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Maintaining 3rd LAR Battalion’s Combat Power

Story and photos by 2nd Lt. James Sheehan

COMBAT OUTPOST PAYNE, Helmand province, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan - Marines of 3rd Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion, the Wolfpack, depend on the mobility inherent of their Light Armored Vehicles and motorized assets to conduct daily combat operations across their expansive battle space in southern Helmand, an area larger than San Diego County in southern California.  
To capitalize on its organic maneuverability, a group of dedicated Marines within the maintenance section work tirelessly to ensure that all battalion vehicles are ready for the rigors of combat in varying terrain.  The southern portion of the Helmand River Valley is characterized by flat desert, rugged hills, farmlands, heavily vegetated areas, and a complex canal system that provides water and crop irrigation to the maze of villages throughout the area.  

During the pre-deployment training program, the battalion’s LAV and motor transport mechanics, repairmen, and technicians worked diligently to hone their skills in maintaining the Wolfpack’s robust equipment set.  Their training activities included planned events in their respective work areas, training in support of the LAR companies and motor transport platoon, multiple field training events, as well as the battalion’s capstone exercise in Twentynine Palms, Cali, Enhanced Mojave Viper.  
The battalion’s maintenance team knew it would be challenged in other endeavors once deployed to Afghanistan, most notably repairing and maintaining Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles and MRAP-All Terrain Vehicles (MATV), which are motorized assets not organic to an LAR battalion.  Through numerous hours of on the job training and constant research in the technical manuals of each vehicle, the Marines of the maintenance team have been able to troubleshoot a wide range of mechanical and combat-related issues affecting the battalion’s fleet of vehicles. This dedicated, hard work has enabled the Wolfpack to maintain its relentless pursuit of the enemy, partnership with the Afghan security forces, and interaction with the local populace.

Maintaining MRAPs and MATVs is an essential requirement to keep the Wolfpack in the fight.  
“Though we focus on the light armored vehicles, without motor transportation doing resupply runs, the Marines away from COP Payne would not have the beans, bullets, and band-aides they need to conduct operations,” said Master Gunnery Sgt. Victor Purvis, the battalion’s Maintenance Officer and McCook, Neb. native.  “Those motor transport assets don't run well if they are not properly maintained after all the miles they are driven.  The motor transportation mechanics continue to work around the clock, and I have yet to hear them complain, out loud anyway, about what we ask of them.” 
The majority of work the maintenance section conducts occurs on COP Payne. However, their impact is felt across the entire battlefield, most notably in the recovery operations they perform.  Mechanical issues, challenging terrain that can easily mire a 17-ton vehicle in soft or wet sand, or damages caused to vehicles due to improvised explosive devices are typical reasons that require the maintenance team, or Mafia, as they call themselves, to travel the battle space and recover these vehicles. The vehicles are then returned to COP Payne and inducted into the maintenance cycle for repair.  When the Mafia is called to action they mobilize their efforts and race to the recovery site with a sense of urgency similar to first responders back in the U.S. 

Contributions from the maintenance section extend far beyond maintaining and recovering the battalion’s fleet of vehicles.  With ordnance, engineering, and communications sections, its wide-range of capabilities include the repairing and preparing of weapons and ensuring that the battalion can communicate across its area of operations using various forms of communication equipment. 
  The Wolfpack considers the maintenance section as a key enabler for the battalion, ensuring that the unit can conduct a full spectrum of operations in the counter-insurgent fight here in southern Helmand province.
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CAMP LEATHERNECK, Helmand province, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan - Lance Cpl. Derek Varney of Edgerton, WI, completes a final inspection prior to returning an MRAP All-Terrain Vehicle to Company D.  To capitalize on its organic maneuverability, a group of dedicated Marines within the maintenance section work tirelessly to ensure that all battalion vehicles are ready for the rigors of combat in varying terrain. (Photo by 2nd Lt. James Sheehan)
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CAMP LEATHERNECK, Helmand province, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan - An LAV-25 fords the Helmand River in support of combat operations in southern Afghanistan. To capitalize on its organic maneuverability, a group of dedicated Marines within the maintenance section of 3rd Light Armored Reconnaissance work tirelessly to ensure all battalion vehicles are ready for the rigors of combat in varying terrain.  The southern portion of the Helmand River Valley is characterized by flat desert, rugged hills, farmlands, heavily vegetated areas, and a complex canal system that provides water and crop irrigation to the maze of villages throughout the area.   (Photo by 2nd Lt. James Sheehan)
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CAMP LEATHERNECK, Helmand province, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan – A Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicle gets mired in wet sand while on patrol in southern Helmand province. The maintenance section with 3rd LAR, called the Mafia, is mobilized and races to the recovery site, similar to a first responder in the U.S., when members of their battalion get stuck or damaged during combat operations.  (Photo by 2nd Lt. James Sheehan)
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CAMP LEATHERNECK, Helmand province, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan – Corporal Jeffrey Stangeland, of Monona, Iowa, replaces the power steering on a seven-ton truck.  The Wolfpack considers the maintenance section as a key enabler for the battalion, ensuring that the unit can conduct a full spectrum of operations in the counter-insurgent fight here in southern Helmand province. (Photo by 2nd Lt. James Sheehan)
