

[image: ]



RESCUE UNDER FIRE

January 31, 1968. SEAL Team No. 2, 8th Platoon, discovered fourteen hundred enemy troops near the river by Chau Doc. Enormously outnumbered, they linked up with a handful of U.S. Army advisers in the town. They found two jeeps and mounted a .50-caliber machine gun on one of them. Several American civilians were missing. The Viet Cong attacked about an hour later, seizing the city piece by piece. At the house of a missing American nurse, the SEAL team found that the Viet Cong had gotten there first and were ran-sacking the place while the nurse hid in a wardrobe in the living room.

As the Viet Cong came near her hiding place, she panicked and bolted for the back door. As she swung the door open, she was met by Viet Cong in the backyard.

They were as startled as she, and just stared at her. The SEALs kicked in the front door, and the nurse turned to run to them. She opened a clear field of fire for the SEALs and they began shooting, but as their bullets hit the back door, they knocked it shut. The SEALs grabbed the nurse and sprinted for the jeep with the Viet Cong racing after them.…
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INTRODUCTION

The Making of a SEAL

[image: ] Over the past quarter century the art of warfare has changed as it has become apparent that most operations in which the military is involved (Operation Desert Storm excepted) do not require the deployment of large numbers of ships, aircraft, and land armies but of small, efficient forces that can move swiftly and strike precisely. Such affairs as Israel’s Entebbe raid showed how quickly a small force could strike, and such as the failed American raid to rescue hostages in Iran showed why the striking force should be homogeneous and self-contained. To meet this challenge the United States has now developed the Special Warfare Command, representing all three services. The Navy arm is the Naval Special Warfare Command, and its backbone is the fighting team called the Navy SEALs, who can operate on land, sea, and from the air. Two of these attributes they exhibited in Operation Desert Storm. In one operation, with only a handful of swimmers, they gulled the Iraqis into believing that an amphibious action was imminent in the beginning of that war. Their efforts and a few explosions caused the Iraqis to move troops into the beach area, troops who otherwise would have been pitted against the Marines inland. The SEALs also staged a lightning raid into Baghdad during the war, indicative of their land-operating potential.

These successes did not come about by accident. They were the result of what is now fifty years of effort by the Navy to improve its combat capability in special ways, based on experience. This increased capability is developing constantly, as the SEALs hone the sharp edge of their training programs and make use of every new development in warfare, from improved landing craft to improved computers and sophisticated computer programs. As one veteran SEAL at the Special Warfare headquarters in Coronado, California, said, “The new breed of SEALs is smarter and more experienced and all the way around more capable than we were.”

That statement is a proud reminder of the strong bond that exists between these underwater warriors of two generations. SEALs tend to work together and play together, further cementing ties woven during their initial and subsequent training. The older generation, now lieutenant commanders and warrant officers and chief petty officers, are the instructors of the young, retaining the traditions of this very special service and working to improve the standards of performance. It is all very real and all very deadly, for the SEALs are a combat unit, and in every clandestine operation every man’s life is on the line.

The roots of the Navy SEALs lie in the development of amphibious warfare by the U.S. Navy, beginning in 1942. Before that time the Navy did not have any underwater capability except for the helmeted Navy diver, whose tasks were primarily salvage and repair. The Europeans were far ahead in this field, particularly the Italians, whose frogmen accomplished some remarkable feats in the war, crippling several elements of the British fleet with limpet mines at Alexandria and in similar operations elsewhere.

The American amphibious program was designed to meet needs in the Aleutians and at Guadalcanal, but it was so hurriedly constructed that no thought was given to the conditions and problems an amphibious landing force might encounter in the shallow waters just offshore. The Guadalcanal landing was misleading. It was too easy, except on the Tulagi side of the channel; the Marines did not encounter any combat troops at the beginning. The ships came right up to the land, with no reefs or obstructions to bar their way, and began to unload supplies without difficulty. But that was not the pattern that would develop, as the Navy discovered in their next major operation, halfway across the world, in North Africa. There the Navy did find obstructions and did learn that it needed information and the capability of creating suitable conditions for the landing of small craft on an enemy shore.

One of the first, and most famous, of the underwater men was Phillip H. Bucklew. He was a college football player who turned professional before World War II. During the war he became an instructor in the Navy/Marine Corps Scout-Raider School in Florida. Before the North Africa landings, the commanders of the invasion force became concerned about the conditions of the beaches. What kind of beaches were they? What conditions would the landing troops face? Bucklew went into the beach alone, to gather intelligence about landing beaches, and returned with the information and a bucket of sand for the officers to study.

In July 1943 Bucklew led a team of the eleven new frogmen from a submarine onto the Sicilian beach. The team was discovered and attacked by the Germans, but Bucklew led them to the completion of their mission and guided the first waves of troops ashore. He did the same two months later, in the invasion of Italy. For these exploits he won the Navy Cross and a Silver Star. Early in 1944 Bucklew carried out a single-handed reconnaissance of the Normandy beaches. On that mission he was discovered by German soldiers, who surrounded him. He fled into a swamp and lay silent, concealed, until the Germans gave up searching and went away.

When the invasion came, Bucklew went in with the troops and won a second Navy Cross for valor under fire. Toward the end of World War II, Bucklew carried out a long reconnaissance mission of the South China coast, north of Hong Kong, to find the answers to questions about the Japanese defenses and the beaches. At this point Adm. Ernest J. King was proposing an invasion of China before the invasion of Japan. Bucklew, disguised as a coolie, traveled four hundred miles with a band of Chinese guerrillas. At one point he evaded a Japanese Army patrol by hiding in a haystack. He was the epitome of the underwater hero and was so recognized within that special group of men to which he belonged. In 1987, when the Naval Special Warfare Command was established at the amphibious base in Coronado, it was dedicated to him, and his shadow still hovers above the training schools located there.

Training of SEALs is a compendium of all that has been learned in the past, from the days of Draper Kauffman and the original demolition training program at Fort Pierce, Florida, where many of the concepts were born. The most spectacular of these is Hell Week, the culmination of the basic training of a SEAL or Underwater Demolition Team (UDT) man. The program called BUD/S means Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL. It goes back to those early days, when Draper Kauffman conceived of the idea that a man could put forth ten times as much physical effort as he thought he could if he had the proper training, indoctrination, and spirit. Spirit is one of the aspects of SEAL training not talked about much, but it is the essence of the whole organization. Most of the men who drop out of the program (and this has been as much as 90 percent of a class) leave because they change their minds about their aspirations, or lose heart to face the challenges of the training program. This change can occur at any point along the way in the program, but most often during Hell Week, that week of applied torture testing the physical strength of the SEAL candidates, but above all, their spirit.

BUD/S has evolved to be the most difficult course offered within the U.S. military forces, and the SEALs and the UDT men are proud of that fact. The BUD/S class number is an important matter to all of them, and endless hours are spent in scuttlebutt about the rigors of the training program and the personal characteristics of the instructors.

The BUD/S training center is built around a courtyard in the center and on the ocean side of the Naval Amphibious Base at Coronado. On the outside, fronting on Highway 75, is the headquarters of Naval Special Warfare, or the quarterdeck, as the SEALs call it. This is the Phillip H. Bucklew Building. Above the door to the training quadrangle hangs a plaque embellished with two carved wooden seals, one diving and one standing, with the legend “The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” This is one of the mementos—each class has given at least one—that the classes have left the school since the SEALs were established. They include a statue of a creature that is part frog and part man, and a wheel of misfortune, which is divided into sections showing the various hardships a SEAL aspirant must undergo. One sign on the building says, “The only easy day was yesterday.” All these are symbolic of the intention of SEALs training, which is to stretch each man’s capabilities to the limit, relax the pressure for a little, then to stretch them again.

Much of that stretching goes on in the courtyard here, which is known as “The Grinder.” At one corner of The Grinder stands the post that holds the brass “quitting bell.” Any SEAL candidate who feels that he has reached the limit of his endurance and cannot take any more is free at any time to ring the bell. Lying on the ground next to the bell is a line of helmets from the trainees of the particular class in progress who have quit in midstream. In Hell Week, the line of helmets grows longer and longer.

The high rate of dropout is a matter of concern to the SEALs and the Navy, but it is one of the built-in hazards of the program. A man has to be highly motivated to want to become a SEAL, and his motivation must be stern and lasting. As the old SEALs say, the emphasis in BUD/S training is 90 percent mental and 10 percent physical. They say that any man could get through one day of training. But twenty-six weeks of it, day after day, is another matter, and the weak of heart drop out. Those who survive know that they are the ones who can be counted on in moments of crisis and that every other survivor of their class has those same attributes. That is one of the psychological factors of becoming and being a SEAL.

The nature of the training changes them, and they are never the same again.

The training does not avoid any physical challenge to which the SEALs might someday have to respond.

Overlooking the training complex is the dive tower, which contains a fifty-foot-deep tank of water in which SEALs learn free ascent and the techniques of working with submarines. West of the tower are the beach and the Pacific Ocean. South of the headquarters buildings is the obstacle course, which the SEALs say is the most demanding of its kind. Extending far to the south is a long beach, where the water remains at an almost constant 55 degrees Fahrenheit year-round.

Near the beach is a rack that holds a dozen innocent-looking big rubber boats known as IBSs (inflatable boats, small). On the beach near the boat rack is the fifty-foot stand that holds six climbing ropes. Here the trainees learn to build the strength of their shoulders and upper bodies, a part of the obstacle course. Over the twenty-six-week training course the men will become completely familiar with every aspect of this course, going over it time and again. It has been perfected by experts, men who went through the training and stayed or returned to consider how to make it more demanding.

Despite the apparent emphasis on individual effort, the whole focus of the training program is on teamwork. From the outset the trainee is taught that his life is going to depend on other people and that in the SEALs program there is no room for emphasis on the individual.

Only 5 percent of those who start with a class will finish with that class. But for many reasons men are “rolled over”—they begin with one class and finish with another. They might have suffered some injury that caused them to be forced out of the one class. But when the Navy spends eighty thousand dollars on making a SEAL, then anything that can be done without lowering standards to promote retention of candidates is done. The result is that the average actual dropout rate is about 60 percent, although occasionally a class almost disappears; one class, No. 78, did disappear altogether. Not a man finished the course.

For a SEAL trainee, the beginning is what they call the “fourth phase,” a four- to seven-week period of indoctrination during which the candidate gets his equipment, begins to break it in, and learns what will be expected of him in the future. He learns what the requirements are. In the “first phase” of training, which includes the Hell Week testing, here are the requirements, with their time in minutes:


½-mile pool swim without fins, 30
¾-mile pool swim without fins, 45
1-mile pool swim without fins, 60
1-mile bay swim without fins, 70
1-mile pool swim with fins, 50
1-mile bay swim with fins, 50
1½-mile ocean swim with fins, 75
2-mile ocean swim with fins, 95
Obstacle course, 15
2-mile timed run, 16
4-mile timed run, 32



For the first weeks of training, while they do calisthenics and concentrate on body-building, the candidates can study these requirements and estimate what they must do to meet these standards. They learn the requirements of distance running and the proper way to swim the strokes they must use to pass the required tests. After this period of the “fourth phase,” the candidates start their BUD/S training, which is the basic seven-week conditioning program. The fourth week of this phase is Hell Week, where the aim of the instructor is to push the students beyond what they believe to be their physical limitations. Those who complete Hell Week then have an additional three weeks in hydrographic reconnaissance, beach surveying, and underwater mapping, all skills that go back to the original UDT training days.

Besides the physical testing, the candidates must pass written tests in various subjects, with a grade level of 70 percent for enlisted men and 80 percent for officers.

Before they come to grips with Hell Week, the candidates have had some new experiences. One set of experiences is with the Physical Training Log. These are a group of wooden telephone poles, each weighing several hundred pounds, that are piled up on the beach like so much driftwood until they are wanted. They will be wanted early in the training phases, when the men have been ordered into boat teams. The logs and the IBS boats are two of the important aspects of training to instill a sense of teamwork in the men.

The logs are brought out and presented to a boat crew, and they are told to do sit-ups while lying with the log on their collective chests, seven men and one three-hundred-pound log. It is an experience in teamwork because if every man does not heave his own weight, the log will not move, and the sit-up exercise will fail.

The men also do push-ups with their toes on top of the log. This increases the tension of the arms to raise the upper body. They do bench presses, with the log lying on their chests. They raise it up while lying down, to the full length of their arms. They do press-ups, which involve raising the log above their heads from a standing position.

They run races carrying their logs on their shoulders—up to fourteen miles. Or they race with the log over the sand dunes into the surf, drop the log into the surf, flop down in the surf, get up, and pick up their log and race back across the beach to the start. There are other exercises with the log, all involving the teamwork of seven men to build strength and cooperative spirit.

The log and the IBS become part of the lives of these teams. The boat weighs 289 pounds and is 12 feet long and 6 feet wide, built to carry seven men with 1,000 pounds of equipment.

The boat crew carry their boat everywhere with them, and are responsible that it is always kept inflated and in good condition. The instructors like nothing better than to find an unattended boat and deflate it. So one man of the boat crew is always on duty. When the crew goes to chow, one man stays with the boat and then the first man finished eating takes over and the guard goes in to eat.

Boat drills consist of manning the boat in the water and much more. The men carry the boat on their heads or at arm’s length to the water, and sometimes their instructor jumps onto the boat to give it more authority.

Thus the candidates train for four weeks doing boat drills, log drills, swimming, running, and calisthenics in addition to studying academic subjects such as hydrography and learning first aid and life saving. Then comes Hell Week (or Motivation Week, as it is less sophomorically known).

The purpose of this rigorous week is to instill in the candidate a memory of the incidents and a strong feeling of association with the system. The candidate goes through the ordeal hating the whole of it, yet knowing that by surviving he has conquered his environment and triumphed over the system that has tested him. These are impressions he never loses, as can be vouchsafed by the almost constant harkening back of the successful to their BUD/S experience for years afterward. They draw strength and confidence from it, and it serves them well in difficult times, besides instilling in them a sense of confidence that they share only with men who have undergone the same ordeals.

Hell Week begins at one minute past midnight on a Monday morning and lasts for six days. During that period the brass bell that means relief and quitting is with the candidates at all times. All they have to do is ring the bell three times on one occasion, and almost immediately they will be back in an environment of clean sheets, hot and cold water, and plenty of sleep.

The whole experience is designed, and has been redesigned, to test a man’s resilience and resolve. He has the “right stuff” or he does not, and this is the acid test. What becomes important during these days is his ability to hang on, to continue to perform after his body says that it can take no more punishment. That is the extra mile that a man must go for success in this environment.

Hell Week begins when the candidates are awakened by instructors turning on the lights in the barracks, by the sound of grenades going off nearby and automatic weapons being fired. From that point on, for six days each man is faced with moving to his own point of exhaustion, and through it, if he is to survive the program. The primary motivation is to bring the men to the point of exhaustion and its concomitant confusion and see if they can pass through that to continue, like automatons, to make physical exertions they never believed possible. During this week the men get only a total of four to six hours of sleep.

The exercises they are forced to undergo are based on combat experiences of UDT men and SEALs in the past. For example, there is one exercise that involves a race of seven-man teams in their rubber boats, planned to occur at just about the time of a tide shift, so when the men come paddling in, they find that as they approach the shore after a grueling run, the going gets harder rather than easier, and the last few hundred yards may take them hours to negotiate.

During the exercises, the men must work closely together, compensating for physical differences if the team is to survive. There are tall men and short men in a boat team. The tall men must bend their elbows when performing press-ups with the boat, so the short men can lift their end to the same height. Sometimes the short men must put a tin or another object on their heads so they can carry their share of the load without tipping.

Besides the grueling physical exertion, runs, swims, boat drills, calisthenics, and more runs, swims, and boat drills interspersed with log exercises, the men must perform academically. They are tested on what they were supposed to have learned in classes, no matter that they have had next to no sleep. If a man fails to answer the questions correctly he is ordered to drop and begin a thousand push-ups. That number is the number of push-ups for the team. And so other men who have answered the questions drop and begin doing the push-ups, too. Ultimately every man is involved, and the one thousand push-ups are done, not by individuals, but by the team.

In the last days of Hell Week at Coronado the men are sent to the mud pits south of the community. They spend many hours in the mud, doing physical exercises under the most trying and debilitating of circumstances, filthy with mud, slippery and stinking, and above all exhausted almost to the point of being unable to perform. They then go to the best performance the instructors can orchestrate of an actual beach landing against enemy positions on an unfriendly shore, with explosions all around them, the noise and confusion of battle everywhere, and working in the mud all this time. They are given almost impossible exercises, such as the caterpillar race, in which the whole team links arms and legs and sits in a line. Then they are told to move backward—as a unit. The result is squirming, slow movement with no apparent purpose until the instructor orders a halt.

Some of the men come through all this ordeal, and at the end of the sixth day are released from the hellishness of the torture. It is an experience none of them forgets. It remains so high in their consciousness that the tendency is for them later to recall it with the same relish and embroidery of difficulties that men attach to their sea stories and war experience stories.

The survivors of Hell Week are like the survivors of a landing on an enemy beach under intense fire. They have made it, and that is all that counts. Once they have made it, they have twenty-four hours off for cleanup and celebration, and then they move to the next phase of their training. And then after three more weeks of basic training, they go to “phase two.” During this period they can contemplate with a little more consciousness some of the things they have undergone during this week and understand the reasons for them.

They also will learn now many things they have not been told. Some exercises during this week seem strange and meaningless. One such involves a command to the men to run, and then subsidiary commands to fall down every thirty yards, to cover their ears, open their mouths, and cross their legs, and then to get up; and start running again, only to be stopped thirty yards later with the same orders. Only at the end do the men learn that this is the best way to protect oneself from a nearby explosion. After Hell Week this exercise makes much sense. Before it might have seemed to be just another form of the instructor’s torture.

Having survived the rigors of Hell Week, the remaining SEAL candidates finish off the last three weeks of their “first phase” of training and then move into a phase devoted to land warfare, something new for the SEALs as compared to the UDT. The class learns the tactics of conducting raids from the sea and how to conduct ambushes. They also learn patrolling and various means of moving from one place to another. (In SEAL talk this is called insertion.) They learn to slide down ropes from helicopters (rappelling), and they learn about explosives and demolitions. At the end of this phase of training they repair to San Clemente Island for a twenty-one-day exercise that tests their skills in all these departments. By the end of this phase, the men must meet these new requirements (with time in minutes):


Obstacle course, 12
4-mile run, 31
2-mile ocean swim with fins, 75
5.5-mile ocean swim with fins until completion



The next phase of SEAL training involves advanced swimming techniques, the use of scuba gear, and specialized warfare techniques. The men practice long-distance underwater compass swims, swimming in pairs in the bay on set courses, and towing a red buoy with their number on it. They practice attacks on ships and work with submarines. Their physical endurance is increased, and they run until they can do a fourteen-mile distance run. They have academic work in physics and medicine. At this stage the attrition rate may be 50 to 80 percent of the class. At the end of this phase they must meet new requirements (with time in minutes):


Obstacle course, 10
4-mile run, 30
2-mile ocean swim with fins, 70



This phase marks the end of BUD/S training, and after graduation the class is shipped off to Fort Benning, Georgia, where they learn parachuting. At the end of this training the young men, now almost SEALs, are assigned to SEAL teams or UDT teams for a six-month probationary period. If they survive this test, they go before a board that judges if they have qualified as SEALs, and if so, after more than a year of training, they will be able to wear the Trident, the Naval Special Warfare Command insignia, and claim proudly that they belong to the most exclusive society in the U.S. Navy.


November 20, 1943

Tarawa Atoll, Betio Island

The lone amphibious tractor swam slowly in toward the sandy beach, carrying marines of a scout-sniper platoon and of a flamethrower platoon. Their mission was to neutralize an L-shaped pier that stretched out into the water, but to be sure it was not destroyed so the marines could use it to land medical supplies, ammunition, and food and to evacuate wounded men.

This amtrac hit the pier fifteen minutes ahead of the first wave of landing craft. Then the boats and amphibious tractors of this first wave of marines started coming in to the beach. The naval barrage lifted, and when it did, “all hell broke loose.” Along the beach ran a seawall constructed by the Japanese, who poured fire from field guns, machine guns, mortars, and rifles onto the beach. They fired antiboat guns along the long axis of the marines. Many of the 125 amtracs were destroyed, and the survivors were slowed as they waded in toward the beach in water sometimes shoulder-deep. Many men were killed or wounded, so many that the water at the shore began to run red.

The wooden landing craft drew too much water to cross the reef. They had to unload on the edge of the lagoon. Some of the amtracs began to run a shuttle service to the beach, but most marines had to wade in, running the gauntlet of enemy fire.

The tank lighters came in. They had to drop their ramps at the edge of the lagoon. The tanks wallowed in across the shallow water. Some of them fell into holes in the coral, blasted by shells or by the Japanese as tank traps. Tanks drowned out. Some were knocked out by direct hits from the Japanese guns, whose gunners had carefully worked out the ranges and the fields of fire.

Landing craft found channels through the reef, only to discover that these channels had been created by the Japanese to draw the landing craft under their guns and into their mined tetrahedron defenses.

The second wave came in and the third. The slaughter continued. Many of the troops never reached the beach, cut down in the water. A third of the five thousand marines in the assault force that day were killed or wounded. Once the survivors reached the seawall, they were pinned down behind it, and the assault gained no momentum.

That day the issue was in doubt—the amphibious command was not sure the men could gain and hold the beach.

The problem was the tide. They had hit a tide that was unusually low and the water unusually shallow. At last the tide rose normally; ramped landing craft could bring in men over the reef. The fight was still hard. The Japanese were dug in securely, and their defenses were well planned and often linked. Pillboxes of concrete, steel, and logs covered the islands. Underwater obstacles were many and unexpected. American casualties were very high, more than 3,000 dead and wounded of 16,800 Marines in the operation. It took four days to win the battle, and when it was won all but a handful of the Japanese were dead. The cost of the victory was too high. When the admirals and generals returned to Pearl Harbor they realized that something had to be done to prevent such losses in the future. Thus were born the Underwater Demolition Teams of the U.S. Navy, from which would develop the Navy SEALs.



SONG OF THE DEMOLITIONEERS

The men of the Underwater Demolition Teams never got a nickname like Navy SEALS. They were almost always known as the UDTs or UDT men, virtually never as frogmen, although a figure of a frogman stands in the courtyard of the Naval Special Warfare headquarters in Coronado, California, as a reminder of the past. But the UDT men did have their own ways, and a song, which was sung to the tune of the Georgia Tech football fight song. (“I’m a rambling wreck from Georgia Tech and a helluvan engineer.…”)


When the Navy gets into a jam
They always call on me,
To pack a case of dynamite
And put right out to sea.

Like every honest sailor
I drink my whiskey clear.
I’m a shootin’, fightin’, dynamitin’
Demolitioneer.

Out in front of the Navy
Where you really get the heat
There’s a bunch of crazy bastards
Pulling off some crazy feat.

With their pockets full of powder
And caps stuck in their ears
They’re shootin’, fightin’, dynamitin’
Demolitioneers.

They sent me off to Italy
To clean the fascist up.
I put a case of TNT
Beneath the dirty pup.

And now they’re rushing madly
Straight up into the air.
I’m a shootin’, fightin’, dynamitin’
Demolitioneer.

Some day we’ll see the coast of France
Put Jerry on the run.
We’ll wrap a roll of primacord
’Round every Goddam Hun.

Goebbels and Herr Goering
Can blow it out their rears.
We’re the shootin’, fightin’, dynamitin’
Demolitioneers.

When our marines reach Tokyo
And the rising sun is done
They’ll head right for some Geisha house
To have a little fun.

But they’ll find the gates are guarded
And the girls are in the care
Of the shootin’, fightin’, dynamitin’
Demolitioneers.

When the war is over
And the Wacs and Waves are home
We’ll swim back to the USA
And never more shall roam.

All the local maidens
Will get the best of care
And we’ll raise a bunch of squallin’, bawlin’
Demolitioneers.

From Fane’s The Naked Warriors.






1   The Virtue of Necessity

[image: ] The U.S. Navy entered World War II with virtually no knowledge of amphibious operations, to say nothing of underwater operations. In the early 1940s the Italians exceeded all others at the latter, and the Germans, British, and Japanese were all far ahead of the Americans in amphibious landing techniques.

The first American amphibious assault was staged at Guadalcanal on August 7, 1942. It turned out to be relatively easy, because the Marines on Guadalcanal Island were at first unopposed. Although the fighting by the few hundred Japanese troops on little Tulagi and Gavutu islands was fierce, the Japanese did not have the power to offer sustained resistance, and they had no basic defense plan. The Japanese had not expected opposition after their string of quick conquests in Southeast Asia and the Pacific.

But when the American invasion forces got ready to move into French North Africa, it was a different story.

The Allied North Africa landings were divided into three task forces. In the planning for the western task force operation the Allies decided that the force would land at the mouth of the Wadi Sefou River, near Casablanca in French Morocco. The planners soon learned that the Vichy French had constructed a massive boom and net arrangement across the river just inside the jetties that flanked the river mouth. This structure was overlooked by a large stone fortress. The fortress was a formidable place, with 155mm guns, 75mm guns, and many smaller field pieces.

Army intelligence suggested that the fortress was manned by the Vichy French and that they might give only token resistance. But the Germans were also in the area, and it had to be presupposed that they might take over the defenses.

Maj. Gen. George S. Patton, Jr.’s, task force target was Port Lyautey and the airfield that lay behind it, which, if captured, would give the Allied troops air cover as soon as the invasion began.

What was needed were demolition experts to destroy the boom and underwater defenses in the river. In 1942 such men were hard to find in the U.S. Navy, but there were a few, particularly operating around Pearl Harbor, where a number of unexploded Japanese bombs from the December 7 attack had to be dealt with, and the ships sunk in the attack had to be salvaged. One of those involved in these operations was Lt. Mark Starkweather. When the need was seen for the North Africa operations, Starkweather and a team of sixteen men were recruited for the job. They were given a rush course in cable cutting, underwater demolition, and commando fighting tactics. Their official name was Combat Demolition Unit. They began training in September, and two months later they were on their way into action.

Early on the morning of November 8 the demolition team was put over the side of its transport into a landing craft a few miles outside the river mouth. The sea was rough, a strong wind was blowing, and heavy overcast hung low on the water, then gave way to rain. As the landing craft neared the mouth of the river, it was struck by a rain squall. Moments later it was caught at the top of a thirty-foot ground swell and literally rammed through the channel between the jetties on the banks of the river mouth. There was serious danger of being pooped and swamped by the swell, but the boat’s coxswain applied full power and kept just ahead of the wave. Then the swell receded and the coxswain was in full control again.

A red flare went up, an indication that the enemy was not surprised. The coxswain took the boat close along the south bank of the river toward the boom. Then the Higgins boat began to draw fire, but at that time the fire was erratic and not damaging. But moments later a searchlight came on and began playing down from the high walls of the fortress. Another joined in, and they swept the river, caught the boat, and moved on, then came back and held the boat in their glare. The coxswain put on full power and began to take evasive action to escape the tracing searchlights.

One of the Allied destroyers just outside the river mouth began firing on the fortress. The fortress’s big guns started firing back. Whatever chance there had been that the attack could be pursued with the element of surprise was now completely gone. The searchlights clung tenaciously to the landing craft, and Lieutenant Starkweather saw that he could not escape them. He ordered the coxswain to head back for the mouth of the river. In a few minutes they were out of the protective cover of the shore of the river and back in the Atlantic, first plunging through the surf at the river’s mouth. The boat began to pitch and toss. Lieutenant Starkweather was thrown head first into the cockpit coaming and injured his face. A sailor had both ankles broken when he was thrown across the bottom of the boat.

By the time the boat got into the vicinity of its transport, the main assault landings were under way.

So the Combat Demolition Unit had failed in its mission that day. But the whole invasion was ragged. Because of the weather, it took two days to get Patton’s troops ashore. He still wanted the airfield and the blowing of the river boom, so orders were given to Starkweather’s unit to make another attempt. If they were successful, a force of highly trained men were waiting on board a destroyer to make the landing assault on the airfield.

Just after midnight on the morning of November 11, Lieutenant Starkweather and his men were back in the Higgins boat, heading for the shore again. This time they had some extra equipment: two .30-caliber machine guns, two inflatable rubber boats, and a massive underwater demolition bomb that one member of the team had constructed while they waited for this second attempt. No one knew quite how they were going to use the bomb.

This time the seas were rougher than they had been on the first attempt, but their coxswain got them through and into the mouth of the river. This time there was no red flare and there were no searchlights. Perhaps the French were persuaded by the very viciousness of the weather that no attempt could possibly succeed on this night.

The coxswain throttled back as they slid along the shore. They found the boom cable and its net. The cable was buoyed along its length by a number of small boats. Above the cable was strung another wire. Suspecting it might be an alarm or a booby trap, Lieutenant Starkweather warned his men not to touch that wire.

The members of the team attached explosives to the main boom cables. They were to employ a heavy-explosive boom cutter, but in training they had found that it did not always work very well, so this night they had also brought extra explosives as a hedge against failure. As the cable cutter was installed, so were hundreds of backup explosive charges. Finally the job was done and the explosives were all installed. The men got out of the water and back into their Higgins boat. The charges were blown, and they worked. The cable broke, and the two heavy sections dragged down the supporting boats. The way was now clear for the invasion of the airfield.

The explosion of the cable had attracted the attention of the fortress—the searchlights came on, and the guns began firing. One of the machine gunners in the Higgins boat managed to knock out one of the searchlights, but the fortress began firing flares, and the Higgins boat was caught in the light. The fortress guns began hitting closer and closer, so the coxswain zigged and zagged to throw the enemy gunners off. The team was firing the two machine guns, and their gun flashes seemed to be drawing enemy fire, because the Higgins boat began to take some hits. Lieutenant Starkweather ordered his men to cease firing, and soon the enemy gunners could not find them, and the shells stopped coming in. But now the problem was going to be the sea. Lieutenant Starkweather ordered all the leftover explosives jettisoned. The two rubber boats were heaved over the side, and the big incendiary bomb went, too, unwanted and unneeded. One of the machine guns was also dumped to save weight for the ordeal into the surf and the crashing waves beyond.

As the Higgins boat emerged from the mouth of the river, the station destroyers began to deliver covering fire against the fortress. The boat sped on through the rough sea and back to the transport, where the men scrambled up the nets, and the boat was hoisted aboard. They counted thirteen major holes and a number of smaller ones in the boat, but nobody was killed, or even badly hurt, although many of the team suffered from the long immersion in the water and some had been knocked about in the boat on the way in.

The mission was a success—the troops were delivered to the shore and soon had the airfield under control. So the first action involving underwater demolition men had proved their value to the Navy and to amphibious commanders. The Americans had been slow to start, but they were learning.


2   The Beginning—
Underwater Demolition
Teams

[image: ] Early in 1943, when Adm. Ernest J. King suggested to the Pacific Fleet that it would be a good idea to seize the Ellice and Gilbert Islands, Adm. Chester W. Nimitz discovered that his staff knew virtually nothing about the Gilberts. Their attention was turned to the Marshall Islands, which seemed to be the next target for invasion to begin the Central Pacific campaign.

A little had been learned about the Gilberts in the summer of 1942, when Lt. Col. Evans Carlson’s 2d Marine Raider Battalion had made a raid on Makin Island. But at that time there were scarcely a hundred Japanese on Makin, and the information gathered by Carlson’s men was very meager.

A series of carrier raids and submarine reconnaissance missions to the Gilberts was staged in the spring and summer of 1943, partially to get information about Japanese defenses, and the Seventh Army Air Force moved some B-24s up to Canton Island and stayed at Funafuti, an island captured by the Americans.

On January 26, 1943, three B-24s made a combined bombing and photographic mission on Tarawa. They discovered that the Japanese had built an airstrip on Betio Island. On February 17 bombers flew over Butaritari Island in the Makin atoll, which Carlson had raided, and discovered that one result of the Carlson raid was the heavy fortification of that island by the Japanese. It now had a seaplane base.

This news was bothersome. Maj. Gen. Howland M. Smith, the Marine officer who had been supervising amphibious training on the West Coast and was now to be ground commander for Nimitz, said brusquely that all this was the result of the Carlson raid, which in his estimate had been a bad mistake.

These bombing and photo missions triggered Japanese response. Funafuti airfield was bombed and two B-24s were destroyed. After that Admiral Nimitz warned the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the Gilberts represented a serious threat to an invasion of the Marshalls and ought to be taken first.

All this was decided in the summer of 1943, and Vice Adm. Raymond Spruance, who would command the invasion force, flew to Canton, Upolu, and Funafuti islands to study the problems of getting troops across a coral reef, for in spite of the success of the Guadalcanal landings and other Solomons landings, the Americans were just learning the techniques of amphibious operations.

In September the submarine Nautilus went to Tarawa and spent eight days photographing the beaches. The special cameras rigged up to the periscope did not work, but the submarine’s executive officer did the job with his own German-made camera. The bombers continued to take photos, but they came back to report that there were no signs of life on Tarawa nor any apparent fortifications. Fortunately the Marines had better information than that, and knew almost precisely how many defenders there were on the island, although they did not know how sophisticated the defenses were.

The big problem was the tides. An Australian naval officer on Nimitz’s staff who had lived in the Gilberts warned about “dodging” tides that came at this time of year, and others warned against the uncertainty of the tides around November 20, but Adm. Richmond Kelly Turner, the amphibious commander, decided to take a chance. He guessed wrong, and the tide the Marines came in on was a “low dodging tide,” which meant at the low point, during the landings, no landing craft could cross the reef.

When Admiral Turner returned to Pearl Harbor after the Gilberts operation, he and the others involved in the critique of operations concluded that more information had to be obtained in the future about what the invaders would face. Only swimmers could give accurate information about the depth of water and about underwater obstacles placed by the enemy.

The Navy was then already creating such units. In June 1943 Lt. Comdr. Draper L. Kauffman, a bomb disposal expert, was given the job of organizing the first Underwater Demolition Team, at Fort Pierce, Florida.

Late that summer the first Combat Demolition Unit—six men—was given the name CDU No. 1 and shipped to San Francisco under secret orders to pave the way for the reoccupation of the Aleutians. But in those days virtually no one in the Navy knew what a UDT was. Their orders got mislaid and they missed the ship that was to take them north, so Kiska Island, which, it was discovered, the Japanese had already abandoned, had to be captured without their participation. Later UDT No. 1 was shipped off to Hawaii to join other UDTs.

The next two teams were shipped to the Southwest Pacific to join MacArthur’s Navy, the Seventh Fleet. By the time they arrived, MacArthur was so used to doing what he could with what he had that he was employing the Army engineer brigades to do the work the UDTs could do. So the UDTs were not used out front, but to clear boat channels on the beaches of New Guinea as MacArthur moved up toward Hollandia.

Two UDTs went to the Mediterranean, where they participated in the invasion of southern France. One unit went to England, two units went to Admiral Wilkinson at Guadalcanal, and three units were sent to Hawaii for Admiral Turner’s operations. Lieutenant Commander Kauffman’s unit was not far enough advanced in training to participate in the Gilberts invasion or that of the Marshalls.

Admiral Turner and Captain Hill, who had headed one amphibious unit, and others recommended the organization of Underwater Demolition Teams of a hundred men, each with four operating platoons.

Admiral Nimitz soon had approval from Washington. A school for UDT training was established in Hawaii, for the attacks on Kwajalein, Roi, and Namur. One month was allocated to find volunteers and organize and train the men. Comdr. Edward D. Brewster, a Seabee, was chosen to command UDT No. 1. Another Seabee, Lt. Tom Crist, was given temporary command of UDT No. 2. When the men arrived from Fort Pierce they came into these organizations, to join Marines with experience at Tarawa and Army demolitions experts. The training began at Waimanalo Amphibious Base, across Oahu Island from Honolulu.

The UDTs developed a secret weapon they called the “Stingray.” It was a wooden landing craft filled with several tons of explosives. Steering and firing were radio-controlled. This “drone” could be radio-directed to a reef or an obstacle. Admiral Turner brought up drones that would be sent in to blow a gap through which other landing craft might move. After the craft were “perfected,” rocket launchers were added to them. A demonstration was given for Captain Hill. The “Stingray” drone was started in toward its target, the rockets were fired, but their thrust flames set the dynamite in the boat afire, and the boat blew up in midpassage, killing several hundred pounds of tuna fish, which one of the Seabees loaded up and traded ashore for two cases of whiskey.

Just before Christmas, UDT No. 2 went to San Diego to report to Rear Adm. Richard Connolly, who would conduct the Roi and Namur operation. They picked up more Stingrays, inflatable boats, Bangalore torpedoes, and explosives. Admiral Connolly then put Lt. Comdr. John T. Koehler in charge of UDT No. 2. Lieutenant Commander Koehler had been involved in the landings on Sicily.

That Sicily invasion had marked a point of departure. A special emergency team of demolition men had been created at the Dynamiting and Demolition School at Fort Perry, Virginia. Lt. Fred Wise of the Seabees was in charge of this thirteen-man team of volunteers. They were joined by others, trained as well and as quickly as possible, and shipped to the Mediterranean in time for the invasion of Sicily on July 10, 1943. The organization got a name: Naval Combat Demolition Unit (NCDU).

When the invasion began, the NCDU was ready to search out underwater obstacles, but there were none; however, a number of ships and landing craft sunk by German bombers were near the beach, so the NCDU was put to work blowing up a different sort of obstacle. Some of the men were also sent inland with the Army to blow up obstacles and enemy strongpoints. Lieutenant Koehler was executive officer of a unit at Gela on the southern coast of Sicily when the Hermann Goering Panzer Division broke through the American lines. His men and other naval people were thrown into the line to help rout the Germans with a counterattack. After a few days the NCDU was shipped back to the United States and the men scattered among various demolition organizations.

The other UDT men trained on Oahu and Maui in Hawaii, in December 1943. They learned hydrographic reconnaissance and mapping. Little by little more emphasis was put on distance swimming. By the time the Marshall expedition was being planned, Underwater Demolition Team No. 1 had also been organized.

But none of these men was a frogman. They were to operate out of small boats, and they wore combat fatigue uniforms with life belts. They were hooked to safety lines and were not expected to do any swimming. They wore combat boots to protect their feet from the coral reef.

The first step in the Marshalls invasion was the occupation of the Kwajalein atoll group, the largest atoll group. The Northern Invasion Force would attack Roi and Namur, two islands in the north connected by a causeway. The Southern Force would attack Kwajalein Island. One of the UDTs accompanied each expedition.

At dawn on January 31, 1944, the invasion forces reached the Kwajalein Island area. The battleships and aircraft had been pounding the reef island. Now it was time for the UDT men to test their secret weapons against the islet of Enubuj, west of Kwajalein. Admiral Turner wanted to test the Stingray drones.

Each drone was loaded with three tons of explosives. The UDT had to complete its mission on the reef and get out of the way before the troops left the line of departure and headed in to the beach.

Two drones, manned by a coxswain and a mechanic, started in to the beach. They set the controls, threw over a rubber boat and jumped in, and were picked up by the following control boat. Each control boat controlled two slave boats.

One of the two drones slowed down suddenly and dropped deeper in the choppy water, then went under while six hundred yards from the beach. Its pumps had failed.

The second drone sputtered, the motor stopped, and it drifted to a stop. A third drone was started toward shore, but after the crew left, the motor quit. The crew paddled back and tried to restart the motors of both drones. Now the invading troop waves were starting toward shore. So the Stingray operation was abandoned as a failure.

(Later Admiral Turner discovered that his officers in charge of dispensing equipment had not wanted to waste good boats, so had given the UDTs old, worn-out boats and motors. The admiral was not pleased.)

UDT No. 1 had other missions at Kwajalein. One was a midnight reconnaissance of the reef that ran from Enubuj to the western end of Kwajalein. Air photos showed that the Japanese had been working on a seawall similar to the one that had run along the beach at Tarawa, a wall of rocks set in concrete with hardwood posts sticking seaward to impede amtracs and assault boats. Were there mines or underwater obstacles? Nobody knew.

So Admiral Turner sent the UDT men in on two daylight reconnaissance missions, one at high tide and one at low tide. They would be covered by the guns of the fleet.

At ten o’clock on the morning of January 31 the battleships Pennsylvania and Mississippi began bombarding Kwajalein. Four ramped landing craft loaded with UDT men, photographers, leadsmen, radio men, and machine gunners approached the island on the morning high tide. Ahead of them was the long reef and the stone wall, behind which the Japanese crouched for protection from the shelling. There was very little fire from the beach.

Two of the UDT men in the leading boat stepped outside regulations. Ens. Lewis F. Luehrs and Seabee Chief Bill Acheson were wearing swim trunks under their combat fatigues. When the boat’s coxswain began to get nervous seeing so many coral heads around him, they took off their clothes, slipped over the side, and swam. They spent forty-five minutes in the water, got up near the beach, waded in to measure the depth of the water, and found gun emplacements and a large log barricade on the entire tip of the island. There were many coral heads, which would prevent effective use of landing craft, but no mines.

When they got back to the ship they were taken immediately, still in their trunks, to Admiral Turner’s flagship Monrovia to retell their findings. The admiral was impressed, and when they advised the use of amtracs instead of boats, he listened. The landing took place in amtracs.

That afternoon at four o’clock the low-tide reconnaissance men went in in amtracs. The landing went fine, even though there was heavy rain.

And from the UDT reports about the wall, Admiral Turner decided to devote more bombardment to the area. So on D+1 Admiral Turner ordered a new bombardment of the wall, and on the morning of D+1, February 1, the two Army regimental combat teams that assaulted Kwajalein went in to the island in armor-plated amtracs, with three machine guns each and led by a wave of amphibian tanks. They swept through the broken wall and drove inland, where the infantry dismounted. Later, at high tide, the landing craft came in over the reef and landed safely.

The next day UDT No. 1 was landed on the west end of Kwajalein Island to blast channels through the reef inside the lagoon for LSTs and supply ships. They also blew up a number of Japanese barges on the shore. During the march up the island the UDT men also helped out with some pillboxes, packing haversacks of tetrytol against the concrete and tying it together with primacord fuse and then moving back to take cover from the explosion. The pillboxes crumbled, and the Army troops shot down the Japanese as they poured out.

It took the Army four days to take Kwajalein. The UDT men then moved to Ebeye Island, which was the site of a seaplane base, again to make channels through the reef.

As this was going on to the south, Admiral Connolly’s Northern Attack Force was moving on Roi and Namur. It, too, would take the small adjoining islands on January 31 and strike the main target on D+1.

The two islands were named Jacob and Ivan. Lt. Tom Crist in a landing craft scouted the Jacob passage and reported to Commander Koehler that the island would make a good base for the team. By noon their ship was putting their drone boats and explosives over the side, and the men took over the island as the bombardment force pounded Roi and Namur and as minesweepers cleared the passage into the lagoon.

The UDT men unloaded more drone boats and loaded them up with explosives. At an hour before midnight the fire support ships speeded up their bombardment of Roi and Namur to cover the UDT night survey of the landing beaches along with Marine scouts. The reconnaissance crews went in rubber boats with outboard motors, all in full combat uniform with life belts. If a swimmer went over the side, he was supposed to use a lifeline. The boats cruised along the beach and came back to report that all the beach seemed good enough for landing.

At dawn on D+1, UDT No. 2 launched its drone boats into the lagoon, followed by amtracs, which controlled them. This was the test of the drones against the reefs, just before the troops landed, as in the south.

The sea was so rough that Admiral Connolly sent the LSTs into the lagoon to unload the Marines into the assault craft, and they milled around, trying to get into formation for the assault waves. Lieutenant Commander Koehler had been given good landing craft for his drone boats, unlike the other team. The amtrac control vessel was manned by Lt. William Gordon Carberry and Crist, and Lt. William Lambert Hawks was at the controls.

They aimed the first drone at the pier in the center of the enemy beach. The drone was loaded with five tons of dynamite. It vanished into the smoke of the bombardment. Crist told Hawks to push the arming switch as the boat headed into the chop; a few minutes later, Crist gave the order to fire. Hawks pushed the firing switch on the radio. Nothing happened. Then, out of the haze, the drone boat appeared, traveling in a tight circle. Somebody guessed that the radio signals were being jammed by the Japanese. Hawks hailed a standby craft and boarded it with two other UDT men. They had to get that drone, with its ten thousand pounds of explosives, out of the way of the troops. They ran up to the drone, under Japanese machine-gun fire from the beach, and boarded. They cut out four fuses. The drone was armed and ready to fire and could have been set off by machine-gun fire. They brought the drone back under manual control.

Crist and Carberry tried another. This one started out straight, then circled and came back and rammed their amtrac. Luckily the dynamite did not go off, but one man was knocked overboard. So the drones had failed again. They were steered back out of the way, and the invasion went on without them.

On Roi and Namur the UDT men went ashore to help the Marines blast blockhouses, then cut out parts of the coral reef to let the LSTs come up over the reef to drop their ramps.

After Kwajalein and Roi and Namur were secure, Adm. Harry Hill went on to Eniwetok. UDT No. 1 went with him, in an infantry landing craft, as part of the reconnaissance party.

Using captured Japanese charts, the minesweepers went in first and moved to the lagoon. At five o’clock in the afternoon, the UDT scouting parties boarded amtracs and headed into Engebi Island. They were under gunfire. Lieutenant Luehrs led one of the UDT groups. By this time it seemed quite acceptable that they were in swimming trunks. A lot of ideas had changed. Admiral Turner, who had been so high on the Stingrays, now realized that they were a “gimmick,” and when he got back to Pearl Harbor he would tell Admiral Nimitz that the only way to deal with coral and underwater obstacles was to send in individual swimmers.

This day, as Luehrs and his men went in to the beach, they were under fire from Japanese mortars and machine guns. The amtracs fired back and called for spot fire from the bombardment force. The UDT men spotted coral heads, then stripped down to their trunks, put on their goggles, strapped on their sheath knives, and dove over to check the depths. They marked the dangerous heads with yellow buoys. For two hours they cruised fifty yards off the beach, under fire, and then pulled back to mark the boundaries of the four-hundred-yard-wide lanes they had explored. While they worked they watched, and when they got back to the fleet they reported on pillboxes that were still standing ashore after the barrage. Those targets got special attention that night and the next morning.

On the next morning three UDT men went in with the first landing craft to guide the landing waves to the beach. Commander Brewster, Lieutenant Luehrs, and Chief Acheson rode the amtracs. The first wave began slanting off to the left, out of the landing lane. Luehrs, under fire from the Japanese, sped over to herd them back. The wave barely missed grounding on many coral heads in the danger zone. For his work that day Luehrs won the Silver Star. Commander Brewster was wounded.

The Marines took Engebi that day but discovered that the Japanese had strong forces on Eniwetok and Parry islands nearby. So the following day they hit Eniwetok without naval preparation. It took them four days to dig out the Japanese and another day to take Parry, but the beaches offered no problems. The UDT men were occupied clearing up the lagoon channels and anchorages and making ramps ashore for the LSTs. By the time UDT No. 1 left Eniwetok, Lt. Comdr. John Koehler was back in Hawaii establishing a training program for UDTs. Admiral Turner was completely sold on the concept but recognized that they had to be swimmers, not just demolition men, so the concept began to change. In the next operation westward, Admiral Turner intended to use five different UDT groups.

In the meantime, Lieutenant Commander Kauffman had begun an extensive program at Fort Pierce designed first of all to toughen the men for this demanding duty. His theory, based on the operation and training of the Navy and Marine scouts and raiders, was that a man should be capable of ten times the physical effort he thought he had. To that end a rigorous program was developed. Because the demand for trained men was so immediate, the program was accelerated.
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