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44th Engineers breech “enemy” obstacles during mobility training at Dragonhead

tc "Convoy safety important in 2nd Infantry Division"
By 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs Journalist Pvt. Scott Akanewich


CAMP GARRY OWEN, Republic of Korea – There’s a war that exists behind the scenes in each conflict that is vital to the outcome. It is fought not with weapons, but with men operating large vehicles and machines designed to move mountains. This war within the war is fought by the engineer battalions.      

To this end, the 44th Engineer Battalion trained on breeching enemy obstacles for friendly troop movement Feb. 3 at Dragonhead Training Area near Camp Garry Owen.

The primary vehicle used for this training was the M-9 Armored Combat Earthmover, or ACE.

According to Capt. Tim Vail, A Company, 44th Eng. Bn., commander, training time in the field is crucial in the development of his soldiers.

“First and foremost, the soldiers can focus on what they’re doing,” said Vail. “There 

aren’t distractions like there are back on post. It gives the soldiers a chance to practice skills they normally can’t. Environment is everything. It’s all about mindset and coming out of here trained.”

An opportunity to be in the field is a welcome diversion for these soldiers, said Capt. Brian Luti, 44th Eng. Bn., adjutant. 

“A lot of these guys are missing their families,” said Luti. 

“It’s a lot more fun to be out here focused on their missions. This is a great opportunity to get all of our companies out here,” Luti added. 

Each company consists of two line platoons, also known as “sappers”, who are dismounted troops transported in M-113 armored vehicles and one assault and obstacle platoon consisting of ACEs and Armored Vehicle-Launched Bridges.

The  training included seven ACE vehicles focusing on mobility tasks such as the breeching of barriers and logs.

“Our intent is to garner and establish training, then take it to the next level,” said Vail. 

This next level includes combined training with the 4th Battalion, 7th Cavalry in which the Engineers will carry out their tasks in conjunction with the combat-arms side of the operation, said Vail. 

“We take what we learn and apply it in a tactical situation,” he said. “We stay well-focused on combat missions in the 2nd Infantry Division. The training is very specific and it’s what we need to be able to do to support the division.”     

One particular task the unit focused on was the  “rock drop,” which is used to cut off 

major avenues of approach. The ACE is used to push the large concrete blocks used for such an obstacle out of the way. 

“We’re focusing on obstacles specific to the Korean terrain,” said Vail.

The Engineers are very meticulous when it comes to monitoring their own progress, said Vail.

“We constantly use video during after-action reviews to evaluate the tactics. When we leave the field, we’ll be able to have the final product to share with the battalion,” he said.

The ability to keep troops moving in a combat environment is the battalion’s primary objective in an exercise such as this, said 2nd Lt. Jeff Wells, A Co., 44th Eng. Bn., platoon leader.

According to Wells, there hasn’t been a lot of training on the ACE because there is no doctrine on ACE mobility training. As a result, the battalion is developing training by being in the field. 

The ACE isn’t quite as powerful as its brethren, the D-7 dozer; however, it does have advantages over its bigger counterpart, said Wells.

“ACEs are faster than dozers,” said Wells.

They also have more quickness and can function in a nuclear, biological or chemical environment due to the fact that it’s a sealed-hatch vehicle, he said.

Spc. Adam Pope, A Co., 44th Eng. Bn., ACE operator, is one of the most seasoned drivers in the company and said he realizes the importance of field training, especially for the company’s younger soldiers.

 “It’s really important to be in the environment they’ll be dealing with,” said Pope. “It lets them get acquainted with the ACE and how it operates.”

 One of those young soldiers is Spc. Gerardo Rodriguez, A Co., 44th Eng. Bn., ACE operator.

“It’s important because I have to learn stuff before the experienced guys leave,” said Rodriguez. “It looks easy, but it’s hard.”

The fact that the ACE is a one-man vehicle leaves all the responsibility squarely on the operator’s shoulders, said Rodriguez.

“Everything is on the driver,” he said. “You’re working on your own without constant supervision.” 

“You have to be willing to put in the time for maintenance,” said Pope. “You have to be willing to sacrifice.”

Still, Pope said he wouldn’t have it any other way. Because of the camaraderie among ACE operators, he volunteered to be put back on an ACE.

As for training in the rugged Korean countryside, Pope welcomes the challenge it presents.

“It’s a lot rougher here,” he said. “Out here, you never know. There’s always something new. It’s a more challenging training environment.”

Capt. Josh Miller, C Co., 44th Eng. Bn., commander, described a hypothetical wartime situation in which artillery has leveled a forest of trees, thus blocking the progress of troops.

This is where the engineers come in, said Miller.

“Trees are no problem for a tank, but not for other vehicles like humvees and fuelers,” he said. “A lot of times, it’s the little obstacles that get in the way.”

If troops and supplies can’t reach their objective, the mission can’t be accomplished, said Miller.

Miller also acknowledged the uniqueness of the training environment.

“Because of the safety factors in place, we can do things here that we normally can’t,” he said.

One of these is the ability for the vehicles to be driven at full speed when breeching obstacles, said Miller.

“What we hope to do is make the soldiers more aware of the obstacles they will encounter in Korea,” said Sgt. 1st Class Lionel Richards, A Co., 44th Eng. Bn., platoon sergeant. 

“We want to incorporate this into our regular training cycle,” added Richards.

Being able to train at full speed is of the utmost of importance, said Richards.

“It’s important to be aggressive because 4th Bn., 7th Cav. needs to get where they’re going in a hurry so they can get the job done.”

Combined training with combat units is important, according to Richards, so the maneuver commanders of those companies can see what the engineer battalions can offer them in the way of support and know how to best utilize those assets in a combat environment.

Above all, though, Richards said he wants his soldiers to be confident in themselves and their equipment, he said.

“I want them to know what they’re supposed to do when they’re called upon,” said Richards.

The most daunting task the engineers had to tackle on this day were “dragon’s teeth.” These are huge concrete slabs weighing several tons that are partially buried below the surface of the ground.

Spc. Jason Ward, A Co., 44th Eng. Bn., ACE operator, was tasked with breeching this toughest of obstacles and definitely had a particular strategy in mind.

“You want to hit it high so it just falls over,” said Ward. “It was dug in, so we had to hit it high. Once it’s out of the ground you use the blade and push it.”

It’s definitely a thrill for these operators to successfully breech a big obstacle such as this, said Ward.

“It’s a big adrenaline rush,” he said. “You’re hoping for it to fall.”

In the event the engineers run into an extremely difficult obstacle to breech, a team of two ACEs will work together, said Luti.

“Two vehicles will assist each other in the defense,” he said. “One will rough up the surface, the other will push it forward.”

An ACE will also sometimes team up with dozers, said Luti.

“The hydraulics of a dozer make it more suitable to dig, due to its ripping claws, while an ACE gets power from the weight of the vehicle,” he said.

Vail emphasized how much his soldiers look forward to training in the field.

“One of the things that gets the soldiers excited is leaving post and coming up north,” he said. “It keeps them focused on the job at hand.”

Finally, Vail succinctly summed up what his troops are up against in a combat environment.

“We fight the terrain,” he said. 
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