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AIR SUPPORT 


The two 500 lb. bombs look as light as paper clips shot from a rubber band as they slice their way through the clear, blue sky. Then, all of the sudden, they’re diving into the earth, detonating with a flash of light and smoke. For several seconds there is no sound. Then BOOM! The sound hits and even miles away the air turns hot and you realize what 1,000 pounds of steel and TNT can do to a target. 


The power of air support was clearly demonstrated during the 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment’s close air support training exercises being conducted July 12 – 15 at Observation Post 13 on Longstreet Road.


The purpose of the exercises was to give company commanders and platoon leaders the opportunity to utilize different air support assets in actual combat scenarios, said Maj. Peter G. Minalga, operations officer for the 504th.

The exercises incorporated elements from the infantry and artillery, Kiowa helicopters from the 1st Battalion, 82nd Aviation Brigade and Air Force F-16 fighter planes. Every maneuver commander in the 504th PIR participated in the exercise.


There were two different scenarios. Each was a situation in which the rules of engagement were unclear and the decision to engage the enemy had to be weighed against several other factors. One scenario involved the pursuit of a hostile element across the Afghanistan - Pakistan border. Another scenario replicated a company under attack from a cluster of Iraqi villages and trying to direct fire onto the enemy while minimizing collateral damage.


On July 15 companies from 3rd Battalion were training on the Iraq scenario. Company B took to the field just before noon. 


The lead platoon came out first and established the overwatch. Soon the rest of the company followed. Headquarters was set up in a bunker in the rear. Before long everyone was in position. Then the waiting began. Far off in the distance were several wrecked vehicles in a clearing meant to represent Iraqi villages.


After a few minutes, the radios crackled with the information that one of the villages was hostile. B Co. began receiving direct fire. Soldiers raced up to emplace the company’s two 60mm mortars and give suppressing fire. Soon, mortars were raining down on the enemy’s heads. Meanwhile, the ground commander got on a radio and put in a request for air support.


From beyond the trees, a Kiowa helicopter appeared to observe and direct the F-16s that were on their way. As it hovered, the mortars continued to thump away at the enemy. Then with a loud roar an F-16 came flying overhead.


The F-16’s first pass was a dry run. This was one of the few admissions that showed the firefight was only a training exercise, since in real combat there are no dry runs. Minutes later it reappeared and dropped two 500 lb. MK-82 bombs on the target. Then another F-16 came roaring past and dropped two more bombs.


Though the possibility that anything could still be moving after being hit with 1,000 pounds of explosives was slim, the ground commander decided to be thorough. He radioed the F-16s and ordered a strafing run. 


One of the jets reappeared and let off some flares to confuse any heat-seeking missiles that might be fired. Then there was a sound like the needle coming off a record at 10,000 decibels. It was the plane’s 20mm chain gun firing. 


That was the end of the exercise. In the span of about 20 minutes, the combination of accurate mortar fire and precision-guided bombs had completely destroyed the enemy while leaving the friendly villages intact. 

When it was all over, most participants in the training said that the nature of combat in the Global War on Terrorism makes joint operations inevitable and coordination invaluable.


As a result, Sgt. Richard Winkel said that exercises like this are more important now than ever before.


“With everything that’s going on, you’ve got to take stuff like this seriously,” he said. “It’s good practice for an Operation Iraqi Freedom situation.”


Chief Warrant Officer Matthew McEvers, one of the Kiowa helicopter pilots, agreed that the situation in the world today makes working together important. 


“Coordinating with the ground guys here helps us build a rapport up and alleviate any quirks or problems we may have before we go into combat,” he said. 


Minalga also stressed the importance of coordination on today’s modern battlefield. 


“It’s probably the most important thing we do,” he said. “We don’t fight as a single service anymore. We have to work together. If the other services don’t know how we fight, and we don’t know how they fight, then it’s even harder to do our job when we have a mission.”
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