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“Do you think you would have the courage to risk your life to save a friend?”

That was the question Matthew Axelson asked his brother, Jeff, in the fall of 2001 as the boys sat around the fire pit at their home, drinking beer and sharing stories. 

Matthew was on a weekend leave before starting his third phase of BUDs training (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs training), and the conversation was taking a serious turn.

“I never thought it would be a foregone conclusion that I would be seeing a fight when I entered the Teams. I thought that perhaps I would get the chance to answer that call, but I never knew for sure until today. I hope that I never get in a rough situation, but if I do, I hope I will have the courage to see it through.”[1]

Less than four years later, on June 28th, 2005, Matthew Gene Axelson answered his own question.
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The Beginnings of a Hero
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Matthew Axelson was born on June 25th, 1976 in Cupertino, California, where he lived with his parents, Donna and Cordell, and older brother, Jeff. 

According to Cordell, “He was just a typical guy that loved to be with his friends ... he was not a blabbermouth for sure. He didn’t want to be the center of attention. He [was] very modest and very intelligent and physically and mentally he could do anything he wanted to. He was a great guy to talk to.”[2]

After graduating from Monta Vista High School, in 1994, Matthew went to the California State University, in Chico, where he studied and earned a degree in, political science. But a degree wasn’t all he gained at the University – Matthew also met Cindy Oji there, in the summer of 1999 - the girl who was to become his wife.

"He definitely caught my eye...I’ve always had a soft spot for blond hair and blue eyes."

Their first date took place on Matthew’s old boat, out on Lake Oroville. Within a matter of weeks, both Matthew and Cindy knew that they would spend their lives together. 

As the couple continued their degrees they spent a lot of time apart over the following year but made sure they got together at least once every six weeks.

In December 2000, Matthew Enlisted in the US Navy and started basic training. Cindi told Matthew that she would support his decision all the way.

He told her that he’d had a "cushy life, (and) he had a sense that he needed to give back and be challenged."

Chris Kobz, Matthew’s former roommate during freshman year, said that Matthew wanted to challenge himself.

"He is the last guy you ever thought would ever go and be a Navy SEAL...he is very laid back and not an ultra type-A guy. It was a personal thing for him."

While Matthew was in basic training, he wrote to Cindi every day, keeping their romance alive, and the couple married in Sacramento on December 27th, 2003. 18 months later, Cindi was a widow.[3]
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The United States Navy
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Matthew excelled in the US Navy, and sailed through his basic training at Naval Station Great Lakes, near Waukegan, Illinois. His father, Cordell, had served in Vietnam, and Matthew had always been drawn to the military in general, and the Navy SEALs in particular. He completed Sonar Technician Surface (STG) A school and was then selected for BUD/S training (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs training) and he graduated with class 237 in Coronado, California. 

This was followed by Army Airborne Jump school, SEAL Delivery Vehicle school (SDV), and SEAL Qualification Training (SQT).

In December 20012, Matthew reported to SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team 1 in Hawaii, where he became known as ‘Cool Hand Luke’. He was particularly adept at mountain climbing and was an expert SEAL sniper, and proved to be a valuable asset to the platoon. Standing at six foot four, Matthew was an excellent athlete and a popular member of his team.[4]

In April 2005, Matthew was deployed to Afghanistan. He never came home.
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The Mission
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This was payback time for the World Trade Center. We were coming after the guys who did it. If not the actual guys, then their blood brothers, the lunatics who still wished us dead and might try it again.[5]

It was widely known to the US forces that terrorists were doing everything in their power to cause havoc and terror in the area – everything from stopping local elections to assassination – and a plan was constructed by Marine Major Tom Wood to take down those responsible. Operation Red Wings was to be a joint operation, between the Marines and Special Forces.[6]

Ahmad Shah was a local man who, although not a part of the Taliban, was in allegiance with them and was commander of a group of militia fighters in Eastern Afghanistan.[7] 

Operation Red Wings was to be conducted in five phases – phase 1 was to be carried out by a team of Navy SEALs to pinpoint Shah’s whereabouts and movements, and phase two would involve two SEAL teams to be dropped into the area. One team was to capture or kill Ahmad Shah, and the other team was to secure the area. The ultimate goal of Operation Red Wings was to ensure the local villagers’ lives were improved.

Major Wood wanted the SEALs teams to enter the area on foot – however, Lieutenant Commander Erik Kristensen, Wood’s SEALs counterpart – changed the plan. He wanted his men swiftly inserted into the area, something which could not be achieved on foot. The new plan was to ‘fast rope’ the SEALs into the area from a helicopter at night, a manoeuvre which ensures the quickest possible arrival. 

However, this method, for obvious reasons, would attract the attention of the people on the ground, in this case Ahmad Shah and his militia, so Lieutenant Commander Erik Kristensen sent in a number of ‘dummy drops’ for several nights beforehand, in order to desensitize Shah and his men to the noise, and lower their guard.

In addition, on the night of the real drop, a second helicopter would fly with the one containing the SEALs, and operate more ‘fake drops’ in the surrounding areas – a move which would, hopefully, confuse those on the ground.
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The Team
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Lieutenant Commander Erik Kristensen was faced with a problem. The area the team was to be dropped into was high up in the Hindu Kush Mountains – rugged, rocky and barren. Without much cover and opportunity for camouflage, Lieutenant Commander Erik Kristensen had no choice but to send in the smallest possible team of SEALs. That meant just four men would make up the team whose mission it was to capture or kill Ahmad Shah[8] – a man whose army was estimated at between 60 and 200 men.[9] 

Lieutenant Michael P. Murphy was to lead the team. At 29[10], he was well used to the Middle East, having served in Qatar, Jordan, and Djibouti. 

Petty Officer Second Class Danny P. Dietz, 25[11], was brought in less than 24 hours before the operation began, because of his skills as a communications expert. Dietz replaced Petty Officer Shane Patton who was in the original four chosen. 

Navy Hospital Corpsman Second Class Marcus Luttrell, 29[12], from Houston, Texas was the third member of the team, with Petty Officer Matthew Axelson, 29[13], from California, completing the team.

Murphy and Dietz were assigned the task of being spotters, while Luttrell and Axelson were the snipers of the team.[14]

Not only did the terrain make it impossible for Lieutenant Commander Erik Kristensen to send in more men, the valleys made communications difficult, effectively blocking signals to and from the team’s radios.

The mission was set for June 28th, 2005. Captain Scott Westerfield, Major Wood’s intelligence officer, produced a detailed dossier on Ahmad Shah’s expected whereabouts on or around June 28th. He determined that Shah would more than likely be at one of four locations in the mountain – two were on the West side, and two were on the East. After much discussion, it was decided that the four men would be dropped near the summit of Sawtalo Sar, the mountain where Shah was thought to be. Dropping the men near the top of the mountain meant that it would be quicker and easier for them to descend to the four possible sites below, rather than ascending the mountain if they were dropped further down.

The men were given four days to capture or kill Ahmad Shah. 
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