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Avenger crews vie for top gun during Seastrike exercise

By 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs Journalist Pfc. Nicole M. Robus


CHULMAE RANGE, Republic of Korea – Pfc. Mathew Draper achieved a personal goal.

Draper and Sgt. Mathew Walker, D Btry., of D Battery, 5th Battalion, 5th Air Defense Artillery, were named the Avenger Top Gun team during the Seastrike Exercise at Chulmae Range March 2-6. 

“It feels good to have won. I have been here a year now and have always placed high but this is the first time I placed first. This was a good way to start off my second year in Korea,” said Draper. 

Seastrike is a qualification exercise for the soldiers. The soldiers qualify on two different weapons systems on the Avenger. They qualify on the .50 caliber machine gun and the Stinger missile weapon system. 

Seastrike prepares the soldiers to be able to fight tonight and get to know the weapon and their fellow crewmembers, said Capt. Daniel Manrique, assistant battalion training and operations officer. 

The second place finishers were Spc. David Hofer, gunner, and his team chief Sgt. Michael Billman, both of D Btry., 5th Bn., 5th ADA.

“We were made a team about two weeks before competition,” said Hofer. 

“This was a chance to show that we are proficient at our jobs. We worked well as a team. If you don’t work as a team you won’t do as well as we did,” added Hofer. “It took a lot of hard work and dedication to get where we got.”

The soldiers work as a team out here.  They were given the opportunity to react to targets in a realistic environment, said Manrique.  

“The soldiers get the chance to enhance their job skills and proficiency at what they do.”

“We qualified 29 crews in a day and a half,” added Manrique.

The most memorable part of Seastrike for Hofer was firing a live missile. 

“This is my job. It is what I was trained to do. We track a real target, fire, then watch it blow up and fall into pieces into the Yellow Sea,” said Hofer.

However, with the memorable parts come the obstacles. 

“Everyday that we are out here we have to deal with obstacles such as the weather conditions, which can hamper air defense operations, and Korean fishing boats being in the firing lane.” said Billman. “With the weather if you don’t have clear visibility, the 
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right velocity of wind speeds and the right water level, the soldiers are not able to fire.”

The Korean military safely escorted the fishing boats out of the way so the unit could continue firing. 

Along with the Korean safety boats the range also had safety measures.

The safeties on the range coordinated with the Korean safety boats to let the gunners know when it is safe to fire.

“The beach masters and the safeties out here are a lot of help. With out them and the other noncommissioned officers this range wouldn’t happen,” said Billman.

Other safety measures used were left and right limits, which let the gunners know where the safe zone is, said Billman. 

Other than the limits there are safety factors that are put into effect for this range to happen, said Billman. 

“We do pre-combat checks and inspections. We also make sure that the weapons are always pointed down range,” added Billman.

After all of the checks and inspections are done the gunner and team chief prepare to fire.

When it comes to firing a stinger missile there are a lot of things that go into it, said Billman. 

“As a team chief you first have help the gunner search for the target. Once the target is found the gunner tracks it until he has a good track tone. Once you have the tone you have to visually identity the aircraft to see if it is friendly or enemy and make sure you

and your gunner came to the same conclusion. Then when the target is identified I talk the gunner through firing at the target,” explained Billman.

The job of a gunner is easier, said Draper. 

“I identify the target, confirm with my team chief, let him know I am ready to fire and then I fire and wait to see my target explode,” added Draper.

Brig. Gen. James Coggin, 2nd Infantry Division, assistant division commander (support) and Command Sgt. Maj. James Lucero, 2nd Inf. Div. command sergeant major, watched the targets explode as Avenger crews fired their stinger missiles.

Coggin and Lucero recognized  each member of the top gun team  and the second place team with their coins. The top gun team was also awarded a battalion hat, belt buckle and coin. The second place finishers were also presented with a battalion coin.

After the soldiers were recognized, they continued sending bullets down range. It isn’t every day you get the chance to fire over an ocean, said Billman.

“It is very different here than in the States when it comes to live fire. This is the only place I know of where you will fire over the ocean. This is one of the better ranges I have seen during my time in the Army. The line of site is great out here. You can see for ever when the weather is clear,” said Billman. 
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