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Forward Surgical Team tests their skills during joint training exercise

By: Spc. Lynnette M. Jefferson

The 135th Forward Surgical Team conducted a joint training exercise to practice medical wartime readiness at Chinhae Naval Base. The exercise ended Friday.

The Navy Medical Clinic at Chinhae participated in the exercise, as well as the 302nd Forward Support Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Division. There were classes in shock treatment, airway management, mass casualty and triage. After the classes, a mass casualty drill was performed. The Navy contributed to the exercise by giving classes on ship loading and sea training. Two field surgeries were also performed.

“This exercise actually started early in the first week of December. We loaded all of our equipment onto rail and shipped it ahead of time down to Busan,” said Maj. Gary D. Fleischer, commander, 135th FST.

Fleischer explains they traveled by rail Sunday to get their equipment. “We off-loaded it from the rail there, got it mounted up into the vehicles and convoyed over here. This was all contingency planned,” he said.

The original plan was to fly down to get their equipment, says Fleischer. Then, the equipment was supposed to be loaded unto a Marine ship.  But, according to Fleischer, the weather prohibited them from flying. 

“One of the parts of this mission was for us to do some joint training with the Navy. So, we integrated with the Emergency Reaction Team down here and spent the whole day teaching classes on trauma management and mass casualty with the Navy,” said Fleischer.  

Fleischer also mentioned that the Navy integrated the military police, fire department and traffic management. “It was a base-wide exercise for them. We were integrated as the medical subject-matter experts,” he said.

“Patients have been air-vacked from Seoul to a base near here. The Navy has picked them up and brought them to us as though they were casualties,” Fleischer said.

Fleischer said that when the patients arrive, they are triaged as though we did not know they were coming. “We’ll operate on them, recover them and send them back. The Navy returns them to the air base and from there, they go to 121st General Hospital. 

Since only six to eight patients can be recovered at a time, it is important that once the patients are recovered, they are shipped out by medevac, explained Fleischer. The 135th FST is dependent on the medevacs, he said.

“This exercise and most of our exercises, we try to do as integrated training. This exercise alone, we are using elements of 18th Medical Command and the division. We are using 25th Transportation Battalion, 17th Aviation Brigade and Korean National Railroad. Some of the training is by the Republic of Korea Navy. All of the training is integrated by the Navy and the facilities are provided by the Fleet. The Navy has been amazingly hospitable,” he said. 

Another thing Fleischer mentioned was how the training opportunity has been outstanding for everyone.  Not only were the 135th FST and the Navy able to work together, but also the 302nd FSB of the 2nd Infantry Division was able to participate.  “We support them in the field. This is an opportunity for us to train them,” he said.

Maj. Ray C. Antoine, chief nurse, 135th FST, also thinks the training exercise was a success. “It’s been excellent. One of the things Dr. Fleischer wanted was there to be an opportunity for us to assess our abilities to mobilize by air, by rail and by sea. To see if, for instance, one of those planned mobilization routes was not feasible,” said Antoine.

“We do surgeries and everyone on our team is proficient at their medical skills,” said Antoine. “This is not a test of our clinical skills. It is getting all of those pieces together and seeing how they work together.”

Combat medic Pvt. Traci L. Schrader, C Company, 302nd FSB, 2nd Infantry Division, says she really enjoyed the exercise. 

“This training has been high speed and we learned so much.  I’ve also seen the importance of working together with the same people on a team,” said Schrader.

Navy Lt. Christopher A. Orsello, family practitioner, Branch Medical Clinic Chinhae, says the training exercise made his team and the 135th FST stronger. 

“This has been an outstanding joint exercise experience.  Whenever the branches get together like this to train in their field, they get together and learn from each other,” he said. “There is always new knowledge that comes from the support that they need. It’s been a great, outstanding experience to train together.”
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