
Hunter–Killer Teams
by Major Mark J. Aitken

The deployment of reconnaissance squad-
rons and employment of organic cavalry 
troops to combat operations throughout 
Iraq in support of the infantry brigade 
combat team illustrate the importance of 
synchronization between reconnaissance 
and killer forces. This synchronization of 
forces is not a new or novel concept, but 
actually a tried and true, and extremely 
successful, tactic, technique, and proce-
dure (TTP) used by armored and cavalry 
forces for many years. The “hunter-killer” 
team concept was tested and perfected dur-
ing countless rotations in the deserts of 
Fort Irwin, California, and then success-
fully employed in the Fulda Gap of Ger-
many, liberation of Kuwait, and most re-
cently during Operation Iraqi Freedom.

The officers and troopers of the 1st Squad-
ron, 89th Cavalry (Recon), 2d Brigade 
Combat Team, 10th Mountain Division, 
adopted this technique as they patrolled 
and secured the Multi-National Corps-
Iraq’s main supply route (MSR), Route 
Tampa, southwest of Baghdad. This route 
was used daily by military and contrac-
tor convoys, as well as a high volume of 
civilian traffic. The squadron was respon-
sible for securing a large portion of MSR 
Tampa, which included three tier 1 im-

provised explosive device (IED) sites and 
two tier 2 sites. A tier 1 IED site is iden-
tified by a significant number of IED events 
in a 1-kilometer radius over a 30-day pe-
riod, and a tier 2 site is a lesser number 
of IED events using the same criteria.

Reducing IED emplacement was our first 
priority, which included directing all le-
thal targeting efforts against the insurgent 
cell, including financiers, bomb makers, 
and transport personnel. Our second pri-
ority was to conduct direct action opera-
tions against actual IED emplacers. These 
tactics, while separate and distinct, ul-
timately combined to reduce violence 
throughout south Baghdad. As scouts, we 
tend to ignore the things we cannot im-
mediately see or impact, and revert to our 
default mode of taking the fight to the 
enemy we can see, like insurgents em-
placing IEDs. Therefore, as the war en-
tered its 4th year, we had to develop new 
innovative techniques and recycle old 
TTP to capture or kill insurgents in our 
areas of operation.

We initially conducted a thorough mis-
sion analysis, which focused on enemy 
activity and highlighted prime IED em-
placement times and preferred locations. 
Additionally, our S2 conducted a com-

prehensive terrain analysis, focusing pri-
marily on the terrain, supporting tier 1 and 
2 sites, as well as the line of sight (LOS) 
that enabled the insurgent “trigger man” 
to target coalition convoys while main-
taining the freedom of movement to es-
cape immediately after the attack. Our 
initial course of action was to establish a 
combination of mounted and dismount-
ed observation posts (OP) to confirm or 
deny enemy activity in an effort to dis-
rupt their operations. While initially suc-
cessful, these “old school” techniques 
quickly proved ineffective as insurgents 
quickly adapted their operations to avoid 
frequently used OP positions. We attempt-
ed several other techniques, including 
counter-mobility obstacles, unmanned 
aerial vehicle coverage, ground sensors, 
and countless other techniques, each with 
some limited success. We finally decided 
to use a combination of mounted and dis-
mounted OP locations, coupled with dis-
mounted ambush and hide positions — 
the light cavalry version of the hunter-
killer team.

The squadron commander assigned the 
task of capturing or killing IED emplac-
ers in the vicinity of the “mixing bowl” 
to C Troop (Crazyhorse). The operation 
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developed by the C Troop commander re-
quired the employment of three platoons, 
each with a separate and distinct task 
purpose: the first scout platoon (main ef-
fort), the “killer” element, was to estab-
lish three dismounted subsurface hide/
ambush positions on the most likely in-
surgent avenue of approach; the second 
scout platoon (supporting the first pla-
toon), the “hunter” element, was to estab-
lish a combination of mounted and dis-
mounted OPs overwatching the target 
area of interest (TAI); and the third scout 
platoon (supporting the second platoon) 
was to conduct routine mounted patrols 
in the vicinity of the operation, while re-
inforcing both the main and supporting 
effort platoons as its secondary task, as 
shown in Figure 1.

Selecting dismounted ambush positions 
is critical to the success of the operation, 
thus it is imperative to integrate the squad-
ron/battalion S2 into the planning pro-
cess and provide timely accurate enemy 
and environmental information, which 
should include, at a minimum, the follow-
ing information:

• Insurgent pattern analysis.

• “Rat lines,” or trails, that feed the 
IED site.

• Line of sight products (OP 
to TAI, ambush position to 
engagement area).

• Light and weather data.

• Photos of known insur-
gents.

Once the ambush positions 
were selected and plotted, the 
platoon leader conducted a 
detailed reconnaissance of the 
tentative positions, using cau-
tion to avoid alerting the local 
populace or insurgency to pos-
sible future operations. The 
platoon leader’s primary goal 
was to finalize the exact loca-
tion, determine resource re-
quirements, and develop an ac-
curate time estimate for the dis-
mounts to covertly pre pare and 
occupy OP positions.

The success of the operation 
hinged on the successful co-
vert insertion of the ambush 
positions, which C Troop was 
extremely successful at accom-
plishing! This task can be ac-
complished several ways, but 
C Troop infiltrated their OPs 
when MSR Tampa was shut 

down to traffic as a result of a possible 
IED. This enabled C Troop to seal off the 
route to mounted traffic and enabled the 
dismounted elements to move into posi-
tion and establish their ambush positions. 
Simultaneously, the mounted OP platoon 
established their positions overwatching 
the TAI. Once all positions were estab-
lished, the route was reopened and traffic 
moved freely.

Once established, the length and dura-
tion of the operation was determined by 
the ability of the ambush positions to re-
main covert and undetected, a function 
based on the stamina of the dismounted 
elements. Accordingly, only the most dis-
ciplined and technically proficient troop-
ers were selected to man the ambush po-
sitions because it requires self-discipline, 
commitment, and training to remain un-
detected for extended periods of time. 
The key to the operation was clearly pa-
tience. As in any defensive position, the 
team leader completed a sector sketch, 
established communications, and devel-
oped courses of action for all contingen-
cies, all of which were well thought out 
and rehearsed prior to occupation. The 
ambush team leader maintained constant 
communication with the mounted OP el-

ement, who kept them informed of move-
ment in their vicinity.

During C Troop’s operation, the mount-
ed OP platoon observed both vehicular 
and foot traffic in the vicinity of the am-
bush positions for nearly 36 hours. Prior 
to first light on the second day, the OP el-
ement observed two unidentified indi-
viduals moving north in the vicinity of 
ambush position two. The two suspected 
insurgents were attempting to move co-
vertly by using the terrain for cover and 
concealment. The OP element tracked 
their movement for several minutes, while 
simultaneously alerting the ambush ele-
ment of possible activity in their area.

The decision to execute a lethal ambush, 
or to apprehend the suspected insurgents, 
was made by the overwatch element, as 
they had the best vantage point from 
which to positively identify weapons. The 
insurgents continued their covert move-
ment north, approaching to within 10 me-
ters of the ambush position. It was pre-
cisely at this moment that the team leader 
executed a perfectly timed assault and ap-
prehended the suspects. Once the suspect-
ed insurgents were secured and searched, 
it was determined that they were moving 
weapons to establish a user-level cache 
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north of MSR Tampa. The insurgents were 
captured with several AK-47 assault ri-
fles, PKM machine guns, and rocket pro-
pelled grenade (RPG) launchers with war-
heads.

During the execution of the ambush, 
the quick reaction force (QRF) platoon 
moved in to support and reinforce the 

ambush positions, and assisted in evacu-
ating and moving the detainees to the 
squadron’s detainee holding area. The 
troop commander then had to make a de-
cision whether to continue the operation 
or withdraw his forces. The troop com-
mander made the decision to withdraw the 
remaining ambush position, but direct-
ed the mounted OP element to remain 

in place and report on activities within the 
TAI for the remainder of the operation. 
No further activity was reported or ob-
served for the next 24 hours.

This operation, as well as many others 
in our area of operation, illustrates that 
cavalry TTP can be used effectively in a 
counterinsurgency environment. Integrat-
ing and synchronizing mounted and dis-
mounted elements provides outstanding 
results, which we applied throughout our 
areas of operation.
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“Reducing IED emplacement was our first priority, which included directing 
all lethal targeting efforts against the insurgent cell, including financiers, 
bomb makers, and transport personnel. Our second priority was to conduct 
direct action operations against the actual IED emplacers.” 

“...the first scout platoon (main effort), the “killer” element, was to establish three dismounted sub-
surface hide/ambush positions on the most likely insurgent avenue of approach; the second scout 
platoon (supporting the first platoon), the “hunter” element, was to establish a combination of mount-
ed and dismounted OPs overwatching the target area of interest (TAI); and the third scout platoon 
(supporting the second platoon) was to conduct routine mounted patrols in the vicinity of the op-
eration, while reinforcing both the main and supporting effort platoons as its secondary task...”


