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550077tthh  ''ffoouugghhtt  hhaarrdd''    

Official report finds 'acute fatigue, isolation, harsh environmental conditions' 
contributed to deaths in ambush 

Laura Cruz 
El Paso Times 

The U.S. Army acknowledges in its investigation into the ambush of Fort Bliss' 507th 
Maintenance Company that human error, fatigue and the fast pace of Operation Iraqi 
Freedom contributed to the death of nine Fort Bliss soldiers, two others and the capture of 
seven more, a 15-page report obtained by the El Paso Times said.  

"The element of the 507th Maintenance Company that bravely fought through An 
Nasiriyah found itself in a desperate situation due to a navigational error caused by the 
combined effects of the operational pace, acute fatigue, isolation and the harsh 
environmental conditions," the report stated. "The tragic results of this error placed the 
soldiers of the 507th Maintenance Company in a torrent of fire from an adaptive enemy 
employing asymmetrical tactics."  

The investigative report, compiled by Army officers, said the 507th soldiers fought hard, 
but that they had trouble with their weapons jamming, partly because they were not 
properly maintained .  

"Once engaged in battle, the soldiers of the 507th Maintenance Company fought hard. 
They fought the best they could until there was no longer a means to resist," the report 
stated.  

One soldier, Pfc. Patrick Miller, may have killed up to nine Iraqi fighters, the report said.  

Fort Bliss commander, Maj. Gen. Stanley Green, said Tuesday that the report would be 
released to the media today or Friday.  

"Families of the killed in action were just finished being briefed last night on their 
soldiers and what transpired based on eye-witness accounts," Green said.  

Some family members of the soldiers killed in the ambush said they were notified about 
the details of the attack March 23 near the southern Iraqi city of Nasiriyah.  

Nancili Mata, widow of Chief Warrant Officer 2 Johnny Villareal Mata, said she was 
notified June 26 by a team of seven military officials including Brig. Gen. Howard 
Bromberg, commander of the 32nd Army Air and Missile Defense Command.  



"I have a lot of mixed feelings on the situation," Mata said. "The majority of the time I'm 
satisfied. My husband explained what war was like to me. He was ready, he wanted to go, 
but at the same time I just can't understand why they were so careless."  

Arlene Walters, mother of Sgt. Donald R. Walters of Salem, Ore., said she received a 
copy of the report from her daughter-in-law but was not briefed by the military on the 
details of her son's death.  

"To begin with, the Army never notified us that Donald was missing. The only reason we 
found out he was missing was because his wife called us," she said. "When Donald died 
the only information I got was a mailagram and the death certificate."  

The report said that 82 soldiers from the 507th deployed Feb. 17 from Fort Bliss and 
arrived March 20 in Kuwait. Sixty-four soldiers of the 507th crossed into Iraq as the last 
33 vehicles in a 600-vehicle convoy, but as it traveled north the convoy split into smaller 
groups.  

"The company became isolated, as communications, already stretched to the limit, could 
not be extended to include them while they recovered heavy wheeled vehicles from soft 
sand and breakdowns along a cross-country route through the Iraqi desert," the report 
said. "Over a period of 60-70 hours with little rest and limited communications, human 
error further contributed to the situation through a single navigation error that placed 
these troops in the presence of an adaptive enemy who used asymmetric tactics to exploit 
the soldier's willingness to adhere to the Law of War."  

At the last of three designated positions along the route to their final destination near 
Baghdad, Capt. Troy King, commander of the 507th, directed 1st Lt. Jeff Shearin to lead 
all the company's available vehicles and depart with the 3rd Forward Support Battalion 
while he waited for the company that had fallen behind.  

On March 22, the remainder of the 507th and two soldiers from the 3rd Forward Support 
Battalion caught up to King and continued moving north. As the convoy traveled north 
on Highway 8, they reached an intersection with Highway 1, which required them to turn 
left to go southwest of Nasiriyah. The highway would intersect again with Highway 8, 
the report said.  

It was at the intersection that the 507th decided to continue north instead of turning left 
and around Nasiriyah, the report said. The Army said the intersection was supposed to 
have been staffed by soldiers who would direct traffic, but when King and the company 
arrived, it had not been formally staffed. King confirmed with the U.S. personnel at the 
intersection that Highway 8, known as Route Blue, the route he believed the company 
was assigned to follow, continued north.  

The convoy traveled through Nasiriyah and observed armed civilians but none of the 
people fired at the soldiers, the report said. King led the convoy out of the city and 



realized he was off the route they were supposed to take, and after conferring with 1st 
Sgt. Robert J. Dowdy, he decided to retrace the route through the city.  

As the convoy began retracing its path, it "began to receive sporadic small arms fire," the 
investigative report said. Dowdy directed the vehicles to to speed up to get away from the 
fire. Because of the different weights of the vehicles, the convoy was split into three 
groups. The first group of the convoy successfully maneuvered around obstacles while 
returning fire.  

"Most of the soldiers in this group report that they experienced weapons malfunctions," 
the report read. "These malfunctions may have resulted from inadequate individual 
maintenance in a desert environment."  

The second group of the convoy soldiers included Sgt. Curtis Campbell, Cpl. Damien 
Luten, Staff Sgt. Tarik Jackson, Spc. James Grubb, Sgt. Matthew Rose and Cpl. Francis 
Carista. They followed King and were rescued by Marines.  

The third group of the convoy included Pvt. Brandon Sloan, Pfc. Howard Johnson II, 
Spc. Jamaal Addison, Spc. James Kiehl, Sgt. Donald R. Walters, Pfc. Lori Piestewa, 1st 
Sgt. Robert J. Dowdy, Villareal Mata, Pvt. Ruben Estrella-Soto, who were all killed.  

Spc. Edgar Hernandez of Alton, Texas, and Spc. Shoshana Johnson, of El Paso, came 
under fire and lost control of the vehicle. Piestewa struck Hernandez's vehicle , killing 
Dowdy on impact. Piestewa survived but died in captivity from injuries and Pfc. Jessica 
Lynch was captured. Sgt. George Buggs and Pfc. Edward Anguiano, of the 3rd Forward 
Support Battalion, were also in Piestewa's vehicle and died. The report said it's unknown 
how they died and their deaths are still under investigation.  

Pfc. Miller was driving with Sloan and Sgt. James Riley when their truck became 
disabled. Sloan was killed by enemy fire and Miller and Riley moved toward Piestewa's 
truck and noticed that the occupants were dead or beyond help. The report said that 
before Riley made the decision to surrender, Miller, who was given a Silver Star Medal, 
"may have killed as many as nine Iraqi combatants."  

Spc. Joseph Hudson, who was wounded and taken captive, was driving with Villareal 
Mata, but was stopped by an Iraqi tank which blocked the road.  

"Iraqi forces continued to fire on the vehicle after it stopped," the report said. "Mata, in 
the passenger seat, was killed, having sustained multiple wounds."  

Johnson, Estrella-Soto, Addison and Kiehl in two vehicles attempted to drive out of the 
city but came under fire. The report said "there are few details to describe what happen to 
the soldiers in these vehicles."  



"There is some evidence to suggest that (one of the vehicles) stuck the barrel of an Iraqi 
tank," the report said. "From start to finish, the attack on the 507th lasted an estimated 60 
to 90 minutes."  

Lynch was rescued from an Iraqi hospital April 1. Five other POWs were released April 
13.  

The report concluded by noting that "every soldier performed honorable and each did his 
or her duty."  

Laura Cruz may be reached at lcruz@elpasotimes.com  

 


