APJOC-Mountaineering 2002

What do you think of when summer is mentioned? First thing to my mind is National Cadet Special Activities. This past summer I went to APJOC Mountaineering (Advanced Pararescue Orientation Course). It was a 2-week long course that mainly concentrated on mountaineering and trauma medical. I had a ton of fun and if you’re in good physical shape and like the outdoors, you’ll love this course. When I say “good” physical shape, I mean excellent this year there were 9 cadets kicked out, 8 because they couldn’t meet the physical requirements. There are 3 Pararescue Orientation Courses, Basic PJOC, Advanced PJOC Mountaineering, and Advanced PJOC Land Navigation. These courses are, by far, the most physically demanding courses CAP has to offer. 

When I got to Albuquerque, I met up with a couple of cadets at the airport and waited for the CAP van to come pick us up. They took us to the CAP building on Kirtland AFB (home of the USAF PJs) and we were told to change into BDUs and report in. When I was waiting in line, I was talking to some of the cadets who were in the Land Nav course and had been at Mountaineering last year. They told me stories of them being dropped left and right; at first I didn’t believe them. Then one of the instructors walked in, he looked at Decker, the cadet I was talking to and said, “Hey Decker, DROP!” From that point I knew it was going to be rough. For those of you who don’t know, when your told to “drop” you have to do 35 push-ups, then 1 for each instructor present and 1 for APJOC, so usually it was a total of around 40 push-ups. The other thing you have to be careful about is that you can only be recovered by the instructor who dropped you, so if you get up at the wrong time, you have to do another set of push-ups. That first night eased my mind, we were actually sleeping inside, it was on the floor of the CAP building’s classroom, but at least it was inside. Turns out that the entire first week we slept there and stayed on Kirtland for our training. The first week was medical training and practicing different kinds of rappels at the Pararescue School on “The Wall.” The medical training was extremely detailed; we learned how to treat everything from an arterial bleed to an open pneumothorax. The rappelling was awesome too; I did a total of 14 rappels at the wall alone. We did all kinds of rappels, basic ones, Aussie style, free rappels, rappels with 90lb rucksacks, and I even got to do an Aussie style free rappel. The second week we went out in the field. We learned all about how to get a patient through rugged terrain. We learned a ton of litter handling, non-technical, semi-technical, 3 to 1 hauling, and full technical techniques. We also did mock missions and we were assigned the different positions like in a regular mission. We were put as the ROC (Rescue On-scene Coordinator), Medic, Rigging team leader, and Litter team leader. The ultimate test was still to come. Thursday night, the 4th of July, we had our all-night mission, which tested us on everything we had learned in the past 2 weeks. The Land Nav cadets, who were separate from us for pretty much the entire course, met up with us and were our team leaders. Delta Team found the patient at around midnight and by the time Charlie team, my team, got there, it was nearly 3 am. C/Capt Decker, the best person I’ve ever seen navigate, somehow figured out where he was and found us a direct route out to the extract point. It was pretty rough, it was about 600 meters to the road, but took about 2 ½ hours. We used a 3 to 1 hauling system and tree-rap belays most of the way. When we got to the road, we were going to follow it for about a quarter-mile until we got to the extract point, but when we got there, MSgt Miller yelled, “Stop!” We all turned to him, and he grabbed the map from Decker and said, “Oh no! I can’t believe they marked this wrong! This isn’t a road! This is the Black River of Death!” I had no idea what was going on at that time, it had been nearly 24 hours since I last slept and I was confused. Later Decker explained it to me, he said that every year the mission ends at 7am, so if we got on the road and went to the extract point we would have ended early, so MSgt Miller decided to make us continue off of the road for the quarter-mile, which ended up taking about an hour. Overall the course was amazing. I can’t believe how much I learned, both medical and field training. The hardest part was the last couple of days. At one point I had gone 67 hours with only 4 hours sleep. This is only a little of what happened in those long 2 weeks, I have a ton more stories of MSgt Miller kicking cadets off of the 50ft wall, carrying a green 40lb rock around everywhere we went and all kinds of other crazy stuff. The graduating class was consisted of 17 of the original 24 cadets from the Mountaineering Course and 4 of the original 6 Land Nav cadets.
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