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Chapter One

2 September 1998




The silver-colored Chevy pickup truck that climbed the highway in the Southern California mountains was more gray than silver. The accumulation of road dust and dirt on the pickup indicated it had been on a long trip, one that would soon end.

For five days, U.S. Navy Master Chief (SEAL) Jeremy White had been literally crossing the country. He was driving from Little Creek, on the Atlantic coast just next to Norfolk, Virginia, to his new assignment at the Naval Special Warfare Training Command in Coronado, on the shores of the Pacific and just across the bay from San Diego. His personal possessions were in the covered bed of the pickup. The bulk of his limited household goods were being shipped courtesy of the U.S. Navy, and he expected to be at his new assignment well before they arrived.

Following Route 8 from Phoenix, White had spent a night in Yuma before setting out early on the last leg of his trip. As he climbed up the mountain pass, he noted that he was passing through the Cleveland National Forest, a place he had last seen twenty-five years before, during his training days at Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL school. Every hopeful frogman and SEAL had to successfully complete BUD/S in order to join the Teams, which was what the men in the SEALs called the Navy SEAL Teams. The huge national forest was one of the places where White had been afraid he would fail to complete that grueling course.

During the last phase of BUD/S trainingThird Phase, where the students learned land warfare and demolitionscompass courses had been laid out by the instructors in the national forest. At each of a number of different points, the students would find an ammunition can containing a slip of paper with a set of grid coordinates, directing them to another point on the course. Following a map and using a compass, White and his partner had to locate the first coordinate, and the box, on their own.

It had been a long, harrowing hour of traveling through the forest, over trails and through brush, only to have to search for over another hour to locate that precious first ammunition can. Until they found the coordinates, they couldnt go on to the next objective. Both White and his partner were certain they would be dropped from the class for performing so poorlya terrible fate, within weeks of finally graduating the twenty-six-week course.

White laughed as he remembered how panicked the two of them had been so long ago. They must have looked like desperate idiots, he thought, crawling around and searching for that damned can. But they finally found it, and the next, and the next, completing the compass course in satisfactory if less than record time.

Coming over the final mountain pass, White had his first view of San Diego some miles in the distance, and the wide, blue Pacific stretching far off to the horizon beyond it. It would still be an hour or so of driving to get to the base at Coronado, but in spite of a rising haze, he could make out the white curve of the Coronado Bay Bridge, which connected San Diego to its small suburb to the west.

The gray ocean haze made the city appear as if it was rising up from a storm cloud. But his view was soon blocked by a turn in the road. He liked the mountains; it was one of the reasons hed wanted to drive across the country. And he was sure he would be back up in them soon enough.

The morning traffic wasnt too bad, and White made good time as he drove down into the San Diego area. On the outskirts of the city, he turned off Interstate 8 and eventually onto southbound I-5. The gray haze hed noted earlier was thicker now that he was closer to the cold Pacific water. In fact, most of his view of the city was blocked by the low-lying blanket of moisture. But the haze usually burned off quickly from the heat of the sun, giving way to the blue skies and sunny days Southern California was so famous for.

A few miles after getting onto southbound I-5, he saw the exit for the Coronado Bay Bridge. The ramp was a long twisting turn that climbed up to the bridge, which connected the city with the island of Coronado on the Pacific side of San Diego Bay. The bridge arched high above the blue waters of the bay, high enough so the largest oceangoing ships could easily pass under it.

Usually, the view from the top of the bridge of the surrounding sea and city was spectacular. But the panoramic view of the San Diego skyline was partially blocked by the ocean haze as White drove his truck across, though the towering buildings downtown rose above the haze. He could see the Pacific beyond Coronado, but Point Loma on the north shore of the bay was only a dark line against the gray. Navy warships, also gray, lined the San Diego shore. And in the waters below the bridge, tugboats moved civilian traffic to berths at the piers or started them on their way out to sea.

Passing the crest of the bridge and beginning the descent to Coronado, White saw the Naval Amphibious Base (NAB) past Glorietta Bay, to the south. The Coronado shore to either side of the bridge was lined with brightly colored civilian boats and yachts, and the yacht club at Glorietta Bay contained row upon row of them. But Navy ships could still be seen off to the north.

To the north of the BUD/S compound and Special Warfare Command, the Coronado skyline was dominated by a dozen multistory condominiums. The orange roof tiles of the famous Hotel del Coronado could be seen north of the dull glass and steel condos.

Following the bridge down, Master Chief White remembered a story told to him by his sea daddiesthe older petty officers who showed the new men the ropeswhen hed been in training here. The Teamsboth the UDTs and SEAL Team One, back in the mid-1970sconducted public demonstrations of their abilities as part of the citys Fourth of July celebrations. These took place in Glorietta Bay and on the land surrounding it, so the public could view it from the beaches. But during one of those demonstrations, a condominium that was under construction became an unwanted part of the show.

The condo buildings had huge cranes on top to move construction materials into place. One part of the demonstrations conducted by the Teams involved a static line parachute jump into the waters of the bay, a uniquely UDT and SEAL skill. But on that day, the jump master badly miscalculated the release point for his parachutists. The jumpers exited the aircraft on command, and the crowd oohed and aahed at the sight. Instead of landing in the water of Glorietta Bay, however, directly in front of the appreciative audience, one of the jumpers landed on top of one of the condo buildings, tangling his parachute in the crane.

Though no one was hurt, it took some time for the men on the ground to rescue their Teammate. The story of that jump made the rounds of the Teams for quite a while.

Now, as Whites pickup truck approached the end of the bridge, the wooded streets and parks of Coronado drew his attention. The town had become an upscale community, including both artists and retired Navy personnel, since hed last been there. Because he was alone in the pickup, he had to stop and pay the toll. Had there been two people or more in the vehicle, he could have passed through the free lane to the right of the booths.

No advances without costs, White said to himself and he dug into his uniform pants pocket for change. Tossing a dollars worth of change into the gaping basket, he waited until the bar blocking his way lifted and then continued on his way.

At the first major intersection, the silver pickup came to a red signal light and stopped. If anyone noted the Virginia license plates on the pickup, they also saw the truck turn left when the traffic cleared and head south on Orange Avenue. Master Chief White hadnt been in Coronado for a number of years, but he had spent a long time here over two decades earlier, and the route he was following was one he remembered well.

Orange Avenue consisted of blocks of hotels, smaller motels, and town houses. There were tiny lawns in front of some of the town houses, and concrete in front of others. Palm trees lined both sides of the road, their rough trunks extending up to a spreading crown of spiky green leaves.

Entering the Coronado business district, White saw a number of buildings that evoked memories of the past, in spite of all the changes. The Village Movie Theater was still there, though by its rough appearance, attendance must have been down. A bit farther south on Orange he saw the Day/Night Cafe, where he had eaten many an early breakfast while out on liberty. Farther south, at the corner of Orange Avenue and C Street, he saw the green cupola of McPs, a hangout for the men of the Teams for years. He resolved to drop in on it at the first chance he got.

As Orange Avenue curved and sloped downhill, he passed Glorietta Bay, with yachts and large watercraft docked at the marinas piers. Across the road to the west was the wall that surrounded the Hotel del Coronado. More than a hundred years old, the building was a monument to a lifestyle long past, and a beacon to those who wanted to return to a slower, easier time. But though the hotel was little changed, the area around it had changed considerably. In contrast to its old-world charm, the huge condominiums of Coronado Shores were at least a dozen stories tall, obscuring the Pacific, only a few hundred yards away.

The military base that held the Navy Special Warfare Center and Training Command was just past the Coronado Shores. Unlike the old days, the command area was now surrounded by a tall cyclone fence, topped with strands of barbed wire. Strips of material woven through the links of the fence blocked any view of the compound area. The beach couldnt be seen from the road anymore.

The main entrance of the SpecWar Command area was a short distance from the beginning of the fence line. A right turn off Orange Avenue put the pickup truck onto Tarawa Road. The armed Navy guard at the gate rarely stopped vehicles during normal times of security activity, and he allowed the truck to continue on its way. Following Trident Way, the pickup passed BUD/S Alley and stopped in front of the Phil H. Bucklew Special Warfare Training Center, which dominated the right side of the road.

Jeremy White had arrived at his new assignment: Command Master Chief of the Navy Special Warfare Training Command. Anyone who intended to become a SEAL and join the Teams had to come here first. All sailors had to complete the Basic Underwater Demolitions/SEAL course, BUD/S, that was only taught here. This building was called the Schoolhouse by many of the men who had successfully gone through its doors and joined the Teams. And Master Chief White knew that the enlisted men of this command would soon be under his direction.

But first he had to figure out where he could park his truck. Finding an open spot marked Visitor seemed a pretty safe bet for a parking space.

Entering the double glass doors of the training center, he came to the Quarterdeck of the Training Command. An intent-looking youth sat behind a desk, one of the BUD/S students who had pulled the duty. He sat up sharply when he saw White walk up.

Can I help you? he asked.

Yes, White said. Im Master Chief White, reporting in.

Yes, Master Chief, the student answered. I have instructions to call the Command duty officer immediately on your arrival. If you could wait just a moment, Master Chief.

At Whites nod, the young man snatched up a telephone and punched a few buttons. After a brief conversation, he hung up and looked back up at White.


Mr. Beckman is the CDO today, Master Chief, he said. Hes over at the Amphib base right now and will be back in just a few minutes.

No problem, White said. Ill wait.

He turned away from the student before the young man could see the grin spreading on his face. Had he ever been that young and serious? After a moments thought, White realized that he probably had been.

Gazing around the Quarterdeck, he peered at the double glass doors that led to the training compound and the grinder just beyond, where he could see a number of students running about. As with the young man at the front desk, they appeared younger to White than he recalled. Or, he thought with a wry smile, was it just that he was now much older?

Around the Quarterdeck itself were a number of trophy cases, as well as framed photographs on the walls. But it was the glass doors and the view of the inside of the compound that drew his interest. Stepping up to the doors, he could see the blacktopped central courtyard, the infamous grinder where the BUD/S students were exercised, ground down, and built back up by their merciless instructors.

Today, there were painted pairs of swim fins lined up along the blacktop, each pair facing north, where a low stand could be seen. White knew that the instructor would stand there as he led the class through PT. And thats something he would take a hands-on approach to, he told himself.

Throughout his years in the Teams, White had made a point of keeping himself in even better shape than the average SEAL. The results of his personal exercise regimen could be seen in his narrow waist, broad chest, and muscular arms, which were partially exposed by his short-sleeve khaki uniform. Pushing open the heavy glass door, he stepped out onto the edge of the grinder area.

He could now see that almost the entire area was surrounded by buildings, several of them two stories high, giving it the appearance of a penitentiary exercise yard. The white-painted fins stood out in stark contrast to the black surface of the grinder. There were a number of podium platforms around the circumference of the area, besides the much larger one close to the north wall, so that different groups or even classes could be exercised or watched easily by instructors.

The old grinder surface had been rough and uneven blacktop, only about half of it rolled and compressed down to the consistency of an asphalt road. The rest had been left mostly untamped, only lightly pressed down before being left to cure under the bright California sun. There had been no fins to guide the students to their proper positions then. Everyone had to join in the scramble to space themselves out properly before the wrath of their instructor rained down upon their headswhich always seemed to happen, White recalled, no matter how hard they tried to reach perfection as students.

White would be the Command master chief here at BUD/S for at least three years. He had completed a good run of duty on the East Coast, in SEAL Teams Two, Four, and Eight, as well as pulling a tour with SEAL Team Six. Being here at BUD/S would give him the chance to give something back to the community that he felt had given him such a satisfying career over the years. Afterward, there might be the chance of going to Florida and a tour of duty with USSOCOM (United States Special Operations Command), or other opportunities he could take advantage of. But only here would he be given the chance to set an example and help lead young men into the world of the Teams.

His train of thought was interrupted by the arrival of an earnest but harried-looking ensign. His name plate read BECKMAN and his young face was covered with freckles and topped with a short-cropped thatch of brown hair. Damn, its Beaver Cleaver, White thought as he realized that this must be the CDO.

Master Chief White? the young officer asked.

Yes, sir, White answered.

Im Ensign Beckman, he said, a big smile on his face. Sorry not to have met you on the Quarterdeck, Master Chief.

Thats okay, Mr. Beckman, White said. I imagine they have you wearing a lot of hats as a junior officer here.

At last count seven, Master Chief, Beckman said. Ive just been made the assistant morale officer and assistant safety officer, among a few other assignments. But I hope to be leaving for an assignment to a Team soon.

The young officers enthusiasm was infectious, and so was his big smile. White found himself liking him already.


Can I show you to your office, Master Chief? Ensign Beckwith asked.

Sure, White said, with a smile of his own. But wheres Master Chief Jensen? I was expecting to meet with him first before I reported to the CO.

Some family business came up regarding Master Chief Jensens transfer, and he moved out early last week, Beckman said as he began walking toward the south side of the compound. White followed. So weve been without a Command master chief for about ten days now. Some of the senior chiefs have been filling in, and Captain Kopecnihes the commanding officerdecided that since you were already on your way, he would just let the chiefs handle it. Here we are, Master Chief.

They stopped at a door halfway along the outside wall. Ensign Beckwith opened it and entered a short hallway. The first door on the left, not more than a few feet away, was marked COMMAND MASTER CHIEF in large black block letters.

Ensign Beckwith looked back and noticed an odd expression on Whites face. Is something wrong, Master Chief? he asked.

This is the Command master chiefs office? White said.

Yes, Beckwith answered. Something the matter with it?

No, just an odd moment for me, White said with a smile, and shook his head. This used to be the medical department back when I went through training. The last time I was in this room was during Hell Week. The chief corpsman had me on his table and was checking out a bad ankle I had. He tried to talk me into going to the hospital over at Balboa.

Did you go? Beckwith asked.

If I had, I wouldnt be here now, White said with a laugh. After I told that chief to go fuck himself, he sent me right back out to join my boat crew. Ankle still hurt like a bitch, though.

Beckwith laughed as he opened the door to the small office. Same thing still happens now, he said as they entered the room. The only thing thats changed is they moved Medical over to the far corner of the compound.

The eight-by-fifteen-foot office had a large, double-pedestal, gray steel desk along one side; a pair of glass-fronted gray steel bookcases on the wall opposite the desk, the cases filled with black notebooks; and an office armchair on wheels in front of the desk. Three upholstered steel chairs made up the rest of the rooms furnishings. Light came in through chest-high windows on the west wall of the room, which were covered with half-open horizontal blinds.

Be it ever so humble, Master Chief, Beckwith said, his irrepressible smile showing.

Finely decorated in traditional Navy chief style, I see, White replied with a smile of his own. At least theres no examination table.

Nope, Beckwith said. Usually the master chief would just roast students while they were in the standing position. All of these sumptuous surroundings are yours for the taking. Please make yourself at home. Captain Kopecni is planning to meet with you at 1330 hours. Do you need a hand with any of your gear, Master Chief?

No, I think I can handle everything, thanks, White said. Ill just spend a little time making myself familiar with the compound.

No problem, Master Chief, Beckwith said. Class 217 is out at San Clemente Island in Third Phase right now. Class 218 is undergoing pool training in Second Phase over at the Amphib base. And the First Phase instructors are running Class 219 through the sand on the Strand. For myself, I better get back to the Quarterdeck.

Thanks, Mr. Beckwith, White said as the young officer headed out the door.

No problem, Master Chief.

Smiling at the ensigns good humor as he left, White turned back to look at his new surroundings. Master Chief Jensen had already removed any personal items he might have had in the office. Sitting at his desk and leaning back in his chair, White thought about the office being his home in the Teams for a three-year tour. Hed spent his time in much more spartan surroundings than this Command master chiefs office.

But in a few minutes, White had seen just about all he wanted to of his office. It would be several hours before he met with Captain Kopecni, and there wasnt an exiting Command master chief for him to meet and talk to. So he decided to take a look at the compound and start getting his bearings.

Outside, the sun was shining. The haze hed noticed a short time before was gone. He had taken pains to be sure his uniform was spotless and in proper order, but the general uniform of the day seemed to be khaki shorts, blue T-shirts with gold trim, and boots with heavy socks pulled up and folded back down over the tops.

There were a few other khaki uniforms around, much like the one he was wearing, most of them sporting a bright gold Special Warfare insignia high up on the right breast. Below most of the tridents there were, at most, a line or two of ribbons and a set of jump wings. They made his own five full rows of ribbons seem almost garish in comparison. The few times hed seen instructors in khaki or dress uniforms back when hed gone through training, it seemed they must have been sluffing off while in the Teams if they didnt have five rows of ribbons or more.

But that had been almost twenty-five years ago, he reminded himself, and most of the instructor staff at BUD/S then were combat veterans of Vietnam with multiple tours of duty behind them. White had seen action in most of the hot spots of the 1980s during his time in the Teams. Grenada, Panama, the Persian Gulf, Desert Storm, and Somalia had all added up to create the display on his chest. Those same experiences were part of the reason he was at the schoolhouse now: to stand as an example to the BUD/S trainees as to just what a SEAL could be and what a career in the Teams could give you.

As White pondered these thoughts, he walked back in the direction of the Quarterdeck and beyond it. There, on the far northeast corner of the grinder, gleaming in spite of being in the shade, hung a brass ships bell with a knotted white cord dangling from its clapper. Along the ground, stretching back toward where he stood, extended a line of green-painted helmets; relatively lightweight helmet liners, really. Each liner was set with its brim pointing out into the grinder, a class number painted across its front and back.

White stood and looked at the helmets for a moment, each one a mute symbol of an individual who hadnt been able to meet the demands of BUD/S. To quit, all a student had to do was ring that bell three times. Then he was done, DORdDropped on Request. Within hours, a day or so at most, he would be gone, back to the Navy to complete his enlistment. All that would be left behind was a fading memory among his classmates, and a growing line of helmets.

Master Chief White walked up and past the bell. To walk up and ring it had to have been the longest trip some of the young men at BUD/S ever faced. But the Teams werent for everyone. Standards were kept high, in spite of an average forty percent dropout rate among BUD/S classes. And White knew that those standards wouldnt be lowered on his watch.

He was glad to see that the bell was still standing in its accustomed corner of the grinder. For a short time some years earlier, the bell had been removed. The theory was, the threat of it had been demoralizing to the person who had to ring it in order to volunteer out of the program. Such were the problems when you had outsiders watching BUD/S, White thought, and trying to study it without having passed through its trials themselves.

Everything had a reason at BUD/S, and those reasons had been well proven over time. The ease with which someone could end the pain and struggle of the coursejust ring that bell and it was overwas part of the challenge to the individual who had it in himself to stay: if he had the fire in the gut to stick things out, overcome any obstacles, and join the Teams. And the sound of that bell ringing through the compound had another effect: it raised the morale of the men who were still in training. It reminded them that they were still there, while someone else had quit along the way.

As White stood near the bell, contemplating just what it had meant to him, a group of students were coming across the compound. They were wearing sharp, crisp, green uniforms. Their clothes were freshly starched and their black boots brightly spit-shined and gleaming in the sun. The green helmets they wore marked them as First Phase students, and the shine on the paint told White that either they had been freshly repainted or this class hadnt been in BUD/S very long yet.

The new students uniforms brought a smile to his face. Back when hed gone through training, their uniforms had been reissued over and over until they were almost rags. Ragged edges and tears had to be sewn closed and repaired by their new owners. And the Vietnam-era jungle boots they had been issued were not much better. But times had been different back in the mid-1970s, when money was in short supply after the Vietnam War ended.

It was good to see that the Navy and Department of Defense had begun to recognize the tremendous contribution to the overall defense of the United States that was offered by the Special Operations Forces. Some additional funds coming to the SEAL Teams and their training was a worthwhile thing. Besides, White hated having to work on budgets and allotments, though that was something he would have to do a lot of as a Command master chief.

A lot of money had gone into the buildup of the training center facilities. Past the graveyard of helmets, he walked along the north wall of the compound. In the far corner he could finally see the beach, though a large sand berm blocked his direct view of the cold Pacific waters. The old barracks were still there, but a new medical facility was now in the area that he remembered as the student lounge. The new students in First Phase had met the old-timers thenthose who were into the Second or Third Phases of training.

The size of the training center now, and the number of students who ran through BUD/S every year, had demanded a larger medical facility than the one that had been housed in his new office. But the barracks beyond the medical center were much the same.

The quarters for the pretraineesstudents whose class hadnt started training yetand those students who were already into First Phase, were on the first floor of the concrete barracks structures. The second deck, or floor, of the building was for the Second Phase students, and the third deck for the Third Phase students. Each floor had the same number of rooms, though as you went up in floors and class, the size of the student population went down dramatically.

When White had started training, they began with six or more men assigned to a room. Now, entering the barracks, he immediately felt himself in familiar territory. The first room on his right was where hed spent his first months at BUD/S, both in pretraining and as a student in First Phase.

The temptation to look into the room compelled him to push the door open. The steel-framed double bunks were all still there, including the one farthest in the corner to the right, facing the ocean, which had been something that he had liked a lot.

The lockers where they kept their gear and uniforms had all been replaced. But there still was just a bare linoleum floor, no carpets in sight to catch the sand that students would track in constantly. At least some things didnt change.

Farther down the hallway, the laundry room had several new washers and dryersa small luxury over the single dusty and old washer and dryer shared by Whites entire class. They had never been able to keep the laundry room completely clean, at least not enough to foil a sharp-eyed instructor conducting an inspection. You could never keep all of the sand out of the building anyway, especially not on the first floor, with its doors almost opening onto the beach itself.

Three students entered the hallway as White was walking through. They stopped and said, Good morning, Master Chief, almost in unison.

Noticing that none of them carried a helmet, White asked them what phase of training they were in.

None, Master Chief, one of the students said in a flat voice. We just rang the bell.

With that statement, the trio bowed their heads. A short period of uncomfortable silence echoed through the hall, then the students moved on and entered one of the rooms.

Slowly, White walked on. The ringing of that bell had motivated him while he was going through training, and he assumed it had the same effect on the students today. But he had never given a lot of thought about what might have been going through the heads of the students who had rung that bell. Now, in his position as Command master chief, knowing what those students thought would be important to him.

So he did an about-face and went back to the room the students had entered. He knocked on the door and went in. The students, sitting on their bunks, snapped to attention and shouted out in unison, Hooyah, Master Chief!

That shouting reflex was going to be with them for a while yet, in spite of their present situation. And the stark nature of that situation was evident in the tears running freely down the face of one of the three.

These young men had probably accomplished a lot back in their high school days, maybe even in college, White thought. They could have been athletes who excelled on the field or in other activities. Even getting into BUD/S was something only four out of a hundred volunteers could do, with all of the screening tests they had to pass. Quitting training could be the first major failure of these young mens lives. Their disappointment in themselves was obvious.

Quietly closing the door behind him, White looked at the dejected young men who had jumped to attention. He sat down on a bunk, looked up and told the three to take a seat. As the students sat down, he began to tell them a story about when hed gone through training.

First of all, Ive got to tell you gentlemen something, he said. I havent been in the position of Command master chief here for even a full morning yet. I just arrived from the East Coast and havent settled in at all. You are the first students Ive talked to, and the first ones I have ever talked to who have rung out.

I noticed you three seem very disappointed in yourselves. If youre willing to tell me, I would like to know what went through your heads. Back when I went through training, I never asked anyone who rang out why they had done it. Back then, I used the sound of that bell as an encouragement to keep going myself. That helped to give me the power and will to get through anything I had to during my career in the Teams.

The three young men blurted out their stories, almost all at once. And their reasons all sounded the same. Listening to them, it seemed to White that they didnt know why they had quit, beyond the fact that the training was just too hard. Maybe if theyd prepared more, had better known what to expect, or if the instructors hadnt been so hard on them, he thought, they wouldnt have quit.

Getting up from the edge of the bunk, White thought about what he could say to these young men. Theyd made a decision that was going to stay with them for years. But they had a chance to come back to BUD/S and try again someday. He thanked each of them and said, My office is just on the other side of the grinder. Im just checking in now, but if theres anything I can do for you, I have an open door policy. Please come by if you want to talk about what happened. You will all be fine. This program isnt for everyone, and theres nothing wrong with that. Its a big Navy and you can still find a lot of adventure in it.

The three students who had brightened up a bit, thanked White, and he left the room. He knew this was something he would have to learn to deal with as a Command master chief. Students who rang the bell were unique to the SEALs and BUD/S, and this was the only place to get any experience in dealing with young men who had found that BUD/S just wasnt for them.

Walking out behind the compound, White moved onto the beach. A large berm of sand had been built up, and it stretched out along the beach, between it and the compound. Broken in places by paths wide enough for a small truck, the berms at least blocked the wind from blowing the worst of the beach sand and salt spray into the compound. Off to the south he could see a group of students being run into the water by their instructors.


After the students were good and wet, they were told to roll in the sand. The sugar cookie effectbeing wet and covered with scratching, irritating, sandwas a standard of BUD/S training that had been maintained by generations of instructors over the years. Rather than a means of torture, as it appeared to outsiders, the sugar cookie taught the students that they could function almost blinded by sand and salt. That situation had been faced in combat by many a SEAL and UDT operator before them, ever since the first frogman had landed on an island beach during World War II.

Seeing that the instructors had the situation well in hand, White moved along the back of the compound and returned to his office. He knew this was going to be quite an assignment for the next several years.

As he sat reflecting quietly in his new office a short while later, there was a knock. Not knowing who it might be, he quickly got up and answered the door. The short, stocky SEAL standing in the hallway had a dark blue T-shirt stretched across his muscular chest, the words UDT/SEAL INSTRUCTOR printed in gold letters on the upper left breast. Steaming in his hands were two dark blue coffee cups with NSWC, for Naval Special Warfare Center, printed in block gold letters. On his tanned face, the man had a broad grin.

So, Master Chief, the SEAL said, figured out where the coffee mess is yet?

Damn, Dave. White broke into a wide grin too. You under my command again?

Chief Dave Johnson entered the small office and handed White one of the coffee cups. Yup, looks like, he said. But this place isnt much like Sixth Platoon back at Team Two.

No, it isnt, White said with a shake of his head and a wry smile. It looks like someone let the local high school kids take over this place.

Yes, they do seem a bit young when you first get here, Johnson said as he sat down in one of the chairs. But soon enough youll feel just as old as the rest of us creaky old instructors.

Instructor, White said as he sat down at his desk again. Thats going to take a little getting used to. So, anyone else of the old crew around?

Do you remember Nick Holmes? Johnson asked.

The names familiar, White replied with a puzzled frown. But I cant remember why. Wasnt he in your class?

Yeah, Dave replied, and took a sip of his coffee. But he had rolled back from an earlier class. He originally started up First Phase when your class was in Third.

I still cant quite place him, White said.

Okay, how about this, Johnson continued. Remember how one of the new guys just out of boot camp over by the airport came here to the base?

Not really, White said.

Well, it was Nick, Johnson continued. He had just graduated boot camp and wanted to get over to the island in the worst way. So the silly bastard went and bought a cheap little inflatable boat at some sporting goods store. He got down to the shore near Point Loma and paddled all the way across the inlet to the North Island Air Station without getting swamped or run over by any shipping in the channel.

Damn! White exclaimed. That must be over four miles.

More like over five miles, Johnson said. And he got all the way to the beach not a hundred yards from here before his luck ran out.

Luck ran out?

Yeah, Johnson said, his wide grin returning. The silly bastard had come all that way wearing his blues and carrying his duffel bag in that damned little boat with him. No trouble at all, and he stayed dry all the way. But just as he was coming up to the beach, the surf got hold of him. A big cruncher smacked down on him, tipping his boat and dumping him and his duffel into the water.

Laughing now, White asked, Was he all right?

Oh yeah, Johnson said. He left that deflated piece-of-crap boat of his on the beach and reported in to the Quarterdeck sopping wet. The instructors then just couldnt quite believe what they saw. Here was this student, soaking and covered with sand, kelp, and dirty foam, his duffel bag and himself dripping all over the floor. They finally told him to get over to the barracks and then report back in wearing a proper uniform.

And hes one of the instructors here now? White asked.

Oh, you betcha, Johnson said. First Phase, of course. He really gets into surf passage.

I can believe it, White said with a laugh. What a way to start your first day.


Well, Johnson said, as he leaned toward White, heres to your second first day at the schoolhouse. He reached out and clinked his coffee cup with Whites. May it be almost as memorable as your first.

And both men laughed.







    

Chapter Two

29 January 1974




It had been a short bus ride in an uncomfortable gray Navy bus to the Naval Amphibious Base in Coronado. Jeremy White was a brand-new bosuns mate, having only graduated from the three-week training class the day before. But now he was finally getting to where he wanted to be in the NavyBUD/S training, where he would learn to become a SEAL.

Jeremy had been in the Navy all of three months, most of that time spent in boot camp at the Navy Recruit Training Center near the airport in San Diego. He found it an interesting city, though almost anyplace would have seemed interesting to a young man raised in the farm country of central Ohio. But everything he wanted to be was centered on the shoreline of Coronado, facing the wide Pacific Ocean.

His adventure had begun after watching a 1950s vintage movie on television, The Frogmen, starring Richard Widmark and Dana Andrews. In the old Sea Hunt TV series, Mike Nelson, the main character, had been a Navy frogman, but it wasnt until Jeremy saw the movie that he understood who the frogmen were. They had been a lot more than just underwater swimmers. They blew things up, examined beaches for landings, and later on became a commando group called the SEALs. Their name stood for the three areas the SEALs operated in: sea, air, and land.

There wasnt much available to read about the SEALs and their missions in Vietnam and other places. The organization was so secret that when he went to the Navy recruiters office, the recruiter hadnt been able to talk to him about them. Instead, he was ushered in to an inside office where an officer had spoken to him about what he called the Teams.

When Jeremy had convinced the man that he was serious about becoming a SEAL, the officer had shown him a movie called The Men with Green Faces. It was the first time Jeremy had actually seen what the SEALs and the UDTs had done during the Vietnam War. It confirmed for him that he wanted to be in the SEALs.

Though the U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War had ended a year earlier, and enlisting in the services was not popular among people his age, the recruiter told Jeremy that he couldnt guarantee him a shot at completing BUD/S, which was the only way to get into the SEALs or the UDTs.

The only thing that Jeremy could get was a guarantee for boatswains mate school. He would be given a chance to volunteer for BUD/S while at boot camp, told more about the program, and given a physical screening test. One of the other recruiters in the office managed to get him a set of recommended exercises he could do, as well as a list of what he would have to do to pass the screening test.

So at boot camp, while his fellow enlistees thought the limited physical training was a lot of work, Jeremy spent his spare time working out to make sure he could give the screening test his best shot.

The UDT-SEAL physical screening test was given on a regular basis at the Recruit Training Center, but each class of recruits only had one opportunity to try out. Four hours were set aside on a Thursday during their fourth week of boot camp for the volunteers from Jeremys class to undergo the screening test.

On that day, Jeremy met his first real SEAL. He was the only SEAL chief attending the screening test, but he was easy to pick out. He was huge, his muscles looked like they had muscles, and he didnt appear to know how to smile. If this was what it took to be a SEAL, Jeremy knew he was in trouble. To him, the guy didnt look like he swam up under ships to plant charges, but just bit through the steel hull or tore the props off with his hands. Assisting him were several other instructors, whom Jeremy knew were Navy divers, since theyd conducted classes at the pool. At least they looked like normal-sized people.

The swimming pool had been used in boot camp to learn lifesaving drills and take swimming tests. But what they did over the next few hours was anything but a regular swimming test. Out of the 125 students who originally volunteered to undergo the screening process, only Jeremy and two others were still there after the push-ups, pull-ups, swimming, running, and everything else was completed.

After they graduated boot camp four weeks later, Jeremys fellow recruits had gone on to their respective A-schools to learn their Navy job skills. But he attended a three-week indoctrination course into what it meant to be a bosuns mate in the Navy. The course, which taught him a lot about a wide variety of subjects, was given at the Recruit Training Center, and Jeremy had merely reported to another section of the base.

Boatswains mates were the most all-around sailors in the Navy. In fact, they had to be familiar with the complete operation of a Navy ship. Along with chiefs, they were looked on as the leaders of the enlisted community of the Navy. And Jeremy was proud to be in their ranks. But what he still really wanted was to be a SEAL.

The Navy detailer at boot camp had given Jeremy his orders, so he had his shot at BUD/S immediately after leaving bosuns mate training. Everyone, including the detailer, had told him that BUD/S was the hardest possible choice to make as a job in the Navy. But now he was in Coronado and would have his chance.

Hed already seen the training compound once, or what you could see while driving by as a passenger on a city bus. A few weeks earlier his curiosity had gotten the better of him and he wanted to see the place where the goal that he had signed over four years of his life for would bring him. Like all the students in his class, he was given liberty and could leave the base whenever he didnt have other duties. So he took a bus to Broadway in downtown San Diego, transferred to another bus, and rode out to Coronado.

Initially, hed intended to get off the bus at the stop in front of the base, but his plans changed as he approached. The base area was open, and he grew more excited as he saw what must have been students, and maybe SEALs, walking around. But as they pulled up alongside the base, he realized that he had no idea what he would do if he got off. Suddenly scared, he settled back in his seat, and the bus moved down the road toward its final stop in Imperial Beach.

The main drag in Imperial Beach was well-stocked with local bars, hangouts, and shops. Jeremy picked a spot and got off the bus after asking the driver which bus to take for the return trip. A handy bar looked like a good enough place to have a beer or two and think about heading back, and this time maybe actually stopping and taking a look at the training base.

The bar had a raised walkway where some dancers could come out and entertain the patrons. Jeremy was just eighteen, and was surprised when the bartender didnt ask him for any ID. He took the glass of beer when it came up and turned to look at one of the dancers who had just come onto the stage.

The lady was easy to look at, especially in a short skirt, halter top, and calf-high boots. Her long dark hair swayed as she moved, though Jeremy was watching other parts of her move rather than her hair. She also had a pretty smile that drew the eye, until he noticed just where she was smiling.

There were four men seated around a table near the stage, and the dancer was smiling at one of them. But he wasnt returning her smile as much as he was looking at Jeremy.

The short haircuts, tanned skin, and short-sleeve shirts exposing arms where the skin was drawn across bulging muscles told Jeremy that these guys were probably SEALs from the base just up the road. Hell, they could be instructors for all he knew. Even though he was wearing civilian jeans and a shirt and had let his mustache start to grow back in after boot camp, he knew he looked like little more than just what he wasa very junior sailor who had strayed into the big dogs yard.

Not that these big men scared him. He just thought that leaving the bar might save him some time getting back to the base. So he finished his beer, left his money on the bar, and moved out of the bar. Jeremy heard a round of laughter before the door closed behind him. But leaving still struck him as the best thing he could do. Getting into trouble with what could be a group of SEALs before he even got to training himself couldnt do him any good. Besides, maybe the BUD/S training compound looked better coming from the other direction.

That little adventure had only taken place a few weeks before. Now, Third Class Boatswains Mate Jeremy White was arriving at the BUD/S training center again, only this time he didnt have a whole lot of choice about not getting off the bus.

The BUD/S training compound, part of the UDT and SEAL base, was across the street from where hed been dropped off at the main gate of the Naval Amphibious Base. It was the same two-lane street he had taken past the base. Now, as he approached the front gate, he had time to take a closer look at where he would spend the next six months of his Navy service.

The place looked unimpressive. There were several buildings around the area where the gate guard had told him the BUD/S Quarterdeck could be found. Off to his right, a few hundred yards away, a much smaller building held a small exchange he would soon learn they called the country store. To the south there was a confusing collection of logs, nets, chunks of telephone poles, and pipes that he assumed was the obstacle course. Beyond that there was a beach with a scattering of old hulks of landing craft, helicopter hulls, and what looked like a rusty armored box on treads with a big, square door for a back end.

But there werent any mobs of screaming students. The place looked quiet as he walked up to the only door he could see in the main building. A strange site stood near the door, telling him he had to be at the right place, and making him wonder just what the hell he was letting himself in for.

It was a life-size statue of the Creature from the Black Lagoon. The webbed hands of the statue reached out, the claws spread to rend anything that came within reach. Hanging around the creatures waist was a web belt with a large sheath knife attached, the number 63 painted on the sheath. Jeremy knew he was in the right place because if the wooden sign hanging from the creatures neck. Carved into the wood were big block letters: SO YOU WANNA BE A FROGMAN.

Welcome to BUD/S?

Stepping through the doors, he walked along a short hallway and into the inside courtyard of the compound. The blacktop court was surrounded by low buildings on three sides. The open western side faced the ocean. He could see the quiet Pacific lapping at the beach a few hundred yards away.

There was a badly rusted chain-link fence between the compound and the ocean. The salt spray had to be hell on the metal, he thought. The fence looked about ready to fall down, and the racks of equipment near it didnt look a lot better. One large wood rack held what looked like ugly, flat lumps. They were the rubber boats, IBSInflatable Boat, Smallhe remembered from his recent training in such things. But these must be spares that were being kept for some reason, Jeremy figured, since they looked flat and unable to even hold air.

The rack of wooden paddles he saw next to the boats werent much better. Faded yellow paint, or maybe shellac, covered what looked like a bumper crop of splinters waiting to be harvested by an unwary hand. Even the surface of the courtyard looked worse than the outside basketball courts back home. It appeared that asphalt had been spread out on the beach sand itself.

As he looked at the area he had worked so hard to get to, Jeremy wondered if he hadnt made a mistake and was in the wrong place. He soon found out that he was indeed at the right placebut he was doing the wrong thing.

He stood there a moment, then walked toward the fascinating sound of the ocean waves crunching down on the shore, a sound he had never heard before. As he moved toward the water, his bags hanging down from his hands, he heard another sound, one he would become very familiar with, and received his first real introduction to the ocean.

As a lone figure just walking across the grinder
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