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Rescuers 'are ready to go in'

Air crews train for grim scenarios

By John Fleming
DEMOCRAT STAFF WRITER 
VALDOSTA, Ga. - In a field cut in the Georgia pine woods near Valdosta, an Air Force helicopter swoops down and lands with 7.62 mm machine guns ready at the doors. 

An airman on the ground kneels with his arms straight out as two pararescue jumpers (PJ) get out of the HH-60 Pave Hawk. 

While one PJ scans the woods through the sight of his M-16, the other runs toward the kneeling pilot. 

"Turn around! Turn around!" the PJ shouts at the kneeling airman, then bends over and asks him a question to confirm his identity. The airman answers, the PJ helps him up and they run toward the helicopter. 

Downed airman recovered. Training complete. 

The Air Force 347th Rescue Wing air crews going through the Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape refresher course at Moody Air Force Base say the training ensures they'll know what to do if they're shot down behind enemy lines. 

The Air Force's 347th Rescue Wing conducts combat rescue and is currently supporting Operation Enduring Freedom, the U.S. military operation in Afghanistan. In the past decade, its Pave Hawks - versions of the Black Hawk modified with enhanced communications and navigation - have been on call as U.S. planes patrolled the no-fly zones over northern and southern Iraq. In peace, the unit helped rescue flood victims in Mozambique. 

The exercises today are for the rescue wing's air crews - in case the rescuers ever become the rescued. 

The helicopter recovery finished a day that began in the classroom and took six active-duty pilots and crewmen on a half-mile hike through the Grand Bay Bombing and Gunnery Range's Georgia pine woods and cypress swamp. 

Staff Sgt. Chane Burk, who's helping train the members of the 347th, said he hasn't noticed any change in attitude in his students since the United States began its campaign in Afghanistan - the Air Force has been flying missions over Iraq since 1991, and that's kept them on their toes. 

"There's always a chance with Saddam over there shooting at them all the time. These guys are ready to go in," Burk said. "I've definitely noticed that the lower the aircrew members fly to the ground, the more motivated they are to learn." 

Capt. Dave Hamby, who on another day would be piloting a Pave Hawk, said training keeps him sharp, though he hopes he'll never have to use it. 

"A lot of it is just repeating the process. There's always something that comes up that didn't happen before," Hamby said. 

Count your steps 

As the hike to the extraction point begins, Staff Sgt. Troy Daland hunkers down with the six trainees over a map of the bombing range and goes over the basics. 

"You've got your heading. You've got your distance. Now we have to look at the terrain between point A and point B. What have we got in between there that's going to be a big sign for us?" 

Swamp. 

That's right, Daland said. "You've got a swamp you're going to be crossing through. So looking at that, is it possible for this time of year that there will be water in there?" 

Yes. 

To track distance, Daland advised, count your steps. 

"For one click (kilometer) the average is about 600 paces. Keep in mind that your pace count is going to change," he said. Uphill, the paces will be shorter. Downhill they are going to be longer. 

Once the air crews are into the woods, broken into two teams, Burk and Staff Sgt. Scott Lawrence take over training the HC-130 crewmen, who fly planes in support of the rescue helicopters. 

Now imagine your plane has just crashed behind enemy lines. What would you do? 

Figure out what's going on, Lawrence tells his students. Inventory your equipment, look for life-threatening injuries and try to get some distance from the crash site. 

In the woods, a burned stump becomes a survival tool as the trainees break off a piece of charcoal for face camouflage. 

Survival means food, too, and in the woods that might mean bugs. 

"We definitely teach the bug-eating aspect," Daland said, but training more commonly involves better fare caught with wire snares. "Rabbits, that's your big thing. Any type of mammals we show them how to skin them and dress them." 

Burk tells his trainees to work as a team. Use silent hand signs to communicate. Have one person keep the compass, a second keep a pace count and a third keep the map. 

And as jets fly training missions overhead, Burk reminds the class that there are people hunting for them. "Turn yourself into an enemy searching for the enemy in front of you. Your best bet is to observe and see him first," he said. "What I want you to do today is practice moving quietly." 

But with three photographers and a reporter along on this particular trip, the group sounds like a herd of flatulent elephants moving through the trees. 

The hole-up site 

The open pine woods begin to give way to a tangle of brush that obscures the path ahead. The ground is a little wetter but not yet muddy. 

Now it's time to find a hide-out. 

"The hole-up site is a very important part of your evasion," Burk said. Look for a spot with 360-degree concealment, more than one exit and observation ability. 

"Now we've gotten word to get to the recovery area," Burk said, moving the class along. 

At this point, the ground begins to get wetter. The solid soil gives way to muddy ground that squishes and leaves water in the footprints. Soon, they're slogging through knee-deep brown water surrounded by cypress. As the map promised, it's a swamp. 

Miraculously, not a single snake or alligator appears, probably all scared off in a mile radius by the commotion. 

On the other side of the swamp, back in the pine woodlands, Burk is counseling his pupils on how to deal with the PJs when they arrive. 

The pararescue jumpers are highly trained in medicine, but they're also armed fighters charged with defending their aircraft. 

"Present the least threatening posture you can," Burk said. "During the heat of combat, you don't know what these guys are going to do. Let them control the situation. The less you help them, the easier it's going to be for you." 

Finally, the long-awaited conclusion to the training - a "whup-whup-whup" rises, and the Black Hawk comes over the trees, door gunners ready. 

The helicopters practice picking up the pilots using different techniques - landing, rappelling from the helicopter and using a harness. 

But at the end of the day, the crew of soggy airmen doesn't ride the helicopters out, instead loading up two vans headed back to the base. 

Lt. Col. Tom Lutz, pilot of an HC-130, said the training was a good opportunity for him to reacquaint himself with the principles of evasion. It's the same thing Air Force airmen everywhere go through. 

"We've been at war for the last 10 years. We've had crews in the Northern or Southern Watch (on Iraq)," Lutz said. "Basically, for us, it's a way to maintain our capability." 

Hamby, the helicopter pilot, said his attitude after Sept. 11 was "maybe a little bit different. But there's been hot spots all over the world. 

"What you saw today is a pretty simple operation for us." 

  Contact reporter John Fleming at (850) 599-2143 or jefleming@taldem.com. Democrat photographer Phil Sears and reporter John Fleming were part of a group of journalists allowed to accompany air crews from the 347th Rescue Wing on a recent training mission.
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