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GOALS 
To uncover the truth about the events that led to the death of 
Pat Tillman, the Army Ranger who spurned a lucrative NFL 
contract to serve his country in the wake of the September 11 
terrorist attacks. The Army’s initial report that Tillman had died 
heroically while battling Taliban fighters in the hills of 
Afghanistan proved a gross embellishment. Turns out that 
Tillman died at the hands of his fellow soldiers, several of 
whom were variously reprimanded by the Army for their part in 
the incident. To this day, U.S. military officials have yet to 
satisfactorily complete a formal investigation and U.S. 
lawmakers are posturing for a Capitol Hill inquiry. 

APPROACH 
After crisscrossing the country to conduct the first interviews of 
the key soldiers involved in the battle, and relying on initial 
Army reports of the incident, ESPN.com set out to reconstruct 
the events as they unfolded, both in the prelude and aftermath 
of the former star athlete’s death. 

TEAM 
 Investigative reporter: 1 
 Investigative consultant: 1 
 Project editors: 2 
 Project coordinator: 1 

 Multimedia editors: 2 
 Designers: 2 
 Technical producer: 1 
 Fact checkers: lots 

TIMELINE 
With several significant stories to be told (How did Tillman 
actually die? How did the erroneous story of his death evolve? 
Why did he become the first known soldier killed by fratricide 
to be awarded the Silver Star for valor?), the initial plan was to 
reconstruct the firefight through narrative storytelling, 
companion video features, an animated recreation of the 
battle and interactive maps pinpointing where everything went 
down on the far side of the world. The best laid plans would 
have targeted publishing for mid-August, in advance of the 
expected conclusion of the Army’s Inspector General’s current 
investigation. Due to competitive circumstances, though, the 
timetable changed dramatically and we scrambled to turn the 
project around in less than two week’s time. 
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BUDGET 
Unspecified at outset. Not really sure that we want to know, 
to be honest. This is pro-bono journalism at its essence. 
Pages were scrubbed of advertisements of all kinds. 

TRAFFIC 
Not available 

TECHNOLOGIES 
 Flash 
 XML (for audio feeds) 
 CSS 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 Encourage designers to get an early jump on getting an early jump. Even the smallest of head-starts can be 

difference-makers in turning around projects. 
 
 Be patient under duress. Don’t let circumstances entirely dictate your timetable. 

 
 When pursuing an investigative story, be prepared to not react when competitors report incremental 

advancements. Being right and being complete are paramount. 
 
 Be prepared to sacrifice the coolest element(s) for the greater good of the project. 
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