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An Un-American Tragedy
ESPN.com - http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/eticket/story?page=tililmanpartl

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

= |nvestigative reporter: 1 = Multimedia editors: 2
= |nvestigative consultant: 1 = Designers: 2

= Project editors: 2 = Technical producer: 1
= Project coordinator: 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.

provided by Kevin Ball, Director of Editorial Content and Copy Chief, ESPN.com

By Mike Flsh | £501

Throe days remaved from the ambush and the ensuing firefight. it wasn't the memary of the rounds of gunshots
raining douds of rock and dust down the towerng caryon walls that troubiled Spc. Ryan Mansfield. It was the
madness of making sense of it all,

Spe. Pat Tiiman was daad

.‘.......-Ju vt at Camp Salirra, the Army's Forward

of Knowet, , Manshald
wrneszed the raw amction and fricton in the Lnt as the sclders
300rszad oVer tha tTagic outcom of the misson. An Ay chaglain
puled up a seat. £o did an Army psychiatrist as squad leaders and
high-ranking officers jored the 30 or 50 young Rangers sull fresh from
their first: firfight.

The sakdiars in the Black Sheeq piatoon didn't read a tidy, bureaucratic
Army Inguiry £o bell them what thay already knew: Pat Tiiman had been
klled in a case of fratricde, otherwise known as fnendly fire, by
sameane ameng them 3 the meetng

By than, thay knew tat. Lika Mansheld, though, mary af tham wers i =
struggling with how it had happenod, Wih why it had happpned. with T8 YEArs aftar Pae Tilman's daath,
thee awiui encemity of it all, ANy qUestians remain unanswered.

Tt was ematonal” said Marsfield, then 20 years cid and 3 gunner in

the vahicla that had baan Just in froat of TIMan's, 0 an tarvew weh F50H.com, “Some peapls had things thay
5aid that ather pecple deln's wank to hear. It was [ust Eresty personal. Pacals in the secand senal [the traling half
of the platoon] had 2 diferent perspective of what happened than people in the fiest.

Two years aftor Tiimar's doath, the perspecaves on the crumstarces are al

m vary mueh 3t s 3nd the story i stil very much 3ive. A5 the Defence
Dopartment Inspector Gererals Cice nears tha complaton of vot ancther
rIvestipation into Tilman's death, many very EROLIRE QUESEInS remain
unanswared.

= dra b Ranigars who bree ak Tilman and thar othar felow soidars guily of
gdoing?

AUDITORY
Interactive Map

wd-eln Silver Star, [>l|d
wikh his Burple Haart and a pi

Far reasons that reman under investigation more than two vears later, the
gon elected for almest five weeks Jfrx.v the incident not to disclos: er.hn

P

|J||LI comrade l|_ fJI into the h.lrd of thi e ||.-|-|r JN'. s M &m{w
rmants sbtanid
day a‘ur the

n-\nnomri T think 3 that pork pRcole aTeady knew that it was 3
fratricide.” He said, "So when [ say ‘neople’ = [1 mean] leadesship, okar.”

In i Eaating threm rm-< after Tiiman's death, hawever, chaos and

atwdl this warm nighe &

of the vk tred o undlarstand how 3 Rangr = ane of s selden

then was with them under their tent — had killed the most famous solder in
tha war. A3 tha MASKING Dreracsar, tha Yeang MAn taok tUms piching thar
Digee of the b Bicture. Wards ke "bad judamers” ard “paric” were tozsed
about. Gossip and sussican fowed frosly.

# | Because of the gruesome damage doene b0 Tiiman's head by the gunfing,
pepular theary frst forused on 3 soides who'd mannad 4 Sl-raliver maching
un 35 the Ikely shoater, but Army Gotuments show that investigaters later
dismizced that idea. That sokdier left the Army when his enbstment ended and
desined several Interview requests by ESPN,

one of the Army documents, an offioer assgned to observe the resdion of the Rangers dunng the debrefing
5855400 |3ker toid mvestgatars, A kit of them et ke hiz [TiF ctans that day had put himself and [Ses
Bryan (*Neat] nd the afghan soidier in geril that ws unmooess.

O'Neal, an 18-year-cid saldier who had been posbaned on the nege xSt 3 few yards from Timan durng the
firefight. sat quietly thraugh most of the maeting. Eventually, though, his few, rveting words ght 3 hush aver
the assembled platoan. Ancther scldier a the sessian, 5pc. Prdro Ameola, toid ESPN.com that Oféeal, fighting back
taaes and shaking with amatian, £aid: “The arly reasan | am standng hare is becauss Pat Tilman saved my Ife"
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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.

provided by Kevin Ball, Director of Editorial Content and Copy Chief, ESPN.com



