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Alabama Marines Tackle Live-Fire Range at CAX

MARINE AIR GROUND TASK FORCE TRAINING CENTER, Calif.— Amid the endless sand and rocks of the Mojave Desert, and under a sun that pushed temperatures to 115 degrees, Marines from Company L, 3rd Battalion, 23rd Marines, 4th Marine Division, Montgomery, Ala., set out to conquer a live-fire range during Combined Arms Exercise 7-02.

It was a chance to see how these Marines handle working together as a company, to complete rigorous training—not to mention acclimatizing their bodies to the new area and to put their infantry skills to the test. 

The previous day, section leaders and non-commissioned officers had scouted the area in preparation for the next day’s events.

“Planning always plays a very important role,” said Cpl. Jon Patrick, 3rd squad leader, Weapons Platoon. “Every Marine has to know their job, plus the jobs of their buds--just in case they get hurt.”

Members of first, second, third and weapons platoons walked the range to determine the best routes for their Marines to take during the exercise.  They have to know how much ammo to take, weapons placement, what targets to fire on, troop movements, enemy locations, and a rough estimate of how long it will take the company to complete the mission to assure they will have enough fire power to complete their objective.  

Reveille sounded June 5 at Range 400 after a long night preparing every Marine for the day’s tasks.  It was time for these Marines to do what they came out here for – train for war.        

“Anytime we train, we go all out—everything is taken seriously, said Cpl. James E. Minor, team leader, 2nd Squad, 1st Platoon.

They hiked two kilometers, with full combat loads, to meet up with the exercise controllers, Marines known as “coyotes” who supervise the range and help maintain safety during live fire.  

“This is one of the few occasions you can see this without being in a real world environment,” said Master Sgt. Al Blankenship, a native of Billingsley, Ala.

Company L used all of its assets -- three line platoons and a weapons platoon augmented by more firepower from Weapons Company -- going full force together to complete a mission.

The Marines waited patiently in the sizzling sun to get their signal to move forward on the 1.5 km range.  The first explosion went off, the deception breach, to throw off the enemy.  Then the engineers let the big one rip, the main breach, which rattled the ground under the Marines’ feet and was the signal to begin the push forward.

The mortars and other heavy guns in the surrounding area began shooting to suppress the enemy as six M240G teams furiously made their way up Machine Gun Hill to begin their support. 

“We’re the backbone of the infantry,” Patrick said, “without us the line would never be able to move forward to complete their objective.”

Once the suppression began, the rifle platoons made their way through the rocky, hilly terrain.  This was no walk in the park--they were running full speed with ammo, water, flak jackets, Kevlar helmets plus weapons.   

First and 2nd Platoons advanced together toward their objective, two bunkers.  Third Platoon made its way up and to the right to support the attack and have good position themselves to secure the final bunker. 

The heat wasn’t the only obstacle they had to overcome; concertina wire was placed around the range. This forced them to carry a breach kit, which included wooden planks, gloves, and wire cutters, to make it through the wire so Marines could cross in an expedient manner.

“These Marines did an outstanding job here today,” said Maj. Robert S. Gollhofer, Company L’s commanding officer.  “The leadership and discipline starting from the individual Marine to fire team leaders to the company as a whole completed the mission.”  

The heat out here played a major role in deterring the Marines meeting their objectives.  They sucked up the pain and drove on to defeat the range in an incredible manner, Gollhofer said.

“The motivation level of the Marines out there was unbelievable,” said Sgt. Anthony S. Daughtry, 1st Platoon guide. “I couldn’t ask for a better job from the Marines and the support we got from weapons platoon.”                            

At the end of the exercise, the Coyotes rounded up the company and gave their evaluation of the Marines’ efforts.  They also provided instruction on what they can do to make their infantry tactics even better.

“The whole purpose of CAX is to learn what we have to improve on to make our unit stronger,” Blankenship said. “Based on the Coyotes’ evaluations I know we did a good job out there, but there is always room for improvement.”

Every day at CAX is a new learning experience for these hard chargers.  

“The quality of training out here improves every time I’ve came out here,” Gollhofer said. “This is one of the few places in the world we’re able train at a company level and give Marines a better understanding of combined arms.”

