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To my teammates both here and above


Introduction

What enables someone to carry a 250-pound man up three flights of stairs while taking enemy fire or spend six sleepless days and nights running around with a fractured right leg? What allows a man to break through a door knowing full well there is someone with an assault rifle on the other side trying to kill him? How is it possible to endure continuous physical abuse and confinement in a three-by-three-foot concrete box without food for more than a week and finish with a smile? Or not only survive exhausting days and nights of subzero temperatures during a blinding blizzard but thrive, coming out harder and stronger? How does one swim seven miles in frigid, whitecapped ocean waters? What makes one voluntarily return time and time again to a war zone?

Essentially, what makes a Navy SEAL?

There are currently nine SEAL teams and approximately 2,500 active-duty U.S. Navy SEALs. President John F. Kennedy created the SEALs in 1962, announcing his plans to do so during the same historic speech in which he promised to put a man on the moon. The president wanted specialized units to handle extremely dangerous and covert operations and become the elite force for unconventional warfare techniques. Since the creation of the Navy SEALs, they have been involved in thousands of combat missions, first making their name in Vietnam. There, SEAL Teams One and Two accomplished an amazing kill ratio of 200:1. SEALs were so feared by enemy forces that they were simply known as “the men with green faces.” SEALs also served in Grenada, Panama, Somalia, Bosnia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, in addition to conducting numerous highly classified operations in countries not mentioned above. Recent notable operations include freeing the hijacked captain of the Maersk Alabama, the rescue of American hostages in Somalia, and the killing of Osama bin Laden.

Mr. President, you got your money’s worth.
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“SEAL” is an acronym for “Sea, Air, Land.” The idea was to forge a military unit that could operate effectively in all environments. Prior to the formation of the SEALs, there were numerous specialized military units, such as the Scouts and Raiders, formed in 1942, nine months after the attack on Pearl Harbor. These guys were trained for stealth and conducted preassault assessments of beachhead landing areas, marked targets, and did whatever it took to make a mission by other forces more successful. There were also the Naval Combat Demolition Units and the Underwater Demolition Teams (UDTs), which many remember as the classic “frogmen” of World War II. These were amphibious units that went in prior to conventional battles to clear beach obstacles, cut underwater enemy cables, or rig buoys, bridges, or enemy ships with explosives. They were responsible for blowing out fortified German gaps during the Omaha Beach landing, for example, which ultimately led to victory for the Allies. In addition, the Office of Strategic Services had a group called Operational Swimmers, which more closely resembled current SEAL operations. These men were dropped by parachute behind enemy lines for guerrilla warfare, or donned the first flexible diving masks and fins to attack by sea.

The SEALs were formed to create a military force that combined all these varying branches, capable of operating in all environments. Whether it be the Arctic tundra, the jungles of the tropics, the desert, or the ocean, SEALs are trained to adapt to any variable and carry out everything from top-secret missions to conventional warfare. SEALs perform the most dangerous and oftentimes unimaginable tasks, and they do so with uncompromising principles and resolute loyalty.

To be eligible to become a SEAL, you must be a U.S. citizen, pass a basic physical, have good eyesight, and be under twenty-eight years old. If you score well on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery test, and at a minimum swim five hundred yards in under twelve and a half minutes, do forty-two push-ups in two minutes and fifty sit-ups in two minutes, and run one and a half miles in under eleven and a half minutes (although much higher scores are required for serious consideration), then you might get a chance to attend training.

Only one out of a thousand who want to become a SEAL gets the opportunity to attend BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL Training), the twenty-six-week training process of becoming a SEAL, and of those, less than 15 percent will make it to graduation. Once trainees have completed BUD/S, the training continues with the twenty-eight-week course of advanced training called SQT (SEAL Qualification Training), which teaches them all of the skill sets they will need to officially become a Navy SEAL. The guys who thought it would be cool to be a SEAL because they saw the teams in the movies or wanted to use their SEAL status to pick up chicks last about two days. The ones who make it endure the toughest military training in the world and possess traits in common that include persistence, dedication, and tenacity; quite simply, these men are hard. But it’s much more than that.

These new SEALs then report to one of the following SEAL teams: Teams One, Three, Five, and Seven are based in Coronado, California. SEAL Teams Two, Four, Eight, and Ten are located in Little Creek, Virginia. Once they join their team, they will spend another eighteen months training with their platoon prior to a six-month deployment. So if you are lucky enough to not get injured and make it straight through training, it will be at least thirty-one months before you are a combat-ready Navy SEAL.

As you might notice, I didn’t mention SEAL Team Six, since before the bin Laden kill, this was a theoretically nonexistent unit and no one was to know of its missions or activities—it was our secret. So much for OPSEC (Operational Security). Nevertheless, to be chosen for SEAL Team Six, a SEAL must serve for six years on other teams, and then they’ll have the opportunity to screen for this crew of all-stars.

When I entered BUD/S, I was determined not to quit. I convinced myself there was no backup plan. I would graduate or die trying, even if it took me nine months longer than usual to get through it, since I had broken my leg three times and suffered a fractured skull. I spent the entire six days of Hell Week running on a partially fractured right leg. To say my comfort zone was pushed with every step I took is an understatement. I did finally graduate as a lieutenant, and everything I learned and endured during training has served me well and kept me alive.


[image: picture]

[image: picture]

As they say in Washington, D.C.: “If we want a mission done right . . . we SEAL it.”
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I tell you this not to boast. Those of us who have served in the teams are hesitant to list our trials. I cite the above examples to validate that what I have to offer comes from very real and current experiences. The information in this book doesn’t come from an “Internet expert” or someone “out of the game” since Vietnam. Rather, it comes from someone who has been there, done that, and truly survived.

For a Navy SEAL, achieving and maintaining maximum physical fitness is a basic job requirement. I’ve spent the better part of my life working hard to stay at peak physical levels for mission success, but I will never forget the strongest muscle of all—and that is the brain. It is the foundation on which everything else is built. In this book I will teach you the true secret techniques used by Navy SEALs and demonstrate how to significantly enhance your odds of survival in any situation.

The real successes and achievements attributed to SEALs are actually due to the way we have trained and conditioned our minds. It’s the ability to see the real world and react to any situation without hesitation and make split-second decisions that could have global ramifications.

I am writing this book to give you the tools needed to think like a SEAL, to adapt rapidly to the unexpected, and to ensure maximum survival. If you follow the advice in this guide, you will significantly reduce your chance of becoming a mere mortality statistic when adversity strikes, and instead become one of the few who will survive.

The world we live in is truly dangerous, but the intent of this book is to empower. It will give you the tools you need to survive in almost any situation, especially the most deadly. No one needs to become a reclusive survival fanatic or live in a paranoid state. We must all be prepared and vigilant, but living scared is not living. I became a Navy SEAL to protect our country and defend our rights and freedom. Be confident in yourself and the new skills you will learn, and then go on and enjoy every day of your life.
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This will take some work, but everything worthwhile does. Staying alive, I’ll assume, is the goal of all of us. These are the twin promises of this book:

A. You will learn how to gain the mental and physical abilities that will enable you to survive a crisis when the time comes.

B. You will learn skills and techniques to give you confidence and freedom in the world now, even if you never are faced with a life-threatening situation.
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It’s Time to Harden Up!

Many indulge in lifestyles without discipline, preferring the path of least resistance. The overall attitude of the population is geared toward seeking self-centered comfort and convenience. Obesity is at an all-time high, and the trivial distractions that surround us, from video games to our infatuation with trash TV, seem to be designed to make us weaker as a nation, and incidentally unprepared. No matter your age or the physical condition you are in right now, this is the time to begin a new regimen and develop a mindset that will turn you into a survivor who can live with confidence and freedom in this changing world.

The world is a dangerous place and getting more so with each passing day. Yet, the United States is as soft as it’s ever been. It’s not a question of if but when the next man-made or natural disaster will occur. I don’t say this lightly, to posture as some crackpot doomsayer, but to give you the facts. If you want to make believe that all is just fine, then keep your head in the sand and put this book down right now. You’ll get nothing out of it.

The cold, hard reality is that the vast majority of people are simply not equipped to successfully deal with impending catastrophes, which will claim hundreds or even thousands of lives. In addition, you must be prepared to face personal dangers from crimes, accidents, and potentially fatal mishaps, which are increasing and will surely get worse in these perilous times.

I look forward to the day when this is no longer true. Until then, I will do everything in my power to teach you how to be a survivor and not a statistic. In this guide, I will provide a step-by-step plan for action to keep you alive during the most deadly circumstances.

When the unthinkable happens, you will have a Navy SEAL as your personal guide.

Be a survivor—not a statistic!


PART ONE

SEAL Mindset and
Survival Psychology


EXPAND YOUR COMFORT ZONE

You know your current comfort zone, defined as the daily routine you do and the things that make you feel secure, content, and in control. However, most of our daily comfort-zone rituals will leave us unprepared to deal with even the smallest discomfort and will certainly render us incapable of handling an emergency or life-threatening challenge.

Challenge Your Limits and Daily Routines

Push the boundaries of your comfort zone at least once a day. There are so many opportunities to do this without attempting all at once to become an ultra-marathon runner, although this is a great goal. You must first expand your mind to the possibilities of doing certain things that you previously believed unachievable. Start with small steps and note progress by keeping track; make a list, and check off all the things you do each day to challenge yourself, both physically and mentally. Ultimately, by expanding your comfort zone you will increase both your physical and mental toughness, which are the keys to survival.

I believe that if you first focus on changing small things, you can begin the process of thinking differently, and ultimately achieve the goal of acquiring the SEAL mindset of survival, which will allow you to endure anything. You will quickly see that doing things differently makes you think differently. Observe your current routine and then start by doing simple things another way. For example, use the stairs instead of the elevator to take you up only a few floors. Climb at a reasonable pace and know that when you reach the top, you have just expanded your comfort zone. When in your car, don’t fight to get the space closest to the store, but purposely look for one that will make you walk. Force yourself to meet three new people and learn at least five things about them. If you have to balance your checkbook, leave the calculator in the desk and make your brain complete this task. Open up the contact list in your phone and memorize five numbers each day. You must seek out ways to expand both mind and body. Start paying attention to how you think about things. If you expand your comfort zone in this manner, you will be better able to do the rest. If you already exercise or jog, for example, increase your distance or speed. Run that extra mile, or run it a minute faster. Do that one additional push-up. Try holding your breath for a minute, and then try two. When in the shower, after scrubbing down with the warm water you usually prefer, finish the last thirty seconds with a blast of cold water. By pushing your physical limits, you are also forcing your brain to expand its comfort boundaries, thus gradually making yourself physically and mentally tougher.
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Now that I am out of the Navy and getting older every day, I continue to push my comfort zone by engaging in activities I did when I was in SEAL team, including skydiving, shooting, climbing, and long swims. Instead of doing these things in preparation for a mission, I do them not only to maintain these very perishable skills, but also to keep my mind and body sharp—I still push the comfort zone and know that this will allow me to be every bit of the warrior I used to be.
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Everyone’s comfort zone is different, so for some of us, expanding it means starting with drinking one less beer or forgoing dessert. Yet all of these little daily victories will bring us confidence later, especially when our lives depend on it. It’s so much easier to do nothing, and it seems natural not to bother, but I tell you: These first exercises are essential in changing your mindset and eventually can be the very things that will separate the survivors from the victims.

[image: man pushing large boulder up slope]

Here is a visualization I use: I like to imagine that pushing my comfort zone daily is similar to rolling a boulder up a hill. If I let it, the rock will always want to tumble back down, and I’ll have to start from the bottom again. Expanding the comfort zone on a daily basis will actually make it easier to get that boulder closer to the summit—and to our success or ultimate survival.

COMFORT ZONE CHECKLIST (all answers need to be yes):

[image: box] Did I challenge myself today?

[image: box] Did I do something positive that my mind initially didn’t want to do?

[image: box] Did I do something positive that my body initially didn’t want to do?

[image: box] Can I do more?


INCREASE YOUR PHYSICAL TOUGHNESS

So I’m telling you to get in shape, but here’s a different motivation that should make you finally do it. Ask yourself, “Is my body at a state of readiness that will get me through whatever might come my way?” Don’t like to exercise? You tell yourself there’s no time, or some other excuse, and ultimately never begin. But imagine when the time comes and those whom you love depend on you. How would you feel if you were unable to drag your child, sister, or father from a burning building because you were out of shape? Imagine if you were unable to outrun a mugger or a rapist because you were too winded.

Achieve a Better State of Physical Fitness

No matter what physical condition you are in now, it can be improved. Running and swimming will improve your cardiovascular fitness and will definitely pay off if you find yourself being chased or having to run from something like a wildfire. Pull-ups, push-ups, and weight training will obviously improve your physical strength and could come in very handy if you have to remove rubble from an earthquake that has collapsed on a relative. Rock climbing or surfing will not only improve your balance but make you more comfortable with heights and being in the water, two things that are incredibly useful during a high-rise fire or flash flood. Take up some type of fighting or martial art, because not only will you will enjoy the physical fitness benefits it provides, but you won’t be shocked and unprepared if you find yourself in a situation where fighting is the only option.

There are numerous training programs available that can guide you and help you achieve a better physical condition. No matter if you begin by taking a daily walk or joining a gym, your motivation is more than weight loss, per se (though that is good); you are also working to be better prepared to survive whatever may come your way. Improve your physical endurance, and it will provide the confidence that you can and will survive anything, under any circumstances. Expand your physical comfort zone, and you will become physically tough.
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When I was training to go to BUD/S, I put a pull-up bar in my bedroom door. Every time I entered or exited the bedroom—ten pull-ups. Every time I went into the bathroom—twenty-five push-ups. Simple, a little masochistic, and very effective.
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SEALs stress great physical fitness because it is an absolute necessity for mission success. The average person will never need to run with a hundred pounds of equipment through the desert for several days, or jump out of a plane only to have to swim three miles in the freezing ocean before making it to the designated target. Then again, maybe you will. The sailors of the ill-fated USS Indianapolis never thought they would have to tread shark-infested waters for several days. Nor did the Uruguayan rugby team that survived a plane crash ever imagine that they would have to make a hundred-mile trek over snow-covered mountains to get out alive. In both cases, these brave people were able to survive not only because of their incredible mental toughness, or mindset, but also because they possessed the physical ability to do so.
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SEALs say: “It’s hard to stay hard—dying is easy.”
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PHYSICAL TOUGHNESS CHECKLIST (all answers need to be yes):

[image: box] Did I physically challenge my body today?

[image: box] Did I elevate my heart rate and breathing today?

[image: box] Did I exercise longer or faster today than yesterday?

[image: box] Will I exercise longer or faster tomorrow than I did today?


INCREASE YOUR MENTAL TOUGHNESS

How do you achieve a SEAL mindset, which is what I call mental toughness? For me, I reduced the goal of changing my mindset to a simple phrase that I repeated over and over during Navy SEAL training in Coronado, California: “Never quit!” It actually really simplified things for me. Instead of being mentally consumed by every nuance (cold, heat, exhaustion, stress, fear), I just kept repeating in my mind, “Never quit!”

SEAL training has remained largely unchanged for more than forty years because it simply works. It continues to produce some of the finest future warriors of any school in the military by using a very basic blueprint:

1. Break (beat) the individual down.

2. Build them back up, achieving a both physically and mentally tougher trainee.

3. Repeat . . . repeat . . . repeat.
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As a senior SEAL instructor, I used to tell my students, “SEALs are formed like a sword is forged from a piece of steel—by constantly heating, hammering, and cooling by submergence in water. In the end, both weapons are ready for battle.”
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Attack Your Fear List

Physical toughness and mental toughness are branches of the same tree. By pushing yourself physically, you will be pushing yourself mentally, but as I said earlier, the brain is the strongest muscle in the body, and it requires an expanded workout program. Here is the quickest and most effective way to “exercise” your mental toughness, something that I call the Fear List.

Start by making a list of five things that make you nervous or scared. It could be heights, fighting, small spaces, or the water. Let’s take public speaking, for example. I’ve seen some of the toughest guys in the world become Gummi bears when required to speak in front of a group of people. Next, create a five-minute presentation based on something you are very familiar with. Practice this several times by yourself, speaking out loud. Finally, you must organize a group of people, be it coworkers or an assemblage at a public event, and give your presentation. It may not be perfect, but you have just conquered a fear and in doing so made yourself mentally tougher. Continue down your Fear List, and you will see how quickly you can remove other fear-induced limits. This will give you more confidence in all other areas of your life. Remember that living in fear is not really living.

When confronting each of your fears, remember how SEALs train: Break down, build back up, and repeat. When you repeat these actions, even if you don’t succeed completely the first time, the next attempt will make you mentally tougher. There are also some other simple tools for acquiring mental toughness. First off, I absolutely forbid whining or blaming others—both are completely antithetical to achieving mental toughness. For example, the next time you go into a store and there is a long checkout line, don’t moan. Instead, monitor how you can control your mind and force yourself to be patient. In fact, if impatience is your weakness, then that is your personal impediment to mental toughness. Instead, let the person standing behind you get ahead of you, until your impatience has no power over you. Break, build back, and repeat. If you get a flat tire, get out of the car and fix it. If you run out of gas while driving because you didn’t check your gauges or equipment, blame no one. Learn as you walk to the nearest gas station and back with a gas can in your hand, doing so without saying a word. If you get caught in the rain, remind yourself it’s only water and endure it until you have an opportunity to change into dry clothes. This is how you achieve mental toughness on a daily basis.
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SEALs say: “The only easy day—was yesterday.”

(Because yesterday is over.)
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MENTAL TOUGHNESS CHECKLIST (all answers need to be yes):

[image: box] Did I identify a fear?

[image: box] Did I make preparations to conquer this fear?

[image: box] Did I conquer this fear?

[image: box] Did I move on to my next fear?
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Hell Week occurs during the first of several weeks of BUD/S training. It consists of six nonstop, hypothermia-filled, sleepless days and nights and is the time when most of the DORs (drop on request), or quitters, ask to go home. This training is the ultimate test of mental and physical toughness. We were trained to suffer in silence—we may have been cold, tired, and hurting, but nobody wanted to hear it. I will never forget when a nationally ranked triathlete in our class, who had barely broken a sweat in the previous weeks of training, quit on the third night of Hell Week. He decided he just didn’t want to go back into the water. As naturally gifted as he was athletically, he had never truly been mentally pushed like he was during Hell Week. But I also remember another member of my class, a 135-pound, skin-and-bones-looking guy who was one of the slowest runners and barely said a word. He continued on the rest of the week determined and made no sign that he was enduring hardship. I later learned that he had lived his entire life being put down for his size. Hell Week was just another week for him. That’s mental toughness.
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MENTAL PREPARATION

Again, the brain is the strongest muscle in the body. You’ve heard stories of how combat soldiers have been shot repeatedly but were not aware of it until the fight was over. These stories are true, and the power to do such things comes from the mind and can be tapped into by practicing mental preparation. This practice can allow you to far exceed your physical limitations. Just as you train other muscles, you can train the brain with mental-preparedness exercises—and you don’t need to go to the gym to do it! It’s an exercise you can do anywhere. I can’t stress enough how important mental preparedness is for surviving and enduring any life-threatening situation that you could encounter. This is how you practice it.

Emergency Conditioning (EC): Make the Unknown Familiar

Using visualization techniques is a good way to practice what we call emergency conditioning (EC). I will highlight this phrase throughout the guide and explain the types of visualizations that are most effective in survival scenarios. It means conditioning the mind in advance of emergencies, thus producing psychological strength in times of crisis. This is also referred to as “battle-proofing” or “battle inoculation” by military personnel. Example: A soldier lying on his cot imagines a nasty firefight with the enemy, including what it will sound like and smell like, the heavy breathing, and the utter exhaustion.

If the brain imagines something in deep and vivid detail, it will become part of a person’s “experience files.” This visualization exercise will actually fool the brain into believing that you have already experienced this event. You can tap into these files at will by hitting the play button that starts the “movie” of what you have already visualized and planned. It will seem more or less familiar if ever you are confronted with a similar experience. This internal battle-proofing gives you an incredible advantage.

Visualization: Make a Movie in Your Mind

No matter if you are going to work or are in a mall, boarding a plane, or anywhere else, look around and take mental notes of the particulars of the place—try to describe the exact details of where you are. This is the setting for your mental movie.

Now, imagine what you would do in this fixed environment if something were to go wrong. In this book, I will explain the specifics for each situation, but for now, remember this key step in changing your mindset to one that puts you in SEAL mode. In your mental movie, play out various scenarios from start to finish. Begin by imagining the most likely scenario that you may find yourself in, focusing on what to do during a life-or-death situation, such as a home invasion, a fire at work, or being lost in the mountains.

When I was a platoon commander, after receiving a “tasking” (mission request), this is how I would do my entire mission planning: I would visualize every detail, starting with my men, the equipment, the time of day, and the weather, and slowly start my movie. I would hit pause or even rewind when I came to a place that I saw as a flaw or obstacle to success. I would play out all the various contingencies in my head until I could visualize any number of versions of events that might take place, working through every possibility. I would often rewind to make a correction, such as add or change equipment or alter an action. I would then continue forward to a point where ultimately my mental movie was a successful mission from start to finish—one from which all my guys would come back safe!
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SEALs say: “Plan for success and train for failure.”

The movies we see on the big screen about Special Ops make it all seem flawless. However, more often than not, our best plans went out the window once the bullets started to fly. This is when the training and diligence during our mental-preparedness and visualization phases paid off. They give you backup plans to deal with any contingency.

[image: picture1]



Rehearsal: Act Out Your Plan

To take this a step further, you can actually practice and rehearse what you have visualized. This is essentially what fire drills accomplish in schools and why airline personnel try to show passengers emergency procedures at the beginning of every flight. In your home, you should rehearse and teach your children what to do in the event of a house fire. Most kids respond better when given explicit rules to follow, and doing so will not only give your kids specific things to do during such an event, it will also reduce their fear; they will be more confident in an emergency and their usefulness to the general safety of the family will be increased. For example, to prepare for a power failure, you could turn off the lights in your home to practice how to navigate in darkness or how to get to designated evacuation exits. Rehearse with your family how to respond to a variety of dangerous situations, such as a home invasion. Make sure everyone knows the plan for each scenario from start to finish. The more you practice, the easier it will be.

Obviously, there are limitations to how far you can take this rehearsal. Please do not light a fire in your kitchen to practice escaping your house, or run down the street yelling “Rape!”

This pre-emergency technique will not only enable you to implement your visualization but will also begin to train your muscles, allowing you to physically perform without forethought in a controlled environment. If in your “movie” you have yourself doing a backward somersault, the rehearsal nixes that idea as something unrealistic. Throughout the book, each scenario I discuss requires various rehearsal drills that can be practiced and used to improve muscle memory and response time.

Muscle Memory

[image: hand holding stopwatch]

By repeatedly practicing your emergency procedures, you are also creating muscle memory. Of course, the muscles do not literally have the ability to store memories, but your brain does. It knows (via a complex system of neurological circuitry) what you want the muscles to do the more you practice the same action time and again. After you learned to ride a bike as a kid, you never forgot how to do it. It’s the same if you learned how to swing a tennis racket or hit a baseball over the fence. The more you practiced those activities, the better you got, as if your muscles remembered on their own how to respond. Rehearsing various skills needed to survive helps improve muscle memory. If you really want to bring it up a notch, you need to repeat the same action 2,500 times before it becomes so ingrained that you can do it without even thinking about it. Athletes know this, as do those who practice fighting and forms of martial arts. The thousands of punches, kicks, and combinations they execute when in a fight happen automatically.
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In SEAL team, muscle memory was in full effect when it came to using our weapons, be it the thousands of times we changed magazines in our rifles or drew our handguns from the holsters and fired them. There was never a need to look; my hands instinctively went there and did what they were supposed to do. It felt like I was born with the weapons.
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You should practice the various self-defense techniques I will demonstrate in this book, such as the correct way to throw a punch to immobilize an assailant or use your elbows to ward off an attacker. Gaining that extra second could very well be what enables you to survive.

By practicing emergency conditioning, visualization, and rehearsal techniques, you essentially do the following:

• Minimize fear of the unknown by preconditioning your mind (emergency conditioning).

• Make unimaginable stressful scenarios more familiar (visualization).

• Increase your capability and gain confidence (rehearsal).

• Practice how to remain calm under pressure (rehearsal).
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For a SEAL, one of the requirements is to go through SERE (Survive, Evade, Resist, Escape), or POW school. This training includes an extremely realistic imprisonment scenario following several days of trying to evade capture without food, water, or sleep. Mental and physical abuses, including the now-infamous waterboarding, were all part of the training. I gained a few bruises and lost over twenty-two pounds. My girlfriend didn’t even recognize me when I was done. It was challenging, but nowhere near as challenging as what actual POWs face.

SERE school is a classic example of fear of the unknown transforming into confidence. High-risk training performed in a controlled setting will give you the best chance at success when actually confronted with fear in an uncontrolled environment.
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Create a Trigger

One of the last things you need to do as part of creating mental preparedness is develop what I call your trigger. In order to do this, you must dig deep and identify the single most important thing in the world to you and make a mental portrait, so to speak, of this image. This is what you will use to ignite many of the essential qualities needed to survive. This trigger is the thing that makes you want to live, no matter what comes your way. The most effective trigger will be different for everyone. For some, the trigger will be the image of their child, whom they want to be there for and whom they want to see grow into a man or woman. For others, the trigger image could be elderly parents who need them.

Your trigger image can change as priorities in your life change. When I was going through BUD/S, my trigger was seeing myself walking across the stage at graduation and looking out at family and friends as I was handed my certificate of completion—that image made me endure. But once I got to a SEAL team and took on the incredible responsibility of leading men into life-threatening situations, my trigger was the image of all my men returning from a mission unharmed. I was not going to attend any of my guys’ funerals—not on my watch—and that made me pull my trigger and do whatever needed to be done to keep my men alive.

Your trigger could be an aspirational one—i.e., thinking that nothing is going to rob you of your life before you achieve your goal. It’s as powerful as a protective trigger, such as saving the life of a loved one or protecting a member of your team. Both work, as long as you take the time to make this an extremely vivid visualization. Let it burn into the files of your mind. You must be able to say, “I will live and endure anything for this.”

This image or visualized goal is now your trigger. You will use this most important memory file as the ultimate motivation to get you through anything life throws at you. But to maintain the effectiveness of your trigger, you should save it for only the direst situations.

Life or death . . . Pull that trigger!

Violence of Action

In the SEALs, we use the phrase violence of action. It simply means that we apply complete and unrestricted use of speed, strength, surprise, and aggression to achieve total dominance against an enemy or an adversarial situation. When the trigger is pulled and violence of action is employed, you are telling your mind and body, “I am unstoppable.”

You don’t have to be a SEAL to implement violence of action. If your trigger is strong enough, tell yourself, “What I do in the next thirty seconds will determine whether I will live or die.” Then it will happen, and the violence of action will be an unexpected advantage for success in many situations.

I know it is difficult for many people to imagine their own death, so try to understand how important the concept of violence of action is by dissecting your trigger. What if even the slightest hesitation or that 1 percent less than total effort causes you to fail? What if the death of a loved one results from the one second that you paused or the less-than-full-strength tackle you made? Then imagine an hour later as you are contemplating what has happened and realize that you didn’t fully commit to the event. Make sure you never find yourself in this position. When the trigger is pulled, the full concentrated and coordinated effort of mind and body can transform a ninety-pound elderly woman into a tiger.

Situational Awareness

In military-speak, situational awareness is defined as the ability to identify, process, and comprehend the critical elements of information about what is happening to the team with regard to a mission. More simply, it’s being aware of what is going on around you.
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During CQC (close-quarters combat), which is a technique used for hostage rescue and for raids, as team leader I had to be aware, for example, of multiple teams who were all moving in numerous directions in a building and all assigned to various floors. I had to make sure we were simultaneously engaging targets while being certain that no one was ever in an adjacent room in which a bullet could penetrate the wall, hitting one of us. In this extreme example of situational awareness, I had to know what was happening to the troops on the exterior of the target building, who could have been engaging enemy fire, while at the same time coordinating the use of our air assets and artillery to help suppress enemies advancing on our position.
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Because I know the importance of situational awareness during battle, I must admit I get annoyed by the vast number of people who go about their lives without paying even the faintest attention to where they are or what’s happening around them. It puts them and the general security of society at risk. These are the very people who most often get victimized or end up on the casualty list. The next time you go to a crowded shopping mall or airport, you will be amazed to observe how many people seem to be oblivious to their environment, insulated in their own world. As we will see, airports and malls, in particular, are two places where you should be absolutely vigilant and aware of your surroundings.

Of course, there are environments that require different levels of situational awareness. If you’re at home or at a resort, you should fully enjoy the peace and relative security these places afford. As you will learn, these places can be made safe and allow us to relax and enjoy life. On the other hand, airports, the streets of a foreign country, or crowded stadium events, for example, are not the environments in which to take a mental vacation. You owe it to yourself to stay alert.

Just like visualization, situational awareness drills can be practiced anywhere. Make it a game you play using the following checklist:

SITUATIONAL AWARENESS CHECKLIST

[image: box] Try to guess what individuals around you are thinking or doing.

[image: box] Look for odd behavior or things that seem out of place.

[image: box] Determine where you’d go if you had to seek immediate cover from an explosion or gunshots.

[image: box] Find the two closest exits.

[image: box] Determine whether someone is following you or taking an unusual interest in you.

Imagine this scenario: You see a guy at a shopping mall wearing a heavy coat, holding a cigarette with two inches of ash on the end of it, and he’s not inhaling. He continues to look over his right shoulder at another guy fifty feet away with a similar heavy coat. It is 90 degrees outside. If you practice even the slightest measure of situational awareness, this scene should set off alarms in your head. In terms of honing your situational awareness, you may find it helpful to think of yourself as trying to note variances against the baseline, or what is normal.

Composure Under Pressure

Medical experts tell us that daily stress should be minimized. They advise us to find ways to reduce it to achieve better health. However, the stress we experience when confronted with a serious and very real life-threatening situation is something entirely different. Physiologically, a part of the brain called the hypothalamus triggers the release of stress-response hormones, including adrenaline, into the bloodstream. Another stress-response hormone is the steroid-like cortisol, which is produced in the cortex of the adrenal glands. This hormone increases energy and metabolic efficiency and helps regulate blood pressure.

Simultaneously, blood is being diverted away from the brain and skin to the muscles to maximize the chances of survival. Your brain now virtually has “tunnel vision,” focusing on nothing but doing what it must to survive. You hear stories about people in desperate situations with superhuman strength. That is all attributable to the body’s stress response.
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SEALs say: “The more you sweat in training, the less you bleed in combat.”
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This is where all the physical and mental preparation pays off. The body is helping by releasing hormones, and if we know how to utilize this natural stress response, we can remain calm under pressure and rise to the occasion during any life-threatening situation. You will simply fall back to the level of preparation and training you have achieved.
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In the SEALs we would go to great lengths to make training as realistic as possible, using live ammunition, extreme weather, and no sleep. At the end of a long day of training, when I felt like I was getting less than the maximum output from my guys, I decided to add a four-mile run in the sand and make everyone swim past the surf zone in the cold winter waters of the Pacific. The waves were huge, and we sat out there shivering our asses off until the last man joined the group. I made sure I was always the first one in the water and the last one out.
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Although heightened stress levels are a natural reaction to emergency situations, it is very important to manage these levels. If they are allowed to elevate too rapidly, your body will quickly go from a ready-to-respond mode to a worthless state called “lockup.”

Combat Breathing

One of the best stress-managing skills is called combat breathing. This is simply a four-second inhalation followed by a four-second exhalation. In addition to properly regulating the body’s oxygen and CO 2 levels, it will also decrease the heart rate and help clear the mind. And because it is such a basic technique that requires only breathing and counting, it will reduce stress and sharpen focus.

Checklists

Another formula for training your mind to respond quickly is to reduce actions to a checklist. Under great stress the mind works best when it has a step-by-step plan for action. Checklists catch mistakes, and it’s easier to remember what to do when information is broken down into one-line ideas and organized in a way that’s conducive to immediate recall. Before missions, I used a series of checklists that I went over multiple times. Airline pilots do the same thing before each flight, even if it seems redundant. You will best survive all the scenarios discussed in this book when you remember to utilize this checklist format.

Here are the basics of a checklist for dealing with many of the survival topics I will discuss in this book, when time is something you don’t have the luxury of, but action must immediately be taken.

IMMEDIATE ACTIONS CHECKLIST

1. Remove yourself from immediate danger—get off the X.

2. Take a few seconds to assess the situation.

3. Make a self-assessment, including checking for your own injuries and what clothing, food, water, and equipment you have available.

4. Use the Rule of Three (see page 23). Formulate a game plan by making a decision. Foster group cohesion by assigning individuals responsibility.

5. Live or die. Pull the trigger! This is your mission!
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On one particular mission, there were ten things that needed to happen in a very specific order or my men were going to die. I had a “play list” strapped to my forearm, like the ones most quarterbacks use. It was great, especially during the utter chaos that ensued, to look down at my forearm and go, “Snipers—check; doors breached—check; entry teams in—check; helos inbound—check; kiss my ass, Tom Brady—check.”
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The Mechanics of Survival

Humans have three acute stress responses when confronted with a potentially life-threatening situation: fight, flight, and freeze. These survival tools are found in all species, from spiders and cockroaches to primates and human beings. The best response will depend on the situation. However, to freeze in a life-or-death moment is rarely a desirable reaction. A deer that stares at the headlights gets hit by the car.

You may react with fight or flight while others freeze. If so, be a leader, step up, and get them in gear. Simple verbal commands to someone who is in the freeze state, like “Move!” may save their life. Again, step up and be a leader in this situation.

From Freeze to Fight

I recently came upon an intersection where a pedestrian had just been run over by a car. A small crowd had formed by the time I approached the seemingly lifeless, bleeding body. They were all just staring—frozen. I immediately pointed at individuals and gave them very simple tasks: “You—call 911.” “You—stop that traffic.” “You—stop that traffic.” “You—get me a shirt to stop the bleeding.” They all set about doing their tasks as I worked on the injured pedestrian. He left the scene breathing and with a pulse. The onlookers rose to the occasion and transformed into action mode. We all have the ability to use our natural response hormones to do good and save lives. That day I was very proud of this group of strangers who all pulled together to help a man survive.

[image: brain with lines pointing to bottom middle reading fight? freeze? flight?]

I mention this to show how to get people, and yourself, out of the “freeze” mode, which is the reaction many who have never practiced any of the survival methods explained above get locked into. Depending on the circumstances, flight is needed when you see that outrunning an attacker is possible. However, if you find yourself in a situation where the only appropriate response is to fight, make it count. Remember your trigger and pull it!

When you find yourself in a life-threatening situation, decisions are going to have to be made. Make the right decisions, and you live; make the wrong ones, and you die. Some must be made immediately—like whether to fight or flee. Others will provide the luxury of contemplation for a few minutes to several hours, given the situation. I will discuss various scenarios in this book and how best to respond with the mindset of a SEAL. By practicing the various techniques explained above, you will be given a great advantage. Your self-confidence, motivation, preparedness, and mindset will all come together, and you will do what is needed.
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SEALs say: “Whatever you do in training, you will do under stress.”
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USE THE RULE OF THREE

I will never forget one of the earliest and best pieces of advice I got from Warrant Officer R. when I was in training. Yelling in my face, he drove home a very important point: “The worst decision is no decision. Now make a call!” I carried that with me throughout my career and had several opportunities to use it, including recently in Iraq, when I was confronted with the decision to stay, flee, or fight. I had only a minute to decide, and based on variables like whether I was outgunned, whether I had the necessary speed, the possibility of causing an international incident, and the threat of torture, I am happy I made the right choice. It was the only time that “stay and reason” worked.

Warrant Officer R.’s advice is absolutely true and essential in many life-threatening situations. So, once you are out of immediate danger—and only then—you can use something called the Rule of Three decision-making process to help you know what to do next.

Come up with three—and only three—possible options or courses of action. Look at the pros and cons of each option. Honestly weigh factors like risk, your ability to accomplish each option, and whether your plan is realistic. This will give structure to your thinking process in extreme circumstances. Then, without debating and rethinking each of your options, make the call and choose the one your gut tells you is the best. When life and death comes down to mere moments, second-guessing yourself will be your death knell. Instead, and most importantly, be confident in your decision and proceed. You can change or adjust later, but this survival decision is now your mission. You will accomplish it!


LONG-HAUL SURVIVAL

Some survival situations are going to require an approach very different from one you would use during a mall shooting or a mugging. Instead of taking minutes or hours, the situation might play out over a period of weeks or months, such as being lost at sea. If you find yourself in a long-lasting survival scenario, all the rules still apply. However, you need to readjust your mindset and decision-making when confronted with the challenge of long-haul survival. You’ll need to modify certain priorities while still applying mental and physical toughness to endure and survive. You must place yourself not only physically but, even more so, mentally into an efficient mode. Save your strength and resources; conserve your energy and shift into low gear. Stay positive, but say to yourself, “I may be out here a long time.” Just remember your entire mission is survival, as long as that mission takes.


[image: picture]

[image: picture]

SEALs say: “Becoming a Navy SEAL is 100% physical and 100% mental.”
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Mind Shift

To better illustrate this, imagine the difference between running one lap around a track and running to the next town. Imagine sitting down for Thanksgiving dinner, then imagine making that same plate of food last for twenty days or feed twenty people. Long-haul survival requires not only a particular mindset, but a mind shift. The example I like to use is that of a mountain goat, or for you off-roaders, four-wheel low gear. You need to think about gains in inches as you crawl up that mountain, or closer to safety/rescue. These inches become little victories. It’s the one more breath, the one more step, the one more mile, the one more day, the one more sunrise. And the sum of these little victories is your survival.

Let’s say you are in a scenario that will require you to walk a hundred miles to safety. To most people reading that sentence, this will feel like an impossible task. Now let’s make it more mentally feasible. At a very reasonable pace, you should be able to walk three to four miles in a couple of hours. This will leave you plenty of time with the remainder of the day to eat, drink, and sleep. If you walk only this distance, you will be able to complete this trek in about thirty days. This is a very realistic scenario where each day will bring you closer to your goal: survival.
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I often think about what it must have taken for John McCain and the other POWs in the Hanoi Hilton in Vietnam to endure daily physical and mental torture for over seven years. Think about the sum of the pain. Contemplate their situation, and six days on a raft in the middle of the ocean sounds pretty nice.
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LONG-HAUL SURVIVAL CHECKLIST

[image: box] Stay busy.

[image: box] Set clear objectives.

[image: box] Savor little victories.

[image: box] Maintain group cohesion.

[image: box] Assign individual responsibilities.

[image: box] Worry about others’ needs.

[image: box] Focus on the mission, the mission, the mission.
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One of the advantages of being an officer in the SEALs was that I always had all eyes on me, which helped me remain at my best. I didn’t have time to think about how absolutely miserable I felt or how physically difficult the situation seemed. I had decisions to make, and they had to be the right calls. If I showed any weakness (such as evidencing the effects of being cold, tired, or nervous), it would trickle down and poison the men and the mission. You will see how you, too, can follow these same rules and take charge during a crisis.
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PART TWO

Survival Scenarios


ABANDON SHIP

Ships sink every day. The moment you step aboard a boat or anything else designed to carry you on water, you must consider the possibility of its going down. Anything that floats, from a cruise ship to a canoe, can sink. Tens of thousands of boats go under every year, and at least four large ships sink every week.

As with most life-threatening situations, an accident at sea happens quickly, and if a ship starts to take on water, there will be no time to find out where basic survival gear is kept. Oddly enough, most ship sinkings (nearly 64 percent) take place within sight of a dock or land. However, 34 percent of sunk vessels go down because of breaches in the hull (the boat’s bottom), more often when very far out at sea. Hulls can get damaged from striking an object, for example, or from the failure of an underwater gasket or of an engine mount. But once a hole forms under the waterline, the clock of impending disaster goes into overdrive. A two-inch hole that is only three feet below the surface will allow as much as 138 gallons of water to come rushing in per minute. Even the smallest breach will usually rip open the hole further due to mounting pressure, thus allowing even more and more water in at proportionally unstoppable rates.
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