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    Introduction

The Unit Behind the Legend

SEAL Team Six, DEVGRU and the Making of America’s Naval Special Mission Unit

In April 2009 the United States Navy needed to recover one man from a lifeboat in the Indian Ocean. It had a destroyer nearby, with enough firepower to sink almost anything it was likely to encounter. Yet the problem that mattered fitted inside a small, enclosed hull. Three armed men held the master of an American merchant ship. The destroyer could maintain contact and influence where the boat went. Only a much smaller force could intervene without killing the man the Navy had come to save. The difference between those two capabilities explains a great deal about why the United States created SEAL Team Six.

The unit had been built nearly three decades earlier in response to a different kind of hostage crisis. Its identity survived the disappearance of its original name, and its work took it deep inland. By the time the public heard the name again in connection with the death of Osama bin Laden, the people sent to Abbottabad belonged to the Naval Special Warfare Development Group, usually called DEVGRU. The popular name bridged an institutional break that the history needs to keep visible. SEAL Team Six was the original Navy command established in 1980. DEVGRU, established in 1987, inherited much of its work and became a component of a far more capable joint system. Old and new names can therefore describe a lineage while referring to distinct organisations at different times.

Public accounts naturally give pride of place to the people who reached the target. A ship captain, an intelligence officer or a pilot usually appears when the story requires one. But at the critical moment, the people aboard the helicopter or on the deck are spending decisions already made on their behalf. Someone determined how much uncertainty the mission could tolerate. Someone supplied the means to keep going when an aircraft failed, a local force reacted or a hostage moved out of view. The investment behind those decisions explains how the unit could take on assignments that bore little resemblance to one another. It also makes the most instructive failures harder to pin on a single moment or individual.

The record offers unusually good evidence at several points. The inquiry into the Iran rescue attempt exposed problems a service could remedy through training and others that required a change in command. Military histories and award citations establish enough of the actions in Grenada, Mogadishu and at Takur Ghar to compare what each assignment demanded. The public papers of presidents and agencies show what officials chose to disclose about Abbottabad. In Yemen, official releases sit alongside congressional testimony, court filings and reporting from the community where a raid took place. Each kind of source answers different questions. An award citation may identify what someone did under fire. It seldom explains the quality of the intelligence that put that person there. A survivor in a village can establish a family’s loss from direct knowledge without being able to reconstruct a remote command decision. The history gains precision when each account is asked to do what its evidence permits.

Those distinctions matter to the unit’s people as much as to its reputation. Some of the men remembered for exceptional action were operating inside a plan that had already changed beyond recognition. Others achieved their purpose through hours of patient cooperation barely visible in an account of the climax. The same institutional habits that allowed small teams to act quickly gave their officers a responsibility to ensure that initiative remained open to scrutiny. Neither a famous success nor the secrecy of an assignment can settle how well that responsibility was met. This volume follows the organisation through the point at which readiness for a rare emergency became a capacity for sustained operations, and asks what the Navy and the country gained and assumed when that change took hold.


    Chapter 1

The Birth of SEAL Team Six

The Iranian Hostage Crisis and the Maritime Gap

On 4 November 1979, Iranian students seized the United States embassy in Tehran. The embassy compound was American in function and Iranian in geography, a distinction with immediate consequences for anyone contemplating rescue. The prisoners were inside a capital whose government had just emerged from revolution. No American formation could move to their aid openly without confronting Iranian sovereignty and a population that already had reason to distrust American intervention. The immediate military question was whether a force could reach the people it was supposed to rescue before the captors could disperse or kill them. The political question was whether a president could order the attempt while there was still a plausible diplomatic route to their release.

The decision to admit the deposed shah to the United States for medical treatment had supplied a precipitating grievance. The longer Iranian memory of American involvement in restoring his power in 1953 gave the embassy occupation a meaning that extended beyond the people who carried it out. Washington eventually obtained the release of some captives, yet fifty-two Americans remained prisoners until January 1981. Their government had to reason about the intentions of the students, the direction of the new authorities and the effect a rescue would have on Iranians whose cooperation could determine whether any American left Tehran alive. Military planning proceeded alongside diplomatic and economic pressure because the usefulness of a rescue option could change suddenly. Keeping it available bought the president a choice, even if he hoped to avoid exercising it.

Each service possessed abilities relevant to the work. The Army had a new counterterrorism formation. The Air Force could move people and fuel over long distances. The Navy could put a carrier offshore and bring helicopters into range. The Marine Corps could provide experienced rotary-wing crews. What none of the separate capabilities supplied was a standing organisation in which those skills had already been made to work together under the same assumptions. A carrier could be present without solving the aircraft’s range problem. A ground team could know its target without being able to enter the country. Readiness had to describe the relationship between those pieces, because the captors would determine how much time the pieces had to come together.

Carter's decision to consider force also had a recent precedent close enough to encourage planning and different enough to mislead. In 1976 Israeli troops had rescued hostages from Entebbe after a civilian airliner was hijacked. An airport allowed the rescuers to bring an assault force relatively close to its objective in aircraft that would also play a part in taking the hostages away. Tehran placed the United States in a less forgiving relationship to transport. An aircraft capable of flying to Iran could not simply land at the embassy. Every change of vehicle introduced a place at which the operation could be detected, delayed or deprived of the means to leave. The useful lesson from a foreign success was the need to understand the geography that had made it possible. Treating that success as evidence that a determined force could intervene almost anywhere would have skipped the hardest part of the American problem.

The Navy’s problem inside that larger gap was easy to misunderstand. A rescue in the middle of Tehran did not establish a requirement to take back ships. It revealed how quickly a government might need a dedicated force tailored to a single kind of intervention. The naval counterpart was compelling on its own terms. Civil aviation hijackings had shown how a small group could make a civilian conveyance into a bargaining instrument. A merchant ship or offshore installation could offer a captor valuable isolation. Naval commanders had abundant means of reaching the vicinity of such a place. Identifying the people inside and bringing them out alive was a different proposition, especially if a crew or passengers had been mixed with the people holding them.

The SEAL teams gave the Navy a pool of sailors experienced in small operations from the sea. Some had served in Vietnam, where the ability to work with local information and move among waterways had mattered every bit as much as physical conditioning. A standing hostage capability would make new demands on that inheritance. Small teams accustomed to preparing for an operation in a particular region would have to be ready to move on limited notice with partners they might need before they ever saw water. The Iran crisis sharpened the urgency. The attempt that followed would reveal which deficiencies could be addressed by creating one Navy team and which reached well above it.

Operation Eagle Claw and the Need for Change

The rescue plan that went forward on the night of 24–25 April 1980 began with a rendezvous in the Iranian desert. Helicopters flying from USS Nimitz were to meet Air Force C-130s at Desert One, where they would take on fuel before carrying the ground force deeper into Iran. The plan called for concealment during daylight, a movement into Tehran and eventual evacuation through an airfield the United States would have to secure. On paper the sequence kept the carrier outside the decisive interior phase and made long distances manageable. In practice each stage was a precondition for the next. At Desert One the expedition had to demonstrate that enough helicopters remained serviceable to support the movement all the way through the rescue.

Eight RH-53D Sea Stallions left the carrier. Six reached the rendezvous, and the discovery of a hydraulic problem aboard one reduced the usable number below the minimum set for continuing. During the approach, dust suspended in the air had complicated navigation and separated crews from a dependable understanding of what the others were experiencing. The public Holloway inquiry treated the mechanical losses and the poor visibility encountered en route as the immediate causes of the abort. It examined the weather information crews received and the constraints on transmitting updated information. The plan had allowed for aircraft to drop out. Its margin was consumed before the rescue force reached the city, in conditions that exposed the difference between an assumed reserve and a reserve crews could actually use.

The aircraft had reached the desert in two separate streams. The helicopters had travelled from a carrier, while the transport and tanker aircraft had brought much of the force and fuel from elsewhere. This arrangement let the United States use aircraft well suited to their separate jobs, but meant that the decision to continue depended on people receiving an accurate account of each other's circumstances once they met. A commercial road crossed the landing area. An Iranian passenger bus came upon the force, and the Americans had to detain its occupants while still trying to prepare their aircraft. The road incident had not caused the mechanical failures or the abort. It showed how little of the environment belonged to the planners even before the undertaking reached Tehran. A logistical point on a map had become a place where American crews, air and ground commanders, and Iranian civilians all had to be dealt with at once.

The most lethal moment came during the withdrawal. A helicopter being repositioned at the rendezvous struck a fuel-carrying EC-130. The ensuing fire killed eight American servicemen, five from the Air Force and three from the Marine Corps. Other Americans were injured. The abandoned aircraft and equipment gave Iranian authorities physical evidence of the incursion. Whatever might have happened in Tehran, the force never had the opportunity to try the urban phase. That limit matters to any account of Eagle Claw. The plan’s collapse tells us
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      Figure 1: Wreckage of American aircraft at Desert One, Iran, April 1980, following the failed Operation Eagle Claw hostage-rescue mission that accelerated the reform of U.S. special operations.
    


Richard Marcinko and the Creation of Team Six






The Name, the Mission and the First Command
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