—and so the need for a specialized unit of men to scout ahead of the landing force was born. The “Frogmen,” as they became known, were about to embark on journey to help create a new era of warfare.

Before there were Navy SEALs or Underwater Demolition Teams (UDT) or Naval Combat Demolition Units (NCDU)—there were Scouts and Raiders (S&R). Initially formed as a joint Army-Navy beach recon unit approximately eight months after Pearl Harbor, the first Scouts and Raiders underwent intense training at the Amphibious Training Base (ATB), in Little Creek, Virginia. As is still true today, the training was harsh and intended to push the men past all their limits, both mentally and physically.

[image: images]

[image: images] Early Frogmen working with explosive charges

Essentially, the top brass had recognized the need for a beach reconnaissance force and sent a select group of Army and Navy personnel to begin the Joint Amphibious Scouts and Raiders Training. Initially assembled at the ATB on August 15, 1942, these brave men underwent gruelingly long days and were to eventually undertake missions such as hydrographic reconnaissance, assault wave guidance, and beach recon once ashore.

It is hard to do complete justice in a short work to the answer of this question: Why must the training be so difficult?

In some ways the answer is simple—the conditions a combat swimmer could face in war are so harsh and require such a strong mental fortitude to successfully handle, that the training must push the mental limits of each student beyond what they thought their breaking point was until they realize that with the right motivation and under the right conditions, as taught in training, “the body is capable of ten times more than the mind will usually allow.” Swimming into an enemy held beach with sometimes no more than a combat knife, mask, and a pair of fins is not a task for the fainthearted. Add to the obvious danger the fact that the water could be freezing cold, you may have to work continuously with little or no food or any kind of comfort for hours and hours at a time, and sometimes go days without rest, and then one can begin to understand as to why the training must be brutal and it must be relentless.

As the development of the training continued, in January 1943 it was decided that the Scouts and Raiders School should be moved to Fort Pierce, Florida. That year was one of various transitions in how all the training was structured, but one thing stayed the same—it was hard. Much of the SEAL program of today is based upon, now called Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training (BUD/S), got its start during these early years in the Scouts and Raiders School: extensive running, swimming, calisthenics, obstacle courses, and the infamous “Log PT,” were all used to harden the men and prepare them for the daunting tasks ahead. In time, the extreme nature of the training proved highly successful in preparing the men for the environments they would encounter. Sleep deprivation, continuous physical training, and extreme cold were all tools for the instructors to test the mettle of the students. Although the training has evolved over the decades, the SEALs still use a variation of this same challenge to determine who really wants to be a SEAL and who merely thinks he does.

Each trainee had to be a volunteer and the first ten to sign up were exceptionally athletic men taken from the U.S. Navy Physical Training Program, which was headed up by Commander Gene Tunney, the former heavyweight boxing champion and man who was known for beating Jack Dempsey twice. As it would turn out, one of those men, the now legendary Phil H. Bucklew, went on to earn the Navy Cross twice and was later deemed the “Father of Naval Special Warfare.” Every SEAL trainee begins his journey at the Phil H. Bucklew Center for Naval Special Warfare in Coronado, California.

The first major change to the program took place when a young lieutenant by the name of Draper Kauffman was tasked with forming what would later be known as the first Naval Combat Demolition Unit. In July of 1943, Lieutenant Kauffman decided that the course was simply too long and must be condensed because WWII was in full swing. He felt the main element that needed to be addressed with the students was their commitment and desire to join his new unit, so he chose to make the very first week of training “Motivation Week,” which the men quickly began to call “Hellweek.” To this day, the term “Hellweek” is synonymous with “the hardest military training on the planet” and typically is conducted during the fifth or sixth week of BUD/S First Phase of training.
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