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Iron ARTEP III puts Warrior readiness to test in realistic combat                environment

            Story by Pfc. Scott Akanewich, 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs

CAMP RED CLOUD, Republic of Korea –  An eerie haze hangs over the battlefield as the first light of day struggles to break through the thick blanket of fog that envelopes the valley and the surrounding mountainsides. The natural beauty of the rugged Korean countryside is a contrast to the chaos that is about to take place. A report comes crackling over the radio in a humvee as the first artillery rounds can be heard in the distance like rolling thunder. The battle has been joined.

     Throughout 1st Brigade’s Iron ARTEP, a semi-annual Army Training and Evaluation Program conducted from Feb. 22 to March 9, many mornings began this way as units squared off to train on their battle tasks. 

          Iron ARTEP is a task-force level training exercise in which elements from several battalions train in a realistic combat environment to build the kind of cohesion necessary to fight and win wars. Light and mechanized combat units work alongside field artillery batteries and engineer companies in a consummate team effort to achieve their mission objective, which in this case, was to defend an assigned sector against an oncoming armor attack.

     Capt. Jeremy Schroeder, B Co., 1st Battalion, 506th Infantry, commander, monitored the situation as the conflict unfolded, directing troops by radio from his humvee strategically placed on high ground.

     Schroeder realizes the importance of everyone being on the same page when it comes to readiness on the battlefield.

     “It’s good to know how your brother units work because this is how we fight, as a task force,” said Schroeder. “We get little bits of everyone out here. We try to combine as many different forces as possible including integration of direct and indirect fire along with obstacles.”

     The battle started at sunrise on this day, however, Schroeder’s troops began preparing with their counterparts the previous afternoon and evening. The sector they were tasked to defend was a small valley and a rugged hillside where both light infantry and Bradley Armored Fighting Vehicles  busily dug in for the following day’s fight. Light infantry occupied trenchlines on the mountainside while the Bradleys had hide sights to avoid being detected by enemy reconnaissance, as well as fighting positions to roll into once the fight began. 

     Armored vehicles plowed through the mud as a crew from the 2nd Engineer Battalion constructed a variety of obstacles to impede the progress of the enemy advance. The plan was to force the enemy’s tank convoy to stop long enough while trying to breech obstacles so troops in the surrounding hillsides could hit them with a barrage.  

     For this particular battle, B Co. was out-manned and outgunned by 2nd Battalion, 72nd Armor. But according to Schroeder, a smaller force can defeat a larger one by taking advantage of things such as terrain and enemy reconnaissance.

     Before the fight, Spc. Matthew Hollister, B Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., radio and telephone operator, was confident his side would emerge victorious.

     “It should be an easy battle if everything comes off right,” said Hollister, aware of the advantages that were in place. “We’ve scouted out the location. We have an advantage based on the terrain and elevation. There are already existing fighting positions in the hills. If they have to fight an uphill battle, it’s more difficult.”

     Schroeder pointed out that defending a small area against an invading force is an easier mission than being on the attacking end.

     “The offense has to find all the little holes to infiltrate, while I just have to defend a sector,” he said.

     Darkness covered the valley as night fell while the soldiers all did their part to prepare for what lay ahead.

          The next morning, perched high atop a mountain overlooking the mist-shrouded battlefield is 1st Lt. Michael Triglia, Headquarters, Headquarters Battery, 2nd Battalion, 17th Field Artillery, fire support officer. At Triglia’s disposal is a ground vehicular laser locator designator, a sighting device that allows targets below to be “painted” in order for indirect fire, such as artillery or mortars to be called in. The panoramic backdrop provided Triglia with a spectacular canvas on which to create his masterpiece of destruction.

     “It’s a unique situation,” said Triglia of his perch high above the action.

     The thick fog, however, wreaked havoc with his ability to zero in on hostile targets early on in the battle, he said.

     “The real challenge is seeing,” Triglia said of the hazy conditions. “That’s what you have alternate observers for.”

     Spc. Paul Rymel, B Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., forward observer, had the responsibility of picking out targets from his position above the main engagement area.

     “My job is to provide support by fire to shape the battlefield for the infantry to get kills,” said Rymel. “We create obstacles by fire so enemy vehicles can’t maneuver and destroy our anti-tank assets.”

     Rymel explained that by firing at a particular area repeatedly, a deterrent is created for enemy vehicles to pass through that area. By doing so, enemy forces can be diverted to where they are vulnerable, he said.  

     Triglia also spoke of the synergy created by the different elements working together toward victory on the battlefield, specifically artillery and infantry.

     “Not only is it great to do our job, but it builds camaraderie between the infantry and artillery. It shows them the importance of indirect fire,” he said.

     Also, part of the defense are Javelin anti-tank weapons systems hidden along a wooded ridge waiting for a chance to rain destruction on those who would dare invade their territory. The Javelin utilizes the Command Launch Unit to hone in on targets. The CLU is able to see targets even in adverse weather conditions, which was a good thing during this battle, said Staff Sgt. Mark McDowell, B Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., platoon sergeant.

     “The CLU could see right through the mist and paint the entire picture while I couldn’t see anything,” said McDowell.

     Also, the Javelin features a “fire and forget” targeting system which enables the gunner to shoot and then take cover without having to guide the missile to its target.

     “You want to shoot and move,” said McDowell, whose primary mission was to be the task force “eyes-on” so the troops in the set positions knew where to go to engage the enemy.

     McDowell had two Javelin gunners under his command, which he coordinated to fire in a staggered pattern so one would shoot, then move to a safe position before the enemy could track where the round came from, while the second gunner fired.

     “You need to have a leader there and have signatures from different spots,” said McDowell. By “signatures” McDowell was referring to the enemy’s ability to track the incoming fire and return fire accordingly. By constantly moving his gunners after each shot, they were less vulnerable to being hit by return fire.

     There is a definite order of importance as far as targets for the Javelin gunners are concerned, said Schroeder. First priority are any type of vehicles used to breech obstacles such as M-9 Armored Combat Earthmovers, followed by M1A1 Abrams tanks with ploughs or rollers and finally M113 armored vehicles equipped with Mine-Clearing Line Charges. 

     According to Rymel, communication is the main ingredient to creating an authentic atmosphere in which to train.

     “It was very realistic because of the leadership’s ability to communicate to each soldier what their job was, creating teamwork between each company in the battalion,” he said.

     Pvt. Dusty Robinson, B Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., company commander’s driver, had a different perspective of this exercise from ones he had participated in before.

     “In my previous job, I’d be in a trench defending or part of the mechanized unit doing the assaulting,” said Robinson. “I miss being out there, but it’s also interesting to follow the battle on the radio.”

    As Schroeder’s driver, Robinson has a front-row seat for the strategic behind-the-scenes plotting that goes on while the company commander reads and reacts to the situation as the battle wears on with communication lines to both the company and battalion levels.

     As enemy forces drew nearer to their position, Robinson was eager in anticipation.

     “I’m excited to see what happens as the infantry gets closer,” he said. “They’re right on the other side of the hill.”

     At this point, Schroeder began touring the hillside, checking in on his soldiers to see first-hand how the fight was going. The humvee rolled up to where several Bradleys were settled into their fighting positions to provide support to the troops below. Schroeder ran to a secure position where he met up with 1st Sgt. Phillip Burress, B Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., company first sergeant. The two surveyed the situation as the battle raged in the valley below them. They sighted enemy infantry approaching them from a nearby hillside.

     Schroeder and Burress then took up a position and helped fight off the oncoming advance.

     Burress stressed the importance of well-rounded knowledge on the battlefield.

     “Knowing the mission on all levels is important,” he said.

     Once the smoke had cleared, an after-action review was held for B Co. to assess how the battle played out, but when all was said and done, the bottom line for Schroeder was educating his soldiers.

     “We’re all out here to get training and learn,” he said.
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