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The phone rings at 5 a.m. Feb. 2,
an improvised explosive device has been detonated and people are trapped in a collapsed building. Within an hour the Military District
of Washington Rescue Engineer Company is mobilizing for a rescue operation. Soldiers ready their
gear, and an immediate response team prepares for helicopter transport to the collapse site.

Thankfully it’s only an exercise, but as far as the rescue engineers are
concerned, the event is real.

“This is the culmination exercise for
the Rescue Systems Course,” said
Capt. Frank Tedeschi, incoming
company commander for the MDW Rescue Engineer Company.

The course, conducted over three weeks, trains incoming Soldiers on how to become rescuers and teaches them how to use the rescue tools and equipment.

“Every new Soldier to the company, regardless of rank goes through this course,” said Tedeschi.

Before the main body of the rescue company moves in, the immediate response team conducts a site assessment determining hazards and the best point to begin rescuing people. This review allows the main body to immediately begin rescue operations on arrival to the site.

After initially rescuing individuals from rubble at the site, the company moves to rescue people trapped deep inside a building. In this case, putting blocks made with reinforced concrete next to concrete tubes that simulates the building. 

The engineers don’t know what hazards or problems await them inside.

“We replicate as much as we can … without having an actual building,” said 1st Sgt. David Steffenhagen, MDW Rescue Engineer Company.

A base camp away from the collapse site provides support to the engineers below. As the engineers encounter hazards, they radio up to the base camp informing them of the situation. The camp also provides supplies and equipment.

By late morning the engineers have encountered reinforced concrete, which blocks their way, and are now working to make a hole. After they remove the concrete, they still have to cut through steel-reinforcing bars.

“Breaching a wall is pretty hard,” said PFC Matt J. Buenger. “It can be pretty frustrating at first, but there is no set way. You find a better strategy, and you get the mission completed.”

“We don’t use explosives in a situation like this,” said Staff Sgt. Antonio Serna. “It could cause a secondary collapse.”

Instead the engineers use cutting tools, and an acetylene torch to cut through the bars.

“This training gives the basis for a technical rescue,” said Steffenhagen. “[Soldiers] learn how to use their tools, and gain experience.”

Once inside the first part of the building, however, the engineers encounter debris and metal sheets preventing them from moving further inside. Even after the engineers have removed the next hazard, there is no guarantee a person is waiting on the other side. The engineers may have to remove many obstacles before they reach anyone. This may involve crawling through confined spaces to get to people. During all this, the engineers are still expected to carry all their gear, and remain calm.

“If you are claustrophobic, you have to get over it,” said Staff Sgt. Donald Nolan.

Throughout the training, the engineers will also change leadership positions.

“Everyone has to have rescue skills,” said Tedeschi. “We switch command roles during this exercise. Even privates are put in charge.”

To train in many different situations the engineers have customized a training site on post. The site features an underground sewer system, construction material to create walls of buildings, and mazes inside of tents to practice rescue operations in a fire and smoke environment. There are also old cars and a helicopter fuselage to test rescue skills.

“We use whatever we can get to help us train,” said Serna.

During Sept. 11, 2001, the unit was tasked to rescue people trapped in the Pentagon.

“We’ve incorporated some of the lessons we learned into the training,” said Steffenhagen, who was platoon sergeant of the heavy rescue platoon at the time. “We were there for 10 days.”


Spc. Travis Mayhew uses a jackhammer to break through reinforced concrete while Spc. Christopher Throckmorton removes debris during a Military District of Washington Rescue Engineer Company training event Feb 2. (Photo, James E. Martin)








