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Warriors show determination, perseverance in pursuit of EIB

Story by Pfc. Scott Akanewich
CAMP RED CLOUD, Republic of Korea –  The Expert Infantryman Badge measures but seven-sixteenths by three inches in width, however, it truly represents something much larger, an infantryman’s heart and desire to be the best at his craft.

At Warrior Base near the Korea demilitarized zone, 1,381 2nd Infantry Division soldiers put their combat skills to the ultimate test in their quest to earn that rectangular, infantry blue symbol of soldiering excellence.

One of these soldiers was Pvt. Daniel Firszt, C Company, 2nd Battalion, 9th Infantry, rifleman. Firszt’s desire for an EIB goes beyond the usual reasons, such as promotion points or simply the prestige that comes with it.

“My grandfather, who fought in the Korean War, has an EIB and I wanted to follow in his footsteps,” said Firszt. “I even volunteered to come to Korea so I could serve where he did.”

The distinction of earning an EIB is what draws these soldiers to perform this myriad of tasks from employing and recovering an M18A1 claymore mine to loading and correcting malfunctions on and reloading an M240B 7.62-mm machine gun, said to Sgt. Maj. Robert Linschoten, 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., operations sergeant major.

“Anybody can get a Combat Infantryman Badge by being in the right place at the right time,” said Linschoten. “EIB is an individual test of the soldier’s ability to perform under pressure with time constraints.”

At this particular EIB testing, there were a total of three test lanes consisting of 18 stations featuring 36 different tasks the soldiers had to complete in order to earn the badge. A soldier is allowed two “no-go’s”, but if a third task isn’t successfully completed, he is eliminated from consideration for the EIB.

Still, whether or not a soldier earns his EIB, the experience gained is valuable, said Linschoten.

“This is one of the most important things these guys can do because the leadership learned on individual tasks makes that soldier better after three and a half weeks of working on different things,” he said. “He will gain invaluable experience that will help him and his unit survive in combat.”

According to Linschoten, the training environment that exists in Korea provides an excellent setting for EIB testing.

“I think this is one of the better places to earn an EIB because of the terrain, the professionalism of the noncommissioned officers and the rigorous training,” he said. 

In addition to the testing lanes, all soldiers must successfully complete a 12-mile foot march while carrying a 35-lb. rucksack in three hours, expert day and night qualification with the M16A2 rifle, complete a land navigation course and pass an Army Physical Fitness Test with a minimum score of 70 points in all three APFT events.

The rugged hillsides of Warrior Base provide a unique testing ground in which the various test lanes are tucked away, almost hidden from view in some cases.

One of these lanes is the individual camouflage lane where soldiers must successfully camouflage not only themselves, but also their weapons and equipment.

Sgt. Luke Smith, C Co., 2nd Bn., 9th Inf., team leader, was one of the instructors at this lane and explained what they look for when judging a soldier’s camouflaging skills.

“On their equipment and weapons, we make sure that the camouflage breaks the outline and square edges,” said Smith.

This means that the various shapes of things are blended in so they don’t stand out, thus potentially giving away their position to the enemy.

The soldiers have 12 minutes to successfully camouflage everything to standard.

Camouflage is sometimes an underrated, but critical skill in carrying out a successful mission, said Smith.

“One of the most important things is camouflage because you want to see the enemy before he sees you,” he said.

This is achieved through proper concealment, said Smith.

Pfc. Raymond Berry, Headquarters and Headquarters Co., 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., radio-telephone operator, spoke of the significance of the EIB while busily applying shades of green and black to his face.

“The EIB is one of the most important things to an infantryman because it defines that they’re good at their job,” said Berry.

The mental aspects of EIB are the most difficult part of EIB testing, said many of the soldiers vying for the honor.

The training environment is a plus, said Pvt. Timothy McKinney, C Co., 2nd Bn., 9th Inf., rifleman.

“It’s fun being out here in the field training to do our job,” he said.  

 There are, however, some curves along the way, according to Pvt. Abraham Cavazos, A Co., 2nd Bn., 9th Inf., squad automatic weapon gunner.

 “There’s a lot of stuff I haven’t seen before,” said Cavazos, who drew a parallel between EIB and a scholastic environment.

“It’s like school in a lot of ways. Doing homework and helping each other out as a unit,” he said. 

However, one of the more physical tests is the individual movement techniques lane, in which the soldier must successfully display proper low and high crawl technique as well as three to five second rushes in order to safely cover ground in the process of reaching an objective while under fire.

This is a task that’s not as easy as it looks, said Staff Sgt. Spencer Ford, C Co., 2nd Bn., 9th Inf., squad leader.

“They have to position their weapon correctly, alternate arms and legs while crawling and make sure to keep the muzzle of their weapons out of the dirt,” said Ford. 

Technique is where most people fall short on this task, said Ford.

“Most people mess up the rush because they don’t use the proper foot plant, break their fall with the stock of their weapon, roll over on their side or have their weapon at the ready,” he said.

Pfc. Travis Hilderbrand, HHC, 1st Bn., 503rd Inf., driver, agreed.

“The three to five second rush is the hardest,” said Hilderbrand. “There are so many ways to skin a cat, but there’s only one way to do it by the standard.”

Being held to these standards can make for some anxious moments during the testing, said Hilderbrand.

“Of course, I’m nervous, but the training that I’ve received makes me confident,” he said.

To some of these soldiers, the EIB and what it stands for is the epitome of their profession.

“This is why I joined the infantry,” said Pfc. Russell Durgin, C Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., M-240B machine gunner. “It means that I’m an expert at my job.”

Infantrymen don’t always get the credit they deserve for the intelligence level required to carry out these tasks in a pressure-packed environment, said Durgin.

 “Anybody who ever said infantry are stupid has never been in the infantry,” he said.

Pfc. Christopher Plant, C Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., team leader, voiced the passion he has for the infantry and what an EIB would mean to him.

“I love the infantry because the scene always changes,” said Plant. “You never do the same thing and you’re always putting rounds downrange. Getting an EIB would mean a lot to me. Knowing that I have it will tell myself and others know that I know my job.”

Sgt. Robert Whitman, A Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., squad leader, also cited the professionalism of the instructors as going a long way toward enriching the learning atmosphere.

“The training’s been good,” said Whitman. “They give you plenty of time to work on the tasks. They let you know what you’re doing wrong.”

The large variety of weapons the soldiers train on is also useful, said Whitman.

“I think it makes everybody who comes out a better leader,” he said.

The soldiers testing for the EIB aren’t the only ones learning, however.

“You learn a lot from the soldiers,” said Spc. Jose Riveraurbina, B Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., who was a cadre member on the grenade test lane. “I share the same joy from when I got my EIB with these soldiers when they get theirs,” he said.

Two cycles tested for the EIB at Warrior Base. Of the 1,381 soldiers who tested, 412 were awarded with the EIB. Of those awarded, 102 were “true blue.” These soldiers completed all 36 tasks successfully without any no-gos and were afforded additional recognition at the pin-on ceremony, which took place on Camp Casey.

This was when the proud soldiers who now are considered the to be at the top of their profession took time to reflect on what they had accomplished and what earning an EIB meant to each and every one of them personally.

Spc. Leonard Woodard, C Troop, 4th Squadron, 7th Cavalry, mortar specialist, was one of those who now proudly wears the EIB.

 “I’ve been waiting for a long time and put in a lot of hard work to get it,” said Woodard. “It represents being an expert and sets you apart from the average infantry soldier.”

Pvt. Daniel Ward, C Co., 1st Bn., 506th Inf., rifleman, was proud of the fact that he earned his EIB as a private.

“It feels good because I’ve only been in Korea for about a month,” said Ward. “I got here just in time to participate.”

Among the officers vying for the EIB, Capt. John Caseres wanted to lead the way as he took command of his company on the same day he pinned on the EIB.

 “Personally, it means that as an officer, I’m doing something with my soldiers that will help me relate to them,” said Casares. “As an infantryman, it should be one of your goals because getting the EIB is the crowning achievement in the infantry.”
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