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Lessons Learned in Operafion Iraqi Freedom
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In September 2009, coalition forces in the volatile southernmost district of
Kirkuk Province, Iraq, grappled with a compelling mobility issue. The
partnered units (1st Battalion, 15th Brigade of the Iragi Army, and C Troop, 4th
Squadron, 9th Cavalry, 2d Brigade Combat Team, 1st Cavalry Division of
Multinational Division—North) found their patrol range stymied by a river west
of a small town called Al Awashra. The town is located in an isolated
hinterland brimming with Al Qaida in Iraq sympathies. Running north to south
along a deep wadi system, the river and its unstable bridge prevented
partnered armored patrols from maneuvering into the eastern reaches of the
operational environment.

#2009 # 9 A GEF b S PR EHMEDL YA FA-HER
S E R o Bl EE % 15k % 1§ 2 AR5 WINFp R 1 B 2D v
s 9% LB 43 Cid > ion BEH 2B RO - XL 178 40
R e i SRALR - R T R A AR R LT e R AR TR
BERK id A s belEF 0 PR P R OBIRILG T HE BT G L
P I RFRE -



Since a spectacular Al Qaida in Irag-affiliated attack near Kirkuk had
recently originated in the vicinity of Al Awashra, the partnered commanders
urgently explored options for emplacing a load-bearing bridge to facilitate
crossing for American mine-resistant, ambush-protected vehicles and Iraqi
high-mobility, multipurpose, wheeled vehicles. After it was decided that a semi
permanent structure was not feasible, the solution was to emplace a military
heavy assault bridge (HAB). While this quick fix would provide a panacea for
the tactical dilemma, it would also reveal lessons beneficial to future
deployments in operational settings. Centering on the need to balance
methodical preparation against the demands of high operational tempo, this
article captures those insights in three successive phases: planning and
reconnaissance, movement and staging, and bridge installation.
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Operators use armored recovery vehicles to suspend the HAB in preparation for
attachment to the Wolverine in the background.
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Planning and Reconnaissance

The first phase of C Troop’s effort to emplace a HAB at Al Awashra was
mission preparation. As an initial reconnaissance in early September to
assess options, the troop commander escorted the 2d Brigade Combat Team
engineer and the partnered Iraqi battalion executive officer to the site. After
determining that the 18-foot span of the existing abutments could support the
11-ton bridge and the additional 30 tons of mine-resistant, ambush-protected
vehicles, higher headquarters approved the HAB as the most feasible solution.
Since the operation would require combined operations by elements of
Forward Operating Base Warrior and Joint Base Balad, the mission required
planning across separate divisions within Multinational Corps—Iraq.
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The Wolverine, with the HAB in place, maneuvers to the bridging site.
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With the Iraqi partners enthusiastic about a cost-free enhancement to
their maneuver range, involved echelons coordinated the convergence of the
improvised company team at Kirkuk. Beginning with local elements, it
consisted of the command team and 1st Platoon of C Troop for security, an
explosive ordnance disposal team for site clearance, and two heavy
equipment transport (HET) systems of the 15th Brigade Support Battalion to
transport two M88A2 armored recovery vehicles. The team would be
completed by an engineer platoon and two HETs from Logistics Support Area
Anaconda to transport the separate components of the M104 Wolverine
tracked carrier and its HAB to a forward staging area. Once near the bridging
site, the M88A2s would transfer the HAB to the carrying arm of the Wolverine
for final transport and emplacement. The resulting assembly revealed the first
lesson of the mission: the value of integrating a nuanced assessment of unit
readiness into the larger planning process. While multiple echelons rapidly
organized the proper assets, the hasty nature of the mobilization would prove
to be a liability.
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Movement and Staging

The second phase of the mission centered on the stages of movement to
a tactical staging point, initial assembly, and transfer of the HAB from the HET
to the Wolverine. On 8 September, the requested engineer and transport
elements arrived from Balad with the requested bridge-laying system. The
team deployed in a convoy the next morning at 0600, with HETs transporting
the heavy equipment. After driving about 70 kilometers south along the Tikrit
highway, the team arrived at the town of Raml, 12 kilometers west of the



bridging site. The convoy then moved eastward into the desert, established a
hasty tactical assembly area (TAA) with security patrols by gun trucks and a
scout weapons team, and downloaded the M88A2s and the Wolverine to
prepare to transfer the HAB.
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At this point, leaders learned the most crucial lesson of the mission: the
importance of balancing training and rehearsals against the demands of
high-tempo operational timelines that often prize combat expediency. While
higher planners had assigned an engineer platoon and appropriate equipment,
none of the engineers had any knowledge of the Wolverine or the HAB it
emplaces. As horizontal construction engineers in a light infantry brigade
combat team, they had no resident expertise with armored bridge-laying
techniques. To make matters worse, the mission came with little advance
notice. As a result, the operators arrived at the TAA utterly unprepared for the
technical complexity of transferring and attaching the HAB to the carrying arm
of the Wolverine.
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As the team explored the unfamiliar procedure for using M88A2 booms to
lift, suspend, and fix the folded HAB to the M1 Abrams tank chassis of the
Wolverine over the next 6 hours, mission tempo ground to a halt. In the
process, the operators damaged components of the Wolverine carrying arm



system, jeopardizing mission success. After much trial and error, the
engineers attached the bridge, while the C Troop first sergeant (a career
tanker) instructed the novice crew on Wolverine movement operations. At this
point, the convoy split into two sections. The four HETs and four gun trucks
moved to an alternate TAA, while the remaining gun trucks, the explosive
ordnance disposal team, the two armored recovery vehicles, and the
Wolverine carrying the HAB proceeded east toward the bridging site at Al
Awashra. After 2 hours of deliberate travel through restrictive terrain, the
patrol arrived at the site as darkness fell.
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The Wolverine emplaces the HAB as coalition partners look on.
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Bridge Installation

The arrival of the team at Al Awashra initiated the final phase of the
operation: bridge installation. With the Iragi partners on-site to assist with
security, the explosive ordnance disposal team cleared the site of potential
explosives and the engineers positioned the Wolverine to extend the HAB.
Unfortunately, after numerous attempts to use the launch system to extend
the bridge over the river further damaged components of the supporting arm,
the device was inoperative. The process of attaching the bridge to the
Wolverine carrying arm had taken its toll. Complicating the situation further,
the HAB could not be fully retracted and had to be abandoned near the site.
With the mission now unachievable, the team reunited with the transportation
element at the alternate TAA, uploaded the disabled Wolverine and M88A2
vehicles onto the HETs, and returned to Forward Operating Base Warrior.
Two days later, the Balad elements returned to home base.
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The learning point from the debacle at Al Awashra was obvious but
instructive: technical assets required mission focused training before delivery
to a combat environment. While admirably embodying the Essayons (“Let Us
Try”) motto of the Corps of Engineers, the platoon had deployed with
insuffcient preparation. Even more unsettling, if a higher scheme of maneuver
had depended on opening the crossing point for decisive movement, the
bridging disaster could have had far-reaching consequences.
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This mission failure represented deficient leadership across multiple
echelons. At the platoon level, leaders who deployed the equipment with
untrained operators should have demanded more training time to develop
technical expertise. The engineer chain of command at the company and
battalion levels also should have objectively assessed the readiness of their
unit for such an endeavor upon receipt of the mission. The troop commander
also shared responsibility for not personally assessing the proficiency of the
most critical system to the operation as part of troop-leading procedures.
Finally, planners at the higher echelons made unfounded assumptions about
the capability of infantry brigade combat team Soldiers to operate armored
systems. These omissions and the failure of senior noncommissioned officers
(NCOs) to advise leaders of unit readiness established the conditions for
undue friction at Al Awashra.
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Despite the dispiriting nature of the attempt, the Al Awashra bridging
mission was not yet over. Two weeks later, the company team redeemed itself.
After resupplying at Balad, selecting a new HAB, and training on the
Wolverine system, the engineers returned to attempt installation again. The
same cavalry, engineer, transportation, and explosive ordnance disposal
elements conducted troop-leading procedures, moved to Raml, and
established another TAA. The mission commander again established security
with scout weapons team support while the engineers began to mount the
HAB on the Wolverine. While quicker than the previous attempt, the procedure
still consumed several hours as the operators carefully sought to avoid



harming the system. While they managed to complete the task, revealing the
value of methodical training, the operation was still slowed by the absence of
an experienced NCO to troubleshoot technical issues.
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Despite additional damage to interlocking components on the bridge,
which prevented the system from functioning properly, this time the Soldiers
repaired the structure by cannibalizing the previously discarded bridge. These
improvised fixes finally allowed the engineers to extend and emplace the
bridge over the crossing point. With both Iraqi partners and American Soldiers
looking on, the HAB settled firmly into position as darkness fell. Once engineer
leaders examined the support structure and pronounced it structurally sound,
the Iraqis tested the integrity of the crossing with a light truck, followed by an
American mine-resistant, ambush-protected vehicle.
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The second attempt at emplacing the bridge proved successful, despite
continuing limitations, such as the absence of a licensed Wolverine operator
and an experienced supervisor. The units involved learned from previous
mistakes and prepared with specific training for technical tasks. Additionally,
the belated success at Al Awashra was due to the perseverance of the NCOs,
who worked tirelessly for hours in the Iragi sun to negotiate technical
challenges. It was these leaders, as they assumed ownership of an unfamiliar
system, who carried the team through to mission achievement.
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Conclusion

Following the emplacement of the HAB in Al Awashra, the Iragi and
American units maximized their patrol range in southern Kirkuk Province. The
bridge achieved its intended purpose of providing mobility to the partnership in
a difficult combat environment. While these immediate benefits were critical,
the lessons learned in pursuit of this upgrade over two arduous attempts,
lasting more than 24 hours each, are equally important. In the planning
process, collaboration up and across multiple echelons rapidly produced the
necessary solution, yet needed more nuanced assessment. Company leaders
found that mission focused rehearsals are always vital to operational success,
despite compressed timelines. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the
efforts to install the bridge at Al Awashra revealed the capacity of Soldiers to
negotiate challenges. This final aspect—the value of assessing, learning, and
adapting in an operational setting—is perhaps the most important lesson of
all.
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