
Nebraska Guard unit recalls ambush in Iraq
By Henry J. Cordes,
Omaha World-Herald  Staff Writer

The rocket-propelled grenade screamed into the truck's engine
cover just two feet in front of Pfc. Ricky DeLancey, spraying the
Nebraska National Guard soldier with shrapnel and glass. Iraqi
insurgents continued raking the stricken truck with withering
gunfire, one bullet grazing the Nebraskan soldier's head before
blowing the Kevlar out of the back of his helmet.

DeLancey turned his burned and bloodied face to the
truck's driver, Sgt. Terry Ricketts, an Omahan shot through the
leg and pinned beneath the truck's shattered dashboard. "We're
going to die," DeLancey said, not a hint of panic in his voice.
"Yeah, I know," Ricketts flatly replied.

On a highway south of Baghdad, the young part-time soldiers
from Nebraska's 1075th Transportation Company found 30
minutes of hell. In an unusually large and coordinated
attack on March 20, the convoy of National Guard troops
and civilian contractors was ambushed by up to 50 heavily
armed insurgents.

Army officials called it the biggest and most sophisticated
convoy ambush in Iraq since April 2004, a disaster in
which eight soldiers and contractors died and one man,
who later made a celebrated escape, was taken hostage.

In the harrowing ambush, it appeared the insurgents, many
carrying handcuffs, again were intent on taking hostages.
Their early success in stopping the convoy left the
Nebraskans in grave danger. But once the lead stopped
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Hart helped her carry him to her truck. But after opening
the door, Beck quickly realized there was nowhere to put
him. Three people were already jammed in the lone
passenger seat: her co-driver, the wounded DeLancey and
a wounded civilian driver.

She later would agonize over whether she did the right
thing, whether she should have found another way to get
Ricketts out. But in the heat of the moment her only
thought was to get on the radio to have the next Guard truck
back pick him up. She told Ricketts to take cover under the
trailer of Hart's truck and left him in the care of Hart, who
continued to fire.

Remounting her truck, she revved the engine and led a
small convoy out of the kill zone. Lying across the laps of
Beck and her co-driver, DeLancey burst into tears as they
raced up the road. "It was fear, happiness, relief, everything,"
he said later. "I almost died, and I knew I probably wasn't
going to die anymore."

Back at the rear of the Nebraska convoy, Spc. Michael
Sharples of Fullerton was practically begging civilian
contractors hiding in a ditch to get back in their trucks. He

ran to Spc. Joshua Birkel of Columbus, in the final truck in
the convoy. “We have to get these guys moving,” he said.
That's when they heard Beck's reports that Ricketts was in
the road ahead. Under fire from the right, Birkel and
Sharples ran more than 300 yards, found Ricketts and
loaded him in the passenger seat of Hart's truck. Finally,
after 20 minutes in the heat of the kill zone, Ricketts was
on his way to safety.

On their way to the rear, Birkel and Sharples again encouraged
the civilian drivers (at times at gunpoint) to get back in their
trucks. Picking up stragglers on the way out, all drivers in the
Nebraska convoy at last escaped the kill zone, leaving
several wrecked trucks behind. Minutes later, Ricketts
arrived at the evacuation zone. No one was happier to see
him than Beck, who by then was working with her fiancee
to care for the wounded.

Before being loaded in a chopper, Ricketts asked Beck to
call his girlfriend. "Tell her I'll be OK," he said. Back at the
ambush site, the Kentucky MPs had created a lethal kill
zone of their own. Squad leader Sgt. Timothy Nein tapped
Hester, one of two women in the squad, to join him in
routing the insurgents dug in before them. Armed with
rifles and grenades, with the big guns providing cover, they
rushed the nearest ditch.

Hester and Nein worked their way along the trench line,
squeezing off so many rifle shots and tossing so many
grenades that Hester had to run back to the truck for more
ammo. After Hester had reportedly killed four insurgents
with rifle shots and a fifth with a grenade, and Nein killed
two others, they saw no more movement along the ditch.

All over the battlefield, a quiet calm was descending. The
Battle of Bismarck was over. 

In the aftermath, the Kentucky Guardsmen received much
deserved attention for the counterattack that turned a
promising ambush into a devastating insurgent defeat.
Hester was singled out for her mettle, providing new
fodder for the ongoing debate about the role of women in
Iraq's combat zones.
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Hester Stands in the aftermath of the the attack



Untold until now was the story of the Nebraskans'
heroics. At least four have been nominated for valor
commendations. There's talk in the unit of possible
Silver Stars for Beck and DeLancey. Beck says she
couldn't care less about that. She just did what she
felt was needed and was so scared she felt like
throwing up the whole time.

She has spent more time beating herself up about her
decision to leave Ricketts than patting herself on the
back. "I still disagree with the decision I made, but I can
handle it now," she said. "I’m just happy everyone is
doing good." DeLancey, Ricketts and Harris are all
home in Nebraska now, recuperating.

Harris was the most seriously hurt. He has nerve damage
leaving the left side of his face paralyzed and the prognosis
for improvement uncertain. But around his neck he
wears the "lucky bullet" that nearly took his life, feeling
fortunate just to be alive.

On Memorial Day weekend, it's a feeling shared by
many in the 1st Platoon. Ricketts said: "It was at the
same time the best day and worst day of my life."

Editor's note: This account of the "Battle of Bismarck"
in Iraq was drawn from interviews with key participants
and official reports from the Nebraska and Kentucky
National Guard. 

Female Guard Sergeant Receives Silver Star
Sgt. Leigh Ann Hester, who is from Nashville,
Tennessee, but serves in a Kentucky unit, received the
award for gallantry in repelling a March 20 ambush by
Iraqi insurgents against two U.S. convoys, including
one made up of soldiers from the Nebraska National
Guard's 1075th Transportation Company.
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The story of the battle was recounted in the May 29
World-Herald. Two men from her unit, the 617th Military
Police Company of Richmond, Ky., also received the Silver
Star for their roles in the same action.

According to military accounts of the firefight, insurgents
attacked the convoys south of Baghdad, launching their
assault from trenches alongside the road using rifles,
machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades. Hester and
her unit moved through enemy fire to the trenches, attacking
them with grenades before entering and clearing them.

"Bullets were flying everywhere," Hester, who was not injured,
said in an interview in April with Knight-Ridder newspapers.
"I could hear them pinging off the truck in back of me."

She killed at least three insurgents with her M-4 rifle,
according to her award citation. In the entire battle, 27
insurgents were killed and several were captured. Several
Americans were wounded in the firefight, including four
members of the Nebraska Guard unit.

"Her actions saved the lives of numerous convoy members.
Sgt. Hester's bravery is in keeping with the finest traditions
of military heroism," her award citation reads.

"I'm honored to even be considered, much less awarded,
the medal," Hester told the American Forces Press Service,
a military-run information service. "It really doesn't have
anything to do with being a female. It's about the duties I
performed that day as a soldier."

Hester, a native of Bowling Green, Ky., joined the
Kentucky Army National Guard in April 2001 and moved
to Nashville in 2003. According to a biography provided by
the Army, she works as a retail store manager. Her unit
deployed to Iraq in November 2004 and remains in the
Baghdad area. Also receiving the Silver Star for that action
were Staff Sgt. Timothy Nein of Henryville, Ind., and Spc.
Jason Mike of Radcliff, Ky. Five other members of their
unit received other medals for the action, including another
woman, Spc. Ashley Pullen of Edmonton, Ky.
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