RIGGERS

By Cpl. Joe Niesen
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FORWARD OPERATING BASE RIDGWAY, Iraq—When soldiers in the 82nd Airborne Division get ready for a jump, they place their lives in the hands of their riggers. While paratroopers have kept both legs on the ground in Iraq, the division's riggers have continued to keep them safe.


"When we were deployed, we expected to do a lot of Container Delivery Systems operations—re-supplying soldiers with food and ammo. Instead, we have done very little work in our actual job," said Sgt. Andrew Ashe, a Rigger with the 82nd Airborne Division's 782nd Main Support Battalion.


The Riggers stationed at FOB Ridgway have instead, pulled convoy security missions, guard duty and tailoring. A few soldiers with experience as welders have even volunteered their services to aid in adding armor to vehicles.


"Most people think that riggers can do anything," said Chief Warrant Officer Ordia Brown, 782nd MSB. 


The riggers, while not actively preparing chutes for jumps in the theater, have kept themselves busy. They have created Combat Life Saver bags for those completing the training at Ridgway, created modifications to the issued body armor that has saved lives, and aided soldiers by sewing on rank and making repairs to uniforms. 


"Everyone learned a little out here; nothing mission oriented, but still good training," said Ashe.


While the soldiers may not have worked in their primary field during the deployment, Brown and his soldiers have nonetheless maintained their skills, and cross-trained all of the soldiers in other areas of parachute rigging. According to the soldiers, this opportunity to train would normally not have been available back at Fort Bragg. 


The soldiers have also helped with Mortuary Affairs and the recovery of the CH-47 Chinook helicopter that crashed outside Fallujah in early November, 2003. 


The riggers are also working on updating over 400 parachutes with new equipment, and have kept their skills fresh by packing and repacking the chutes brought over with the division.


"I think that we were brought over as a just in case thing," said Spc. Joshua Coleman, a rigger with the 782nd MSB as he busied himself packing reserve chutes.


The team has honed its skills and trained in areas that most riggers will never see. They have continued to ensure the safety of the soldiers with their duties as guards for the base and on convoys. They have kept the troops looking good with uniform repairs, and created equipment to protect the soldiers on the frontlines. 


"It's been a long however many months," said Ashe. "We've gotten good training, but had no mission. I would rather be back at Bragg, but it has been fun."


Many of these soldiers admittedly feel that they have not contributed to the overall mission in Iraq, but the work that they have done outside the rigging field tells a different story. Their efforts, though not focused on parachutes, continue to ensure the safety of the 82nd Airborne Division's paratroopers.
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Sgt. Kendra Leonard, a rigger with the 82nd Airborne Division's 782nd Main Support Battalion, gives a recently packed reserve parachute a final once over. Since the riggers were deployed, they have had to take on a number of missions outside their job field. However, the team continues to keep their skills honed for their eventual return to Fort Bragg, N.C. (U.S. Army photo by Cpl. Joe Niesen)

