
The announcement that the 10th
Mountain Division had been selected to
deploy to Somalia came as a surprise.
Although we are a rapid deployment
contingency force, our focus had been
toward fighting dismounted light infan-
try in a constricted environment. Even
though specific units beyond the divi-
sion ready force (DRF) Infantry Battal-
ion had not been designated to deploy,
all units began preparations, including
the divisional cavalry squadron, the 3d
Squadron, 17th Cavalry, which rede-
ployed from a field training exercise on
2 December 1992.

Upon notification of deployment for
Operation RESTORE HOPE, A
Troop/3-17 Cavalry, the organization’s
ground troop, began preparing for the
potential missions we might be called
upon to execute. Focusing on the So-
malia mission as a humanitar-
ian/peacekeeping operation, special at-
tention was paid to training for check-
point operations. This task was not in-
cluded in our Mission Essential Tasks
List, and consequently had not been
previously trained. Drawing on the ex-

perience of our DESERT STORM vet-
erans, FM 7-98 (Operations in a Low-
Intensity Conflict), the initial plan of
the 10th Mountain Division’s Second
Brigade, and the principles of METT-T,
A Troop established an SOP for con-
ducting checkpoints.

A Troop deployed at approximately
60 percent strength. This reduced us
from our authorized 18-man, 6-
HMMWV platoons to 12-man, 4-
HMMWV platoons. Our vehicles were
armed with TOW 2 missile systems,
MK 19 grenade launchers, M2 .50 cali-
ber and M60 machine guns. The TOW
system could be dual mounted with an
M60.

Our initial threat analysis was very
limited. The Marines had experienced
only light resistance in their occupation
of Mogadishu, and we expected to en-
counter even less in the rural environ-
ments we were to operate in. However,
the potential for strong opposition was
always present. Thus, we planned for
the greatest amount of control and se-
curity possible with our limited man-
ning strength.

With the initial intent of securing hu-
manitarian relief organizations, rather
than actively pursuing unlawful ele-
ments, we anticipated that our check-
points would be set up on a one-way
road, such as the entrance to an assem-
bly area or feeding center. We also an-
ticipated that the checkpoints would be
in built-up areas during daylight. Our
plan called for the use of available bar-
rier materials — concertina wire, logs,
rocks, and debris — to slow and chan-
nel vehicles into an inspection zone
(Figure 1).

A minimum of six personnel, or a
scout section, would operate the check-
point. After guiding the vehicle to the
proper location, a four-man inspection
team would search the vehicle and its
occupants. Two members of the team
would conduct the actual inspection
(Figure 1, items 2 and 4), while the
other two provided close support with
M16 rifles (items 3 and 5). A crew-
served weapon mounted on a
HMMWV positioned at the exit of the
checkpoint would provide a show of
force and added firepower. The other
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section of the scout platoon would be
some distance away, ready to double
the strength at the checkpoint, if
needed. Our manning strategy allowed
for a 12-man platoon to conduct a
checkpoint for approximately 12 to 18
hours. As a final precaution, we
planned to dig shoulder-depth bunkers
within the checkpoint area to protect
dismounted personnel if an intense fire-
fight erupted. If available, we would
emplace claymore mines as a last re-
sort. Fortunately, the troop had over
three weeks to train before deployment,
exercising our checkpoint SOP numer-
ous times.

When A Troop arrived in Somalia on
7 January 1994, we immediately began
conducting convoy security and zone
reconnaissance missions out of the bri-
gade assembly area at Bale Dogle, an
old Soviet air base 70 miles west of
Mogadishu. In mid-January, the troop
deployed to a rural area southwest of
Mogadishu to participate in a week-
long squadron zone reconnaissance.
The area was flat, with scattered vil-
lages, each ranging in population from
50 to 5,000. Our primary objective was
to display a military presence within
the sector in order to frustrate the
movements of unlawful elements and
discourage banditry. A major north-
south MSR passed through the sector,

and it was believed that bandits used it
at night to harass the local villages and
to travel to and from Mogadishu. In ad-
dition to its other missions, A Troop
was ordered to establish checkpoints
along this route. The commander’s ro-
tational schedule called for two pla-
toons conducting reconnaissance mis-
sions during the day with the third pla-
toon executing a checkpoint along the
MSR at night.

As with all missions, the factors of
METT-T influenced our execution, and
adjustments to our plan had to be
made. The mission did not call for con-
trolling access to a fixed base, but
rather inspecting all civilian traffic for
weapons, obtaining human intelligence
and discouraging bandit movement.

At this point, our threat analysis had
developed into a clearer picture. There
had been very little violent activity out-
side of the population centers of
Mogadishu and Kismayu. The inci-
dents that had occurred in the rural ar-
eas had been between local civilians.
There had been no coordinated or even
random violent acts directed toward
U.S. forces in the troop sector. On the
contrary, the vast majority of So-
malians had been extremely friendly
and receptive to our presence.

In planning for the checkpoint, one of
the most significant concerns was ex-
peditiously processing vehicles. Many
Somali trucks carried as many as 20 to
30 passengers and the process of un-
loading, inspecting, and releasing a ve-
hicle could take considerable time.
Therefore, we attempted to develop a
faster system.

Another unexpected development was
that we were not establishing the
checkpoints in a built-up area, as we
had planned. Nor was the road the one-
way street we had expected. Further-
more, the road was so deteriorated that,
during daylight hours, vehicles would
travel on improvised “camel paths sev-
eral meters to each side of the main
thoroughfare. These factors made it dif-
ficult to channel traffic. The limited
barrier materials available, and the tem-
porary duration of the checkpoints, re-
stricted us to the use of concertina wire
and our HMMWVs to channel the ve-
hicles into the inspection area.

Although we had planned for it, we
had not anticipated conducting check-
points at night. The issue of effective
observation for our overwatch elements
was critical due to our limited night vi-
sion capabilities. The troop was
equipped with only PVS-5s and PVS-2s.

In executing our night checkpoints,
we stuck with our basic plan — one
section conducted the search and pro-
vided close support while the other
provided additional overwatch and rein-
forcement. We selected checkpoint loca-
tions away from population centers to
reduce civilian foot traffic. Next, we
tied in our positions with natural barri-
ers, such as irrigation canals, in order
to restrict the movement of vehicles off
the road. Finally, to counteract limited
visibility, we improvised, using vehicle
headlights to control traffic and TOW
missile thermal sights to provide effec-
tive overwatch.

The section conducting the check-
point would stagger two HMMWVs on
the road, oriented in opposite directions
(Figure 2). These HMMWVs would
mount an M60 machine gun and an
M2 .50 cal respectively. This configu-
ration provided headlight illumination
in both directions and provided over-
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watch and immediate suppressive fires
from both weapon systems, regardless
of the direction of approaching traffic.

The section would maintain strict
light discipline until a vehicle ap-
proached to within about 25 to 50 me-
ters. Then the OIC would direct the ve-
hicle headlights to be turned on and an
interpreter gave instructions to the ve-
hicle occupants. This inevitably caught
the approaching traffic by surprise and
brought it to a halt. While the crew-
served weapons provided overwatch,
the inspection teams approached the
vehicles and searched them. As re-
hearsed, each inspector had an M16
armed guard. The inspectors carried 9-
mm pistols to allow more freedom of
movement and to reduce the risk of a
hostile Somalian seizing a rifle when in
close contact.

The TOW missile thermal sights pro-
vided an unanticipated advantage. Set
approximately 100 meters off the road,
the reinforcing section was positioned

with a TOW missile thermal sight and
a Mark 19 grenade launcher. The gre-
nade launcher provided extra punch for
any long range contacts, while the
TOW sights acted as the eyes of the
overwatch element, allowing it to gain
detailed information about approaching
traffic. Before a vehicle came within
2,000 meters, the inspection team knew
the type of vehicle and the number of
occupants to expect. A proficient TOW
gunner could even determine the load
being carried in a farm produce truck.

Interpreters were of immeasurable
value at our checkpoints. A counter-in-
telligence team of two personnel and
one Somali interpreter was usually at-
tached to each platoon when conduct-
ing missions. The interpreter generally
accompanied the checkpoint OIC and
interrogated the vehicle occupants
while other inspection team members
searched the vehicle. A close working
relationship developed with the more
reliable interpreters. Although A Troop
could have conducted checkpoints

without the interpreters’ assistance, we
would have obtained much less human
intelligence, given our limited language
skills.

Upon redeployment, A Troop revised
the Mission Essential Tasks List to in-
corporate lessons learned in Somalia, to
include checkpoint operations. Al-
though a keen eye will be able to dis-
cern several weaknesses, A Troop’s
checkpoints were successful and the
mission was accomplished.

A cavalry scout platoon operating in a
more hostile or constrictive environ-
ment would undoubtedly need further
adjustments. Ultimately, A Troop exe-
cuted numerous day and night check-
points, resulting in the seizure of sev-
eral weapons and the gathering of criti-
cal human intelligence regarding bandit
activity. Human intelligence gathered
from a checkpoint operated by A Troop
led to the discovery on the following
day of one of the largest weapons
caches seized during Operation RE-
STORE HOPE.

Ground components of A Troop, 3/17
Cav recently deployed to Haiti and
were stationed in Port-au-Prince as
this issue neared publication.
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