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U.S., ROK soldiers bridge gap 

By 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs Journalist Pfc. Scott Akanewich


CAMP CASEY, Republic of Korea – The morning sun struggled to break through the mist that shrouded the valley. One by one, pieces of an assault float bridge are pushed into place by small boats, motors chugging against the current. The clank of metal echoes around the valley as engineers drive stakes into the ground to secure the bridge to the shore.  At last, the watery chasm has been bridged and the first M1A1 Abrams tank rumbles into view, ready to secure the far shore of the river.

This was the scene as the 50th Engineer Company, in coordination with the 28th Republic of Korea Infantry Division, conducted a river crossing exercise as the culminating event of the semi-annual Army Training and Evaluation Program known as Iron ARTEP III March 9.

Col. Michael Helmick, Engineer Brigade, commander, pointed out the readiness the exercise provided for his men, as well as the ROK troops.

 “In the 2nd Infantry Division, we need to be ready to fight tonight every night,” said Helmick. 

“It’s very useful because it allows us to maintain our momentum during a combat operation,” added Helmick.

The reason for training such as this is simple, said Helmick.

“We need to be able to send or withdraw forces to defend or attack,” he said. “It gives us the element of surprise if we cross the river at an unknown place.”

The ability for his troops to work efficiently alongside the ROK army is vital to the defense of South Korea, said Helmick.

According to Capt. Toni Grimes, 50th Eng. Co., commander, the type of bridge utilized depends on the situation. An assault float bridge, such as the one used to cross the Imjun, is used to cross rivers or other water obstacles. A medium girder bridge is used to cross a dry gap, such as a crater in the ground that is the result of artillery fire, she said.

Iron ARTEP III provided an authentic environment for Grimes’ troops to conduct training. Both the assault float and medium-girder bridges were constructed.

“This ARTEP was very realistic,” said Grimes. 

“It took a very big team effort because it’s the first time we’ve been able to build both bridges. We strive to be a team,” added Grimes.

An assault float bridge utilizes a link-reinforcement system to create added tension for a heavier capacity, allowing bulkier vehicles such as tanks and Bradley Fighting Vehicles to cross.

The esprit-de-corps that exists in the ranks of her soldiers, along with knowledge and strength, is what sets them apart, said Grimes.

“I like the camaraderie of our soldiers,” she said. “They have great spirits and they love to get out and drive their boats.”

It’s a spirit that isn’t affected by the adverse weather conditions the Engineers sometimes face, whether it’s the bone-chilling cold of the Korean winter or the heat, humidity and rain of monsoon season, she said.

Grimes also said that her soldiers realize the vital role they play in a combat environment.

“They know that without us, the division can’t get to where it needs to go,” she said.

Time is also of the essence when it comes to bridge-building, said Grimes.

An average bridge can be assembled in about an hour, depending on factors such as weather or currents, she said.

As the vehicles rolled down the approach to the water’s edge, Staff Sgt. Jason Silsby, 50th Eng. Co., section sergeant, directed traffic. 

Silsby directs a combination of hand signals and verbal commands at the drivers of the various vehicles when it was their turn to cross.

Silsby stressed the importance of preparedness for an operation of this magnitude.

“A lot of rehearsals and a lot of time with noncommissioned officers training troops is critical to success,” he said.

Spc. Tonya Ballard, 50th Eng. Co., bridge crew member, wielded  a large wrench as she busily secured one of the steel cables used to hold the bridge to the shoreline under the weight of the armored vehicles.

Before the bridge crossing, however, the Engineers used a partially assembled bridge to ferry vehicles to the other side of the river.

The soldiers must be proficient at this in the event the gap they must span is too wide to use a complete bridge, said Grimes. One by one, Bradley Fighting Vehicles were transported to the other side of the river. Motorboats on either side of the “bridge” are used to guide it safely across.

The grand finale of the event was a crossing of the complete bridge by tanks, Bradleys and other tracked and wheeled vehicles, along with several companies of dismounted 28th ROK Inf. Div. soldiers. 

Both the vehicles and the soldiers themselves were adorned with camouflage ranging from netting to more natural versions such as leaves and brush as they worked their way up a muddy slope toward their objective.

With the current state of affairs on the Korean peninsula, Helmick acknowledged the added focus on readiness at a training event such as this.

“We’ve maintained our strict training program throughout, but clearly the emphasis increases our motivation and focus on staying ready,” he said. “It gives us a reason for being ready at any moment.”
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