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Inside the US Army

Introduction

When originally conceived this book was to cover ‘the US Army in the 1980s’. It soon became clear that this would have required two such books: for the Army of today is substantially different from that of even 1982, and it is still in the midst of change.

While the personality of the Army is unchanged, the organisation of its higher levels of command and combat formations, and the internal structure of its units have undergone major changes under the ‘Army of Excellence’ program. Originating in the early 1980s as the ‘Division 86’, and later ‘Army 86’ reorganisation programs, the ‘AoE’ goes far beyond ‘just another reorganisation . . . change for change’s sake’. The integration of high technology into new weapon, target acquisition, command, control, communications and intelligence (C3I), and logistical support systems has affected not only how units are organised, but how they interrelate with each other. By way of example, today’s tank and mech. infantry battalions are so technology-oriented that it is no longer possible for a common organisation service support battalion to support a brigade. The new forward support battalions providing direct support to brigades are internally structured depending on the specific mix and numbers of tank and mech. battalions, so heavy are their maintenance demands.
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A Drill Sergeant assists an initial entry soldier during M16A1 marksmanship training, an excellent program. (US Army—as are all other photographs not otherwise credited.)

Unit organisation is also influenced by the Army’s current doctrine, the AirLand Battle. It is argued by some that any ‘new’ tactic is not really new, but merely a slight variation on, if not virtually identical to, some older concept, but tagged with a catchy new name; they will follow this with a well-founded example, and a schematic of the concept will appear similar to the old tactic. What diagrams do not show is that under the influence of advanced weapons with more devastating effects, increased mobility, improved C3I, high-speed communications, all-weather, day and night reconnaissance, surveillance and target acquisition, and sophisticated sustainment capabilities, the nature of the tactical concept changes drastically.

For a simple example, let us look at tank killing. Certain Second World War German assault gun tactics appear similar to some of those used by the US Army today—on paper. But when comparing the capabilities of a 1944 assault gun mounting a 75mm kinetic energy gun with a range of about 1,000m, optical sights, and a maximum road speed of 20 mph, with those of an improved TOW anti-armor vehicle fitted with wire-guided missiles with a 3,000m range, thermal and light amplification poor visibility sighting systems, and a cross-country speed of 40 mph, a different picture emerges.
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Initial entry soldiers negotiate the ‘weaver’ obstacle on the confidence course.

Higher command structures are also undergoing changes in an effort to enhance command and control, to pass intelligence information, to provide a more rapid response to quickly changing situations, and to make more effective use of manpower. This latter aspect has greatly influenced today’s Army organisation due to the self-imposed ceiling of 780,000 active personnel; but even this is in danger of being reduced as Congress outlines a cut of 8,400 troops, which would reduce the Army’s strength to its lowest in ten years. Manning limitations have caused the Army to reduce rifle squads and self-propelled artillery crews from 11 to nine men. It also seeks weapons and other major equipment items which require less manpower to operate. Logistical units are being provided with improved material handling equipment in an effort to reduce their manning needs.

Even unit assignments and traditions have changed with the implementation of the Army Regimental System, an effort to achieve more unit cohesion and personnel stability—long a major, but often unaddressed aspect of the Army’s manning.


The Troops

When conscription was eliminated in the early 1970s, the Army found itself with a very different kind of soldier. Initially the Volunteer Army (VOLAR) system had its faults; NCO corps dissatisfaction (due to lack of authority, a legacy from Vietnam), excessive drug abuse, racial problems, high indiscipline rates, and low education levels.
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Pugil stick training is used to reinforce bayonet skills. These trainees are outfitted in protective helmets, torso shields, special gloves, and groin protectors.

A number of factors have changed the face of today’s Army. An aggressive NCO Development Program, with the motto ‘Training is Sergeants’ Business’, demanding higher standards, is beginning to return the quality of NCOs to that of the mid-1960s. Education benefits, critical skill bonuses, improved family programs, and more challenging training goals have greatly increased troop morale, with the resultant spin-off of far fewer drug, discipline, and racial problems. More women are joining the Army and are incorporated into the ranks in the same way as their male counterparts; the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) was disbanded in 1978. Though they are still restricted to non-combat rôles, many combat support skill fields are now open to the 83,000 women soldiers.

Today’s high technology weapon and support systems demand better educated soldiers, and this has certainly been achieved. In 1980 only about half of the new recruits were high school graduates; 92 per cent of today’s recruits hold a diploma.

A soldier enlists for an eight-year service obligation (six years prior to 1986). Most will serve for three to four years on active duty, with the remainder either in the Individual Ready Reserve (subject to call-up in the event of war or a national emergency) or in an Army National Guard or Reserve troop unit, at individual choice.

The new soldier’s first months are spent under the tutelage of the Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), where he will undertake eight weeks of Basic Training (BT) at one of nine Training Centers. Here the soldier will be introduced to Army life and discipline; will be taught how to drill, identify rank, live in the field, move and survive on the battlefield (especially in chemical and radiological environments); will learn basic first aid, qualify with the M16A1 rifle, and be shaped into fairly good physical condition. He is also taught to be more aggressive than his post-Vietnam counter-parts, with the re-introduction of bayonet fighting and pugil stick training. These disciplines go beyond mere aggressive conditioning, being extensions of physical fitness, co-ordination, and agility. From there the soldier will go on to Advanced Individual Training (AIT), where he will be trained in one of the scores of Military Occupation Specialities (MOS). AIT may vary from six weeks to almost a year in length depending on the MOS; most are in the range of roughly two to three months. Combat arms branch MOSs (infantry, armor, field artillery, air defense artillery, and certain engineer MOSs) are conducted under One-Station Unit Training (OSUT). Here both BT and AIT are conducted in the same training unit with the same instructor cadre, thus providing continuity of training, e.g. infantry OSUT is conducted at Ft. Benning, Georgia and is 14 weeks long.

[image: image]

A Drill Sergeant demonstrates bayonet moves to a trainee. Both wear the Battle Dress Uniform (BDU).

From there the soldier will be assigned to a troop unit which may be located in the US, Europe, the Pacific region, or elsewhere. Additional skill training may be provided through unit or post schools, special skill courses taught at specific training centers, or more advanced skills at branch schools as the soldier progresses through the ranks. Heavy emphasis is placed on realistic, ‘hands-on’, performance-oriented training.

These skills are driven by a task/conditions/standards training methodology, which basically tells the soldier what the task is, the conditions under which it is to be accomplished, and the standards to be met in order to accomplish it. These are prescribed in Soldier’s Manuals, one for each skill level (up to five) for every MOS. Skills common to all soldiers are tested annually, as are each soldier’s specific MOS skills in the Skill Qualification Tests (SQT).
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Infantry trainees firing the M249E1 squad automatic weapon (SAW). Hearing protection is highly emphasised by the Army: the trainees wear small, but effective ear plugs.

Unit training is made as realistic as resources and peacetime safety constraints permit. Particular importance is placed on weapons live firing—although with rising procurement costs, budget cuts, and high costs of advanced weapons munitions (a TOW missile costs over $2,000) much use is made of simulators and sub-caliber systems. Similar to individual skills, unit missions are also driven by task/conditions/standards and outlined in Army Training and Evaluation Programs (ARTEP), which prescribe specific actions to be conducted by a given type of unit’s sub-units in order for the whole to accomplish its missions. These are tied to the related individual skills.
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As an instructor looks on, an infantry trainee fires a 40mm M203 grenade launcher mounted on an M16A1 rifle. Though seemingly awkward to fire, it is an extremely accurate weapon out to 350 metres.

Leadership

Long the backbone of the Army, the NCO corps has done much to ‘self-police’ itself and re-establish its authority and image. While it is possible for a first enlistment soldier to make the rank of sergeant, most are promoted after re-enlisting for a second tour. However, NCO preparation begins while the soldier is a Specialist 4, when he may attend the Primary Leadership Development Course. As he progresses up through the NCO grades, additional courses are taken at each skill level to include Basic, Primary, and Advanced NCO Courses, in addition to advanced MOS and special skill courses. NCO promotion is based not only on time in grade and service, but on demonstrated skill and on meeting the NCO education requirements.

Officers are obtained from a number of sources. A large percentage are commissioned through the Senior Reserve Officer Training Corps (SROTC)1 conducted at colleges and universities. A civilian aspiring to become an officer will attend four years of ROTC while obtaining a college degree, his last two years while under contract to the Army, from which he receives monetary aid. Upon graduation he is commissioned as a second lieutenant and is obligated to the Army for eight years, usually four to six years on active duty. Other officers are trained through branch Officer Candidate Schools (OCS). A small percentage are graduates of the US Military Academy at West Point, N.Y. A very small percentage are obtained through direct commissioning, usually individuals possessing special technical skills. Physicians, nurses, and chaplains are obtained through special programs.

Regardless of the source of commission, the new officer will attend his Basic Branch Course while still a second lieutenant. While a captain he will attend his Advanced Branch Course, and most majors and lieutenant colonels will attend the Command and General Staff College at Ft. Levenworth, Kansas. Higher level courses, both Army and joint service, also exist. Civilian education is far from neglected as all officers are required to possess a college degree. Much emphasis is placed on obtaining still higher levels of education, with Ph.Ds and doctorates not uncommon among senior officers (much to the confusion of many congressmen dictating defense cuts, who have found themselves dealing with officers with a higher education than themselves). This writer can assure the reader that the Army’s officers are a far cry from the narrow-minded, overly-militant stereotypes depicted by Hollywood and envisioned by the media.

Warrant officers are a category of officers possessing technical skills. They receive a warrant rather than a commission and do not have command authority, but supervisory authority. They do have most of the same privileges as commissioned officers. Warrant officers are often former NCOs who have been warranted due to their abilities in special skill fields. They will also attend the Warrant Officer Course (WOC), and often more advanced technical courses. Examples of warrant officer duties include various automotive and electronic maintenance tasks, and those of medical technicians, intelligence specialists, and helicopter pilots (commissioned officers are also pilots).
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An infantry trainee, on a hot day, prepares to fire an M72A3 light anti-tank weapon (LAW). Though not obvious, a 35mm sub-caliber device is fitted inside the launch tube.

1Junior ROTC is conducted in high schools as a military orientation course and does not lead to commissioning.
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