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&
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Gary

Stubblefield,

1995

All

rights

reserved.

With

the

exception of

quoting

brief passages for

the

purposes of

review

no

part

of

this

publication

may

be

reproduced

without

prior

written

permission

from

the

I*ublisher

Motorbooks

International

is

a certified

trademark,

registered

with the United

States

Patent

Office

The

information

in

this

book

is

true

and

complete

to

the best

of

our

knowledge.

All

recommendations

are made

without

any

guarantee on the
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the

author
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Publisher,

who also

disclaim

any

liability incurred in

connection

with the use

of

this
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or

specific
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that

some

words,
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and
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example,
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are the

property of
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use them

for
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only.
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Preface

The

US

Navy

SEALs,

along

with

the

Army's

Green Berets

are a

microscopic

element

of

the armed

forces

of

the Unit-

ed

States.

There

are

very few of them. They represent no

more

than

small

change

in the big budget of the

Department

of

Defense

(DoD).

In many

respects, these

two

closely related

congregations

of

warriors

are

an

archaic,

obsolete,

hopelessly

romantic

relic

of

a time and

tradition

long gone. In an age of

intercontinental

missiles,

remote control and long

range

weapons,

of

invisible

fighters and

Mach 3 fighters,

who really

needs

these

little bands

of

riflemen?

We

do,

as

it

turns out.

The SEALs

are a

small,

cloistered

brotherhood aloof from

the

Navy,

the

DoD,

and

civilian society.

Applicants

are accept-

ed only after

a

long

and arduous trial

by

water

torture; once

admitted

to

this little

brotherhood,

baby

SEALs

take a

vow of

silence;

few

ever discuss what

they

do

and how they do

it. It is

a fairly

new community, less

than

thirty

years

old.

Naturally,

and

inevitably,

the

people and

the

exploits

of

such

a

community

fascinate

the

larger,

excluded

society.

Amer-

icans first

started

hearing

about

the

SEALs

during

the 1960s

when they

were

identified

by

the

Buzz

Sawyer comic

strip;

their

combat

exploits

intrigued

many

of

us.

But

unlike

the

much larger Army

Green

Beret

community,

with its

similar

mandate

and

mission,

we

didn't

hear

too

much

about

the

SEALs.

The missions were

too

tough

for

reporters to

cover,

for

one

thing, and

the

nature

of

the

missions

plus

the tradition

of

silence

kept

the

media at a

distance.

The

result,

predictably,

was a

romantic,

theatrical

legend

that

has

little

to

do

with

the

real

world

and

the

real people

in

the

teams.

A

lot

of

our

information

about

SEALs

comes

from
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Preface

works of

complete

fiction, like

the

movie

US

Navy

SEALs.

The

few

people

who've emerged

from careers in

this

business

have

generally

told exaggerated

war

stories.

While these

stories

are

sometimes

true,

they tend

not

to

tell

the

whole

story.

Ask a

former

SEAL

what he

really

did

on

the

teams

and

he'll

likely

say,

I can

tell

ya

but

then

I gotta

kill ya embellished with

a

dramatic

snicker

and

wink.

Gary

Stubblefield is

one

of

the first

naval

officers to make

a

cradle to

grave career in

the

SEALs

and

Naval Special

War-

fare. He fought

in Vietnam

and commanded

SEAL

Team

Three, Special

Boat

Squadron One,

and

Task Unit PACIFIC

in

the

Persian Gulf.

Unlike many

officers

who

used

time

in the

SEALs

as

a

kind

of career

ticket

punch

qualification as a war-

rior

to

gain

rank,

Gary

has dedicated his professional

life

to

the

teams

and their

missions.

He

is

unusual

(if

not

unique) in

that he's what

people in

special

ops call

an operator;

that

is

a

man who actually

has

heard the sound

of guns

fired in anger, somebody

who

goes

on

missions,

takes the risks,

and who

has

the

experience of being

way out on the

very

pointy end

of

the spear. You'd think

such

operators

would

be

common

in

the senior

ranks

of

the

Naval

Special

Warfare

community

but

that's

not

the case

any

more;

few of

the current

commanders

or

senior

staff

at Coronado,

California,

where Naval

Special

Warfare

is based,

have any

direct

experience

with combat. And that's

creating

a

problem.

Gary

retired as a

commander

recently, but

he's

still

part

of

the

SEALs

and Naval Special Warfare. And

although

he

retired,

he

has

never

been

retiring-he

has

opinions,

ideas,

moral

commitments.

His change

of

command/retirement

speech

was blunt,

detailed, and politically

incorrect.

A senior

chief

who

admires

Gary

greatly

told me,

gleefully, how Gary

said

some

things

that

needed

to

be

said,

even

if

they

hurt

some

feelings.

Political

correctness

can be

found

just

about

any-

7
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where,

even

in

the

US

Navy

SEALs.

Gary,

like

other

opera-

tors

I

know,

doesn't swear much,

doesn't

exaggerate

much,

and

doesn't

beat

around

the bush

on

important

issues.

He

upset his

colleagues,

even

with

his

retirement

speech.

Maybe

that's

why

he

retired

as a

commander, rather

than

a

captain.

Although

retired

from

the active

Navy,

Gary is still

inti-

mately

involved with

SEAL operations

and

training. His

com-

pany,

a partnership

employing

other retired

and reserve

SEALs,

develops

training

documents

and

procedures for

use

in

Naval

Special

Warfare.

He

conducts

studies

of

SEAL

missions

during operations

in places

like Grenada, Panama,

the Persian

Gulf, and

elsewhere.

So

here is

the

inside story of

the

US

Navy

SEALs,

told

by

one of the

first

professional officers and operators

to retire from

a

full

career

in

the

business

of

Naval Special

Warfare.

by

Hans

Halberstadt

8
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Preface

I

never

dreamed

about

one

day

writing of

my

experiences

as

a

Navy SEAL.

In

my years

in the

teams

there were so many

adverse

experiences

with

the

media types.

Then

after

retiring

in

1990,

1

began

to

see

some

of

the

books that

were being writ-

ten

about

our

community

and

how so

many of

them failed to

tell

the

story

from

what

I

consider to be a

realistic perspective.

Within

some,

I

saw what

could

be

termed

sensationalism

come

into

play

things

that would

tend

to

make the

reader

feel

that

we

are a

bunch of

trigger

happy,

partying

adventurists.

My

own

perspective

is

that 98

percent

of

the

SEALs are profes-

sionals;

intelligent and responsible types

who

want

to serve

their nation

in the way

that

best

suits

their

personalities.

Then I

encountered

Hans Halberstadt.

He

had

heard that

I

had done some

consulting

for Time-Life Books after

retiring

from

the

teams. He

had

plans

to

put

together

some

unclassified

informational

readers

about the

SEALs

and

asked if

I

would

be

willing

to

assist. After getting to

know

him

much

better, I grew

to not

only like

him

personally,

but

more importantly, to

trust

and appreciate

his

ability

to present

as

honest

a

portrayal as

possible.

Sometime

during my helping

him, we began to dis-

cuss

the

need for a

book that

told

the

SEALs'

story from

the

inside

out

with

an

accurate perspective

bringing

out

both

the

good

points

and those that

are often

not

mentioned. He had

the talent

to

write,

and I

had

the experiences

to

write about.

With a

more

than generous

amount

of

time,

he

has

over the

past many months

helped

me to

lay

out a

story that

will not

tell

all or serve

to be an

expose;

but

rather

to say

what

has-

n't

been

said

in

other

books;

to

let

those

readers

interested

in

knowing

what

it

is like from the

inside

to be a

Navy SEAL.

I

hope

that

my teammates

will see

and feel some

of

them-

selves

in

the

writings of

this

story

and

that

they

don't

get too

thin-skinned

when

I

bring up

some

of

my

personal perceptions

or

observations

of events or

policies

that

were

not

carried out

9
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right

or were

not

promulgated

as I

think

they

should

have

been. I also

hope that

in some

areas,

some of

the

lessons

learned

over my career might

one

day

guide

a

planner or help

one

of

my

fellow

SEALs

out

of

a

tight

spot

or

prevent

the

loss

of life. At

the

same time, I hope

that

those

readers

that

are not

familiar

with

the SEALs

or those

who

might

be

interested

in

becoming a

SEAL

or supporting the

SEALs

in some manner,

shape,

or

form will come

away with

a

greater

respect

and

understanding

for

what

I

believe are

the

best trained

and

most

competent

individuals

in

the

US

military

today.

First,

a

brief run through

my

resume before

introducing

you to

the

wet

and

wonderful

world of

the

SEALs.

I was commissioned

in 1969

at

the

University

of Idaho,

and my first assignment

as

a new ensign

was

to

Class

54

at

what was then called

UDTRA

Underwater

Demolition Train-

ing

at

Coronado.

Among

my

officer

classmates

in

54 were

Ray

Smith and Tom

Richards,

both ofwhom

have

gone on

to com-

mand Naval

Special

Warfare (NSW)

forces

as rear

admirals

in

charge

of

NAVSPECWARCOM,

the

US

Navy's

Special

War-

fare

Command. Class

54

was,

in fact, studded

with

people

who

later went

on

to great

accomplishments

in

NSW. The

pre-train-

ing

program

began

in

June,

and

the

class

survivors

graduated

in

January

1970.

I

was

assigned to SEAL Team

One

upon

graduation. My

first

assignment

there was

to take thirty

five enlisted

guys,

rank-

ing

E-5

and

below,

to the Army's jump school

at

Ft.

Benning,

Georgia.

That

was

my first

leadership

role outside

of

training,

and

it

was

fun; they

were

good

guys,

and

we

had

a good

time

although

it was cold there

at

Benning.

Then

it

was

back to

SEAL

Team

One

and

a slot in

Kilo Platoon

commanded

by

LTJG

John

Marsh.

Kilo was then

preparing

to

go

to

Vietnam

by

pre-deployment training.

The

platoon

was

without a

chief

petty

officer

at

the

time but

did

have the

services of

an

experi-
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enced

leading

petty

officer,

POl

Wade

Puckett.

Wade

was one

of

those

legendary

characters

you

hear

about

in

the

SEALs, a

guy

who'd

been

to

Vietnam

already

seven

times;

this

was to be

his

eighth

and

last tour

there.

We

deployed

in

June

of

1970

and operated down

in

the

southern

part

of

Vietnam

more

about that

later.

I

came

back to

take

over as

assistant

diving officer

and

then relieve

Michael

Horst

as

an

SDV

(SEAL

Delivery

Vehi-

cle,

a

kind of

wet

mini-

submarine)

platoon

commander

for

SEAL

Team One.

I stayed

with

the team

until

1972,

then went

to

Korea

as

the

UDT

advisor

to

the

Korean

Navy.

After

that

three-year

tour

I

came back to

take over as

research

and devel-

opment,

test

and

evaluation

(RDT&E)

officer for

Special

War-

fare

Group

Two,

where

I stayed

for

two years

and

helped

develop

the

Mk 15

Swimmer

Life

Support

system

and

numer-

ous

combat

swimmer

weapons

systems.

Then

it

was

off to

become

executive

officer (XO)

for SEAL

Team

Two

the

last of

the

lieutenant-grade

XOs

for

the SEAL teams,

another

topic

for

later discussion.

Then

it was on

to

Naval Postgraduate

School,

followed

by

a tour

as the first NSW

career

placement

officer

and

detailer.

Then

it

was

off

to

a

unique

group

called

the

Special

Devel-

opment

Unit. I

participated in

that for

three

years

and

I

won't

tell

you

the

details of that later,

but

I will

talk about

some

of

the

lessons

learned

there.

Then it

was

off

to take

command

of

SEAL Team Three

from

1986 to

1988.

I

went

from

there

to

take

command of a SEAL

task

unit

in

the

Persian

Gulf

during

Operation

Earnest

Will

in

1988.

Then

it

was

back

to

take

over

Special Boat Squadron

One. Two

months

after

completing

my

hitch

as commander

of

Special

Boat

Squadron

One

I

retired,

in

January

of

1990.

I

started

two

companies

to provide

consulting

services

to

NSW

and

other

clients

both

government

and

commercial-businesses I

still

operate

today.
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Now, that brief resume

doesn't

sound

very

dramatic

but

it

is a typical

tour

for a

professional

Navy

officer

in

today's

SEALs. And since I

was

one of

the

very

first

officers

to actual-

ly

spend

my

whole

career

in

the

SEALs,

I

have

some

observa-

tions about this little community

that

come

from

a rather

unusual perspective.

That's

partly because

the

profession

of

SEAL officer is a relatively

young

one (a

little

over

twenty-five

years)

;

it is

also

because

we are

constrained,

while

still

serving,

from providing

detailed information

about what

SEALs

do and

how

they

do

it

.

. .

constraints

that

largely

disappear

after

retire-

ment.

But

if

you think I am

going

to

spin

a bunch

of

wild,

angry

war

stories

about the SEALs

you

are

wrong.

As

a professional

naval officer,

as

a

professional

member

of the

tiny

fraternity

we

call

Naval

Special Warfare,

I

feel

a strong

sense

of

loyalty

to,

and

respect

for,

the

people

who

served

with

me

in

the

past,

the

people who

serve now,

and

those

men who

will

follow

us

later.

Loyalty

makes

two

demands:

one

is

to keep quiet,

to keep

secrets

especially

the

ones about

highly

classified information;

but loyalty

also

demands that

you

speak

up when

something

needs

saying.

As

one

of

the first

professional

SEALs

to

retire

after

a

full

career

in

the

new

community,

as

somebody

who's

watched

the

Naval

version of

Special Warfare evolve over

the

decades,

and

as

somebody

with

experience

in

a

wide

range

of

combat

environments,

I

have some strong opinions

about

our

legendary little

community

where

it

has

been,

where

it

is going.

While

most

Americans

have

heard

about

the

US

Navy

SEALs,

not

many

people really know who we are, what we

do,

what

we are

good

for,

where

we

fail. Mostly

that's

our own

fault.

We've

purposely

kept

the

public at

arm's

length, partly

for genuine

security

reasons,

partly

because it seems to some-

how

enhance

the

legend. And we

are

funny about

our

legend

we

make a

big

deal

about keeping a

low

profile, then

walking
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around

San

Diego

wearing ball

caps

and

T-shirts

emblazoned

with

US

Navy

SEAL on

them

or

order personalized

license

plates

for our

cars that

denote

our

units. That's an

issue we

need

to

discuss.

There

have been

other

books

written

about

our SEAL

community

but

usually

from

the

perspective of

the

outsider, or

they've been fictional

accounts that dramatize

or

even invent

elements of the story.

And my associate Dick

Marcinko's

best

sellers are

part of

this

process, too;

all these books are accurate

about

certain small elements of

what

SEALs

are and what

SEALs

do,

without

ever telling the whole

story as it looks to

people

in

the

community.

We

do

some things

extremely

well,

some

things we

have done extremely

badly.

So

here's a differ-

ent

kind of book about special

warfare,

US

Navy-style,

a

look

inside the US Navy SEALs.

by

Gary

Stubblefield
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CHAPTER

1

One

Foot

in

the

Water

We

in

the

SEALs, Special

Boat

Squadrons,

and the Naval

Special

Warfare

community

are

the

United

States'

small

unit

maritime

special operations

force.

We

don't

generally

and

should

not operate

in units

larger

than

sixteen

men.

We

don't

do

multi-platoon

operationsalthough

we've

been

pressured to try,

and

we

haven't

been

successful

with

the

attempts.

By

keeping

the

units small we are

able to avoid large

force operations;

we

don't

operate

as companies, multiple

platoons,

and certainly

not

as

a whole

team. Our

niche, our

mandate,

is

to be extremely

good

at

very

small

unit operations.

In

fact,

our

best

ops

are

con-

ducted

with

a squad

of

only eight menor fewer A

tiny

unit

like

that

is

hard

to

detect,

easy

to

command

and

control,

and

per-

fectly suited to many kinds

of

critical combat operations.

We

like to

say that we try

to

always

keep one

foot in the

water.

While

you

may sometimes

see

Green Berets

doing

oper-

ations

in

the

water and

even being

launched

and

recovered

from submarines,

their missions are

typically

inland. Ours,

on

the other

hand, are

or

should

be

in,

through,

or

adjacent

to

the water.

We

plant

explosives

on

targets

from

under

water; we

recon

harbors,

beaches, and target vessels;

we emplace

mines

underwater

using

our own little

submarine,

the

SDV

(SEAL

Delivery Vehicle);

we

use the

water as

an

insertion medium to

reach

assigned

land

targets. These are all

missions

for

which we

are uniquely

trained,

tasked, and

equipped.

We

are

part

of

a

larger

community

of

warriors,

the Special

Operations

Command

(SOC).

Our

brothers

in

arms

are

the

Army's

Special

Forces

(a.k.a.

the Green

Berets), the

Rangers,

the

Nightstalkers

special aviation

unit,

and

the

Air Force's

Spe-

cial

Operations

Wing

(SOW).

Each

organization

has its

own
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bag of

tricks and

special talents, a lot

of

which overlap.

We

train

to do

recon

and

deep

strike

missions,

for example,

that are

properly

the primary

job of Rangers

or Green Berets

but also

jobs we may

find

tasked to

us

because

the

target is

close

to

the

water,

for

example, and

we

are

better able to

execute

the inser-

tion or

infiltration

part

of

the

mission

than the

other

units.

SEALs and NSW

have two

major assignments:

we

perform

missions to

support special operations, where

we work

for a

joint commander in a

SOC

theater, and we

work for the

Navy's

conventional

amphibious task

force

commandera

convention-

al

operation

using special

ops

units,

equipment, and

techniques.

That's

the overview.

But what are we

really

good

at?

Direct

Action and

Strike

Missions

We

are generally quite

good at

maritime direct

action

missions,

the

operations

where

we

go

out

as

a little

unit and

blow up a ship, take down

a target, capture a prisoner

or

con-

duct reconnaissance.

We

did this a lot

in Vietnam and

in

the

Persian Gulf;

it takes real-world

practice

and

experience,

and

when

we

get that

experience, we

are

very

good

at this mission.

Foreign

Internal

Defense

(FID)

Missions

We

are

extremely

good,

though

seldom

used, for

the

kind

of

foreign

internal

defense

mission

training

members of

foreign

armed

or

paramilitary

forcestraditionally

performed by the

Army's

Green

Berets. When

we

get a

chance

to

teach

our

skills

to sailors

in

other navies

or maritime paramilitary forces,

we

force-multiply,

and

we

achieve

extremely

good

results

from

it

While

not

all

of

us are

good

at

living in

other

cultures, eating

foreign

food,

and

speaking

a foreign

language, we

have

done it

in Vietnam,

Korea,

Kuwait and the

Gulf,

and Central

America,

and

we are

beginning to

do

it in the

old

Soviet

Union.
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Long

Term

Ops

We

are capable

of

doing

long

range,

long

term combat

oper-

ations,

but

we are

typically

not

very

good at

them. That's

because

on

such

operations

we

tend

to

lose

the

ability

to

be

fast,

light,

and

mobile...

we

often

then require

external

support

forces. As

soon

as

we,

or

anybody

else,

starts humping

1001b

rucksacks,

the

abil-

ity

to

do

what SEALs

have traditionally

done

best

very

fast,

very

light,

mobile

operations

disappears.

One of

the

exceptions

was

during

Vietnam

when we worked

with

the

Australian Special

Air

Service

(SAS)

on

occasion

for

week-long

long range

patrols.

That's what

we learned

to

do in

Vietnam,

and I was part

of that early

learning

curve.

It

was a

different

mission

than

the

Navy's

UDT

frogmen had been doing,

but we

worked

out a

niche for

ourselves

that

made

a

lot of sense

then, and

a

lot

of

sense

today.

Let me tell

you

about what

it

looked like to a

young

SEAL

officer at

the

beginning

of

the

modern

SEAL

era.

Gary Stubblefield's One

Foot

in

the

Mud

Kilo Platoon of SEAL Team

One,

with

John

Marsh in

command,

went

over

to

Vietnam

in

the

summer of

1970.

SEALs were then tasked with

an interesting role, very

different

from

the

role

they

are

tasked

with

today.

We

conducted

direct

action

missions

ambushes of small units

of

Viet Cong (VC)

soldiers, tax

collectors, and

enemy logistics

support

infrastruc-

ture. Until the

SEALs came along

down

in

the

Mekong Delta,

these

enemy units

could

do

pretty

much

what they

wanted,

particularly at

night.

Nobody

had

the

training,

aptitude,

equip-

ment, motivation,

or mission to

take

them on,

so

they

were

ignored,

and

they

had,

as

a result,

beaten

our side

in

the

open-

ing

battle

of the

campaign

to

win

the delta.

We

went

to

work

and, believe

me,

we really

kept one

flip-

per in

the water all the

time.

Many

of

the

platoons

from SEAL

Teams

One

and

Two performed

as

many

as

100

or more

'wet'
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the Water

operations

in

a

six

month

period.

Out of

my own

roughly

fifty

five

personal

ops

over

there,

only

three didn't

involve getting

wet.

We got

wet

getting

off

the

boat,

we got wet

sitting

in rice

paddies,

we got

wet

wading

through

the

canals.

We

went

after

the VC

mostly,

with

occasional

missions

against,

or

encountering.

North Vietnamese

Army (NVA) units

or

their support

units. Our

platoon's base

was

a subtenant

aboard

a Vietnamese

and US

Riverine compound

and that

was

handy

because

the

riverine

units sometimes

provided

support.

And

we

had

our

own

indigenous

Kit

Carson

scouts

(enemy

sol-

diers

who'd changed

sides or

Cambodians

that

came

down

as

sort of

mercenaries)

and

LDNN

(the

Lin

Dai

Nui

Nai,

a Viet-

namese

SEAL-

type

unit)

people

attached directly to

our platoon.

There

wasn't

anything

fancy

about

the

ops;

if

we heard that

a VC

unit

or

a

tax collector

would move

along

a

certain

route

on

a specific

night, we'd go

out

and

attempt

to

set a

trap for

them.

If we

knew a

VC

leader was in

a

particular

hooch,

we'd

go

try to

grab

him.

We

didn't score

all the

time, but

we

made

a

few

points,

and this had

also

a psychological

impact

on the VC.

We

did

best,

I think

when we captured

one of

their guys,

got information from him,

then

went

back

into their

areas

and

captured

their

weapons

and

supplies.

We

had

a

lot

of

success

with that.

The

rules

changed

almost

daily.

In

fact, just

before I

left

we were

ordered to

not fire

unless fired

upon

a

great

way to

be

killed

first The

stupidity

of this kind

of

rule

became

one

of

the

lessons learned during

the

war, applied

to

our

modem

operations.

The

KISS Principle

But one

basic

rule

of

our

own

was

to

keep

it

simple

stupid.

When we

went

out on

an

op

we

took

a

basic

load

of

ammuni-

tion,

a

lot

of

water, and normally

little or no

food.

We

planned

to
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stay

no more

than 24-48hr.

We

carried

almost

the

same

weapon

we carry

today,

the M16

or

AR15,

with

the

then-new

thirty-

round

magazine.

Most of

the rifles

on

the

squad had

a

40mm

grenade

launcher

attached.

The

M60

machine-gun,

in

a

cut-

down

version similar

to

the light

version

of

today,

and

the

5.56mm

Stoner

provided high

volumes of

fire. We

usually

car-

ried

pistols,

too,

but only for

prisoner

control

and

last-ditch

sur-

vival.

We

went

over

with

just a couple

of

seabags

worth

of

gear

a

piece

and

stayed for

six

months.

Today

a

similar

deployment

will

take

over

forty

times

that

volume

of

gear

on

a

man-for-man

basis.

Launching the Mission

Patrol

Ops

Objectives,

Plans

Our

first

objective

was

to

go

out and

collect

information

about

the

enemy

intelligence,

we

call

it

in

the

military.

Sec-

ond,

we

went

out

to

try

to stop what they were

doing, some-

times

by

'interdicting' them.

Third, we

went

hunting for

enemy

soldiers

to

be

captured

alive and

who could provide

informa-

tion

for

us.

Even when

we captured enemy who didn't talk,

there was an

element

of

doubt

planted

in

the

minds of his

bud-

dies

in

the

VC

they couldn't

know for sure if he was talking

or

not, and

that

doubt

slowed

their operations. Despite

the

popu-

lar

impression

of

what

we do,

SEALs avoid

blowing away

every

enemy

they

encounter

it's

not

good

business. Here's

a

typical interdiction/

ambush

mission, the

kind

we

did

then

and

the kind we still

do

today.

When we

got information

that the VC

were

operating

in

a

specific area

we'd

plan an

op

against

them.

There were

usually

a lot

of

choices

because in our area

there just

wasn't

anybody

else

stopping

them. We

began by

collecting all the

information

we could on the general

mission

op

area

where

people

moved,

when they were active

typically at

night,

but sometimes at

cer-
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tain

hours

like

midnight

or

just

before

dawn.

Ifwe

came

up

with

at

least

two

confirming

reports

on

an

enemy

unit's

routine and

activities,

we

would

normally

mount an

op

against

it.

Once

we

had

an

idea

of

where

we wanted

to go,

and

when,

we

needed

a

closer

look.

On

occasion

that

would come

from

US

Air

Force

(USAF)

photo-recon

aircraft with

their high

resolution

cameras,

or

we

might just

fly out

in

a

Navy

Seawolf

helicopter

gunship

and

take a

look

from

the

air for ourselves.

This kind

of

deliberate

planning

lasted

one

or

two

weeks

and

was

mixed in

with

all

the

other

activity

of

the

teams

and

the

intel

shop,

part

of a

continuous

process

of

planning,

executing,

and

recovering

from

missions.

The

mission

cycle

began

about a

day

before

departure.

For

starters,

none

of

us

went

to

the bar

or

had

anything

to drink.

Not

only

did we

need

clear heads,

we

were

just

too

dam busy.

After

evaluating the

target

I'd

decide

how

many

men

to

take,

normal-

ly no

more

than six.

We

studied

the maps,

photographs,

the intel

reports;

we prepared

all

our

weapons and

web gear;

we

checked

for

availability

with

the

helicopter

pilots;

we

coordinated

with

the boat

crews who

would

deliver

and

extract

us.

The

heli-

copters

were

scheduled,

normally to

provide

gunship

fire

sup-

port

and

as

an

alternative

extraction

option

if

Plan

A

fell

apart.

The boats were

scheduled

at

the

same

time,

the specific

kind of

craft dependent

on the

nature

of

the

mission

and what

was available at

the time.

Then

the

helicopter

pilots,

the

boat

crews, and the

Vietnamese

and

US

artillery

were

all briefed.

The

Army

of

the

Republic

of

Vietnam

(ARVN)

artillery

unit

would

be

alerted,

at

the

last

minute,

that

we

were

going

out

and

would

operate

in

one of

five

or six

grid

squares;

we

wanted

them

to

avoid shelling

us

by

accident,

to be

ready

to

support

us

if we called, and to

especially

not

tell

their

pals

in

the

VC

where we were going to

be.

And

since

we were

going

to be

awake

and

busy

for a solid

24hr during

the op,

we

needed

to
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get

some

sleep

before

the

launch.

Once

all

the

ducks

were

in

a row I

briefed

my

team.

These

briefings lasted

an hour

or hour and

a

half,

max,

a

far

shorter

time

than

is

normal

today.

That's

because

we

all

were

already

familiar with all

the standard operating

procedures

(SOPs)

and

we

already

knew

the

area, all

we needed

to

cover

was

the

spe-

cific

information pertinent

to

this

particular

operation.

We

had

all

worked

together for a long time,

before

the

deployment and

since,

and

we knew

the basic drill.

Even

so,

I

might

remind

the

men

to

do

things

as

subtle

as

filling

their

canteens with

water

or not

using soaps

with

a noticeable

odor

or

anything that

might give

us

away by smell; we

needed

to

go out ready

to

blend into

the

woodwork.

The

critical

part, the area

we con-

centrated on,

was

the component

of

the

briefing format

called

Actions

at

the

Objective.

Typically,

we'd

leave

after

dark

and

insert

sometime

around

midnight.

There

were lots

of

ways for

us

to

get into our area

of

operations

(AO); we could

drive to some,

but

didn't;

we could

go

in on

Medium

SEAL Support Crafts

(MSSC),

which wasn't

very

sneaky;

helicopters could drop

us

off, but that's not subtle

either; or

we could

use the same little

boats the locals

usedthe

best

way.

With

the

Medium

SEAL

Support

Craft

(MSSC)

or

the

helicopter, everybody

for

miles says,

Hey, here

come the

SEALs

But

when

you come chugging up

the

canal in

the same

little

sampan

everybody's

accustomed

to,

with Vietnamese at

the helm,

you tend

to

blend into the

traffic

and

disappear.

SEAL

ops

invariably

require

boats

for

support.

Back

then

we

used

the

aforementioned

MSSC

and

the

Light SEAL

Sup-

port

Craft

(LSSC).

The

MSSC

was

a

good

boat;

the

LSSC

was-

n't.

It

had

a

water-jet

'Jacuzzi

drive

that

frequently clogged.

Finally, we

took the

little

Boston

Whalers

good,

reliable

craft.

But

perhaps

the

best

boat

available

was

the

one

the Viet-

namese

already

used,

the sampan.

20


	
7/21/2019 Inside the US Navy SEALs.pdf

23/196

One

Foot

in

the Water

The US

Navy

doesn't commission sampans,

you

have

to

go

get your

own. My

platoon

leader,

John

Marsh,

got ours

on

an

op

in

a

river near

the

U

Minh

forest.

John

found

a

boat

mov-

ing

along

the river, loaded down

with

a

VC

taxman

and

money.

We'll take

that,

thanks,

said

John.

Even with

the

bullet

holes

and stains,

it

was

a

good,

serviceable

boat

with

a reliable

engine

and

room for a

squad

of

SEALs.

That

was

my

first

lesson

in

the

idea that if

you

look like

the

locals,

act

like the locals,

and think

like the locals

you

can have a much

greater level

of

safety

and

freedom in

a

dangerous place.

You get away

with a lot

more

if

you

look

like

a

local

and

not a Mk

1,

Mod

US

Navy

SEAL.

Insertion

It didn't

take

very long,

or

very

many

gun fights with

the

VC to

figure

out how

to get

SEALs

in

and

out of

the

objective

area

more

or

less

intact and

unseen.

At

first, SEALs

essentially

barged

up the rivers

and canals

during daylight. That

didn't

work

too well.

We learned

to work

at

night, first

with

the

stan-

dard

Navy-issue

boats

and

later with

the

indigenous water

craft.

We

learned

to insert

in invisible places and unpredictable

ways.

We

learned

to

move

silently,

set up

an

ambush,

and

wait

for

prey.

Here's

what

we

learned:

Darkness

and

rain

are your friends and

allies

when they

blind

your

enemies.

We

traveled

at night,

guided

mostly by

radar

and

experience,

up

the

rivers

and canals.

We

learned

to

throttle

the

engines

back

and

to sneak,

invisible and inaudible,

into

the

enemy's

back

yard.

To

further

confuse

anybody

who

might

see us,

the

boat

normally

made

numerous

false

insertions

before and after

the

actual

insertion,

nosing

the bow in to shore

for

a

few seconds.

To

any

VC

watching

it looked

like

we

were coming

ashore;

I

always

hoped

lots

of

VC squads lost

plenty of sleep

looking

for

us

SEALs

at

those

false insertions sites.
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When

we

finally

we got to

the

real

insertion point,

the

MSSC

or

Patrol

Boat

Riverine (PBR)

or

whatever

boat

we were

in

would

be

eased

into

the shore,

all

weapons

with

chambered

rounds

and

with

the

pucker

factor

right

up

around

100

per-

cent.

The

boat crew

manned all

the

weapons

stations

and

every-

body

was

primed to

get hit at this extremely

vulnerable

moment. We

clambered

off the boat,

invariably into the

water

or

the

mud. Of

all

my

insertions, only three let me stay dry. Then

we

staggered

ashore

as

silently

as possible, loaded

down

with

our gear

plus

a

few

pounds

of

mud,

water,

and

leeches,

and on

one

occasion

a

snake

wrapped

around

the

rear security's leg.

Movement to

the

Objective

Now

we

formed

up

into patrol

order, with the

point man

leading,

followed by

me

and the

rest

of

the group,

with

the

rear

security

man

(usually

called

the

tail-gunner )

bringing

up

the

rear.

Unlike in

the movies

and in today's

training,

movement

to

the ambush

site

was

often extremely

slow. You

sometimes

moved

only

100 meters

in an hour;

that's

not

very

exciting

in

a

movie,

but it is quite

exciting enough

for me

when it is

enemy

country

and when there is a

choice

between

killing someone

or

being

killed

yourself.

Out

on

Patrol

SEALs

became,

toward

the

end,

an

organization

that

developed

the

ambush

to

an art form.

In

fact,

it was

the

focus

of

our operations.

It isn't

a

glamorous

or

heroic

kind

of

op,

and

some

people

found

the

idea

distasteful;

we

were

(and

still

are)

supposed to

call

this

mission

interdiction,

an

early

example

of

emergence into

political

correctness,

US

Navy-style.

Regardless

of

what

you

call it,

here's

how

it

works:

We'd get a

mission

to go

out

to a

specific

spot where

some-

thing

was

known

to be

happening

with an

assignment

to

collect
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information,

kill, or

capture enemy

soldiers. A routine mission

like

that

is

a

job

for a squad

of SEALsseven men

at that time,

one

officer

and

six

enlisted.

But the full squad was seldom avail-

able;

somebody was

on leave,

at

the hospital,

or

malingering,

so

more

often

you'd go

out

with just five people. That was

okay,

though,

because

our preference

was

to

operate

with

as few

peo-

ple as

possible;

that

minimizes noise

and

makes command

and

control

easier and

more

effective.

Since command and control

was

better,

the squad's

firepower

was just about

as

effective;

the

volume

might not

be

as

large,

but it

was

easier

to

put

on target.

And

we liked

a

lot

of

firepower Among this little

troop was

one M60

machine-gun with

its heavy

bullet and

good

penetra-

tion, a Stoner

machine-gun

with

its high rate of fire against

groups

of enemy,

with

the

remainder

of the squad carrying

CAR-

15

carbines.

But

only one

of

the men would carry just the

rifle

the

man

on

the

point.

The others

carried CAR-

15s

with

XM148

or

XM203 40mm grenade

launchers attached. (The

contest between the

two

experimental

40mm grenade

launchers

was

won

by the M203,

used by

the teams and other units today.)

Fire Support

We

had

three kinds

of

fire

support available. First

and

fore-

most

was from

the

boats that

provided our

direct

support, the

special boat

units dedicated

to

riverine

ops

and

SEAL missions.

These

MSSCs,

LSSCs, and Boston Whalers all had a

mix

of

machine

guns,

an

80mm mortar modified to provide

direct

fire,

an

early

version of

the Mk 19

grenade

launcher, and sometimes

a

rotary

mini-gun

with

a

very

high

rate

of

fire.

There were

LAAWs

light

anti-armor weaponsthat were seldom

fired;

during

more

recent

operations,

these

LAAWs

were

found

to

have

become

defective

in accuracy.

Those

guys

and those

guns

provided

our

first

line of defensive

firepower.

Second,

we

had

our

own

US

Navy helicopter

gunships
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overhead

light

attack

Seawolf

versions of

the

UH-IH Huey

with

guns

and rockets.

These

gunships

were very

good,

were

flown

by

highly

dedicated crews, and

would

scramble

in a

heartbeat

and

come

in

through

almost

any

kind

of

ground

fire

to

help

us.

Every

time

we

went

out on

an

operation

we

made

sure

they

were either

overhead or

knew

where

we'd

beand

knew

what

our

call-signs

were, and

what

frequencies we'd

be

using.

Third,

there were the

conventional

tube artillery

fire

bases

within

range of

our area

of operations

(AO).

We

sometimes

advised

these

units

of

our

operations

and

asked

to

be

worked

into

their fire

support

plans. But

you

had

to

be

careful with

them

because the

Vietnamese artillery units

were

badly

infil-

trated

with VC and, without

special

precautions, this kind

of

coordination could be

advertising

your intentions

to the

oppos-

ing side.

Part

of our learning curve on

this

happened early

dur-

ing

our

tour;

on

our

first

two

full

up

operations

we

were

ambushed

both times,

and prior coordination

or

information

leaks within

the

local

Vietnamese

units

seemed to

be

the weak,

dangerous

link.

We

fixed

that

by

either not telling them where

we were

going

at all, or only telling

them just

at

the

last

moment, as

we were going out the

door,

so

the

VC

didn't

have

time

to

set

up

on

us.

And

that

fixed the

problem.

Finally,

we

could call

on off-shore

gunfire

support

from

ships

in

range or

from

the riverine

patrol

forces or

air

cavalry

units

such

as

the

Black Pony

(which

flew OV-lOs)

outside our

organization.

Either

could

provide

fire support,

but

both could

kill friendly

forces accidentally, as

happened from

time to

time.

The Kill

Zone

Everybody's

heard

the

expression,

some days

you get

the

bear;

some

days the

bear

gets you;

well, plenty

of

SEALs

have had

the

unhappy

experience of

being

had

by

the

bear and

it

is some-

thing we

avoid

by

being as

stealthy

as

possible. Once

we ooze
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up

to our

ambush

site, we

insinuate ourselves

into

the

wood-

work.

There

are lots of ways

to

set

up

an

ambush but

the

clas-

sic

is

the L

shape,

with the

long

part parallel

to the trail

or

road

and the short section at

right

angles, forming

an

interlocking

field

of

fire. My

position was

normally

in

the

center,

and it

was

my

role

to

trigger

the ambush by

firing

at a crucial

moment.

But

an

ambush is

a

lot

like hunting

it

IS hunting.

You

don't

get

to

shoot

until

something

comes

by,

and you

have

to make

sure that you

aren't shooting

something

out of

season.

So we

sit

there, in our

little hiding

place, from about

midnight

until

first

light. This

can be stunningly

boring,

uncomfortable

work.

We sit

there,

soaking wet, cold, in

the gloom,

waiting for

a

few

trophy

bad guys to amble

down

the trail.

Instead,

there might

be hon-

est fishermen heading

off

to

a

day working

the nets,

or

a

farmer

headed

to his

fields.

The

latter

we

have

to

identify in

the

dark

and

refrain from

shooting

them,

without

revealing

ourselves.

It can

sometimes,

be

virtually

impossible for

everybody

to

stay wide

awake and

alert

under

these

circumstances

once the

adrenal

rush

of

the

insertion and

infiltration

wears off.

So

we tie

everybody

together

with a

tug line that

allows

communica-

tion

without

noise.

We

can

even

let

part

of

the team

close their

eyes for

a few

minutes

at

a

time

while

a couple of

men stay

alert.

If something

comes

hopping

down

the bunny trail,

a tug

on

the

line

will

bring

everybody awake in a

hurry.

So

there

is

a

lot

more

to an

ambush

than

finding

a com-

fortable

spot

along

a river

and

waiting for somebody

to

come

by.

You

need

to

find

a

suitable

spot

where

you

can hide five

or

six

guys,

then

take

on

what

can

be

a pretty

sizable force of

enemy.

The

best

place for

an

ambush is

generally a

spot along

a

canal

where

there

is a curve or a bend,

an

intersection

of two

canals,

or

where

a

trail

meets

the

water. It

is places like these

where

you can

maximize

your firepower, where

you

can

have

good

cover

and

concealment,

and where

traffic

volume sug-
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gests

a

good

possibility of

finding

the enemy.

The

ambush

site needs to be

suitable

for

insertion.

You

can't,

for

example,

walk

up

a muddy

or

dusty

trail

in

daylight

because your

footprints

will

give

you

away

immediately.

We

try to

come

in

to

the

site from

the

rear

of

the

position,

then

position

each

man

carefully

for

maximum potential. The

machine-gunners

need

to cover

the

whole

kill

zone effective-

ly.

The

riflemen

need

to

be

in position

to engage

point

targets.

Spacing

between

men

varies, normally

based

on terrain.

In

an

open

area

we

spread

out

a

bit

more

for

a

bigger

kill

zone

and

to make us

each

harder targets;

if the

enemy counter-

attacks

and you

are all

bunched together

you

become

a lot eas-

ier to

destroy.

Along a

sharp bend in a

trail

in

the

jungle,

though,

we are

close together

for concentrated

firepower and

better

command

and

control.

It all

depends

on

terrain.

Two

common

things

may

trigger

an

ambush

prematurely,

sound

and smell.

The AK47 used by

the

VC

and NVA

was and

is a terrific

weapon,

but

the

big

safety

on

the rifle makes

a

very

audible klatch

as it

is

disengaged.

If you

are

tippytoeing

through the woods

and suddenly

hear

a

chorus

of

metallic

clicks

coming from

the underbrush

ahead, you

are

well

advised

to

hit

the

dirt

and

fire

toward

the

sound.

This

happened

to

a

LOT of

patrols in Vietnam.

And

the M16's

safety

makes

its

own

distinctive, though

quieter,

warning

click too.

Odor likewise provides

ample

warning

to an alert

enemy

point man. Imagine

a

VC

unit

moving

along

a

road

where

they

know

SEALs

might operate;

the

distinctive

smell

of aftershave,

for

example,

or

a

deodorant

soap,

or

insect

repellent,

or

a

cig-

arette,

could

all

provide

a

kind

of

warning

of

something

that

didn't

fit into

the

normal

routine.

While no

SEAL

is

dumb

enough

(with

a

few

exceptions)

to put

smelly

stuff on

before

an

op,

a

lot

of guys

use

the

stuff

as a

skin

conditioner;

if you

don't

get

it

all

off

in the

shower

the

smell

can

remain

the

next

day.
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There are

lots

of

things

Hke

that which

need to be

considered.

But

as long

as

you're

properly

camouflaged,

particularly at

night,

you

can

escape

detection

if

you

don't

make

noise

and

you

smell

just

like

the

normal

environment.

Being

seen

by

the

enemy

wasn't

such a

problem

at

night

over

there with

the plant

life

such

as

it was.

But

nowadays,

I

see

many

of

the

new

operators

wearing

their

linked

ammo around

their

bodies.

Guess

they

haven't

realized yet

that its

like

wear-

ing

dozens

of little

brass

mirrors that

even at

night

might give

away

the

patrol,

not

to

mention

that the mud

and

foliage can

more

easily

get

onto

them and

create

malfunctions.

Actually,

there

is

one enemy

that

can

probably find you

no

matter

what: mosquitoes

They

were

so

bad

where

we

operated

that

they

actually degraded

our

ops.

We

wore mos-

quito

head

nets

to

keep the clouds

of them out

of

our eyes

and

noses,

but

if

you

are

sitting

still

in

the weeds,

they

orbit

your

position

by

the

thousands

with

occasional

kamikaze

attacks

by

the

most

valiant of

the

bugs.

The

noise of

these

insects

flying

around

your head,

waiting

their

turn

for

breakfast,

actually

made

it

hard

to

hear a

VC

patrol

walking

up

the

trail

in

front

of

you. The

mosquitoes

were

maddening

Initiating An

Ambush

Except

in

a dire

emergency,

the

team

waits

for the signal

to

initiate the ambush.

Typically, that

is

done

by

the

patrol

leader

who waits

until the enemy

force

is inside

the

kill zone.

It

is a

job

that

takes

some

nerve and

judgment,

and

if

you

make a

mistake

it

can

cost

you

all

your

lives.

The

way

it

usually

works

is that

the

patrol

leader

fires

into the

center

of the

enemy

unit

at a

key

target,

or

detonates

the

Claymore

mine.

When

that

happens

everybody

cuts

loose.

You need

to be

able to

take

the

whole enemy force out entirely,

quickly

or

not

take it

on at

all.

With

just

six

men

a

SEAL

ambush

has

somewhat

limited
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firepower

and

can't take on

everything

hiking down

the trail.

But

we

use

demolitions

and

explosives

in

ambushes

to enhance

our

firepower

and

to magnify the

shock effect of the

ambush

when

it

is

triggered.

That's

done

with

the

M18

Claymore

mine,

an

anti-personnel weapon

that

is

command-detonated

or

fired

with

a

hand-held electrical

device. When

the

Claymore

goes

off

several

hundred

steel

ball

bearings

spray

the kill

zone

like

a dozen

shotguns

firing

at

the

same

time. It is

devastating.

Unless

it is

fired too

early

or late,

or is

pointed

in

the

wrong

direction

(both

a

lot

more

common

than

you

might

think)

a

large

number

of

enemy troops will

be

shredded

by

this excellent

weapon. And any

who are missed

will

be

disoriented for at

least

a

few seconds by

the tremendous,

unexpected

noise

of

the blast.

That shock

gives

the six

or

so

SEALs conducting the

ambush a

few

precious seconds to finish

off

any

survivors.

The

machine-gunner

sprays

down

anybody

standing

and

the

whole

area where

the enemy

unit

is

known

to

be.

The riflemen

take

out

individual targetsenemy

soldiers

they

can

see,

either

in

the

dim

moon or starlight or

by

the

enemy

soldiers'

muzzle

flashes

if

they shoot

back.

One really wonderful,

sneaky

thing

SEALs learned

to

do

in

ambushes

is

to

run

a

length

of

det

cord

(a

form

of

high

explosive

that

comes

in rolls

of

l/4in

rope-like form) along

ditches

and

other

places

where

an

ambushed

enemy

is

likely to

seek

shelter

from our

firestorm.

Seconds

after the

ambush is

tripped,

once

the survivors

have

recovered

and

made a

dive

for

the

ditch with

an intention of

returning

your

fire, you

pop

the

det

cord. That

pretty

well demoralizes up

the

opposing

team.

And

it is

real

important

to

clean

them

all

up.

Unless

you

need

a prisoner

to take

back

for

a visit

with

the

guys in

the

Intel

Shop,

you have

to ensure

all

the

enemy

are

incapacitated.

Just

one

can

completely

ruin

your

whole

morning

if

he

knows

his

business,

recovers

from the

shock

of

the

first contact,

and

elects
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One

Foot

in

the Water

to

fight

back. About

the

time

you and

the

team stand

up to

con-

gratulate yourselves

he

is likely

to empty

an

AK

magazine

into

your expedition,

or

maybe he'll

toss a

grenade

into

your little

hiding

place,

now

that

he knows

where

it

is.

Not

everybody

turns

and

runs.

There's usually

one

guy

that

gets

mad

and

wants to

get

even.

I

recommend

that nobody

gives him

the

opportunity.

After

initiating

an

ambush,

we wait

a few

seconds,

evalu-

ate the

results,

then

act

accordingly.

We

will

first

set
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