Engineered Success
By 1LT Christopher Ploch

Imagine this: you are a new Second
Lieutenant and the Battalion Com-
mander selected you to lead a platoon.
Your first task as their Platoon Leader is
to train and lead them to fight in the hills
of Southern Germany. It's September.
The upcoming battles will be in the mid-
dle of the rainy season. Your Brigade
fights alongside several multinational
partners; many of which do not speak
English or have different communication
platforms; all of which share the same
end state in defeating the enemy. You
hope that your limited training will some-
how make up for your lack of experience
and prepare you for any difficult situa-
tion. While it is easy to associate this
scenario to the fall of 1944, many young
lieutenants faced a similar experience in
September 2022, attending 7th Army
Training Command’s (ATC) Saber Junc-
tion exercise held in Hohenfels Training
Area (HTA), Germany. The purpose of
this article is to outline my experiences
attending Saber Junction ’22 as a Sap-
per Platoon Leader in the 54th Brigade
Engineer Battalion (BEB), 173rd Infantry
Brigade Combat Team (Airborne)
(IBCT(A)), and to identify several les-
sons for Maneuver and attached Maneu-
ver Support leaders. More specifically,
this article aims to argue that logistical
planning, a mutual understanding of
mission requirements and assets, and
Maneuver Support empowerment were
key to our success as an Operational
Control (OPCON) Sapper Platoon in a
Squadron area defense.
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My Sapper Platoon consisted of 17x

Paratroopers. Due to our personnel
shortage, we split the platoon into two
squads, with each squad owning two
High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Ve-
hicles (HMMWYVs), a M-240B, and either
an AT-4 or Javelin. The two Light Equip-
ment (LE) Platoons in the Battalion
loaned us four High Mobility Engineer
Excavators (HMEEs), which are con-
struction loaders/back-hoes used pri-
marily for constructing survivability posi-
tions in the defense. | decided to split
these HMEEs between the two squads
as well. With all of these light capabili-
ties considered, the Battalion Com-
mander tasked my 17 Paratroopers and
me to provide countermobility support to
the entirety of 1st Squadron, 91st Cal-
vary Regiment (1-91 CAV), the Bri-
gade’s Cavalry Squadron. Prior to our
initial Ground Assault Convoy (GAC),
the Brigade Headquarters published the
Commander’s Intent to “sling wire eve-
rywhere.”

This focus on disrupting our primar-
ily-mounted enemy empowered small
teams to accomplish their overall mis-
sions in the defense with limited re-
sources and manpower. As the forward
recon element, 1-91 CAV controlled an
Area of Operation (AO) that was approx-
imately 34 km2. Successfully covering
this size AO with wire obstacles in rela-
tion to the time constraints was no small

task.
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Of the seven chapters in Field Manual
(FM) 3-34 “Engineer Operations,” two are
solely dedicated to “Engineer Planning” and
“Sustainment Considerations.” Our doctrine
acknowledges these two topics as essential
to Engineer Operations. With this in mind, it
is no surprise that deliberate logistical plan-
ning was a large contributor to my platoon’s
success. Building and communicating pre-
determined Combat Configured Load (CCL)
drop locations was essential to supplement-
ing the limited amount of CLIV (construction
materials) my platoon could carry in our
HMMWVs and HMEEs. We planned these
CCL drop locations to be in the treelined un-
der overhead concealment and separated
from key terrain features or intersections.

The overhead concealment prevented
its identification by enemy Unmanned Aerial
Surveillance (UAS) and its destruction by
enemy Indirect Fire (IDF). This allowed the
unit commanders to assume the risk of
leaving the CCLs unattended. After creating
these drop points, communication became
the most essential piece to ensure logistical
success. | communicated with the Squad-
ron Logistics Officer (S4), Forward Support
Troop (FST), and Troop Leadership to en-
sure all interested parties understood the
CCL drop locations via a 10-digit grid loca-
tion and a short description. These well-
planned and well-understood logistical sup-
ply points offered the Squadron a more ex-
pedient method for my Sapper Platoon and
for the Troops to resupply their CLIV. In an
area defense with a detailed timeline, this
convenience allowed my platoon to dedi-
cate more of our time to obstacle emplace-
ment. Without this convenience, we would
otherwise use that time to coordinate a re-
supply from the FST and organically
transport the CLIV Army Doctrine Publica-
tion (ADP) 6-0 “Mission Command” defines
its namesake as “the Army’s approach to
command and control that enables unified
and operations.”
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The doctrine then outlines shared un-

derstanding as one of the seven principles
of Mission Command. With Bulldog Troop,
1-91 CAV, this concept was key to our suc-
cess. During our initial meeting at their
Company Command Post (CP), we first dis-
cussed Bulldog’s common operating picture
and mission. Second, we discussed the ca-
pabilities and assets my Sappers brought
the fight. These two topics, albeit simple,
provided the foundation for the successful
implementation of a Maneuver Support ele-
ment. As soon as we arrived, my Non-Com-
missioned Officers (NCOs) and | under-
stood the Troop Commander’s current dis-
position and his intent for the area defense.
In turn, we ensured he understood how we
could most effectively enable him to accom-
plish that intent.

To provide an example: the Troop
Commander showed me a corridor on the
map that represented a key weakness in his
defensive plan. If the enemy penetrated that
corridor, they would have had access to a
multitude of side trails leading to each of his
scouts’ defensive positions. | outlined the
resources and obstacles we had available
to provide a blocking effect along that corri-
dor, to include Selectable Lightweight At-
tack Munitions (SLAMs), Concertina Wire
(C-Wire), and Anti- Vehicular Ditches
(AVDs). | explained the specifics for their in-
dividual employment. SLAMs offer versatil-
ity through bottom-attack, side-attack, timed
demolition, and command detonation op-
tions, as outlined in TM (Training Manual) 3-
34.85, pages 7-16. They also offer seven
self-destruct time selections ranging from
15 minutes to 24 hours.

The C-Wire accomplishes different ob-
stacle effects depending upon its emplace-
ment. An Eleven-Row C-Wire obstacle can
block a tank on its own, but requires a sig-
nificant amount of C-Wire, pickets, and
barbed wire.
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Meanwhile, a Double Helix or
Triple Standard C-Wire (TSC) obsta-
cle can supplement a minefield or
AVD to achieve a blocking effect and
requires much less CLIV. The HMEE
operators may construct triangular or
rectangular AVDs in accordance with
ATP (Army Training Publication) 3-
90.8, pages C-2 and C-3. While rec-
tangular AVDs are more effective as
a blocking obstacle, they do require
more time and fuel to emplace. After
briefing the Troop Commander on
these capabilities, | finished by offer-
ing my recommendation to emplace a
SLAM bottom-attack minefield with a
24-hour self-destruct time supple-
mented by Double Helix C-Wire. In
total, this conversation took 15
minutes, at a maximum, but its ef-
fects on a shared understanding and
overall mission success were im-
mense.

The last key to the successful
implementation of my Sapper Platoon
into 1-91 CAV was our empowerment
by the Troop Commanders. To con-
tinue on the Bulldog Troop anecdote,
our mutual understanding laid the
foundation for this empowerment be-
cause of the confidence it built. At
that point in time, my platoon under-
stood the Troop Commander’s de-
tailed defensive plan, to include the
planned obstacle effects throughout
the AO. Simultaneously, the Com-
mander understood our assets and
capabilities and gained confidence in
our expertise based on our recom-
mendations.
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From that point on, his standing or-
ders were to generally emplace obsta-
cles throughout the AO according to his
intent; he delegated the specifics to us
unless they required his support. Be-
cause of this empowerment, my Sap-
pers and | were able to work uninter-
rupted on our obstacle emplacements
and completed multiple obstacle belts
before needing to return to the CP for a
resupply or further guidance. By the end
of the defensive phase of Saber Junc-
tion, 1-91 CAV had emplaced all availa-
ble C-Wire, mostly because of the time
saved by the Troop Commanders’ trust
in our abilities and our understanding of
their mission plans. Our empowerment
may have been relatively small in its in-
tention, but it was enormous in its effect.
While one of my squads and | were
working with Bulldog Troop, my other
squad and Platoon Sergeant worked
with Comanche Troop. Nevertheless,
the same principles contributed to their
measured success in Comanche’s AO.
The time afforded to them by the CCL
drop locations, their understanding of
the defensive plan, and their empower-
ment to achieve the intent produced re-
sults. Within this AO, the squad built a
complex obstacle comprised of an AVD
and TSC. This obstacle blocked a Bat-
talion-sized enemy armored column at-
tempting to move north. This block
forced the column, consisting of over 30
tracked vehicles, to move southeast di-
rectly into 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry
Regiment’s (2-503 IN) primary engage-
ment area. In this situation, the same
conditions and principles yielded the
same quantifiable results.
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By the end of our time at Saber
Junction, my Sapper Platoon had suc-
cessfully implemented ourselves into 1-
91 CAV’s area defense. Through a de-
tailed and well-communicated logistical
plan, a shared understanding of mission
plans and capabilities, and our empow-
erment by the Troop Commanders, 18
Airborne Sappers enabled the Calvary
Squadron to accomplish their mission.
Ultimately, we achieved the Brigade
Commander’s intent to “sling wire every-
where.” My hope is that Maneuver and
Maneuver Support leaders take these
three key lessons and apply them to
their next training rotation or field prob-
lem. Engineers and other Maneuver
Support elements are combat multipliers
for a reason; support them logistically,
understand their capabilities, and em-
power them to maximize combat effec-
tiveness.

1LT Christopher Ploch serves as a
Sapper Platoon Leader in the 54th Brigade
Engineer Battalion, 173rd Infantry Brigade
Combat Team (Airborne), located in Vi-
cenza, ltaly. He holds a B.S. in Mathemati-
cal Sciences from the United States Military
Academy.
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The Implementation of Airborne Combat Engineers into a Dismounted Maneuver De-
fense at Saber Junction 173rd IBCT(A) Paratroopers build protective concertina wire ob-
stacles next to a HMEE. Photo by LTC John Hall, November 2017.
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Paratroopers emplace the third strand of
concertina wire on a Triple Standard Con-  concertina wire in front of a HMEE. Photo

certina wire (TSC) obstacle. Photo by LTC by LTC John Hall, November 2017.
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