








The Ambush

ROBERT WEST / Inquirer Staff ArtistSOURCE: Alpha Company

After the third vehicle turns on Smugglers Road, a bomb
detonates under it. The explosion destroys the
up-armored M-1025 humvee and four of the five men in
the vehicle are killed instantly. The fifth,
Sgt. Dan South, is thrown over
a stone wall off to the
left of the road.
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Third vehicle
is destroyed

South is thrown
from vehicle

At Forward Operating Base Summerall, commanders pick up
signs of insurgent rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) fire from
Smugglers Road toward truck convoys on Highway One.
The Alpha Company quick-reaction force (part of the Second
Platoon) is ordered to go out to Smugglers Road to engage the
insurgents. The force consists of 16 soldiers, two dogs, and two
civilian dog-handlers riding in four machine-gun-mounted
armored humvees. Here is what happened next:

Attacking
insurgents

Sgt. Sean Snell finds South wounded, but miraculously
still alive, on the opposite side of the stone wall. Other
soldiers find the bodies of four dead comrades from
vehicle number 3.
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Vehicle 1 falls
in bomb crater

Vehicle 3
Pfc. Nathaniel DeTample,
Spec. John Kulick, Sgt. Francis
Straub, Jr. and Spec. Gennaro
Pellegrini found dead.
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FOB Summerall

RPG fire
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SMUGGLERS ROAD

Stone Wall

A An instant later, a second
bomb explodes, creating a large
crater in the road. Insurgents
open up with small-arms fire.
Some Alpha soldiers also report
that they came under fire from
rocket-propelled grenades.

Some Alpha soldiers believe
that a bomb planted in a
line of trees to the left of
the road caused a tree
section to be propelled like
an arrow through the
second humvee’s windshield.

C A section of a tree trunk
impales the bullet-resistant
windshield of the second
vehicle in the line, pinning Staff
Sgt. Timothy Breen to his seat.

A battle ensues between Alpha
Company and insurgents …

Sgt. South
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B Alpha machine
gunners return
fire from
humvee turrets.

Pfc. Nathaniel DeTampleSpec. Gennaro Pellegrini Sgt. Francis Straub

Those Lost in Iraq
Six men from Alpha Company died in two bombings three days apart.

No. 3, led by Spec. Gennaro Pellegrini, there was silence.
“Pellegrini still hadn’t called in,” Fersner said. “I was

trying to contact him.”
Only later, as the firing died down and the insurgents

slipped away, did Alpha Company realize the full scale of
what had happened.

Vehicle No. 3 was gone.
Pellegrini, 31, a Philadelphia police officer who had

been ready to leave the Guard before he got the call to
Iraq, was dead.

So was Sgt. Francis Straub Jr., 24, of Philadelphia, who
had worked for United Parcel Service.

So was Pfc. Nathaniel DeTample, 19, of Morrisville, one
of the youngest in Alpha.

And so was John Kulick. Kulick, who’d packed his bags
early; Kulick, who’d given up his seat.

If Kulick had been in the last vehicle, where he usually sat,
he would have survived. No one in that vehicle was hurt. Not
the dog handler. Not the dog.

But where was the fifth man in Vehicle No. 3? Where
was the driver, Dan South, the sergeant who’d been spoil-
ing for a fight?

“We couldn’t find South,” Jock the medic said.
South, somehow, had been thrown from the destroyed

vehicle. The explosion that killed the four men had rocket-
ed him over a stone wall.

“It’s all kind of foggy,” he said. “I’m pretty sure I remem-
ber driving down
Smugglers Road. The
next thing I remember
is coming to. I didn’t
know where I was.”

South awoke hear-
ing Sgt. Sean Snell
calling his name.

“Over here,” South
said.

He didn’t yet know
what had happened.
But he could see an
orange glow. It was
from the burning hum-
vee.

Snell, then of Phila-
delphia’s East Falls
section, had been de-
livering pizzas when
he was called up for
Iraq. In Alpha Compa-
ny, he was a squad
leader.

He leaped over the
wall and found South
sitting up in shock,
with no helmet, no ar-
mor vest, no rifle. Oth-
er than his uniform, all
he had on were knee pads.

Snell checked South all over. Satisfied that he was medical-
ly stable, he told South he had to go check on the others. But
first he drew a 9mm Glock pistol from his holster and gave it
to South.

“If you see anything,” Snell told South, “shoot it.”
¢

Back at FOB Summerall, other Alpha soldiers were lean-
ing over the radio at their tactical operations center to catch
snatches of the action miles away.

Martinez had been in his hut, winding down for the night,
when another soldier ran in and said the patrol had been hit

— no one yet knew how bad. Martinez leaped up and ran to
the operations center.

He remembers that it was hard to make heads or tails of
the radio chatter. They heard that one man had been killed
in action. Then they heard two. Or was it three? More? For
security reasons, no names were used over the air.

Sgt. Jeremiah Boring, then of Harleysville, recalled: “Ev-
eryone from our platoon was running around getting our
combat gear ready. … We were all planning on going out.”

Boring, who had just turned 23, had joined the Guard
three years earlier to earn money for college after his father
lost his job at a Ford Motor Co. supplier. Boring had re-
ceived a Bronze Star in June for pulling wounded men from
a burning vehicle.

When Alpha men
learned battalion lead-
ers were sending a dif-
ferent unit to help the
men on Smugglers
Road, they felt be-
trayed. They slammed
their helmets and
cursed at being held
back.

“But after a while,”
Boring said, “we start-
ed to take the measure
of what we lost, and
there were a whole lot
of tears.”

¢
Smugglers Road

now hosted a conven-
tion of “fobbits.”
That’s what Alpha in-
fantrymen called sol-
diers who rarely left
the relative safety of
the FOB — Forward
Operating Base Sum-
merall.

All sorts of official-
dom, along with back-
up combat forces and

two helicopters, had descended on the ambush site. It was
being treated the way police would handle a crime scene.

One “fobbit,” overcome by the excitement and the still-
intense night heat, had to be airlifted to a medical facility.

In all of the hubbub, South somehow had been left behind.
A medic found him sitting in the back of a humvee long after

other wounded men had been evacuated. With his painful
broken jaw and rib, South had to ride all the way back to the
FOB, bouncing along on hard roads, with the other Alpha
survivors.

Kelly, the Second Platoon sergeant, was waiting at the battal-
ion aid station when the dirty, exhausted troops returned.

He watched as the men, spent and bedraggled, pulled them-
selves to their feet. One of them — the medic, Dave Jock —
didn’t go inside the steel building. Instead, he disappeared
behind the building.

Kelly went to check on him.
As he approached, Jock looked up at the bigger man and

burst into sobs.
¢

On a flight layover at the airport in Shannon, Ireland, Sgt.
Greg Torricellas, a Havertown carpenter, was headed home for
two weeks of leave.

He called his fiancee, Anna Marie McConaghy, in Dela-
ware County, to tell her when he’d be coming into the
Philadelphia airport.

He said he was feeling blue about Jeffcoat and Krout,
whose deaths he had learned about from the Armed Forces
Network while en route.

“She said something about Pellegrini,” he remembered.
“I said, ‘No, no, Pellegrini’s not dead.’ ”

But McConaghy named the Alpha soldiers who’d been
killed Aug. 9. She’d heard it on the news in Philadelphia.

So many. Torricellas was dumbstruck. He couldn’t talk.
He had to get off the phone.

Contact staff writer Tom Infield
at 610-313-8205 or tinfield@phillynews.com.

Tomorrow: Homecoming
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Sgt. Brahim Jeffcoat Spec. John KulickSpec. Kurt Krout

Alpha Company
Above is the Alpha Company humvee destroyed on Smugglers Road.
Four guardsmen were killed and the driver, Sgt. Dan South, was
thrown from the vehicle. “I remember driving down Smugglers
Road,” South said. “The next thing I remember was coming to.
I didn’t know where I was.”

If Kulick had been in the last vehicle, where he
usually sat, he would have survived. No one in that
vehicle was hurt. Not the dog-handler. Not the dog.
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