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2nd Brigade tests battle-readiness during Strike Thrust exercise
By 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs Journalist Pvt. Scott Akanewich


TWIN BRIDGES TRAINING AREA, Republic of Korea – One by one, vehicles roll onto the airfield where soldiers hook slings resembling giant rubber bands to the top of each one. This airlift of soldiers, vehicles and equipment to the Twin Bridges training area is part of the 2nd Brigade’s Strike Thrust training exercise.  

Humvees equipped with missile launchers and cargo vehicles were prepared for lift as soldiers busily attended to last-minute details. Nothing can be overlooked as the “h-hour”, or lift-off, approached.   

Maj. Craig Jones, 1st Battalion, 503rd Infantry Regiment, executive officer, explained the objectives of the exercise.

“Strike Thrust is a dedicated training period focused on company-level training to give commanders the opportunity to maneuver their companies,” said Jones. “The whole focus of Strike Thrust is company-level training.”

Moving equipment to the point of attack quickly and efficiently is vital.

“If things don’t go smoothly as far as the load goes, the mission is a failure because we won’t get to the battlefield,” said Sgt. 1st Class Jason Beaton, Headquarters, Headquarters Company, 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., training and operations noncommissioned officer. “We can be prepared for a mission in two hours.”

Capt. David Parkes, 2nd Bde. training and operations officer, coordinated the aircraft, UH-60 Blackhawk and CH-47 Chinook helicopters, and realized the importance of his job.

“The focus is to make sure that all the support for the 1st Bn., 503rd Inf. is there,” said Parkes. “We take care of all the planning at the brigade level so that the battalion can focus on combat.”

Parkes also stressed the importance of attention to detail concerning matters such as how much time passes between aircraft and how heavy the loads are.

“There has to be a plan for everything,” he said.

Every portion of the operation must take place in a predetermined amount of time for the mission to be a success.  

The airlift portion of Strike Thrust took place at a Republic of Korea Army airfield, which provided a realistic environment for the training. This was beneficial to everyone involved, said Sgt. John Puls, D Company, 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., squad leader.

“It’s a lot better because you get more hands-on training than in the classroom,” said Puls. “We have more time here in the field. We can watch each soldier to make sure they’re doing it properly.”

Strike Thrust employed a total of 10 UH-60 Blackhawks and four CH-47 Chinooks to transport the brigade’s equipment to Twin Bridges. A total of five touchdown points were set up on the airfield for the aircraft to pick up their cargo.

A movement of this magnitude is truly a team effort.

 “We get everyone involved from the lowest rifleman to the brigade commander,” said Jones.

Approximately three and a half hours passed from when the first lift leaves the ground until the movement is complete.

Pvt. Robert McGann, D Co., 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., crewmember, busily worked tying down one of the slings that was used to lift his crew’s Humvee, by a Chinook helicopter, requiring two slings.  

One sling is placed at the front of the vehicle and one at the rear. Chains are added for stability. 

For a Chinook, there must be 80 links in the front and 45 in the rear to balance the load, said McGann.

While he was intensely doing his job, McGann also eagerly anticipated what was yet to come.  “I’m pretty psyched about it because it’ll be my first time on a helicopter,” he said.

The type of air assets available determine the degree of realism involved in the training, said Staff Sgt. Troy Barth, D Co., 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., section leader.

“When we use Chinooks, we train like we fight,” said Barth, “ This is due to the CH-47’s increased cargo capacity.”

The airlift is just the beginning of the operation. The main objective still lay ahead. 

Once the soldiers and equipment were in place, the unit conducted a “movement to contact” in which the exact location of the enemy isn’t known at the time of movement.  “We move tactically to find the enemy and destroy them,” said Jones.

For this particular mission, the objective once at Twin Bridges was to secure an area known as a defile. This is a narrow passage between ridgelines where armor and mechanized infantry can’t move if there is enemy occupation.  “Our job is to go in and clear the enemy out of the defile,” said Jones. “That’s what we do for a standard operation.”

Another objective of Strike Thrust, according to Jones, is the opportunity it provides for the battalion’s young leaders.

“The only way to become proficient at command and control for junior leaders is to get out and do it for real,” he said.  This group includes platoon leaders, platoon sergeants and squad leaders, said Jones.

Lastly, Jones ensures that his soldiers are taken care of while in the field.  “If a soldier knows that a truck is going to roll up with a dry uniform and hot coffee, his morale will be better,” he said.

Finally, Parkes noted the dedication of his soldiers in the event of a cancellation due to the weather.

“The soldiers are willing to come right back out the next day because it’s their job and they’re good at it,” he said.

Due to this hard work and dedication, the ultimate objective is reached.

“We’re ready to fight as soon as we hit the ground,” said Parkes.
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