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National Guard division visits Korea to analyze terrain

By Sgt. Russell C. Bassett


A National Guard unit from Texas came to Korea last week to participate in a “terrain walk” of the area that will be used for a simulated exercise this summer.


The 49th Armored Division, headquartered in Austin, Texas, brought 18 officers to Korea to study the terrain in which they will conduct counterattack operations for a Warfighter exercise on July 31st in Fort Leavenworth, Kan.


In the Warfighter, which simulates an actual battle for staff evaluation purposes, the 49th’s mission will be to push back opposing forces that have crossed a contested international boundary in a 26 km wide area located 60 km east of Seoul.


For two days, the division’s officers were flown around the area of operation for their Warfighter via helicopter and also drove their unit’s avenues of advance via four-wheel drive vehicle.

According to Maj. Gen. Michael Taylor, division commander, the terrain walk showcased the challenges his unit will face during the upcoming exercise.


“Our mobility corridors were totally chosen by the terrain, which is very limiting here in Korea for an armor unit,” he said. “We consume a lot of fuel and munitions so logistics is key. Given the restrictive terrain here, getting all the right stuff in the right place at the right time creates some real challenges.”


Col. David Blackorby, commander, 3rd Brigade, 49th Armored Division agreed.
“In Texas, even in the hill country around Fort Hood, the terrain is much flatter,” he said. “It doesn’t have any mountains at all, so mobility corridors are 3 to 4 kilometers wide – even the narrow ones. Here, if you get 50 meters to maneuver - you are lucky.”


Both commanders agreed that the terrain walk helped shape their plan and improved their chances of success in the exercise.


“There is no substitute for getting on the ground and seeing the terrain you will be conducting the exercise in rather than just seeing it on a map,” said Taylor. “My staff and commanders will be getting together and going back over our operations plan. After two days of being engulfed in the terrain, I am sure we will have several changes to how we will conduct this Warfighter.”


“We spent a lot of map time down in Texas, but (the terrain walk) has been very beneficial, because with all the mountains in this terrain and the way it is canalized, you can’t get a real terrain picture with just a map,” said Blackorby.


Blackorby went on to say that the unit decided to change some river crossings and attack positions based on the walk.  


According to Taylor, the division will have to totally change how it would normally fight because the exercise will be based on the terrain of Korea.


“Normally an armor division would use fire to set up maneuver,” he said. “But here there is very little maneuver space so there is almost a role reversal with the importance of light infantry, artillery and air force at the forefront.”


To help the unit plan their operations at the Warfighter, Eighth Army coordinated for the terrain walk participants to meet with officers from the Republic of Korea’s 3rd and 15th Infantry Divisions.


According to Col. Lawrence E. Dudney Jr., senior Army National Guard Advisor, United States Forces Korea/Eighth U.S. Army, who helped organize the 49th’s visit to Korea, the ROK Army officers are the resident experts on Korean terrain. 


“They train on this terrain; they know it better than anyone else,” he said. “They will spend several years in the same units and in the same positions. They would be fighting in their own back yard so they know the terrain better than the enemy does.”


“The overview (the ROK officers) gave us of their areas along the DMZ, their ideas, and how they would fight the battle has been very beneficial to us,” said Taylor. 


Blackorby agreed. “Since (the ROK Army) are in the defense position with us being on the attack and them defending against us, they gave us some great insights,” he said. 


Blackorby said, based on how the ROKs said they would fight in the defense, the 49th would have to try to attrit the enemy artillery in the exercise before they moved. 


The officers of the 49th have headed back to Texas to plan for their upcoming Warfighter. Despite the difficulties of the terrain, they like their chances.


“This Warfighter coming up is going to be tough but our chances are a lot better,” said Blackorby, “We definitely know where not to go now.” 


Taylor was a little less subtle. “Being from Texas, of course I’m going to say the Warfighter will be no problem.” 


After two days of extensive terrain analysis in Korea, they have certainly improved their odds. 
