KEEPERS OF THE CAUSEWAYS

By: LT Jones-Chiow, Bravo Company Commander

Now each of us from time to time has gazed upon the Sea

And watched the warships pulling out, to keep their country free

And most of us have read a book; or heard a lusty tale

About the men who sail these ships through lightning, wind and hail

But there’s a place within each ship, that legend fails to tell

It’s down below the waterline, it takes a living toll

A heated metal living hell that Sailors call “the hole” – Excerpt from The Snipes Lament

“The Snipes Lament” is a famous poem describing the difficult but rewarding job of engineers. The author is unknown, but undoubtedly was an engineer who had served at sea! A “snipe” is a traditional naval term for anyone who serves in the engineering rates and therefore is seldom seen topside because of their work in the dark and hot engineering spaces deep within the ship! Naval tradition also holds that a true “snipe” cannot stand direct sunlight or fresh air, must have machine oil in their coffee in order to survive and gets a nosebleed at altitudes above the waterline.

All of this is part of the proud heritage of engineers which thrives within PHIBCB ONE’s Bravo Company. Enginemen and Electricians are an important part of the “Fleet Seabees.” They do the behind the scenes hard work, keeping the craft operational, allowing the battalion to maintain a high state of readiness and enabling it to complete all of its missions. 

When asked to describe the typical duties of an Engineman, ENC(SW) Randy Bishop from Richland, Washington explained “Enginemen operate, service and repair internal combustion engines used to power the Navy’s ships and small craft. Most enginemen also operate and maintain electro hydraulic controllable pitch propeller systems, steering engines, refrigeration and air conditioning systems, air compressors, desalinization plants and small auxiliary boilers.” 

Electrician’s Mates at PHIBCB ONE are also an important part of the engineering team that keeps Bravo Company up and running. EM1(SW/SCW) Jerry Rosete of San Diego, California has been one of the lead electricians for Lighterage Repair during Operation Iraqi Freedom. He explained the importance of the electrician’s work in “providing maintenance and repair for power generation, distribution systems and motor control circuits.”

The impact of the engineers during Operation Iraqi Freedom has been extraordinary. They developed, implemented, and supervised the modified preventative maintenance program, consisting of over 55 daily, weekly, or monthly maintenance checks. This ensured that each of the assigned 18 craft was maintained at its peak operational readiness.

Engineers are also responsible for all refueling operations and the engineers displayed incredible ingenuity during this operation. When refueling became difficult for PHIBCB ONE craft due to differences in Kuwaiti and US refueling equipment, they conceived an idea to create a fuel barge of their own by placing a SIXCON (2000 gallon fuel tank with dispensing nozzle) on a non-powered causeway, The fuel barge was then capable of being towed by an LCM-8 boat to either pierside or underway locations. This first in barge ferry history, (as far as we can document!) allowed barge ferries to remain on station to receive and discharge cargo while being simultaneously refueled underway. Using the fuel barge, the engineers ensured over 30,000 gallons of fuel were transferred safely and successfully during Operation Iraqi Freedom, an accomplishment worthy of much praise. 

During this contingency, 56 enginemen and electricians from Bravo Company, including augments from other units, ensured the craft remained fully operational. They conducted over 10,000 man-hours of preventative maintenance and repairs of 18 craft during the instream discharge of a 1400’ Elevated Causeway System (Modular) and over 3,400 containers.

The engineers have developed a reputation on the waterfront for outstanding troubleshooting skills and technical expertise. When their assistance was personally requested, they repaired a Visual Landing Aide System onboard a Kuwaiti Naval Vessel, saving the ship in excess of  20,000 dollars. They also provided a mobile engineering team to a United Arab Emirates frigate when called upon to troubleshoot an air compressor.

When asked about his job as an Engineman, EN2 Jeramie Smith from Detroit, Michigan said he “Enjoyed the challenge. I like the mechanical aspect too. I get to work out in the field instead of being enclosed in an office space. The best part though is working with other snipes… it’s a brotherhood.” 

Adding on to EN2 Jeramie Smith’s sentiments, EN3 (SW) William Clifton from Harrisburg, PA joked that the heat of Kuwait doesn’t even affect engineers. “After working in the engine spaces for a couple of years, this heat is nothing!”

Well, the heat may be inconsequential to these Fleet Seabees, but certainly their impact to the mission accomplishment of PHIBCB ONE during Operation Iraqi Freedom has been spectacular. These snipes have made the battalion proud through their hard work and dedication. So the next time you see a ship or small craft sail by remember…

There’s little that men can do, that these men have not done

Beneath the decks, deep in the hole, to make the engines run.

And every hour of every day, they keep their watch in hell

For if the fires ever fail, their ships a useless shell – Additional excerpts from The Snipes Lament

