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Spe. Tyler Staffond, 23, above, ard Sgt. Jacoh Walker, 29, recount e hourslorg light Sunday that kifled rine of thelr conwades, Roth soldiers, from
Company €, 20 Battalion, 503rd Infantry Regiment {Airhoma) based in Vicenza, Italy, are recovering 2t Landstudd Regional Medical Center in Germarny,

Fistfight of a firefight

Gls recount deadly attack on Afghanistan outpost

By StEvE MRaz
Stars and Stripes

verything was on Are. The trucks.
The bazaar. The grass.

It looked surreal It looked like a
mavie.

That was what Spc. Tyler Stafford remem-
bered thinking as he stepped onto the medi-
cal evacyation helicopter. The 23-year-old
soldier would have been loaded onto the bird,
but the poncho that was hastily employed as
his stretcher broke, His body speckied with
grenade and RPG shrapnel, the Vicenza, Ttaly,
infantryman walked the last few feet to the
waiting Black Hawk.

That was Sunday morning in eastern Af

ghanistan's Kunar province. At a forward op-
eraling base —maybe as big as a footbail field
~—established just a few days prior.

Qutnumbered but not cutgunned, 2 platoon-
plus element of soldiers with 2nd Platoon,
Company C, 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry
Regiment {Alrborne), §73rd Airborna Bri-
gade Combat Team accompanied by Afgban
soidiers engaged in a fistfight of 2 Airefight,

After maybe twa hours of intense combat,
some of the seldiers’ guns seized up hecause
they expelled s0 many rounds so quickly, In-
surgent builets and dozens of rocket-propelled
grepades filled the air. So many RPGs were
fired at the soldiers that they wondered how
the insurgents had so many.

SEE BATTLE ON PAGE 3
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Turning tragedy into resolve

Vieenza mourns
loss of GIs killed
in Afghanistan

By Sanpra JONTZ
Stars and Stripes

VICENZA, Italy— They didn't
answer the final rol} calt.

Three times, 1st Sgt. Patrick
Tatuesi called out to each of nine
soldiers, first by rank and last
pame, then adding their first
pamgs, and finally beckoning the
soldiers by their full names,

Each time, an eerily somber si-
lence met his beckoning.

More than 400 people gathered
at the Caserma Ederle chapel on
a rainy Friday to henor the nine
men of 2nd Platoon, “Chosen
Company,” 2nd Battalion, 503rd
Infantry Regiment {(Adirborme),
173rd Airbome Brigade Combat
Team, whe were killed Sunday in
a firefight in Afghanistan.

“We feel angry, even bitterly
50, because our young wen lived
better lives, had higher hopes
and more perfect love, than their
attackers,” Chaplain (Lt Col)
Stevan Horning said during the
invocation. “Pleass help us to not
become weary of doing what is
good; TENEW OUT COULAES SO we
compiste the mission you assign
eachof us.”

And so they gathered to re-
member the nine ag men, oot just
as soldiers.

Like platcon leader 1st Lt
Jonathan P. Brostrom, who had
a passion for Hawail and surfing
acd wanted 10 be remembered
as wearing surfooard shoris and
sandals. “Happy-go-lucky, ¥es,
yet he passiopately competed in
scuba diving, video games ... and
Ranger skills,” Horning said. “Ee
so delighted in competition that
he invented contests so he could
win them.”

Puoras 3v Savorn JoxTa Sl

Ammnnﬂmadsﬁmmnesmﬂmsoﬁeﬁ'doghgsbeimﬁidafsmmnwﬂsaﬁwmmgﬁm
solfiers who were kiled It combat in Afghanistan,

Four soldiers who knew the
fallen best took to the lectern to
provide snippets of their friends
— at timnes, choking back tears.

Brostrom was his platoon, re-
membered Staff Sgt. John Otfi-
nosks, “It was true, we neaded
you and you neaded us,” he said
to-his former leader. "T'm not sure
how we're going to get along with-
out you.”

Spe. Sergio S. Abad could “light
up a dark room with kis crazy
humor,” Spc. Christepher Gross
said of the 24-year-old soldier. He
“glways went out of his way to do
hisbest.”

Cpl. Matthew B. Phillips had
a weird sense of fashion, and
once donned & “wig and wedding
dress — not very pretty I might
add — to celebrate his upooming
marriags,” Spe. Rickard Ingle-
dug recalled. He ofien dressed
crazily: “Everyone laughed and
that's why he did it.”

Georgia native Cpl. Jonathan
Ayers enjoyed Christian music, of

nots “Amazing Grace,” and “El-
$haddai” and enjoyed passions
like soccer, bowling and ice skat-
ing. He also had an uncanny abil-
ity to avoid work detzils, Ingledue
shared, earning him the nick-
name “Shamurai”

Cpl. Jason M. Bogar learned
from his family to protect others.
‘The “cormpassion, kindness and
tenderness he exhibited toward
the younger 2nd more vuinerable
people around him had no use for
selfindulgence,” Horning said.
“\5hile the role of a tough war-
rior in Afghanistan, he welcomed
every opportunity to participate
in humanitarian missions, espe-
cially those helping childrea”

Sgt. Isteel Garcia, one of three
married soldiers among the nine,
had deployed twice to Irag before
jeining the Vicenza-based bat-
talion. The Mexico native was
motivated by family, church and
the ideals of the Army. He led
by example, Otfinoski said, such
as when a young soldier couldn

speak English well, he helped by
making the evenings “reading
time”

Cpl Jasen D. Hovater, who
married his childbood sweet-
heart, was a “PT stud and ma-
chine who never got tired,”
rememberad Spe. Ian Fads, and
hung a poster of a young Arnold
Schwarzenegger at the foot of his
bed for inspiration.

A fapatic for strength and
muscles, Cpl Pruitt A. Rainey
had a reputation in high school
of being “the gentie giant,” and
maintained that in the Army. He
was big on pulling practical jokes,
like filting his buddizs’ boots with
shaving cream or stealing their
clothes when they showered, and
his friends in turn called him
“gyer-nursed baby™ or “big polar
pear,” Eads said, eliciting some
laughter from the crowd,

Atage 20,Cpl Gurnar W. Zsill-
ing was the youngest, but more

“May the Lord console you
™ wrote Staff Sgt. Meek-
Tin Jeanbaptise in the guest
books for the nine soldiers
honored Friday during a
memonal service at Caserma
Ederfe in Vicenza, haly,

Remembering
the fallen

Spe. Serglo Sagonl Abad, 21
Cpl.Jonathan Ryan Ayers, 24

Cpl. Jason Michact Charles
Bogar, 25

1st Lt Jonathan P Brostromy,
24

Sgt israel Garcia-Velazquez,
24

Cpl. Jason Dane Hovater, 24
Cpl, Matthew Britien Phillips,
2

Cpt. Pruitt Allen Halney, 22
Cpl. Gunnar Wikdam Zwitling,
20

that was exiremely contagious.

“T1l never forget and stop lov-
ing” Ingledue said, pavsing to
choke back tears, “the little broth-
er | had in Guenar Zwilting.”

mature than his years, Ingled
said. “He had the gift of laughter

E-mail 5andra Jontr at:
jortzs@estripes.osdmi

Battle: Coordinated attack sent GIs scrambling within seconds

BATTLE FROM PAGE I

That was July £3. That was
when Stafford was blown outof a
fighting position: by an RPG, sur-
vived a grenade blast and had the
tail of an RPG strike his helmet.

Thzt was the day nine Chosen
Company soldiers died.

It was just days before the unit
was scheduled to leave the base.

et

The first RPG and machine gun
fire came at dawe, strategically
striking the forward operating
hase's mortar pil. The insurgents
next sighted their RPGs on the
tow truck inside the combat
outpost, taking it out. That was
around 4:30 a.e.

This was not a haphazard at-
tack. The reportedly 200 in-
surgents fought from several
positions. They aimed to overrun
tha new base. The 1.5, soldiers
koew it and fought like hell. They
knew their lives were on tha line.

“I just hope these guys' wives
and their childrea understand

Spc, Tyler
503rd Infartry Regiment (Al
he receloved

how courageous their hus-
bands and dads were,” said Sgt.
Jacob Walker. “They fought like
warriors.”

Ths next target was the FOB's
observation post, where nine sol
diers were positioned on a tiny
hitl about 50 ta 75 meters fromthe
base. Of those nine, five died, and
&t least three others — Stafford

Comgpany C, 2nd
rbome), displays some of the wounds
chring the attack on an outpest in Wanat, Afghanistan,
m&:ﬂzsﬂShﬂwﬂwasﬁtbymRPﬁandsu\hedagrenadeuasf_

among them — were wounded.

When the attack began, Staf-
ford grabbed his M-240 machine
gun off & north-facing sandbag
wall and moved it to an east-fac-
ing sandbag wall. Moments later,
RPGs struck the north-facing
wall, knocking Stafford out of the
fighting position and wounding
another soldier

For more on the .

" attack at Wanat,
v_isit Stripes.com.

Stafford thought he was on fire
30 he rolled around, regaining his
sanses. Nearby, Cpl. Gunnar Zwill-
ing, who later died inthe fight, had
a stinned look on his face.

Tmmediately, a grenade explod-
ed by Stafford, blewing him down
to & lower terrace at the observa-
tion post and knocking his helmet
off. Stafford pit his helmet back
on and noticed how badly he was
bleeding.

Cpl, Matthew Phillips was close
fry, 50 Stafford called to him for
hel Phillips was preparing to
throw a grenade and shot a lock
a1 Stafford that said, "Give me a
second. T gotta ga kifl these guys
first.”

This was only about 30 te 60
seconds into the attack,

Stzs and Stipes

Kneeling behind a sandbag
wall, Phillips pulled the grenade
pin, but just after he threw it an
RPG exploded athis position. The
tailofthe RPG smacked Stafford’s
helmet. The dust cleared. Phillips
was stumped over, hischeston his
knees and his hands by his side.
Stafford called out to his buddy
three or four times, but Phillips
never answered or moved.

SEE BATTLE ON PAGE 4
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Candidates address
Afghanistan violence

By PrasLie {)INE
St. Louis Post-Dispatch

WASHINGTON — From the Pentagon to
the prestdential campaign traif to Q'Fallon,
Mo. — home of a young soldier kifled this
week in combat — the war in Afghanistan is
taking on added urgency.

Conditions in Afghanistan, long se¢n as an
American success story, are deteriorating
even as Iraq, long vigwed by many Americans
as a lost cause, appears 1o be stabilizing,

For the first time, combat deaths in Afghan-
istan for both May and June have surpassed
those in Irag — a reflection of the changing
fortunes of the two wars.

Defense Secretary Robert Gates is ac-
ketowledzing that the administration neads to
devote more resources and troops to Afghani-
stan. Penlagon leaders announced Thursday
they would send close to 808 more bomb-re-
sistant vehicles to protect troops from road-
side bombs, the No. 1 catise of combat deaths
&nd injuries there.
he'Il'mops in Afghanistan realize they need

0.

Cpl. Guonar Zwiling, the 20-year-old
O'Fallon soldier killed Sunday in Afghani-
stan, worried as his unit prepared to open
a new base In a remote area that they were
“understaffed for that kind of operation,” his
uncle, Gary Zwilling, said Thursday.

Nine U.8. soldiers were killed
during the ambush by 100 mili-
tants near the Pakistan border.

“T would hate for this to keep
happening, have four or five
troops killed here and there in

Rastrtviiad Nanzan'ap

Afghanistan,” said Zwilling, a
Vietnam veteran from Floris-
sant, Mo. “We were proud of him
and we would like to see this fin-
ished. Why can't we get the right
numbrer of troops there and finish this?”

The shifting fortunes in Afghanistan and
Iraq are playing an increasingly prominent
role in the presidential election.

The presumptive presidential nominees —
Sen. Barack Obama, I3l and Sen. John Me-
Cain, R-Ariz. — agree more resources should
be devoted to Afghanistan. But the two men
differ widely on what it means.

McCain says the lesson is that the troop
surge in Iraq, which he backed, has helped
turnarpundthe situation thers and allow more
resources to be dedicated to Afghanistan.
Obama's insistence that the surge wouldn't
work shows his poor judgment in military
matters, McCain's campaign maintains.

“The problem with the Obama campaign’s
argument is that they seem to think that los-
ing in Iraq Yelps us win in Afghanistan,” Kori
Schake, McCain's senior foreign policy advis-
er, said Thursday, A former Fentagon, State

MaskedTaEbanmaﬁantsareseenﬁthmmproﬁme.Af-
Seit.

They disagree, however, on the overall strategy,

Department and National Security Council
official, she now teaches at West Point.

“What that shows is they don’t understand
that the counter-insurgency strategy that
Sen. McCain has pushed so hard foris what is
made for success in [raq,” she said.

As Qbama sees it, the problems in Afghani-
stan demonstrate that he was right from the
start to oppese the war in Iraq. The Obama
campaign argues the Iraq effort has taken re-
sources from the battle in Afghanistan.

“Barack recognized from the beginning
that the invaston of [rag was a diversion from
the principal challenge that we face — going
after the terrorists who attacked us on $-£17
said Denis McDonough, Obama’s foreign pol-
jcy adviser.

Obama's approach is pragmatic in that he
wants to focus on “how we direct our finite
resources o confront the challenges,” Me-
Donough saié.

Repori: Japan may nix
plans to send troops

TOKYO — The worsening situ-
aton in Afghanistan may kesp
Japan from sending troops te helo
in humanitarian missions there,
Japanese media reported Friday.

Reports in The Asabi, a na-

nal daily, and the Kyodo News
acency said deteriorating securi-
1y has weakened Tokyo's pelitical
will to send troops to the region.

Chief Cabinet Secretary No-
butaka Machimura has said the
deployment is a pessibility, but
passing the required legislation
through parliament will require
the votes of the janior coalition
partner, the New Komeito Party,
which is growing mere cautious.

Afghan official: Gls shot
female homb suspect

KABUL, Afghanistan — U.3.
soldiers shot and wounded a sus-
pected female bomber as they
wok over custody of her from
Afghan police, a police official 21-
leged Friday.

Gen. Khan Mohammad Muja-
hid, police chief in central Ghaz-
ni province, said the woman and
a12-year-oid boy were taken into
Afghan custody Thursday eve-
ning. The woman was later taken
by the American troops, he zaid.

Mujahid initially said the police
argued with the Amecicans aver
giving up custody. But he Iater said
there was no argument and that
the woman lunged &t one of the
11.S. soldiers, sparking the shot.

From The Associated Press

Battle: Soldiers rose above constant fire to hold off insurgents

BATTLE, FROM PAGE 3

“When I saw Phillips die, I fooked down
and was bleeding pretty good, that's prob-
ably the most seared T was at any point,”
Stafford said. “Then I kinda had to ¢alm
myself down and be like, *All right, I gotta
go try to do my job.'

‘the soldier from Parker, Colo, loaded
his 9 mm handgun, crawled up to their
fighting position, stuck the pistol over the
sandbags and fired.

Stafford saw Zwilling’s M-4 rifle nearby
so he loaded it, put it on top of the sandbag
and fired. Another couple RPGs struck
the sandbag wall Stafford used as cover,
Shrapnel pierced his hands.

Stafford low-crawled to another fight-
ing position where Cpl. Jason Bogar, Sgt.
Mfatthew Gobble and Sgr. Ryan Pitts were
located. Stafford told Pirts that the insur-
gents were within grenade-tossing range,
‘That got Pitts' attention.

With blood running down his face, Pitts
threwa grenade and then crawled tothe po-
sition from where Stafford had just come.
Pitts started bucking more grenades,

The firefight intensified. Bullets cut
down tree limbs that fell on the soldiers.
RPGs constantly exploded.

Back et Stafford's position, so many bul-
Iats were coming in that the soldiers could
not poke their heads over their sandbag
wall, Bogar stuck an M-249 machine gun
above the wall and squeezed off rounds to
kezp fire on the insurgents. In about five
minutes, Bogar fired about 600 rounds,
causing the M-249 to seize up from heal.

At another spot on the observation post,
CpL Jonathan Ayers laid down continuous
fire from an M-240 machine gun, despite
drawing small-arms and RPG fire from
the enemy. Ayers kept firing unti! he was
shot and killed. Cpl. Pruitt Rainey radiced
the FOB with a casualty report, calling for
help. Cfthe nine soldiers at the observation
post, Ayers and Phillips were dead, Zwill-

B Browm Stars g

Sgt. Jacob Wabey, 29, a soldier frorn Company €, 2nd
Battallon, 503rd Infantry Regiment (Airbome}, was shot

in the wrist during the battle.

ing was unaccounted for, and three were
wounded. Additionally, several of the sol-
diers® machine guns couldo’t fire becauss
of damage, And they needed more ammo.

Rainey, Bogar and another soldier
jumped out of their fghting position with
the third soldier of the group launching a
shoulder-fired missile.

All this happened within the first 20
minutes of the fight.

Platoor lezder Ist Lt Jonathan Brostrom
and Cpl Jasen Hovater arrived at the ob-
servation post to reinforce the soldiers. By
that time, the insurgents had breached the
perimeter of the observation post, Gunfire
rang out, and Rainey shouted, *He's right
behind the sandbag.”

Brostrom could be heard shouting abowt
the insurgent as well.

More gunfire and grenzde explosions
ensued. Back In the fighting position, Gob-
tle fired 2 few quick rounds. Gobble thea
looked to where the seldiers were fighting
and told Stafford the soldiers were dead. OF
the nine soldiers who died in the battle, at

least seven fell in fighting
at the observation post.

The insurgents then
started chucking rocks
at Gobble and Stafferd's
fighting position, hoping
that the soldiers might
think the rocks were gre-
nades, causing them to
jump from the safety of
their fighting hole. One
rock hit a tree behind
Stafford and landed di-
rectly between his legs.
He braced himself for an
explosion. He then real-
ized it was & rock.

Stafford didn't have a
weapon, and Gebble was
Iow on ammo. Gebble
tokd Stafford they had
to get back to the FOB,
They didn't realize that Pitts was still alive
in another fighting position at the observa-
tion post. Goebble and Stafford crawled out
of their fAghting holz. Gobble looked again
to where the soldiers had been fighting and
reconfirmed to Stafford that Brostrom,
Rainey, Bogar and others were dead.

Gobble and Stafford low-crawled and
ran back tothe FOB. Coming into the FOB,
Stafford was asked by a sergeant what was
going on at the observation post. Stafford
told him all the soldiers there were dead,
Stafford lay against & wal, and his fellow
soldiers put a tourniguet on him.

From the OP, Pitts got on the radio and
told his comrades he was alone. At least
three soldiers went to the OP to rescue
Pitts, but they sufiered wounds after en-
countering RPG and small-arms Fre.

At that time, air support arrived in the
form of Apache helicopters, A-10s and F-
15s, performing bombing and strafing
Tuns.

When the attack began, Walker was on

the FOB. He grabbed an M-249 and started
shooting toward a mountain spur where he
could see some muzzle flashes. Walker put
down 680 to 800 rounds of sammunition.

He got down behind the wall he was
shooting frem to load more ammo and
was told they were taking fire from the
scuthwest. He threw the bipod legs of his
machine gun oa the heod of a nearby Hum-
vee, A 762-millimeter caliber bullet struck
Walker’s left wrist, knecking him to the
ground. A soldier applied a tournigues Lo
Walker and bandaged him.

Walker and two osther woonded soldiers
distributed their ammo and grenades and
passed messages.

The whole FOB was covered in dust and
stmoke, looking like something outofan old
\Western movie.

“I've never seen the enemy do anyihing
Like that,"” said Walker, who was medically
evacuated off the FOB in one of the first
helicopters to arrive. “Ir's usually three
RPGs, some sporadic fire and then they're
gone ... I don't where they got zll those
RPGs. That was crazy.”

Two hours after the first shots were
Rred, Stafford made his way — with help
—-ta the medevac helicopter that arrived.

“It was some of the bravest stuff I've
ever seen in my Jife, and I will never see it
again because those guys,” Stafford said,
then paused. “Normal humans wouldat do
that You're not supposed to deo that — get-
ting up znd firing back when everything
arcund you is popping and whizzing and
trees, branches coming down and sand-
bags exploding and RPGs coming in over
your head ... It was a fstfight then, and
those guys held * em off™

Stafford offered a guess as ta why his fel-
low soldiers fought so hard.

“Just hardcorenecs 1 guess,” he said.
“Just guys kicking ass, basically. Just mak-
ing sure that we look scary enough that you
don't want to come in and try to get us.”

E-mad Steve Mraz at: mrazsgestripes.osd.mi






