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Aviation unit puts Longbow crews to the test

            Story by Spc. Ian Boudreau, 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs

CAMP RED CLOUD, Republic of Korea –  Targets rise and fall from behind berms on a dusty valley range as rounds are fired by soldiers qualifying with their weapons. Instead of the 5.56 mm rounds familiar to every soldier who’s earned his marksmanship badge, the ones flying down range on this particular morning are 30 mm, and coming from the barrel of the automatic chain gun under a hovering AH-64D Apache Longbow attack helicopter.

1st Battalion, 2nd Aviation Regiment helicopter crews had all qualified on the three weapons systems carried by the lethal Longbow attack helicopter by the afternoon of May 18. Each crew had to fire simulated HELLFIRE missiles, 2.75-inch rockets and the 30 mm chain gun at stationary and moving targets to qualify on the Apache Longbow.

“You could blow up pretty much anything in the world with this weapons platform,” said 1st Lt. Jamie Lavalley, executive officer of Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 1st Bn., 2nd Avn. Regt.

Flying the Apache Longbow is nothing if not exciting, Lavalley said.

“You sometimes fly ten feet over the trees at up to 135 knots in the dark with only one eye,” he said. The helicopter crewmembers’ helmets have an attached monocle that displays sensor information to the pilots, which is their only means of seeing their surroundings at night. 

 “It makes landing on a carrier seem like baking a cake,” Lavalley added.

The Longbow’s various armaments allow it to take on a wide range of targets, Lavalley said. The 30 mm cannon, which swivels to aim exactly where the gunner looks, fires rounds that have a burst radius of eight meters and can penetrate up to two inches of armor.

“If you come under fire, all you have to do is look at (the enemy), arm the aircraft and engage the target,” Lavalley said. “It’s a good area weapons system.”

The cannon can be used against almost anything, Lavalley added, including light armored vehicles, enemy troop concentrations and other air targets. During qualification, four bursts of ten rounds each are typically used against a single target.

The Longbow’s 2.75-inch rockets are unguided, but can be used against harder targets, including bunkers, Lavalley said.

Guided HELLFIRE missiles are even more lethal, Lavalley said. A Longbow gunner can employ these against any kind of heavy armored vehicle, other helicopters and even buildings.

Pfc. Jenny Irizarry and Pvt. Joshua Osborn, both aviation operations specialists, worked high on a hill in the range tower, acting as air-traffic controllers for the aircraft coming on and off the range.

“We schedule all the flights to go through the engagement area,” Osborn said. 

The two soldiers moved between a bank of radios and a map, clearing flight crews to take off or land and updating their map with positions for each aircraft.

Also in the tower was Capt. Sean Spence, the battalion’s assistant operations officer.  Spence and his soldiers controlled the targets on the range and provided simulated fire-control radar for the crews making computerized HELLFIRE missile engagements.

The crews qualifying fired at targets 1,000 to 2,500 meters away, some of which resembled the familiar “pop-up” targets used in rifle qualification. Others, shaped like vehicles, moved along a ridgeline at one end of the range.

After a qualification attempt, videotapes of the targets are reviewed to determine the crew’s accuracy.

 “The hardest part is finding the targets. Actually engaging the targets with this aircraft is a much simpler task,” Lavalley said.

“It’s like any kind of marksmanship,” Lavalley said. “The goal, of course, is a perfect rating.”

Longbow crewmembers go through 16 months of training to become pilots, and continue to train and qualify throughout their careers to keep their skills sharp.

All of the battalion’s Longbow crews qualified during the 12-day exercise, which ended May 21.

“We’re honing our skills as Korea’s premier attack battalion,” Lavalley said of the exercise, which the battalion conducts twice yearly. “These pilots have taken standard aerial gunnery and elevated it to an art form.”
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