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Admiral Eric T. Olson ’73, USN (Ret.)

A native of Tacoma, WA, Admiral Eric T.
Olson ’73, USN (Ret.), graduated from
the United States Naval Academy
having served as the chairman of the
Naval Academy Honor Committee his
first class year. Undaunted by warnings
that a Naval Special Warfare service
selection would limit his career, Admiral
Olson reported to Basic Underwater
Demolition/SEAL training class—one of
just three members of the Class of 1973
initially selected to do so. Of 54 students
in his BUD/S class, only four graduated.
Ensign Olson was selected by his
instructor cadre as the class “Honor Man.” 
      Admiral Olson went on to serve and
lead in every type of special warfare
command: underwater demolition, SEAL
Teams, SEAL Delivery Vehicle Team,
Special Boat Squadron, Naval Special
Warfare Development Group and Naval
Special Warfare Command. His overseas
assignments included staff positions 
and operations in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,
Israel, Egypt, Tunisia and Somalia, where
his valorous actions following the crash
of two Black Hawk helicopters in 1993
earned him the Silver Star. 
      Although some of the specifics of
Admiral Olson’s career remain classified,
his steady ascent through the ranks of
naval and special warfare leadership is
well-documented. The first Navy SEAL

to reach three- and four-star rank, he
commanded the Navy’s counterterrorist
unit in the late 1990s and Naval Special
Warfare Command from 1999 until
2002. His restructuring of all Naval
Special Warfare forces in 1999 and
2000 set the stage for continuous
command-level deployments in
response to the attacks of 9/11. Later, 
as head of all U.S. Special Operations
forces from 2007 to 2011—the first
naval officer to hold the position—
he was responsible for the mission
readiness and global deployments of
more than 60,000 Army, Navy, Air
Force and Marine Corps personnel in
more than 75 countries. He was the
senior SEAL for nine years and held the
honorary title of “Bullfrog” as the longest
continuously serving SEAL on active
duty. In addition to the Silver Star, his
decorations include the Bronze Star with
Combat “V,” Defense Distinguished
Service Medal, Navy Distinguished
Service Award and two Defense Superior
Service Awards. At his retirement in
2011, Admiral Michael Mullen of the
Class of 1968, chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, said: “Eric, you have
devoted a lifetime to saving the lives 
of others. You have made this world 
a better and safer place. We are in 
your debt. People who don’t even 
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know you are in your debt. Immense 
is the difference you have made,
immeasurable is your service and that 
of your family.” 
      Upon retirement from the Navy,
Admiral Olson founded ETO Group, 
an independent national security
consultancy that advises a number of
public and privately held companies
focused on developing advanced
technologies to solve national security
challenges. Admiral Olson holds a
master’s degree in international affairs
from the Naval Postgraduate School 
and is an adjunct faculty member at
Columbia University’s School of
International and Public Affairs. Today,
he serves on the boards of the non-profit
organizations the National Navy SEAL
Museum and the Special Operations
Warrior Foundation. Among numerous
recognitions, he was appointed an
Officer in the French Legion of Honor
and he received the Business Executives
for National Security’s Eisenhower
Award, the Office of Strategic Services
Society’s’ Donovan Award and the
Congressional Medal of Honor Society’s
Patriot Award.
      Admiral Olson and his wife, Marilyn,
are recognized in the Naval Academy
Foundation’s President’s Circle. They live
in Tampa, FL, and have two children. 

“I have known and
served with Eric for over
20 years and I can say
unequivocally that he 
is one of the foremost
wartime leaders of 
our time.”

—Admiral Thomas B. Fargo ’70, 
USN (Ret.)
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