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Sappers get down and dirty during demolitions training

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

CAMP RED CLOUD, Republic of Korea –  Combat engineers are tasked with breaching obstacles to clear the way for troops and supplies and the soldiers from 2nd   Engineer Battalion take every opportunity to train up on the latest techniques in demolitions. The goal is to be as proficient as possible if they are ever called upon in wartime to clear a safe path for troops to move toward their objective.

2nd Eng. Bn. recently conducted demolitions training at the Korea Training Center July 8 to brush up on their skills.

“This is the bread and butter of engineer demolitions,” said 2nd  Lt. Conan  Alailima,  A Company, 2nd Eng. Bn., platoon leader. “Each individual gets hands-on training. We want to get the soldiers confident with what they’ll be working with.”

What they were working with on this day was a variety of mines including the M-15, M-19, M-21 and the M18A1 Claymore.

The M-15 and M-19 are designed to destroy track on vehicles such as tanks, while the M-21 is capable of destroying the entire vehicle and its occupants. Finally, the M18A1 Claymore is set to kill enemy troops with its lethal spray of steel bearings.

Warrior Valley at KTC was the site for the training where there were four different stations set up, each one dealing with a different type of mine.

According to Alailima, the training progresses at a slow enough pace for the new soldiers to learn the necessities of what they’ll need in a combat environment.

“Training is conducted at a crawl, walk, run pace,” said Alailima.

The “crawl” stage is to familiarize the soldiers with the equipment, the “walk” stage is squad-level training and the “run” phase is conducted at the platoon level.

The “sappers,” as the engineers are called, were in the field for a total of 23 days during which a wide variety of material was covered.

The Engineer Qualification Tables are used to evaluate the proficiency of the soldiers as they are put through the paces in everything they might come across on a battlefield from the most complex of obstacles such as a wire-mine obstacle to the most primitive.

Pfc. Charles Thorne, A Co., 2nd  Eng. Bn., combat engineer, was one of the soldiers honing his demolition skills.

“This training is really important,” said Thorne. “You don’t want to be out there and not know what to do.”

While safety and attention to detail are crucial factors in training dealing with explosives, speed also comes in handy in a combat situation, a fact not lost on Thorne.

“You have to be able to move at combat speed,” he said.

Also, every soldier must know how to do everything the element might be called upon to perform in the event of casualties.

“In a real combat situation, everyone knows everyone else’s job,” said Thorne.

Staff Sgt. James Powell, A Co., 2nd Eng. Bn., squad leader, kept a watchful eye on his soldiers as they carefully worked with these instruments of destruction.

“We want to get them trained so they can perform their jobs in a combat environment as quickly and safely as possible,” said Powell. 

“We did a lot of inert training before we came out here, so I’m confident these soldiers can do this for real,” added Powell.

Safety is paramount for this kind of training and it starts with planning, said Powell.

“You have to have a good risk assessment, then you implement the training,” he said. “Once that’s done, you can train to standard.”

In a wartime scenario, the course of action in a given situation depends on the tempo of the battle, said Alailima.

“How big the obstacle is and the time factor involved in breaching it come into play,” he said.

The fastest way to breach a minefield is to employ a Mine-Clearing Line Charge, said Alailima. 

A MCLC is a device in which a rocket connected to a line composed of C4 explosives is fired the length of the minefield and then detonated, taking out enemy mines in the process and clearing safe passage for friendly forces to continue their mission. The entire process of deployment and detonation is approximately 10 minutes, while a slower, manual breach would take roughly twice as long, he said.

This kind of training focuses especially on newer soldiers, said Capt. Steven Bruner, A Co., 2nd  Eng. Bn., commander.

“This is the first time some of these soldiers have done this out of Advanced Individual Training,” said Bruner.

Training frequently to keep sharp is also of the utmost importance, said Bruner.

   “We keep fresh because there are a lot of little things to learn, from the lowest-ranking private up to the squad leaders,” he said.

Before the soldiers begin handling the live mines, they must become proficient at working with inert, or non-explosive, versions.

“They’re experts when it comes to handling things after the inert training,” said Bruner.

The training also focused on the combined-arms element in which the engineers worked with 1st Battalion, 72nd  Armor so each unit could become familiar with how the other operates.

“It’s good for my sappers to be out here in the field with the tankers,” said Bruner. “They see what we do and we see what they do. That’s what it’s all about, coming out to train with the team we’d go to war with.”

Alailima agreed with this assessment.

“That’s what’s important about combined arms training and makes our military such an effective machine,” he said.

Alailima then emphasized the important role the engineers play on the battlefield, whether it’s breaching or setting up obstacles.

“If you put up an effective obstacle, you can stop the battle,” he said.
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