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IN MEMORY OF FIRST SERGEANT EDWARD “HORSEHEAD” SMITH, WHO LIVED AND DIED A HERO TO ALL




Foreword to the UK Edition

Are we ready?

Good, because I’m gazing out at a beautiful South Carolina day; the cats and dogs are settled after a morning of running amok, and my missus, Jade (that’s what you say in the UK, right? Missus?) is working downstairs. So yeah. Everything’s cool. Life is good.

And I am ready to rock ‘n’ roll.

So let’s start with a confession. This book. The one you’re reading right now. It’s not exactly box fresh. As a matter of fact, it was first published in the US in 2009. But partly because of a little TV show you have called SAS: Who Dares Wins—a subject to which we’ll return—I’ve made a lot of friends in the UK, found myself a little surrogate family you might say, and so they asked me to publish it over here, which is where we find ourselves.

So no. Not a new book. But that’s good because it means I get to tell you about how I wrote it, went away and did my thing and didn’t pick it up for a while after that.

And how during that time I got lost.

See, back then I was a reluctant guy. I was a reluctant media personality because it felt like all the opportunities coming my way were given to me rather than earned. As it happens, I was wrong about that. In fact, I was creating value that others were wise enough to capitalize on. But I didn’t understand that at the time. When I looked in the mirror, I saw a guy who’d fought in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Ramadi, Fallujah, but who was suddenly involved in what you might call the entertainment industry. I’d starred in Generation Kill, an $80m HBO production, playing myself, after which came more TV and more film. Pretty soon I had money, praise, women. Everything that goes with being in the media.

But the life I came from was gnarly. And the sacrifices you have to make to professionally fight a war on behalf of your country are great. I was equipped for combat. But was I equipped for the homecoming? The memories?

I’d go to parties in New York and Los Angeles, full of actors and directors and supermodels and cocaine, where everyone pretends to be your friend; where, of course, I was the toast of the town because everybody wants at least one scout sniper killer friend. And in my head the war was still raging. I was still having to engage the enemy. I was destroying villages and picking up the bodies of my brothers from the battlefield. I was an American, a sergeant, a team leader, a kid from a boys’ home and now a TV star, and I wasn’t doing a very good job of carrying all of that, so I came off the rails, took a tumble down the mountain. It was drink, it was drugs, it was bad relationships. You name it.

I felt alone in my maelstrom of internal conflict and brittle pleasure, but in fact, I was a member of a growing tribe. I was part of a generation of frontline warriors who were still fighting the war inside. Guys like me who were lost to the memories of men they kidnapped. The homes they set on fire. The brothers they left behind and the ones they brought home in body bags. And the shameful memories of the joy of all that violence.

How could you not be affected by that? How could you not tumble down the freaking mountain?

So I thought, “Okay, Rudy, you don’t get along with civilians. You’re street fighting; you’ve got a drug habit. Let’s pick up the gun again because people still get you there. Maybe they don’t understand you in LA or New York. Maybe they don’t understand you on TV. But the enemy understands you. The dirt understands you. The gun understands you.”

I left that media world and went back to work, thinking that by picking up the gun I could be happy again, and I did a lot of fighting for triple-letter agencies in East Africa.

But that didn’t help. I still had a hole in the center of my very being and a head full of conflict. And the gun didn’t fix it. The drugs and drink didn’t fix it. And all the therapy and the counseling couldn’t fix it either.

And then, instead of picking up the gun again, I picked up the book. This one. And so began a rebirth that started with me letting the innocence back in, realizing that I had failed to abide by my own creed. And reading through my book, I found that the teachings that had got me through my childhood, created a kickboxing champion in my early twenties and led me to be a team leader of the year in recon, could get me through the next war in my life—the war of coming home. Reading this book, I came full circle.

To cut a long story short, I cleaned up. I stopped drinking and doing drugs and, thanks to a serendipitous meeting with an old friend, ended up creating Force Blue Team, where we take special forces operators—SEALs, Recon Marines, Pararescuemen—and use them to help scientists rebuild and restore coral reefs. That’s what we do. And I’m immensely proud of that. What we’re about is bringing purpose back to warriors. Warriors like me, still fighting the war in their heads. I’m even more proud of that.

And then, five years ago, I met Jade, my wife. My missus.

Next thing, about three years ago, my career got back on track. I’d been featured in the documentary Once Upon a Time in Iraq in the UK and the guys from a production company called Minnow Films had seen it. Minnow Films make a show on Channel 4 called SAS: Who Dares Wins, and they asked me if I was prepared to undergo psych testing with a view to getting on board.

At the time, I didn’t know the show. But I knew the freaking unit. As a young infantryman, I used to read Chris Ryan and Andy McNab novels, trying to dig out some kernel of wisdom to get me through the visceral selection contest—and here I am now, with the premier special operations unit reaching out to me. The one that created the framework and the ethos for all special ops units in the world. And they’re asking me to come on board. This was beautiful. This was a miracle.

I had no idea then that they wanted me as chief instructor; I just thought they needed another bad ass. But it turned out they wanted me to replace Ant Middleton. That kind of meant I had to hit it off with Billy Billingham and Jason Fox, the other two drill sergeants, or, you know, bad feeling and shit.

Luckily, I did. Man, did I hit it off with Billy and Foxy. I look at it this way: in my own family, I’m the oldest brother, but now, in my surrogate UK family, I have an older brother and his name is Billy Billingham. I idolize him. I mean, what other man do we know who has been a POW twice and escaped twice?

And I have a compare-and-contrast twin brother in Foxy. Where I am vivacious, happy and loving, Foxy is quiet and somber. Where I am smaller and strong, he is the colossus. Where I am graceful like a ballerina, he is a rhino of brute strength. He is a deeply loving man, but he has a hard armor, whereas my armor is no armor. My armor is heart forward. We’re two sides of the same coin that way.

The three of us together? Triple threat. We complete each other.

People ask if SAS: Who Dares Wins puts its celebrity contestants through a soft version of basic training.

Answer: yes and no. No, because in my first year in the Marines, twenty-three of my recon brothers died in training. Imagine a ship out at sea. The sea has 20-foot waves; the ship from the surface of the sea up is 30 feet off the deck. And we come on helicopters and throw out ropes and fast-rope onto the moving deck of the ship with guns and take down the bad guys.

So it’s not that. We don’t get the celebrities to do HALO missions or ship takedowns. But as for basic training? The answer is yes. Sure, we make minor recalibrations, usually of distance and weight, and they have psychologists on standby, so if they’re hurt they get medical attention, whereas in the Marines you keep going, injured or not.

But otherwise, there’s nothing pretend about it. The contestants’ training is dangerous and conducted in extreme weather conditions. It’s real because it has to be. The key to success in our work is that you don’t rise to the occasion under combat stress—you fall back to your last level of competent training. So the training has to be realistic, and if the training’s realistic, then the risk of injury or death has to be there because that’s what you’ll encounter in the battlefield. It takes them by surprise, the celebrities. Just how freaking difficult it is.

We have times when production think we’re going to lose everyone and lose the show. But we don’t—we don’t ever lose the show because here’s the thing: SAS: Who Dares Wins is a boiled-down version of real life. It’s working with other people, sometimes people you don’t like; it’s being in a tough situation and somehow, with courage, taking a step further into that difficulty; it’s failing and getting your ass chewed over that failure because the ass-chewing is coming from a place of love—because without that input how can you be coaxed into change?

As a DS, I’m an agent of that change. I’m passing on wisdom gained the hard way. I fought the battles of my youth and teenage years. I came through the combat of Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, the combat of Hollywood and of homecoming, and here I am on the other side, knowing it’s time to find the next Rudy Reyes and teach them, mentor them, give them guidance from my struggles. And I want to start here, with this book.

I wrote it firstly as a Hail Mary to remind myself of what I’ve overcome, and secondly because I believe that I can use those same lessons to empower people to overcome the difficulties in their own lives, whatever their field. I wrote to get myself back to the essentials, and I know it works because I’ve used it to do just that. And now I want to help other people do the same.

So let’s do that.

Let’s rock ’n’ roll.

*

Rudy Reyes, South Carolina, 2023
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